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“Alexandra and Lauren are gifted teachers—I know this from working alongside them for over twenty years, during which both of them became mothers. In this compassionate, friendly book, they guide you toward greater connection with yourself, your child, and your community. This connection is yoga. Best of all, Whole Mama Yoga meets you where you are—no yoga experience needed—and points you toward practices and philosophy that will help you feel held and nurtured even as you work to hold and nurture your child. Whole Mama Yoga is an invaluable guide for every state of the journey, from preconception through parenting. It will make the perfect gift for your friends and family as they embark on the road to parenthood.”


—Sage Rountree, PhD, E-RYT 500, co-owner of Carolina Yoga Company, author of Everyday Yoga


“Whole Mama Yoga does a great job exploring how yoga practice can support parents along the spectrum of preconception, pregnancy, and postpartum. It presents a welcome balance between evidence-based information from experts and deeply personal stories. This book offers a refreshingly down to earth and supportive take on the many benefits of yoga for the parent-to-be and new parent, while putting to rest some common misconceptions about yoga during pregnancy. Highly recommend!”


—Libby Hinsley, PT, DPT, C-IAYT, E-RYT 500, YACEP, author of Yoga for Bendy People


“No matter where you are on your journey into motherhood, Alexandra and Lauren are the wise and compassionate companions you need to navigate this most precious and auspicious time in your life. Through practical advice, meditations, movements, and moments of reflection, Whole Mama Yoga gives you everything you need to remember and deeply connect with your innate ability to mindfully and lovingly enter into parenthood. Whole Mama Yoga should be an integral part of every mama’s birthing (and parenting) team.”


—Linda Sparrowe, author of YogaMama: The Practitioner’s Guide to Prenatal Yoga
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foreword by Mary Ochsner



Life as I knew it would flip upside down. I held the positive pregnancy test in my hands, shaking in disbelief that it was actually happening. I knew this was the beginning of an exciting new chapter of life; yet I felt terrified and nervous, all at the same time. I took a slow deep breath, savoring the moment and trusting that I’d be supported and guided through this new experience.


As an avid yogi and yoga teacher, I knew my yoga practice would be shifting in the months to come. I started to do some research on prenatal yoga and was shocked at the amount of vague, fear-inducing, and contradicting information out there. As a yoga teacher to thousands of yogis around the world, I thought I would feel more confident in practicing yoga while I was pregnant. But I didn’t. I felt scared, unsure of what to do, and not wanting to do anything to injure myself or harm my baby. I knew if I felt this scared around practicing yoga while pregnant, there had to be many others feeling the same.


Yoga can be one of the most beneficial practices to do while you’re pregnant. It guides you to love and support your ever-changing body. It slows down your busy mind, connects you deeper within, and teaches you how to breathe deep in the most challenging moments. It nourishes your soul and prepares you for the most incredible life transformation. Unfortunately, many pregnant people feel at a loss on how to get started, how to practice safely, and how to properly incorporate this practice into their pregnancy journey. Even as a yoga teacher with years of experience, I still felt this way.


When I learned about the Whole Mama Yoga Prenatal and Postnatal Teacher Training, I signed up immediately. Not only did I crave the support myself, but I wanted to support my students who desired to incorporate yoga into their pregnancy experience. I had previously connected with Alexandra because of Teaching Yoga Beyond the Poses, and knew I wanted her mentorship as I started my journey as a prenatal yoga teacher.


Learning from both Alexandra and Lauren has been one of the greatest blessings on my yoga journey. With their guidance I went from feeling fearful about practicing yoga while pregnant to feeling fully empowered in my body and practice. They taught me how to listen to my motherly instincts, connect to the new sensations in my body, feel confident and strong not only on my mat, but off my mat as well. I learned to trust my body through this process, and I know this brought more peace and ease to not only my pregnancy, but also my labor and delivery, and my transition into motherhood.


