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 Introduction




The future has arrived 

In the 1930s, the inspired mystic and healer Alice Bailey warned that centuries of cultural conditioning, and especially social and psychological conditioning, have created large populations of spiritually dysfunctional people who struggle to realise their full potential and discover who they really are. The solution to these problems, Alice Bailey predicted, would be the widespread use of carefully designed breathing exercises, with their ability to reorganise and readjust a person’s energetic constitution and so bring about self-healing. The Self-Healing Handbook announces that that future has arrived!




The healing power of the breath 

We all breathe all the time. Breathing is that simple. Yet the secret of life and healing, contained within the breath, is almost always remote from our everyday awareness. Being aware of a person’s breathing has always been an integral part of my healing practice, and it has been a large focus in my work with groups. As a practitioner, I sense how the availability of the healing life force to another person is enhanced through conscious breathing. Further, the availability of the healing life force is proportional to a person’s awareness of the sacred source of energy within the breath. This is crucial for our own healing  and for those with whom we may work. The special techniques presented in The Self-Healing Handbook offer you the opportunity to strengthen your link with the sacred life force through the breath. The natural side effects will be healing on all levels of your being, enhanced good health, energetic balance, a new self-awareness, heightened consciousness and the ability to help others. You will have discovered that the secret of life and healing is the breath.




Remembering the breath of life 

The window where I write looks out on a lake, with a mountain rising up behind it. Today, there is a commotion down in the car park. People are laughing and chatting together, shaking hands and donning boots. Once a month, a group of walkers meets here for a hike into the mountains. A man stands up and thumps his chest. ‘Smell that mountain air!’ he exclaims, and the women laugh. My attention is drawn to a bent figure, leaning on a stone wall and watching them from a distance. I recognise the outline; it is Charlie, a friend for over twenty years.

When I first moved to South Wales in the early 1980s, Charlie showed me the mountain walks and pathways. He was a retired miner, broad and strong, with keen brown eyes that studied you from under the peak of his cap. In those days, Charlie’s laboured breath was just becoming noticeable. ‘It’s my chest,’ he’d mutter, grinning as if he’d at last met up with the miner’s traditional adversary - emphysema. Charlie would talk about his days underground and how miners valued fresh air. There was nothing like the first breath when they came up from the pit. On our walks together, Charlie savoured the scents of the mountain: the smell of the sheep, a rotting carcass, a bank of heather, the tang of iron in a rushing stream.

Now, twenty years later, Charlie’s breath comes in gasps. A few steps exhaust him with the effort of breathing. On this sunny spring day, with the help of a stick, he makes it to a gate to watch the walkers set off on their hike. I treasure my walks with Charlie. Without saying anything, he reminded me how nature calls us to embrace the breath of life as it comes to us, unconditionally.




The Breath of Unity 

The breath carries the life force, so the breath is our moment-by-moment connection with the source of life and all healing energies - which can be called the Source, or God. Through the simple and natural act of breathing we can become more aware of this Breath of  Unity and open ourselves to the flow of healing energies. This is why conscious, mindful breathing is integral to self-healing and all other forms of therapy.

Breathing is our moment-by-moment link with life itself. When we breathe we take in the energy of our surroundings, as well as physical substances such as air, so that breathing is an interaction between our inner emotional, mental and spiritual selves and our surroundings. Thus, just as it affects our physical body, our breathing also affects the emotional, mental and spiritual aspects of ourselves. Therefore it is vital that we know how to breathe effectively at all levels of our being. The first step in self-healing through conscious breathing is to become aware of the breath as a function of our connection with the Source. This book will show you how the breath is our pathway to well-being, to balance, to mental clarity, to the absence of stress, and to a deep awareness of the gift of life.


Over centuries, as the words and concepts relating to the breath and breathing were absorbed by Western cultures, they became adapted to suit various religious and philosophical agendas. Consequently, today there is some confusion about the meaning of many of these terms. In English, for example, the word ‘spirit’ can refer to the individual soul as well as one aspect of the Christian triune vision of the Source: the Holy Spirit. In addition, spirit is defined as the force that animates the body of a living being. For the sake of clarity, in this book, Spirit (with a capital ‘s’) signifies an aspect of the Source while the term ‘spirit’ refers to the animating energy of the Source.






