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  INTRODUCTION




  In a fast-paced, technologically driven society, many of us forget to find time to just breathe. Breath Perception encourages its readers to slow down and become more mindful. By attaining self-awareness when taking more than 14,000 breaths each day, individuals will soon achieve greater happiness.




  Breath Perception offers a guide for understanding the breath and implementing it as an instrument for physical and mental health benefits such as stress relief, higher energy levels, better sleep patterns, improved concentration, and an increased metabolism. In order to heighten the reader’s consciousness of breathing, there are 262 simple exercises as well as 104 pieces of wisdom that cover topics ranging from acceptance to Zen. By introducing each technique in a step-by-step manner, Breath Perception is easy to follow and serves as a companion to mental, physical, and spiritual development.




  The breath is always with you and always “free,” but only in the past few years have we started to learn its importance as a mindfulness tool, a concentration help, a meditation focus, and a center of health-giving possibilities. In a similar way, a smile is just a moment away—also free and always possible. We are often reminded by the ubiquitous Thích Nhất Hạnh that smiling and breathing go together. The breath has many lessons to teach us and we are starting to listen. The smile has many gifts to give.




  Breath Perception is your companion to understanding the breath and using it as a tool to improve your physical and mental health. Partly because we take the breath for granted and do not “work” with it, we are somewhat unaware of the possibilities to establish proper breathing techniques to address specific needs, such as reducing stress, changing metabolism, and increasing our supply of energy.




  HEALTH AND BREATHING




  Breathing is absolutely necessary for animal (and plant) life, but we don’t have to think about doing it. Our respiratory system automatically breathes in oxygen from the air, circulates it in the body for burning the food you eat, and then breathes out the carbon dioxide produced. The lungs are the holding area for the oxygen and they release oxygen into the blood vessels. Adults breathe in and out an average of 15 to 20 times per minute, slower when they are sleeping or resting; children may breathe a bit faster than adults. But is that all we need to know?




  While automatic breath allows us to survive, we all have acquired unconscious bad habits that restrict or distort the breath, usually as reactions to stress. Breathing affects all bodily systems and even affects sleeping (apnea and snoring), memory and concentration, and energy.




  Deep breathing has genuine medical benefits. Slowed, focused breathing can reverse the damaging effects of the fight-or-flight hormones that flood the body when you are anxious. Adrenaline and noradrenaline increase heart rate and blood pressure and generate destructive free radicals in the body.




  But with each long, deliberate inhale and exhale, you break the train of everyday thought, the fear and the stress of living.




  The result is less secretion of stress hormones and more secretion of nitric oxide, which opens the blood vessels, lowering blood pressure. At the same time, metabolism slows down, leading to less free-radical production.




  Breath Perception can help you improve the quality of your breathing and even control the state of your breathing. This book has hundreds of alternatives to complicated strategies to address stress, lack of energy, loss of concentration, and poor quality of sleep. You can even address your metabolism and weight through a variety of fairly simple breathing exercises. How? By increasing the amount of oxygen you take in, you help yourself release carbon dioxide and hydrogen more efficiently. This alone reduces the storage of excess fat.




  Breath Perception addresses the growing interest in the relationship of breathing to mental, physical, and spiritual development. As you use this book to learn how to sense inner energies and structures of your mind and body, you will make gains in spiritual development and even healing.




  BREATHING PROPERLY




  Many people do not breathe correctly. Knowing how to take a full, deep breath is a true life skill. A full breath cycle spreads life-giving oxygen throughout the body, gets rid of waste gasses like carbon dioxide, and stimulates the spine and internal organs.




  Many of us are “chest breathers,” meaning we’re accustomed to an unhealthy pattern of initiating the breath from the chest. When you fall into a pattern of isolated upper-chest breathing, you overuse muscles in the neck and upper body and underuse the diaphragm. During heavy exercise and in emergency situations, you need those muscles to supplement the diaphragm by getting more air to the lungs. Unlike the diaphragm, the muscles of the neck and upper body tire more easily, leaving you anxious and fatigued.




  One of the first steps in learning to breathe well is to learn diaphragmatic deep breathing. When you breathe in, the diaphragm contracts and flattens downward creating a vacuum that draws in air. When you exhale, the diaphragm returns to its dome shape, pushing air out of the body.




  Once you know how to get your diaphragm working for you, you will find that diaphragmatic breathing is both energizing and relaxing. It is the way a truly efficient body breathes throughout life. Diaphragmatic breathing activates the upper torso yet creates a full, deep pattern of breath.




  Lying on your back with your knees bent or straight, put your hands on your lower ribs so that the tips of the middle fingers touch each other at the end of an exhalation. Your shoulders should be relaxed and dropped away from your ears. When you breathe in, try not to let it affect your shoulders. You want your shoulders to stay down and relaxed.