Whole Mama Yoga: Meditation, Mantra, and Movement for Pregnancy and Beyond is the resource I wish I had when I first became pregnant. It’s exhausting to sift through the noise out there about what to do or not do while you’re pregnant. What I love about this book is it takes you deeper than just practicing yoga poses: You get the full yoga experience. This book invites you to intentionally move your body, turn inward, slow down, breathe deeply, reflect on your experience, connect with others, and lean on the wisdom from those already on their motherhood journey.


As you make your way through this book, you’ll notice a common theme that I learned from Alexandra and Lauren, which is: You are your own best teacher. Read that again. This wise advice doesn’t only apply to prenatal yoga, pregnancy, or stepping into parenthood. This is a lesson that will change your entire life. When you can step into that power, when you trust your own inner voice and live with confidence, your whole world will change. This book gives you the wisdom to harness that deep knowing we all have within.


Pregnancy and parenthood have been the most rewarding, yet challenging, experiences of my life. This book will give you the tools you need to flow through these tough moments with grace. Instead of being reactive, you’ll learn to pause and take a deep breath. As your body changes week by week, you’ll learn how to move in ways that ease your aches and pains. If you’re feeling stressed, overwhelmed, or anxious, you’ll have an abundance of meditations, affirmations, and mantras to bring you back to your center. In tense moments, you’ll have breathing techniques you can practice to calm your mind and nervous system. There is space for reflection, to process the intense emotions you may be experiencing and advice from others who have been through what you’re going through and can offer guidance from their experience. There are times when we do feel so isolated, yet this book is our connection to that community of others to remind us we are not alone.


Let this book be your trusted guide on the most incredible, life-changing journey of pregnancy and parenthood. The skills and mindset shifts you’ll learn in these pages are invaluable during this chapter of life. Having Alexandra and Lauren’s guidance at your fingertips will be the breath of fresh air that you need to ride the waves that come your way—just as I did when I first found out I was becoming a mother.


Take a deep breath. Trust that, with the knowledge you hold in your hands and your internal instincts, you’ll be guided and supported every step of the way. You’ve got this!


—Mary Ochsner










introduction


Welcome to the journey of motherhood and parenthood. We’re so glad you’ve found our book along this path! We’ve written it as mothers, yoga practitioners and teachers, and fellow travelers on this journey. This book is informed by all those experiences, and it includes reflections and wisdom from others also on this journey. One of our intentions for this book is that it be yours for the duration of this trip, and you may use it at all stations. Yoga’s own path and practice is lifelong, and we have both leaned heavily on yoga’s tools—particularly those we have discovered during our own practice—to provide us support. We offer thoughts and guidance on preconception, being pregnant, arriving into motherhood, navigating the postpartum period, and active parenting.


Throughout the book, you’ll find sections titled MOVE that offer yoga poses and sequences for each part of the journey. We offer REFLECT as a way to give you options for meditations that may offer a balm for your soul. You’ll also find short mantras that can be repeated or chanted to help you feel grounded and present, or even just as opportunities for self-reflection. BREATHE offers helpful breathing techniques and pranayama practices. In WISDOM, you’ll find sweet yoga tidbits, philosophy, and lessons from Ayurveda as they apply to motherhood and parenthood. We’ve also pulled wisdom from our friends in the fields of perinatal and maternal wellness, mental health, Ayurveda, physical therapy, sleep, and more. RELATE is a chance for you to hear from other moms and parents who have also used yoga poses and philosophy along the way.


Almost immediately when you begin trying to get pregnant, you are bombarded with advice. You may get advice from friends or family about ovulation, patience, or even the best positions to foster conception (!). This advising will continue once you are pregnant. You’ll hear advice on what not to eat or drink (and what to eat and drink), when you should reveal your pregnancy, how to decide your baby’s name, what laboring choices you should make, what bassinet to buy (but why does it matter because “You’ll never sleep again!”), and on and on and on. When your child arrives, you’ll be advised on how to best care for them, how to parent effectively, how to love your child or not spoil your baby, and the best way to burp, swaddle, or bathe your little one. There is no end to the inundation of advice, and we’ve both felt the pressure that advice can exert. Even for people who have long trusted their internal compass, this completely new, and sometimes confusing, experience seems to require (and provoke) so much external input. Because we know firsthand (and second) how overwhelming and confusing well-intentioned advice can be to expecting and new parents, our only advice to you is to listen to yourself. And we hope you’ll find some wisdom in this book.