Lessons I’ve learnt about the breath and breathing 

We don’t have to remind our body to breathe; if something prevents us from breathing, our brain alerts us to take steps to breathe. In my years as a healer and practitioner of natural spirituality and shamanism, I have discovered that this necessity to breathe and to join with all other living, breathing beings in this way can be a basis for finding meaning in life itself.

Like most of us, the beginning of my life is enshrined in family stories. Apparently, when I was pulled from my mother’s body by a pair of large steel forceps, I was held aloft by my ankles, head down. My response to this was to take a gulp of air and howl. This meant that I did not receive the customary smack on the behind, which, in those days, was designed to initiate you into breathing. We acknowledge that human life, once we are outside our mother’s womb, begins with that first breath. What we don’t think about is that the rest of our life, in a sense, will be about how we breathe.

I remember as a small child being frightened by the campaign to eradicate diphtheria. This is an acute contagious disease where bacterial toxins cause serious inflammation of the heart and nervous system. According to the graphic posters of the time, diphtheria also caused a membrane to grow across your throat so that, eventually, you could not breathe. ‘Do you want your child to suffer that?’ the caption thundered. My father disapproved of vaccination, but I never caught diphtheria. Then, in the middle of a severe winter, I contracted measles. The water pipes in our house burst and my bout of measles turned into pneumonia. I stopped breathing a number of times, but my only recollection of the experience is of swimming in a soundless sea of swirling colours. I was out of my body. I was being looked after. During the experience of pneumonia, and my inability to breathe, I was learning about the preciousness of the breath and its link with ill-health. I was also being reminded of my existence before the breath, and that I exist with the breath and, on some level, without it.

Years later, at school, I developed a love for long-distance running. I found that I ran best when I coordinated my breathing with the rhythmic beat of my feet on the ground. Breathing responds to rhythm. After school, judo training showed me how to use the breath  to overcome the effects of my childhood illness to ‘develop a strong body and a calm mind’. Through judo I discovered how the breath was linked to thought. Fear causes people to lose control of their breathing, whereas control of the breath creates a sense of calm, strength, and confidence. I have not forgotten the words of my instructor: ‘When you need to be relaxed and serene, breathing is the key. When you need a clear head, breathing is the key. When you want to act quickly and efficiently, breathing is the key’ Sometimes, once a judo throw was mastered, the accompanying breath control allowed me to enter a space where thinking disappeared. I did not know it then, but this was the meditative state to which all forms of breath work and bodywork can lead.

My early childhood in the Gloucestershire countryside opened my heart and mind to the wonders of the natural world, giving me a lifelong interest in natural spirituality and shamanism. I have been fortunate to work with Native American medicine people, such as Wallace Black Elk, and to learn about Native American practices where conscious breathing is a feature of healing, chant, ritual and ceremony. There is an important place in all indigenous spiritual practice for simply being still. Some call this meditation. I have always found that the types of meditation that attract me are those linked to breathing, chanting, and movement (you will find some simple but effective meditation methods in the book). But, most of all, I enjoy walking in nature. Here, my breathing becomes slow and steady, my mind is stilled and immersion in the natural world induces a trance-like, meditative state where I feel quite safe and can walk without thinking about it.

I lived for a while with an Indian couple in London, and this sparked an interest in yoga. This ancient system of physical and mental exercise is based on the science of breath - pranayama - named after the Sanskrit word for the life force, prana. Since the life force has a central place in The Self-Healing Handbook, yoga practitioners will find much to interest them here.
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Energy and the breath 

Energy is the fundamental substance of nature, continually transferred between all its parts, including human beings. It is the process that initiates all change. Energy has many physical forms, such as the heat released when we metabolise food in our body, or the electricity generated by a turbine. Energy also has many subtle forms, such as the life force that animates living things and those used in self-healing, hands-on and distant healing. Subtle energies travel faster than, or just above the speed of light, and one of the properties associated with their high vibratory speed is that subtle energies can travel within oneself or to another person, being, landscape or situation, at any distance, in an instant.




