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Introduction


He pulled me into the bathroom in the back of the house on the outskirts of Denver, Colorado. The pitch-black darkness inside the room transported me to another realm. A nasty place I could only leave if he let me. He threatened to beat me with a belt, but suffocated me instead.


I never knew what I’d done, but I knew it must have been something bad. My breath was taken away as punishment. It started when I was only five years old. He would cover my mouth and nose with just one hand. I don’t remember being afraid so much as hating the feeling that I couldn’t escape. It made me hate the dark. It was only when it was pitch black that I was forced to hang on like that. I was hanging on the edge, hoping my breath would return. Oh, the tightness in my chest. The help I couldn’t get. The scream I couldn’t let out. The breath I couldn’t let go of or take in. I was just hanging on, waiting for it to be over.


Nearly thirty years later, I returned to that room in a self-guided Integrative Breathwork practice. I saw my younger self through the darkness. But this time, I was in the corner, shining a light that only I could see but that my younger self could feel. He was suffocating me, but I was there as an adult now, willing young Millana to continue on. Through my conscious breath, I entered deep time. I traveled to a realm where my memory was made real again. Time and space flattened until I was the little girl, the woman remembering her, and the Soul who knew it was passing through. I didn’t know it when I was a kid, but it was because I was suffocated that I would find a way to reclaim my breath a million times over. I would transform this trauma into the calling that has helped millions of others reclaim their breath, too. My whole life would become a living testament to how precious the breath is.


Reclaiming my breath through breathwork became a turning point, a doorway back to my higher Self. But my journey of healing was a long and winding road. Each chapter of my life revealed the insights that eventually became the foundation for the seven principles shared in this book. And yet, these principles supported me long before I consciously recognized them.


Presence emerged from my loneliest days as a latchkey kid. By thirteen, after moving eleven times and attending seven different schools, I learned the power of being present, even in the midst of constant upheaval. I found stillness in meditation, chanting, and energy healing, practices my grandmother taught me when I was just four years old.


Love was something I deeply yearned for and struggled with, but my early spiritual practices opened pathways to self-love and compassion. Even through abuse at home and bullying at school, I learned that the love I most needed was the love I could offer myself.


Integration was seeded in my early experiences with the unseen world. As a child, I lived fully in my gifts, but to survive as I got older, I hid the brightest parts of myself behind a carefully crafted mask of “normal” to fit in wherever we moved.


Grief revealed itself through the loneliness of my childhood. The constant endings and beginnings taught me that loss could become fuel for transformation, and that longing could be fertile soil for new beginnings.


Faith became clear when I moved to New York City at nineteen with only my dreams and determination, without any family support. I was a wild child living on school loans, and in three years, I had my dream job at Vibe magazine, graduated with honors, and won Project Runway—all through a process that can make your inner visions an outer reality.


Joy surfaced when I finally started living what felt true to me. Soon after Project Runway, I hosted an online travel series in China that later won a Webby award. Out of my passion for healing, I launched rooftop yoga and meditation experiences in New York, London, and Los Angeles. Once I prioritized my personal values in my everyday life, I had more joy—and the opportunities, money, and recognition came to me with ease.


Rest became essential when I left New York for Los Angeles so I could live closer to nature and create more space in my life. In LA, my first business failed and I was forced to rest and reflect on how I needed to grow. After time, I started my current community from the ground up as a way of life, not just a business. After years of success with thousands of one-on-one and group healing sessions, I eventually began training hundreds of breathwork teachers.


I have been a seeker and a healer since I was a child, but my life has more often been messy than put together—burnout, toxic relationships, dreams that seemed to run me into the ground instead of lifting me up.


Does any of that sound familiar? Did you grow up as the new kid over and over because life kept you moving? Or maybe you hid the brightest parts of yourself so no one would think you were “too much.” Perhaps you still hold your breath in meetings the way you once did in childhood, or hit career highs yet collapse into exhaustion behind closed doors. Do you promise yourself you will finally rest and then chase the next achievement anyway?


I know what it’s like to have these oh-so-human experiences. And I finally know what it’s like to be free of what I thought I would have to carry. So have the thousands of people who have come through my courses, sessions, and trainings. The seven principles you are about to learn carried us to the other side of those patterns, and they can carry you there too.