  Your spine is long, a neutral spine, a natural position of the spine that allows the curves of the spine to be present. If you are sitting, feel that your weight is falling directly down through your sitting bones and your head is floating up toward the sky. Your throat is open and relaxed.




  Breathe in slowly through your nose. Let the air flow into your upper chest and down your spine, expanding your sides and lower ribs, diaphragm, back, and pelvis. Allow the deep inhale to push your belly out a little bit. The chest does move with the breath but remains relaxed and the ribs maintain their cylindrical shape.




  Exhale in the reverse order. Drop your lower abdominals, then your belly. Let your ribs pull in, and then let your chest drop as you fully expel all the air. Remain calm and comfortable at all times; never force, and if you feel strain or agitation, stop and let the breath come back to normal.




  Learn and practice this breathing before you start reading the book. Practicing this will help you with all of the breathing exercises in the book. Remember that a small smile also helps relax your facial muscles and helps you to breathe fully!




  THANK YOU




  Thank you to Skyhorse Publishing for the opportunity to present this material. A big giant thanks to my editor and husband, Paul Magoulas, who performed each exercise to ensure it was understandable and doable and read and edited the manuscript for me. And thank you to Keir Magoulas for the great cover and contribution of photographs to accompany mine in the book.




  There are many inspirations in my life, especially my sons Kyle Kipfer and Keir Magoulas, as well as supportive friends and co-workers, like Bob Amsler. Thank you to everyone.




  —Barbara Ann Kipfer
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  BASIC BREATHING MEDITATION




  Sit comfortably, whatever that is for you.




  Let your eyes close gently.




  Invite your body to relax and release into the ground or cushion.




  Let go and accept the non-doing of meditation.




  Become sensitive to and listen to your breath.




  Breathe through your nose.




  Feel the air as it goes in and out of the nostrils.




  Feel the rising and falling of the chest and abdomen.




  Allow your attention to settle where you feel the breath most clearly.




  Focus there.




  Follow the breath.




  Allow the breath to be as it is without controlling it.




  See the space or pause between breaths.




  Thinking will start.




  It is a habit.




  See each thought like a railroad car of a train going by.




  See it, acknowledge it, let it go, and come back to the breath.




  It does not matter how many times you get caught up in a thought or for how long.




  Begin again and bring awareness back to the breath.




  This is your practice.




  You are strengthening mindfulness.




  Awareness of one whole in-breath and one whole out-breath is a big accomplishment.




  If a physical sensation or pain arises, do the same.




  See it, acknowledge it without getting caught up by it, let it go, and come back to the breath.




  For 20 minutes, follow your breath with bare attention.




  When your mind wanders, stop and come back to the breath.




  As you gently open your eyes, try to carry the momentum of your mindfulness into whatever your next activity may be.




  

    Wake-up call: acceptance




    Your aim is to notice the action of your thoughts and to encourage yourself to accept your wandering mind and return to your breathing as peacefully as you can.
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  BREATH COUNTING




  Breath counting is a commonly used practice that harmonizes mind and body. The goal is to keep a mental tally of your breaths without losing count or getting caught up in thoughts.




  Sit on a cushion or in a chair, whichever is more comfortable for you, and close your eyes gently.




  With your in- and out-breaths, start counting. The simplest method is to inhale and count 1, then exhale and count 2. Count from 1 to 10 and then start again.




  You could also try counting a cycle of inhalation and exhalation as 1, then 2, etc.




  You might feel frustrated about losing count, so start by doing this for just 5 minutes and then gradually lengthen the time. Remember that you are building your concentration and mindfulness. This is a wonderful way to practice these important qualities.
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  BASIC RELAXATION MEDITATION




  Find a comfortable place to lie down on your back, but not so comfortable that you will likely fall asleep. Your arms lie slightly out from your sides, palms up. Your legs should be separate and fall open relaxed. Your eyes should be closed. Sense your whole body, especially the points where it touches the surface you are laying on.




  Follow your breath at its most noticeable place, perhaps at your nostrils.




  Then bring your awareness to your feet. Wiggle your toes, flex and relax the feet, letting go of any tension there.




  Bring your awareness to your lower legs, slightly tensing the muscles and then relaxing them.




  Do this for your thighs.




  Then do this for your hips.




  Bring your awareness to your abdomen. Think of the tension draining away, your abdomen opening and softening. Continue to follow and observe your breath. Bring your awareness to your upper abdomen and ribcage, feeling the areas open and soften.




  Then do this for your chest and then your neck and throat.




  Bring your awareness to your shoulders. Feel their heaviness melting into the surface.




  Do this with your upper arms, then the lower arms.




  Wiggle your fingers, flex and relax them, letting go of any tension there.




  Now bring awareness to your head and face. Feel the tension and then let it melt into the surface.