The life force and the breath 

As well as carrying gases, such as oxygen and carbon dioxide, breath is the agency for transferring the subtle energy of the life force, present in air, to every cell in our body, via the blood. The life force is one of many subtle energies that together create the subtle energetic base for all life. Through our breathing, we absorb the life force; it circulates throughout every level of our being; and then we breathe it out into the universe. In this way, the breath also unites us with all other beings.




Subtle sensing 

We know that the animating life force leaves a living thing at death, for only the inanimate shell of its body remains. Even so, for much of the time we live without being conscious of the subtle aspects of life. Yet, as part of our being, we possess the ability to sense these subtle aspects. Subtle sensing is a normal and natural way of sensing - we just tend to stop using this ability as we grow out of early childhood. It is sometimes referred to as the ‘sixth sense’. Subtle sensing ranges from intuitive knowledge to consciously or unconsciously sensing the vibratory quality of energy. For example, when you enter a room you  may sense its atmosphere. The atmosphere comprises its energy field and many of the incidents that took place in it.

Since all matter is energy, everything and everyone has an energy field (also known as the aura) around them: the emanation of their specific energies. Some people, on meeting someone, are immediately able to sense the state of mental, emotional, or physical well-being of that individual. In such cases, subtle sensing means the ability to pick up and interpret the energetic information of another person’s energy field.

As well as via our ‘sixth sense’, we are able to sense subtle energies via the palms of our hands. This is an ability that a novice healer first learns about. Healing energy, for example, may be sensed by the palms and interpreted as heat, cold, or sensations such as tingling. There is a direct link between the rhythm of the breath and a person’s subtle sensing ability: the fuller and deeper the breath, the greater is our awareness of the subtle aspects of life. Most of the exercises in the book will thus help you rediscover and develop your subtle sensing and this will happen quite simply through practice.




The scope of this book 

The concept of the breath as a direct pathway to self-healing and the sacred is explored in this book. My discoveries are based on my twenty-five years of experience with individuals and groups, through the practice of healing. We begin the exploration with recovering aspects of what we once knew about the breath and breathing, moving on to the physicality of the breath, and then looking at how subtle energies and the subtle energy of the life force support all physical life.


The Self-Healing Handbook will show you how to use your own breathing rhythm to:
• Enhance your ability to self-heal

• Breathe effectively and improve your posture

• Relax

• Ensure good digestion and sound sleep 

• Relieve symptoms of stress and anxiety

• Bring emotional and mental calm

• Communicate effectively (essential for all those who use the voice in a professional setting, such as speakers, actors, broadcasters)

• Increase your energy levels

• Achieve energetic and physical balance

• Clear the system of negative energies

• Absorb positive energies

• Ensure protection from negative energies

• Expand your mind

• Achieve mental focus

• Express your true self via the breath

• Achieve your creative potential

• Prepare for healing or other therapeutic work

• Align yourself with the sacred

• Attune yourself to the natural world

• Access intuitive guidance

• Provide a time-honoured method for meditation








How to use this book 

Each chapter includes simple breath and bodywork practices that you can do by yourself or with others. In addition, you will also be introduced to special exercises for self-healing, healing others, or simply for enhancing your daily life and well-being. Though you might want to begin by looking at certain topics, I suggest that you start by working with the basic themes of the first few chapters, including the exercises on subtle energetic hygiene at the end of Chapter 3. Regular practice of these essential exercises will ensure that it becomes second  nature to take care of yourself. Once this is in place, you can explore the other topics in this book in any order that appeals to you.

The exercises encourage you to get to know your body through compassionate, non-judgemental observation of your body, becoming aware of feelings and sensations that you may not have noticed before. Paying complete attention to your body in this way, as you practise each exercise, allows you to be truly present - a state similar to the early stages of meditation.


To get the most out of your breathing exercises:
• Try to find a quiet place, inside or outdoors, for your practice.

• Sit or stand in a comfortable position, with your spine straight. A comfortable standing posture can be just as effective as sitting, resulting in a relaxed body and a relaxed mind, where you are able to observe how your body is feeling, how you are breathing, and what is going on around you, without becoming distracted by your observations.

• Breathe through your nose whenever possible.

• Close your eyes or choose something in your surroundings on which you can gently focus.