An important intention for us in writing this book is to help you come back to yourself. You know your body best, and you will know your baby best. Your intuition is a force that can be trusted, and your sense of how best to care for and love yourself and your child should always be the loudest voice you heed. In yoga, this sense of right-seeing is called vidya. Listening to yourself does not mean letting ego (asmita) guide you. It means that because you practice self-awareness, you trust yourself. We trust you. That’s why you’ll find that this book is about suggestions from yoga that may be useful to you on this path, and it has less to do with what not to do: you know already, or if you don’t, you’ll seek that out from trusted experts you have wisely chosen.


Our expertise is yoga. In this book, you’ll find sequences that are safe for you to do wherever you are on the path. You’ll find suggestions for poses and movements to avoid and suggestions for poses and movements that might help with the ills of pregnancy or the stressors of parenthood. You’ll find breath practices that can help you feel grounded, less anxious, or more energized. You’ll find movement, breath, and other tools of yoga that have guided our own motherhood paths.


In tandem with this book, we have a website: wholemamayoga.com. On this website, you’ll find videos of many of the sequences from this book, examples of breath practices, and chants and mantras we offer here. We want yoga to be accessible to you through your motherhood journey, and we hope this helps increase that accessibility.


It’s likely that you chose this book because you already practice yoga, either casually or with dedication. There’s something about the path of yoga—maybe the marriage of movement science with magical transformation—that speaks to you on an intrinsic, spiritual level. But if you chose this book thinking Huh, maybe I should start yoga now! well, good news: You’re right. This is the perfect time to start yoga.


This is the perfect time to start yoga because the very definition of yoga is union or yoke. Your path to motherhood or parenthood is a yoking: You’re yoking part of your soul to another being. In the next few months and years, you’ll be paying attention to signs of your ovulation, your growing baby, your shifting body, and yourself in ways you may never have previously. This newly paid attention isn’t narcissism: It’s mindfulness and presence. Renowned Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh says, “Every act is a rite.” Every breath you take is an experience of mindfulness; every dish you wash is meditation. As you start to notice your body now, you are dropping into mindful, present awareness.


This is the perfect time to start yoga because data supports the physical practice of yoga as a healthy and helpful movement practice during pregnancy and the postpartum period. From The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG) website (www.acog.org): “Yoga reduces stress, improves flexibility, and encourages stretching and focused breathing.” In her book Expecting Better, economist and data scientist Emily Oster notes that according to some small studies, “labor was two and a half hours shorter” for the group of participants that did yoga. She concludes, “Prenatal yoga is definitely worth trying… If nothing else, perhaps you will improve your self-actualization.”


Oster may have been being tongue-in-cheek with that “self-actualization” bit, but as we’ve already noted, the path of yoga is one of presence and mindfulness. It makes sense that as you embark on this journey, you seek ways not just to connect with your body (and eventual baby), not just to move safely and stay strong, but that you also seek ways to know yourself more deeply and fully.


Yoga has been a guiding force for us both as moms. The philosophy of yoga has helped us in our parenting choices and helped us consider our relationship with ourselves. The breath practices of yoga have given us an anchor for our attention, and a tool for calming our minds (or sometimes energizing our bodies). The physical poses and movements of yoga—the asanas—have given us a chance to have tactile, tangible relationships with our own bodies as they’ve changed through motherhood. Yoga asana has sometimes given us a chance to find space from our motherhood roles (on our mats or in a class or in a retreat). Sometimes we move our bodies in yoga as a tool of coping with discomfort, whether that be physical or existential. Often, we move our bodies in yoga because it’s pleasurable, joyful, and grounding, enabling us to connect to our spiritual selves through our physical selves.


Whatever reason you chose this book, we’re so glad you’re here! Motherhood and parenthood will change you: physically, spiritually, and emotionally. Yoga serves as a light along the way.