Over time, I created frameworks to keep what worked and shed what didn’t, gathered research to see what science and ancient traditions have found, and shared the practices and principles that I learned with thousands of people all over the world to see what worked for them. After over a decade of pulling my personal and professional findings together, I realized I had insights that others could benefit from learning. I’m offering them to you here.


Working with these principles is meant to help you tap into the power that already lives inside you. Nothing about you needs fixing. Healing is remembering who you’ve always been but couldn’t reach—the version of you that the world and past trauma made you forget. The healing we’ll do together is about turning past hurt into the very purpose and freedom you came here for. One self-guided breathwork session alone can impact your life in a profound way.


We are living at a pace nobody was built for. The news never sleeps: Wars scroll across every screen, storms and fires redraw entire coastlines, and whole communities wonder where their next meal will come from. Violence, hunger, and displacement feel closer each day, even when they erupt oceans away. Deadlines still demand attention, notifications still ping before dawn, and somehow we are supposed to keep going.


If your nervous system registers that weight, if your gut or your sleepless nights insist something must change, this book meets you at the right moment—because the change begins inside you. And when you shift, healing ripples out farther than the eye can see. In times like these, we need to get back to the basics of what heals and restores us rather than what causes more harm.


While this book is practical, it is also an experience that can shift things and surface trauma that you didn’t even realize was there. Take your time and move at your own pace. And when you’re reminded to breathe, take each opportunity to settle into how you feel.


The journey ahead moves in two clear stages:




Part 1 weaves story with the neuroscience of breathwork so you understand how a single session can flip your nervous system from panic to deep presence.


Part 2 devotes one full chapter to each principle—Presence, Love, Integration, Grief, Faith, Joy, Rest—pairing real-life cases with step-by-step practices and guided breathwork.





Make space for what resonates by trying the “How to Practice This Principle” exercises at the end of each chapter. And remember, this isn’t a manual intended to fix you, but a reminder of the power already inside you. Everything you seek is within you.


So let’s dive in. But first, let’s take a deep breath.













PART 1


It’s All Within You













CHAPTER 1


The Four Tenets


Close your eyes and imagine walking into a beautiful home. As soon as you step through the front door, every problem, burden, trauma, or worry you ever had is left outside. And as you walk around the most gorgeous space you have ever seen, you start to realize that this is the home you have always dreamed of.


For the first time in a long time, you feel safe, joyful, and like you are just where you belong. Your breath settles and every layer of you relaxes at once: Your jaw unclenches, the lower back releases, thoughts untangle, and compassion floods in. Spending even just a few minutes here is like getting a year of the best sleep all at once. But you’re not asleep, you’re fully conscious.


This isn’t a dream. It’s your inner world when you are truly at peace. And it’s a place that you have access to through the altered states that arise in a breathwork session. This inner sanctuary, where body, mind, heart, and spirit are at rest, is the home you have searched for all along.


Take a moment to imagine being there. Breathe and feel into this place inside of yourself. Close your eyes and take two long inhales through the mouth. Take the first breath down to your belly so it balloons out, the second into your chest. Pause before you slowly exhale. If you tune in, you can sense what’s there in the pause between breaths.


Sometimes it’s hard to experience your inner world as some heavenly realm because parts of you are scared, neglected, and angry. Some rooms are still locked: anger pushed into closets, grief tucked under floorboards. Before you can feel at home, you need to tend to what you’ve been resisting.


But here’s the good news: Those painful parts of you that seem so stressed or scared just need your love and attention. Rest assured, we will do that together, and it will be so worth it. Because when your inner world is thriving, you stop searching for things outside yourself. Because you find everything you need within.


Are you ready to feel at home again? Here are the four foundational tenets that will help you to tap into your innate power and peace within.


FOUR FOUNDATIONAL TENETS TO GUIDE YOU HOME



1. EXPERIENCE > ANALYSIS


Most of what you’ve been told about healing is half truth. Healing doesn’t come from thinking or even talking about things. Healing happens through experiencing how you feel. Feeling, rather than thinking, is how you heal. While talk therapy sessions and empowerment seminars can bring great insight and understanding, the deeper inner resolution you’re seeking happens outside of logic, in the realm of the experiential and the ineffable.