• Develop a passive yet confident and positive attitude, and enjoy the feelings of detachment from stress that come with effective breathing practice.







Some of the exercises suggest working with a partner. These will give you the added benefit of sharing and comparing experiences. It can be very useful to receive the encouragement and perspective of someone else. The book is ideal for group work and lends itself to the creation of a breathing course under the supervision of an experienced practitioner (see Web Resources for further information). However, I suggest that you do not practise more than three exercises in a single session. This keeps each session simple, allowing you to carefully study each exercise and appreciate your reactions. It is also important  not to hyperventilate through being overenthusiastic while practising your exercises!


The power of intention

It has been shown by many researchers, including Dr Larry Dossey (author of Healing Beyond the Body: Medicine and the Infinite Reach of the Mind), that the intention behind anything and everything we do has a bearing on the outcome of the process. For this reason, make sure that you understand the aim of an exercise before you begin practising it and set your mind to complete it successfully Your positive intention gives mental and emotional power to your physical actions and empowers you to remain open to whatever outcome you are presented with when doing an exercise.

By remaining unconditional and open-minded to the outcome of the exercise, you acknowledge the fact that you are a spiritual being and that your higher self dictates the activities of the healing, balancing and energising force. Your needs are not an isolated condition of the body, but an expression of the total you. This means that you cooperate with your body consciousness, rather than manipulate it. A relaxed attitude of acceptance about an outcome allows you to discover, or experience, the unexpected.


Keep a journal

You may find it useful, as well as fun, to keep a healing journal. In it you can keep a record of each breathing exercise with which you work, and document any changes you notice in yourself as a result. You can also record what you have noticed about your breathing on any given day. This could include the strength and quality of your breathing and what events, circumstances, thoughts and emotions seem to affect it. You may not always want to use words - try using drawings and making images too.

Keeping your healing journal will gradually put you back in touch with what our ancestors once knew about the breath and breathing. The exercises will help you rediscover what you intuitively know about the healing and unifying power of the breath and you will soon be able to create your own self-healing programme.


There may be days when you do not have the time or space to practise an exercise, but there is something you can do to maintain your conscious link with the Breath of Unity. Simply pause wherever you are, close your eyes, and breathe four to six slow, relaxed breaths while focusing on your breathing. Perform this conscious breathing as often as you can, up to six times in any 24 hours. Remember, it is the breath as carrier of the life force that makes it the Breath of Unity. This breath of sacred unity is fundamental to all the self-healing exercises in the book.






 Chapter 1

 What we once knew: a history of the breath




 From the beginning 

Life seems, mysteriously, to begin and end with the breath. From the first recorded observations of our very distant ancestors, found painted on the walls of caves, we know that breathing and the breath have probably always fascinated humans, since before they set off on their migrations to every part of the Earth. Later, the ancient Hebrews described how the Creator formed the first human (‘adam) from the dust of the earth (’adamah) and then breathed the breath of life (ruach)  into his nostrils. It was this sacred breath of life that transformed dust into a living being (Genesis 2:7).

Six thousand years ago, the ancient Egyptians detected that the breath seemed to actually carry life with it as a force they called ka. For the Egyptians, the key to understanding the origin of this force was the key to life itself: the ankh. The ankh was depicted as a cross-shaped key topped with a loop that could be held by the hand. It was a symbol of life, before, during, and after death. It therefore represents an ancient understanding of life as a force with its origin outside of the physical space-time frame. Much later, Coptic Christians, who were almost certainly influenced by Egyptian spiritual concepts, also used the ankh to symbolise life after death.


Qi 

Two and a half thousand years ago, another civilisation was investigating the life force and self-healing. Practitioners of Traditional Chinese Medicine called the mysterious force qi or chi. The earliest way of writing qi consisted of three wavy lines representing the emanation of the breath (as clearly seen on a cold day, for example). Some ancient Chinese people believed that qi had a spiritual origin and conveyed a spiritual force that animated the whole universe. Others considered qi to be a universal force that was physical, although unseen, like the wind. Both groups understood that qi was taken in by the body during the process of breathing. It was then circulated round the body, and finally exhaled out into the universe to be made available to other beings.