Part One preconception











Chapter One making space for baby



Woo-hoo! You have taken the first big step in your parenting journey: deciding to start trying to grow or build your family. Making this decision requires a great deal of courage and self-awareness. It’s an exciting time that may lend itself to heart-opening, hopefulness, and a stronger sense of your intuitive self. This is also the time to cultivate patience as the timeline unfolds at its own pace.


Growth and change don’t happen without obstacles or strife. Fortunately, yoga meets you where you are—we have both cried during practice, heavy with grief, and we’ve also felt enormous weight lift as a result. Yoga allows us to bear witness and more deeply observe our inner selves. By creating this deeper connection within, it becomes a little easier to quiet external noise and tap into what makes most sense in our own lives.


In yoga philosophy, the concept of tapas means something akin to fiery devotion to your practice; your internal heat; your sense of self-discipline, drive, passion, and vigor. Becoming a parent requires tapas. This huge life shift takes tremendous courage—and having courage doesn’t mean you’re acting without fear. It just means you’re moving forward in the face of fear, taking action regardless.


Along with courage, though, the move from person to parent requires a sort of heart-opening, a shifting of priorities, a space-making. Self-compassion—karuna in yoga philosophy—is necessary. Deciding to become a parent means that you’re opening a new part of yourself and your life. In all this shifting, you might recognize a desire to mourn or grieve the life you are moving away from or leaving behind. Looking at all this change through the lens of karuna can help you be kinder and gentler to yourself in this process. All aspects of yoga—the physical practice, the breathwork, the philosophy, and the mantra and meditation will be useful for stabilizing and grounding during tumultuous times of transformation and change, like this one. Although the transformation into motherhood is huge, inhabiting a body, especially one with female sex hormones, is to constantly be subject to transition—something you already know from lived experience. The practice of yoga is a practice well-suited to women and birthing people because it has balance at its core: yoga seeks an alignment of opposing energies in order to find a place, a home, in the middle.


One other thing we’d like to address here: We hope you’re beginning this new exploration of courage and heart-opening from a place of excitement, but we want to honor any fear, sadness, or trauma you may also be experiencing. Maybe you’ve had miscarriages, or you chose to terminate an earlier pregnancy. Maybe grief and longing are part of this experience. Maybe you have a family history of concerning illnesses or a childhood that is painful and brings to mind fear of being a mother or parent yourself. If these harder emotions are also part of this awakening into parenthood, a trusted therapist can help you process these experiences, not so that you arrive in a field of rainbows and abundant bliss, but to understand your own self, and in that understanding, find wisdom to move forward.


So here you go, forward into the unknown, trusting that the path ahead—though shrouded in mystery and unfolding at its own pace—is the right one for you.





MOVE yoga for patience


Once you’ve made the decision to get pregnant, waiting becomes nuanced and may feel difficult. Waiting is a huge part of parenting, too (minutes never go by as slowly as when waiting for a toddler to climb into their own car seat), so practicing this skill now grows your capacity for the depth of patience required throughout parenthood. Sitting in stillness can feel impossible, and movement of your physical body can be helpful in quieting your mind. You can complete the movements in this sequence as many times as you’d like, or you can add in other flowing poses to create more dynamic movement before you come to stillness.
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Side angle pose variation


Take a wide stance on your mat, with your right foot pointing to the front of your mat and your left foot angled toward the right long edge of your mat. Bend your right knee and pause for a moment in Warrior 2, with your arms shoulder height, parallel to the floor. Stretch your left arm alongside your ear while simultaneously sweeping your right arm to hover above the top of your left thigh.
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Reverse warrior variation


From side angle pose, lean your torso toward the back of your mat. Keep the position of your legs and your stance the same and sweep your left arm back and then forward to hover next to the inside of your front thigh. At the same time, sweep your right arm back and up to extend alongside your right ear.