  Feel the calm now in each part of your body. When you scan your body from toe to head and you feel an area of tension, imagine that area relaxing.




  When you have scanned your entire body, go back to the breath for 10 more minutes.




  Now slowly wiggle your fingers and toes. Begin to stretch your arms and legs. Open your eyes slowly. Gradually come to a sitting position.




  Try to carry the momentum of your mindfulness into whatever your next activity may be.




  

    Wake-up call: action




    Be awake to the continually changing tones of the breath. Be awake to the blessing of the air flowing in and the air flowing out. Accept each in-breath as the beginning. Accept each out-breath as letting go.
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  BASIC WALKING MEDITATION




  Walking meditation is a simple practice. It is learning to be aware as you walk, using the natural movement of walking to cultivate mindfulness and be in the present moment.




  Choose a place where you can walk comfortably back and forth, indoors or outdoors—at least 10 to 30 paces in length. You may experiment with the speed on your own, walking at whatever pace keeps you most present. This practice is done for any length of time that you wish.




  Begin with your feet firmly planted on the ground. Let your arms and hands rest easily. Close your eyes for a moment, centering yourself, taking a few deep breaths. Feel yourself standing on the earth. Feel the pressure of the bottoms of your feet on the ground. Feel the sensations of standing. Then open your eyes and be present and aware.




  Begin to walk slowly. Walk with ease and dignity.




  With each step feel all the sensations involved in lifting your foot and leg up from the earth. Be aware as you place each foot back onto the earth.




  Relax and let your walking be easy and natural. Be mindful of each step.




  Your mind will wander many times, just as in sitting. As soon as you notice this, acknowledge it, then return to feel the next step. Whether your mind has wandered for one second or 10 minutes, simply acknowledge this and come back to being aware of the next step you take.




  At the midpoint of your path, pause for a moment. Center yourself and carefully turn around. Pause again so you can be aware of the first step as you walk back.




  Walk simply, being truly present for the other half of the walk.




  At the end of the path, please pause.




  Try to carry the momentum of your mindfulness into whatever your next activity may be.




  You can use walking meditation to calm and collect yourself and to live more mindfully in your body. You can extend your walking practice to when you go shopping, whenever you walk down the street, or to or from your car. This practice allows you to enjoy walking for its own sake instead of filling it up with the usual planning and thinking.




  

    Wake-up call: anger management




    Befriend your emotions. Befriend your confused or negative emotions. When one arises, like anger, smile to yourself and mentally note, “There’s anger again!”
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  RELAXATION POSE




  This is also called corpse pose. You can use a yoga mat, carpeted floor, the bed, a couch—anything comfortable for you. You might find that having a folded blanket or low pillow under your head makes the position more comfortable for your back.




  Lie down and close your eyes. Let your legs relax and flop out naturally with feet about two feet apart. Arms are also out, palms up, and relaxed away from your sides.




  Relax your feet, your calves, your thighs, your hips, your buttocks, your lower back, your abdomen, your middle and upper back, your chest, your shoulders, your arms, your hands, your neck. Let your eyes relax into their sockets and feel your facial muscles and scalp becoming soft and relaxed.




  Mentally scan your body for tension and when you find any, tighten the part, then relax it. Allow yourself to melt into the floor. Breathe into your abdomen and with each exhalation, feel the weight of your body sinking deeper into the floor.




  Focus your attention on the breath. Enjoy being supported by the floor. If your mind wanders, come back to the breath.




  Do this relaxation for at least 5 minutes (10 after a yoga session) and then take a deep breath and open your eyes. Come slowly up to sitting.
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  ALTERNATE NOSTRIL BREATHING




  In a seated position with your eyes closed, press your right middle and index fingers against the palm of your right hand. Press your right thumb to the side of your right nostril as you inhale through your left nostril for 8 counts.




  Shut both nostrils using your right thumb on the right side of your nose and your first finger (forefinger) on the left side of your nose and retain the breath. Hold it for as long as comfortable.




  Release the thumb and count to 8 as you exhale through your right nostril.




  Repeat on the left side. Continue to alternate with one complete inhale/exhale per thumb/forefinger. Do this for 10–20 cycles.




  

    Wake-up call: appreciation of nature




    When you are walking in nature, you can smile and say hello to what you see, hear, and come into contact with. Smile at a pebble you happen to step on. Smile at the sky, the trees, the wind. With a smile, you can feel your breath and your steps more clearly.
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  BREATH AWARENESS EXERCISES




  While you are sitting working, you can interweave some breath awareness exercises created by Thích Nhất Hạnh:




  Breathing in, I notice I am breathing in. Breathing out, I notice I am breathing out.




  Breathing in, I am aware of my body. Breathing out, I calm my body.




  Breathing in, I know I am alive. Breathing out, I understand the joy of being alive.