When you gain insights through talk therapy, it’s like getting a map. You move forward by thinking your way through things. But while mental analysis can show you which way to go, points of interest, even what others have seen along the way, like a map, it can only get you so far. You still have to go there in your body. Feeling is how you get there. Experiencing is how you do the “walking” that takes you off the map in your head and into your embodied healing journey.


Research backs this up. Talking about our feelings can help, but deeper healing often happens when we feel those feelings. A landmark study (Pascual-Leone and Greenberg 2007) found that the people who allowed themselves to fully experience their emotions instead of just analyzing them made the biggest and most lasting changes in therapy.


Neuroscience research shows that emotionally charged moments become lasting memories. Repeated or significant emotional experiences become the foundation for how we view ourselves and the world. For instance, if you regularly felt unsafe or unseen during high-emotion moments, your brain may associate those emotions with ideas like, “I’m not safe” or “I don’t matter.” These aren’t just thoughts; they’re embodied beliefs shaped by lived experience.


This is because emotions activate the amygdala, whose primary role is to detect emotional significance, especially when something feels threatening, exciting, or deeply meaningful. This helps the brain focus on and prioritize what’s happening in the moment—especially if it seems important for survival or connection. The amygdala is directly connected to the hippocampus, the part of the brain responsible for forming and organizing long-term memories. When the amygdala is highly activated (due to emotional activity), it sends signals to the hippocampus that say, “This experience is important. Don’t forget it.” That’s why we remember where we were during a breakup, a birth, or a moment of awe—but not what we had for lunch three days ago. Over time, these emotionally encoded memories shape how we navigate relationships, safety, and self-worth.


Thankfully our memories and the associations our brains make are malleable. As neuropsychologist Louis Cozolino (2017) puts it, “Neural networks that are activated, fired, and wired together during emotional experiences are more effectively modified during states that recreate those same emotional experiences.” In other words: The emotional charge that built the belief is the same key that unlocks it. If a memory is recalled while you’re in an emotionally open or altered state (such as feeling safe, loved, or deeply present), your memories can be reconsolidated—that is, rewired—with a new emotional association of safety.


This requires:




	Deep presence and attuned focus to reenter the emotional state in which a memory was formed


	Activation of the emotional memory (feeling it, not just naming it)


	A newly felt emotional experience, insight, or meaning of that memory or embodied belief


	Integration over time, often through repeated experience to reestablish trust in the new association of feelings and beliefs





Pause, and take a breath to feel. What are you feeling right now? Let yourself feel it before you give it a label.



2. EVERYTHING IS FOR YOUR USE


Picture a compost pile: a month’s worth of food scraps, today’s coffee grounds, even the weeds you pulled weeks ago, all breaking down into soil rich enough to grow an entire garden. That is how we will treat everything life throws at you—in other words, everything can be used and nothing is wasted. Throughout this book, and in all my work, you will hear me say “Everything is for your use.” We make everything workable, no matter how mundane or earth-shattering. Whether it’s the mundane memory of falling off your bike for the first time, a relationship ending, or hearing a doctor say “terminal,” you still hold the choice to make it for your use. Inconvenience can become opportunity, distraction can spark inspiration, and pain can reveal purpose.


Psychologists Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun (2004) call this “post-traumatic growth.” In their seminal review, they found that up to 70 percent of people who faced major adversity—serious illness, combat, natural disaster—reported at least one positive life change directly linked to the trauma. The gains showed up in five areas: deeper appreciation of life, stronger relationships, new possibilities, personal strength, and spiritual expansion. The key was not the event itself, but how people worked with it: deliberate reflection, sharing the story aloud, and asking what meaning could be made from the wreckage. They took in what was available to them and then composted the scraps.


Rather than labeling a cancer diagnosis a death sentence, this viewpoint asks: How might I feel through what this is trying to offer me? How might it invite you to embrace life more fully? How is this meant to help me heal and grow in ways I never before imagined?


This process comes up in both big and small ways. Even a police siren during meditation can become a reminder that calm is possible amid chaos. Through this lens, everything is grist for the mill. Life conspires for you, not against you. As you work (and play) with the things that challenge you, keep asking yourself, How is this for my use? This is a real inquiry, one that inspires an openness to more possibilities rather than spiritual bypassing.


Let’s do it right now. Pause and think of one current irritation or hurt. Allow yourself to feel it in your body. Breathe deeply in and out through the nose three times. Now imagine breaking the hurt and anger down into fertile soil. How could this be useful for you right now?