Flow between these two poses several times, pausing to rest with a forearm on your thigh or by straightening both legs.
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Malasana flow start


To start this flowing malasana, or squat flow, step in from your wide stance so that your feet are shoulder-distance apart. Turn your feet outward. Take a deep breath in and sweep your arms up and overhead.
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Malasana flow middle


Bring your hands together overhead and then allow your palms to trace a line downward as you begin to bend your knees and enter into a squatting position, exhaling as you move. You can choose to hold a deep squat here, moving on to the next pose in the sequence, or you can move through this squat-to-stand flow several more times to find an energizing flow.
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Malasana hold


Settle into a squatting position, taking your knees as wide as is comfortable for your body. If you’re able to bring your elbows to your inner legs, do so, and press your upper arms into your inner thighs and your inner thighs back into your upper arms. Press your palms together to help with this engagement. Close your eyes and take several full breaths here.
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Malasana twist


Maintaining the position of your feet and legs, move your left hand to the outside of your left shin and place it on the ground. Bring your right hand to the top of your right knee and twist right. You can also stretch your arm skyward. Hold this twist for several breaths before switching to twist to the other side.
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Malasana meditation


If you’re comfortable remaining in this squatting position, stay here for a few more breaths, or bring a bolster, pillow, or block(s) under you instead. Take a few rounds of breaths, imagining a light filling up the space of your belly and pelvis. The light can begin as a small flame, with each inhalation encouraging the light to expand and grow.


Repeat this sequence again, placing your right foot at the top of your mat for the first two poses.











REFLECT chanting to remove obstacles


In the Hindu faith, the god Ganesha is part man, part elephant. He is the lord of all living things, and the bringer of good luck. He’s also known as the remover of obstacles. When starting important endeavors, devout Hindus often seek Ganesha’s blessings. A ganpati mantra, or mantra to Ganesha, is a reminder to bring all his good qualities into us. When we chant this, we might do it in the spirit of removing negativities to ensure our new venture, journey, or path is one of success. As you start on the road to creating a child, this mantra can serve as a powerful way to feel like this is an auspicious beginning and you are protected in the endeavor.


Find a comfortable seat—a chair is just fine, or you might sit on a cushion or the floor. Chanting a mantra can feel strange to Westerners if you’re new to this practice. Chanting is like singing in that it creates sounds and vibrations that can feel soothing. You don’t have to practice Hinduism or even have religious faith to find peace in words that evoke a sense of safety on your chosen path. (But if you do practice a faith tradition, you might already have powerful mantras or affirmations that speak to you from the liturgy and texts of your faith.)


Once you find a comfortable seat, turn your attention to your breath, allowing it to slow and deepen. You might even take a few open-mouth sighs. Then, start to chant:


Om Gam Ganapataye Namaha


The internet abounds with versions of this chant if you’re curious about the typical rhythm of it or aren’t certain of pronunciation. (And of course, our companion website also includes this chant, so you can hear it directly from us.)


You might chant quietly at first, but as you feel comfortable with the words and phrasing, let your voice grow louder. There is no hard and fast rule for how many times you can chant this, but often in Sanskrit (the sacred language of yoga) mantras are chanted in multiples of nine, up to one hundred eight times.








pranayama and prana


If you’ve heard the term pranayama in yoga class, you probably know it means breath practice or retention. But the root of that word is the word prana. The definition of this Sanskrit term can be tricky to pin down in English. It means life force, certainly. And, too, it means breath. The idea of prana is that it exists everywhere: in us and around us. One commonly used analogy is to imagine a jar of water floating in an ocean. The water in the jar is prana contained (as it becomes contained in each of us!) and the water in the ocean is also prana. It is the stuff of life. In yoga philosophy, we use pranayama, or breathing techniques, to guide prana through our bodies—into them and out of them—clearing a path. That’s why breathing practices in yoga have a sacredness to them. We aren’t just breathing; we’re using our breath to stir our very life force and connect with the energy all around us. In engaging in breath practices, you are calling more life force into your body. But here’s the part of yoga that we love so much: You don’t have to believe in the unseen, unproven parts of it to derive the benefit of the tools and practice.