  Breathing in, I embrace an unpleasant feeling. Breathing out, I calm that unpleasant feeling.




  Breathing in, I look deeply at fear. Breathing out, I liberate myself from fear.




  Breathing in, I observe a flower. Breathing out, I contemplate its impermanence.




  Breathing in, I look at an object of desire. Breathing out, I see the disappearance of desire.




  Repeat for 5 minutes or however long you need to feel peace and awareness.
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  CONSCIOUS DOOR OPENING




  As you get ready to leave your home, office, or a room, consciously approach the door.




  Take 3 slow deep breaths.




  Do you have what you need? Walk out that door and enter the world with your eyes wide open and a smile on your face.




  

    Wake-up call: appreciation of the body




    You should strive to gain some measure of control over your basic muscle movements and body functions—fidgeting, nail biting, scratching, and other nervous habits should come under the control of your mind. Normally, you scratch without realizing you itch, seldom noticing the intention that activates the body’s movements. What you are seeking to do is to have mindfulness of bodily movements and functions.
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  BREATH FOLLOWING TO MUSIC




  Turn on some music that is conducive to sitting and listening. Set it on a continuous loop. Sit in a comfortable position.




  Follow your breath while listening to this music—breathing long, light, even breaths while remaining aware of the movement and sentiments of the music. You follow the breath where it is most distinctively felt by you, often at the tip of the nostrils.




  Enjoy smooth, relaxing, beautiful music, no words, a gentle instrumental. Use this exercise to take a break from your busy life.




  

    Wake-up call: art




    Art is both in the artist and in the work of art—in the one as a cause, in the other as the effect. What is effected is a certain ennoblement of matter, a transformation produced not merely by the hand of the artist, but by his or her thought or knowledge. The arts serve primarily as a medium of spiritual communication. Creating art is a magical form of meditation.
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  SEATED BREATH STRETCHES




  To do seated breath stretches, sit in a comfortable position—on a cushion or in a chair.




  Close your eyes and concentrate on breathing into the front of your body while raising your arms to the side and over your head, then breathing out, bringing your arms down. This is sun breath.




  Then breathe into the back of your body, meaning you will focus your concentration on your back and visualize breathing there, raising your arms over your head. Breathe out, lowering your arms.




  Breathe now into the right side of your body, raising your right arm over your head. Breathe out, lowering that arm.




  Finally, breathe into the left side of your body, raising your left arm over your head. Breathe out, lowering that arm.




  Repeat all four areas 10 times or for a set period of time, maybe 10 minutes.
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  ATOM VISUALIZATION




  In a seated position, close your eyes.




  As you inhale, pause to sense and envision the billions of atoms of air soaking into your bloodstream and being carried to nourish and energize every cell and fiber of your body.




  As you exhale, pause to envision that through the power of your intent and imagination you imbue the energy bundles of each atom and molecule with your unique blessings.




  Envision that each breath is offered as a blessing to the countless beings who are breathing.




  Stay with this exercise for 10 minutes or more.




  12




  KINDNESS BREATHING




  You wish to be happy, right? Use your breath to just pay attention and be kind, unconditionally kind, on this breath alone. Take a deep breath in; then breathe out.




  Repeat for 5 minutes. This will help you feel kinder and happier.




  No matter what the circumstances, just be kind. Everything else will work itself out.




  Deep breathing will cleanse you of impurities and realign your being with the energy of prana, the cosmic energy connecting the elements of the universe.




  After completing this exercise, take a deep breath and move on in kindness.
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  POINTING AT YOURSELF




  Sit in a dark room or alone outside at night. Watch your breath; observe the point where you feel it most strongly. Say, “I will use my finger to point at myself,” and then point away in the opposite direction.




  Contemplate seeing yourself outside of your bodily form. See yourself in the moon, the air, the universe. Maintain a half-smile and put your hands on your knees, but continue using your mind to point away at yourself, out in the universe. Everyone and everything is connected.




  Continue breathing in and out with deep breaths, watching your breath for 10 to 20 minutes.
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  SKULL–SHINING BREATH




  Start by sitting straight and breathing in, expanding your belly.




  Exhale by pumping your breath out through your nose, forcefully pulling your belly toward your spine.




  Let the in-breath fill your lungs naturally. Repeat the cycle 10–20 times.




  

    Wake-up call: assertion




    You may deal with your insecure feelings by creating conflict wherever you go. You see your interactions in terms of power and control. You try to exert control, get your own way, without thinking or caring about others. You may be aggressive or hostile and unaware of how you are perceived. Your speech may be harsh, both in words and tone. You may be abrasive, abusive, aggressive, insensitive—thinking all relationships are struggles in which to assert dominance. You leave a wake of bad feelings. But it does not have to be this way. You can change because it is a matter of choosing a response instead of being carried away by a reaction. Leave a wake of good feelings.
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