In the Chinese system of exercises known as Taiji (t’ai chi), the practitioner seeks to accumulate qi, which is then circulated throughout the subtle energy body. The qi may then be consciously used as a source of power: to self-heal, to enhance life activities or for self-defence. Practitioners of Taiji, and various martial and defensive arts, also find their senses are enhanced the more they accumulate qi, and their balance and coordination improve too.


Japanese martial art and healing traditions

China’s neighbour, Japan, soon adopted both the physical and spiritual versions of life force theory, calling it ki (the Japanese pronunciation of qi). This word and concept then appeared in terms such as  genki, meaning healthy, and byouki, meaning sick. In the Japanese martial art of aikido, the word can be translated as ‘the way (do) of harmonising your ki with the ki of your opponent’. Most energy and healing systems that incorporate the word ki, such as reiki, assert that it is possible to harness this special ‘life force’ energy in the lower abdomen, in the subtle body (the human subtle body and its energies are described in Chapter 3).

In both the Chinese and Japanese traditions, the profound physiological changes that enable special martial arts skills are developed through breathing exercises, deep relaxation and meditation practices that all aim to cultivate and store the life force energy (qi or ki).




Prana and breathing meditation 

As I mentioned in my Introduction, most who have studied yoga will have come across the Sanskrit term prana. Prana also refers to the life force, a subtle energy in air that is brought into the body by the breath. The term was first recorded in the Upanishads, the great Indian teaching scriptures, the earliest of which date back to around 400 BCE. According to yogic philosophy, the breath, or air, is merely the vehicle for conveying prana to all levels of our being. Since prana carried life, it was more important to living beings than air. Yoga is designed to work with this enriching and healing life force, and many who practise yoga are introduced to pranayama, the science of breath and breathing.

According to pranic science, there are three main channels through which the subtle energy of prana travels. These are the central channel, which is aligned with the spine, and a channel on either side of the central channel, which convey incoming and outgoing energies respectively. These three main channels are linked to a vast network of finer channels within the subtle body of a person. Those who studied pranic science were the first to identify how the life force vibrated at a slower rate, thus becoming energetically ‘denser’, as it permeated down from its spiritual origins to the level of the physical body. Yoga still recommends the practice of breathing meditation because it is considered that the physical body becomes energetically less dense (vibrates at a faster rate) through meditation based on the person’s breath. Breathing meditation allows the intake of more life force (prana) that, in turn, further reduces the relative density of the body. As this is reduced, the meditator is able to absorb increasingly finer grades of prana, providing an ever stronger link with the spiritual levels of being.

The Indian avatar Sathya Sai Baba counsels that, although there are many types of pranayama, the simplest (those that do not involve holding the breath for more than ten seconds) are the best for people living today and have the power to balance both mind and body. Practising any type of pranayama with the use of a mantra (a series of special Sanskrit sounds) is considered effective for mental transformation, while practising pranayama without using a mantra is effective for enhancing the body and its physical systems.




The transmission of spiritual power 

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad records the use of the breath to transmit  prana, in the form of power and authority, from a patriarch to his successor, a practice probably derived from the methods used by gurus to initiate their students. Here, the breath is blown upon the person, usually on the face or head, but also on the centre of the chest or other parts of the body Sometimes the transmissive breath was conveyed through sound syllables, such as a mantra. In every case, however, the person received prana that had been enhanced by its circulation through the physical and subtle levels of the authority figure or teacher. The receiver is thus considered to have been given an energy symbolising the gift of sacred succession. The transmission of power in this way, by shamans and holy people, has been noted by anthropologists in cultures all over the world.

The use of the breath to transmit power or knowledge is also recorded in the Christian Gospel of John. Here, the great teacher Jesus blows upon his disciples, with the words: ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John 20:22). The text suggests that Jesus, behaving like many shamans, teachers and prophets down through time, was able to transmit divine power to his followers by breathing forcefully on them.




The language of breathing - breath, Spirit and the sacred 

In the Near East of two thousand years ago, there seems to have been an understanding that healing, spiritual power and the life force were energies carried on the breath. Further, that these were divine energies which could be transmitted by a spiritually evolved person via the breath. Perhaps this is why the canonical records show that Jesus used the term ‘Holy Breath’, or ‘Holy Spirit’ more than any other reference to the presence of God. Thus, while our breath connects us to the physical world of air, the atmosphere and all that breathes, it also connects us to the creative breath and the presence of the divine.