As a mom-or-parent-to-be, whether you are interested in the concept of prana or not doesn’t really matter. Science tells us that breath practices work. They work to lessen anxiety by signaling to your nervous system to calm down. When you breathe more slowly and more deeply, you offer tranquility to your mind, which is of benefit to anyone, anytime—and maybe especially to you right now. As humans in the world as it currently is, we spend a lot of time in our sympathetic nervous system—helpful when we need to run quickly away from something, not as helpful when we need to slow down and allow our body’s natural rhythms and processes to take over. Intentional focus on the breath provides a gateway to the parasympathetic nervous system, giving our bodies and brains the signal that all is well and that we are safe.








MOVE yoga for heart-opening


Vulnerability is hard. To attempt to conceive opens you up to a vast array of emotions—from disappointment to elation. We live in a world that promotes walling ourselves off, in both a physical and emotional sense. Giving birth to a child, and raising that child, however, requires us to do quite the opposite. Children break our hearts wide open. In preparation for embracing that vulnerability of both trying to conceive and then of becoming a parent, practice this exposed-heart sequence that gives you a chance to connect to yourself through movement and allows you to start to open yourself to the great possibility of parenthood. Two blocks (or something similar) are helpful for the following poses.


[image: Image]




Supine heart-opening with blocks


Place your blocks toward the back of your mat. One block should be placed under your head at the middle height, and the other block should be placed in between your shoulder blades and in line with your spine. This block can be placed at any height; the higher you go, the more intense the chest opening. Lie down with the blocks supporting your head and back and extend your arms out to either side. Place your feet on the floor, outer hip distance apart, and rest your inner knees together. Remain here for three to five minutes, relaxing your arms toward the floor.
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Sukhasana with hands behind


Come up to a cross-legged (sukhasana) seated position, and place your hands about a foot behind you, with your fingertips facing toward your body. On an inhalation, rise up to your fingertips and begin to bend your elbows, lifting your gaze slightly. As you breathe out, relax your belly and bring your spine back to a neutral position. Repeat this movement a few times.
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Cat and cow


Come up to your hands and knees, with your hands under your shoulders and your knees under your hips. Press your hands actively into the ground. As you begin your inhale, slowly lift your tailbone, drop your belly, lift your chest and, finally, your gaze. As you release your breath, begin to round your back and scoop your tailbone under. Repeat this several times, allowing the movement of your body to follow the rhythm of your breath.
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Cobra explorations


From hands and knees, lower to your belly and bring your hands in line with your chest. For the first cobra pose, focus on pressing the tops of your feet into the floor and keeping your low back long. Press your hands very gently into the floor and lift your head and shoulders. Lower back to your belly. For the second round, press your hands more actively into the floor and begin to lift your chest off the floor, as you continue to press into the tops of your feet. Maintain length in your lower back by engaging your low belly and lengthening your tailbone toward your heels. Lower back to the ground. For the final round, press your hands actively into the ground and lift your chest fully off the ground. (Do this only if you are able to maintain the length in your lower back. If you feel discomfort there, or if the entirety of the pose feels like it is focused on the area of the low back, come back to one of the previous variations.) As you continue to press your hands into the ground, imagine pulling your hands back toward your lower body without actually moving them. After a couple of breaths here, lower back to the ground and rest for a moment.


[image: Image]







Downward-facing dog


From cobra, rise through hands and knees and lift your hips and knees as you come into downward-facing dog.
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Low lunge


From downward-facing dog, stretch your right leg high into the air. Swing your right foot forward and place your foot in between your hands at the top of your mat. (If this is difficult, you can always lower the back knee and scoot your right foot forward or use your hand to help place your foot.) Lower your back knee and bring both hands to your front thigh. Create a scissoring action in your hips, energetically drawing your back hip forward and your front hip backward. Your hands can remain on your front leg or you may stretch them alongside your ears. As with other backbends, focus on opening the chest and upper back while maintaining a sense of stability in the low back.
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Humble warrior


From low lunge, lower the sole of your back foot, angling it at a 45-degree angle facing the front of your mat. Rise up to standing and interlace your fingers at the small of your back. Keeping your fingers interlaced, bring your torso to the inside of your front leg, allowing the crown of your head to drop toward the floor.