3. WHAT YOU RESIST PERSISTS


Think of life as a flowing river. If you allow yourself to change, you flow with the river downstream. But if you resist the flow of change, the river’s current becomes stronger. The more you resist, the stronger the opposing force, and the more energy it takes to hold it back. The river always wins.


When you resist change, you resist an intelligence that far outweighs the ego’s. The energy required to continue to resist what needs to be faced in order for you to change eventually leads to a collapse or crisis. The longer you resist, the more dramatic the eventual fallout will be. Resistance is a human reaction. It will come up. This is why it’s so important to remember that “everything is for your use”—so that you can stop resisting the change that is already happening. Put simply, acceptance and surrender are key.


This isn’t just my theory. Science backs up what ancient wisdom has taught: Resistance tends to strengthen what we’re trying to avoid. Studies on Acceptance and Commitment Therapy show that trying to control or push away painful thoughts and emotions usually makes them louder, not quieter (Hayes et al. 2006). A review of sixty-six studies found that people who practiced acceptance rather than resistance saw better outcomes with anxiety, depression, and overall well-being. Psychology researcher Daniel Wegner (1994) called this the “ironic process”—the more you try not to think about something, the more it takes over your mind. As Wegner put it, “The paradoxical effect of thought suppression is that it produces the very preoccupation that it is directed against.” In short, acceptance clears the path for change; resistance keeps us stuck.


Resistance is the mind’s attempt to control what it doesn’t want to accept. But healing begins the moment we stop fighting and start allowing. This isn’t about accepting harm or injustice; it’s about accepting the truth of what is. When we stop resisting, the experience itself begins to shift. Not because the facts change but because our relationship to them does.


Resistance can come in the form of denial, rejection, neglect, and obstinance. It shows up in many forms of expression—mentally, physically, behaviorally, and emotionally—in relationships as well as in your creative and healing inner work.


Resistance Red Flags




	
Mind: rigid loops of thought, denial, distraction


	
Body: chronic pain, restless nights, tension


	
Emotions: sudden anger, numbness, feeling disconnected


	
Behavior: withdrawal, codependency, numbing scrolls


	
Spirit/Creativity: writer’s block, endless planning, procrastination, and perfectionism





Notice any of these in your life right now? That’s your cue to pause, breathe, and let the current of life flow by being present with it instead of pushing against it.



4. SET AND SETTING MATTER


Imagine you are planting a seed. In neglected soil it struggles to sprout. In rich, well-tended earth it bursts into bloom. Healing work is the same. While you can transcend even the most challenging of circumstances and environments, the right set and setting can make it more enjoyable. It’s far easier when you adjust the setting that supports your mind, body, and spirit.


Decades of research confirm that our environment shapes our inner state. Patients in hospital rooms with natural light recover faster and need less pain medication than those kept in dim, windowless wards (Ulrich 1984).


You can create the optimal conditions for your healing to thrive. Choose a time that works for you to play within, and make sure you’ll have time afterward to integrate and rest. To the best of your ability, when you’re ready, find a private spot where you can cry, scream, laugh, dance, or simply sit—where you can express freely without editing for others. Be sure to have plenty of water on hand. Turn off your phone or set to Do Not Disturb. Wear something loose and comfortable. Soften the light and open a window for fresh air. It is also important that you set intentions before you begin, and make a clear closing when you finish.


In general, prioritize rest, hydration, and nourishing food in your life so that your body can fully show up for whatever emerges.


Now take a breath and set your intention for the healing you would like to unfold in working with this book. What set and setting might you create to support you in that?





THE FOUNDATIONAL PRACTICE


Integrative Breathwork


Let’s dig into the basics of the most foundational practice of the work that we are doing together: Integrative Breathwork. This is the same practice that I shared in the beginning of the book. Before sharing how to do it or more stories about what I have seen and experienced with it, I’ll give you a more scientific breakdown so you can get the full picture of just how powerful this practice is.


Breathwork is the practice of intentionally modulating your breath to change your mind, body, and emotions. Through the conscious control of your breath, you shift out of your body’s fight-or-flight response (sympathetic nervous system) and into your body’s rest-and-digest state (parasympathetic nervous system) where healing naturally occurs.