Another definition of Spirit as spiritual power, or presence, occurs  in the Gospel of Luke, which tells the story of the old priest Zechariah. Zechariah is standing by the sanctuary altar, about to offer incense, when the angel Gabriel appears and foretells the remarkable birth of a son to him and his barren wife. The son will turn out to be John the Baptist, who will later proclaim the presence of Jesus in the world. Even before John is born, says the angel, he will be filled with the Holy Spirit: the ‘spirit and power of Elijah’ (Luke 1:15-17). Here is a clear recognition, by people of that time, that great healers, prophets and teachers were imbued with, and exhibited, spiritual power.

The concept that the breath not only had a spiritual origin, but was a living exemplar of the sacred, is found throughout the ancient Middle Eastern, Greek and Roman worlds. The Hebrew word ruach  can be translated as spirit, soul, or breath, while in the Aramaic of first-century Palestine, rucha translates as spirit, breath, wind and air. Here, as in Hebrew, the Semitic root sound CH indicates the breath of life. This root begins the name of the first woman, mentioned in Genesis - Chava (Eve). It also occurs in the Hebrew word chaim, life.

In Western traditions, the words for breath and soul are, again, related. The ancient Greek equivalent of ruach was pneuma, meaning spirit or breath of life. The Greek word psyche (soul) derives from the same root as the verb psychein (to breathe). The Latin of ancient Rome has the feminine word anima (the Spirit within) which has the same root as the word animus (wind). The English word ‘spirit’ comes from spiritus, the Latin for the breathing soul, courage and the vigour of life.

In the Welsh poetic tradition of the ancient Celtic world, the feminine noun awen is used to describe the divine inspiration of the bard. Awen and the Welsh word awel (breeze) are derived from the same root, wel, to blow. Awen is the breath of inspiration, or the breath of the divine that gives inspiration. In the Druidic spiritual tradition, with its roots deep in ancient Welsh culture and poetry, the breath and the whole natural world embody the concept of divine inspiration and so occupy a central place in Druid belief and sacred practice. This Celtic concept gives us a clue to the meanings behind the English word ‘inspiration’ (from Latin, inspirare, meaning to breathe in). Like life itself, we are able to access inspiration from the spiritual Source via the breath.




A signpost to the sacred 

From her deep intuitive understanding, the female visionary and mystic Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) described God as the One Breath, to which everything returns. With each breath, Hildegard declared, we are breathing in God. With her mystical vision she saw all beings living in a sacred, breathing cosmos.

When Europeans came into contact with the native inhabitants of America, they found it difficult to believe that the Native American nations already had an advanced concept of God. In Lakota, for example, God is called Wakhan Tanka, where wakhan describes anything that is sacred or that is related to the spiritual dimension of life. For the Lakota nation, the breath of any being is considered wakhan, or sacred. The meaning of tanka ranges from ‘big’ to anything greater than we can comprehend. Thus, the nearest translation of Wakhan Tanka is ‘Great Spirit’. But, like the words generated in the ancient Old World, these Lakota terms point to a spiritual concept that is too vast to be totally encapsulated in words, and too elusive to be captured by them. I think this is why one of my old Native American teachers preferred the term ‘Great Mystery’: the something or someone from which he was never separate. Interestingly, this teacher used his breath to transmit power, or even a teaching, especially in the purification (sweat) lodge ceremony.

Our very brief trip around the planet, to some of the roots of human ideas about the breath, reveals a remarkable coherence. From ancient times the concept of a life-giving force within the breath has been used by healers all over the world, consciously or unconsciously, in order to achieve optimal well-being in individuals, through opening and gaining access to the subtle energies of healing. Throughout all the different cultures and traditions, there is a clear link between the breath, air, life itself, the force beyond, before and after life, the force that enables life, and the source of life. Breathing and the breath presents us, or even confronts us, with its role as a signpost to the sacred.
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The mystery of the breath 

As we have mentioned, air not only contains oxygen, vital to brain function and physical life, but also the vital life force of subtle energy that animates the body We are created as an aspect of the Source, to manifest divine Oneness. To do this we use a physical body and a personality. The individual soul creates the template for the body, including the brain, at a subtle level, and it is from this level that all Earthly life takes form and animation. Life is planned and begins at a spiritual, or subtle, level. This is why the life force is a subtle energy and why it is crucial to our own healing.

Our first intake of air is a union of the spiritual and the physical realms. When we take in the life force in this way, we signal that we have come to breathe the same breath as our ancestors did and to be a part of Earth life for a while. At the end of our journey, we give out our last breath to those we leave behind and to those who will follow. This last exhalation frees us from physicality and returns us to the spiritual realm from which we came. In between birth and death is life, filled with wonder and mystery. This mystery, like the Great Mystery my former teacher spoke of, is not something strange or something one should fear; rather, it is a celebration of a wonder that is beyond the comprehension of the mind yet always present in the heart.

Like many spiritual teachers, Sufi master Hazrat Inayat Khan (1882-1927) taught that ‘life’s mystery lies in the breath’. Part of the mystery of the breath is that every time we exhale, we breathe out part of our essence, which then returns to the rest of the universe. Then, each time we inhale, we breathe in the essence of the Source. In this way, we are constantly in touch with the divine and continuously replenishing the spirit, or essence, of the Source through the Breath of Unity.

Furthermore, we can see each breathing cycle as a metaphor for the cycle of life. As we inhale, the soul (spirit) enters into the physical world. The pause before the out-breath can be seen as the impact of the soul coming into the physical world, animating the body at birth. As we exhale, the soul leaves the physical world. The pause before the next in-breath can be seen as the impact of the soul leaving the body at the end of life.

It seems, then, that engaging with the breath, with spirit, wind and air, can carry us from one reality to another. Finding our home in the breath puts us at the balanced centre point between the spiritual and Earthly realms. Here in this balanced state of breathing, we rediscover the empowerment that energises our individual existence and the life of our community and brings healing to both.




Beginning to breathe 

To begin to breathe effectively again means remembering what we only seem to have lost - our connection with the Source. Our relationship with our breathing can be seen as a statement about our relationship with the Source and our higher self, or who we really are. We know that, whereas earlier cultures and specific traditions have maintained a knowledge and practice of relating the breath to self-healing (and spirituality), Western culture has virtually abandoned this relationship. We have either forgotten it or ignored it and this is demonstrated by the poor breathing techniques of most people. Human history shows that we once knew that we were multidimensional beings, and that the breath and breathing nourished us on our emotional, mental and spiritual levels, as well as in our physical bodies. Thus, effective breathing is essential for receiving and maintaining total health.

We start this course in recovery and remembrance by finding out how you are breathing at this moment. Without judgement or anticipation, let’s try simply breathing.


EXERCISE 1

Simply breathing

How do you breathe right now? You are about to discover the most important self-healing tool you will ever need to enhance your awareness of yourself and life around you and to expand  your consciousness of the same. This is simply breathing. You will learn how to use this tool as you make your way through each of the exercises in the book. This first exercise helps you develop breath awareness and allows you to celebrate your relationship with your body, your breath and so, ultimately, with the Source.
• Sit or lie comfortably.

• Close your eyes (this sends a signal to your mind that you are present to yourself and thus detaching from external stimulation). Allow your mind to rest on your breath.

• Notice your body breathing in and breathing out. Notice your body moving in time to this breathing. Your chest and abdomen rise and fall; they rise on the in-breath and fall on the out-breath.

• Let your body breathe how it wants.

• Enjoy the feeling of your body breathing. Enjoy the rhythm of your body breathing.

• Enjoy the opportunity to be with your breathing and your body in this special way.

• Remain with your body and your breathing for as long as you want.

• When you feel ready, open your eyes, wiggle your toes, and stretch gently before standing.





You may be surprised at how much time has elapsed. Perhaps you were relaxed enough to drift into a gentle healing sleep. Your account of this exercise could be your first entry in your healing journal. You could ask yourself questions like: Were you able to rest on your breath? What did you notice about your body and your breathing? Did you find the experience enjoyable? What else did your breathing tell you? Use this as an assessment exercise when you first start working with the book.
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