Breathwork has a real, noticeable impact on how we feel. A 2023 review (Fincham et al.) looked at hundreds of people across different studies and found that slow, steady breathing helped lower stress, anxiety, and symptoms of depression. A 2023 meta-analysis in Scientific Reports found that slow nasal breathing reduced anxiety by approximately 20 percent across eighteen randomized controlled trials (Zaccaro et al. 2023).


Sustaining the Integrative Breathwork’s deep breathing pattern can also release endorphins, the natural painkillers that promote a feeling of well-being, while lowering levels of stress chemicals like cortisol and adrenaline. Marathoners speak of a “runner’s high”; breathwork taps into the same internal pharmacy without the miles, bringing a wave of natural pain relief and a drop in stress hormones.


Integrative Breathwork is an approach to breathwork and healing that evolved out of my Integrative Energy Healing sessions with clients and trainees. We believe that healing happens in the mind, body, and emotions so we can reconnect with the spiritual Self or Soul—that aspect of you that is whole. To do that, we practice a three-part breath with a focus on becoming more and more present—because the more present you become, the more you’re able to see yourself from an empowered and objective perspective. By breathing with two inhales and one exhale, all through the mouth, you’re likely to experience healthy signs that your nervous system is resetting within just a few minutes. For example, you may notice physical changes such as involuntary body movement, temperature shifts, spontaneous coughing, laughing, or crying.


Recent research (2023) from Stanford supports this approach. A study found that a simple double inhale followed by a long exhale—a pattern similar to the breathing we practice—calmed the nervous system faster than other techniques like “box breathing” (a technique using a different pattern of breath) (Zaccaro et al. 2023). In a study with eighty participants, this “cyclic sigh” helped people shift out of stress more quickly and naturally.


Integrative Breathwork also affects the mind and emotions. You might experience flashbacks or emotional outbursts, or connect with younger versions of yourself. Some people report having mystical experiences during breathwork where they connect with passed loved ones, experience a sense of oneness, and lose track of space and time.


Cross-cultural research shows that ritualized breath control has historically been used to induce non-ordinary states of consciousness in spiritual and healing contexts (Price 2011). Breathwork can complement all belief systems, offering a path to profound transformation through altered states of awareness by means of the very thing that all of us do all the time: breathe. When you engage in this kind of practice, it can be akin to what you might experience with psychedelics but without substances. These “non-ordinary” states support you to release deeply held emotional baggage from past trauma simply through breathing in a new way. In enabling you to access your subconscious mind, this type of breathwork helps you to see your life with detached objectivity to make more conscious choices that are unburdened by fear or shame.






WHY BREATHWORK IS ESSENTIAL


The way we breathe becomes the way we live. Most of us breathe in fight-or-flight mode—shallow and in our chest. This way of breathing sends signals to the brain and body to function as if you’re under attack. When this happens, your body prioritizes short-term survival over long-term well-being: Your digestion slows, your vision narrows, your long-term thinking is reduced, and your immune system is suppressed. Shallow breathing increases your heart rate, and your body becomes flooded with stress chemicals, keeping you alert and ready for battle. Studies show that chronic chest-based breathing is associated with heightened stress reactivity, including increased cortisol and sympathetic arousal—whereas slow, diaphragmatic breathing produces the opposite effect, supporting parasympathetic activity and emotional regulation (Zaccaro et al. 2018). Though you’re not aware of it, your breathing is setting off a chain reaction of downstream effects that increase stress, illness, and disease.


A regular breathwork practice has the opposite effect. While breathing through your nose is best for daily life, Integrative Breathwork helps you rapidly reset your nervous system to reverse the damage of being in stress mode for so long. Your immune system strengthens. Your capacity to digest increases—not just the food in your body, but in processing life’s events. Your thinking becomes clearer, your nervous system resets, and your emotional capacity expands.


As Zen monk and peace activist Thích Nhất Hạnh wrote, mindful breathing is “the bridge” that allows the body to follow the mind into calm. With each round of breath, it’s as if you’re being rinsed and wrung out. That cleansing process turns down stressful thoughts, emotions, and sensations to give you access to your raw inner peace. With practice, the rest-and-digest state becomes your new normal. By simply changing the way you breathe, your whole life improves.


Now that you understand the foundational tenets, and you’ve seen how breathwork can help you reset your nervous system, let’s explore what you’ll find when you have the capacity to traverse your inner world.
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