Return to downward-facing dog and repeat the previous two poses on the second side.
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Puppy pose


From warrior, place both hands on the ground and step your feet back to downward-facing dog. Lower your knees and walk your hands forward until your forehead is on the ground. Keep your hips stacked over your knees. Spread your hands as wide or wider than your mat, and stretch your arms out long, softening the space between your shoulder blades toward your mat.
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Child’s pose with shoulder release


From puppy pose, lower your hips back toward your heels and allow them to rest there. Walk your arms back to a comfortable position. If you’d like more of a stretch in your shoulders, bend your elbows and bring your hands into a prayer position at the back of your head.











REFLECT affirmations for staying grounded


Language is a powerful tool, not only in the way that words impact others, but also in the way that the words we speak (or think) to ourselves affect our own way of seeing and being in the world. When faced with an important decision, remind yourself about the flow of life, its always-shifting seasons, and the fundamental truth that the only constant is change. In yoga philosophy, the idea that the central, natural state of the universe is constant evolution and change is embedded in the cosmological concept of parinamavada. In the face of all that constant change, we can use the tools of yoga to stay grounded.


We like to use affirmations (repeated phrases, in your mind or spoken out loud) or mantras (chanted phrases, which we’ll look at more in future chapters) as one way to reflect on this shifting sense of life. Here are a few helpful ones:




The only constant is change.


I let go and flow on the path.


I don’t have to be in charge.


This is life, unfolding.


Hold on. Let go.











BREATHE build heat and stoke your fire


An empowering breath practice, kapalabhati breathing is a good way to feel a little more alive and connected to yourself. Kapalabhati translates from Sanskrit as “skull-shining breath,” but don’t let that translation intimidate you. Think of it as a way to get a little more clearheaded. In traditional yogic thinking, this breath is cleansing and rejuvenating. Some breath practices can make us feel as if we’re breathing out the tiredness and sluggishness and heaviness, and this is definitely one of them!


During this breath, your inhalation is mellow and more relaxed, but your exhalation is strong and forceful. When you first begin this breath, start slowly. We remember feeling like we were running out of breath the first few times we practiced this, so be sure you are also inhaling, even though the focus is on the powerful exhale. Once you become more accustomed to the breath practice, your inhalation is much less conscious—your exhalation naturally creates space for the intake of your breath.


To start, sit tall, your hands resting on your belly. Inhale through your nose, filling your lungs up mostly but not completely. As you quickly exhale—again through your nose—draw your belly button toward your spine and notice that your belly space moves with a sort of gentle jerk inward. Repeat this cycle, with your abdominals contracting on the exhalations and then softening on the inhalations—ten to twenty times. After that, rest and allow your breathing to return to your normal tempo and pace. If you still feel like you need a little more brightening, try another round of ten to twenty. Repeat until you feel more invigorated and clearheaded.








RELATE mindfulness on the path


Nancy, a yogi, avid biker, and professional, ponders being on the path of trying to get pregnant.


As I reflect on this time when I’m trying to become pregnant, I reflect on a full range of emotions, from excitement and joy to full-on terror, with fear being my closest companion. After my partner and I decided together to embark on creating a family and received approval from my cardiologist (because of a preexisting heart condition), fear began to creep into my mind with consuming thoughts of You’re thirty-seven years old. You’re too old.


Before taking the steps necessary to pursue my desire further, I was halted by my cardiologist’s concern that I could have a gene that could be devastating if passed down. Sitting with that news, taking the necessary tests, and then waiting for the results increased my anxiety and fear. During this time, I held tight to my mindfulness practice. There was nothing I could do, no movement, no medication, no therapy possible, to change me from potentially having a gene that would end my hopes of pregnancy before that pregnancy even began. The mind has the power to destroy you, but my mindfulness practice helped me alter the story of loss that was building in my head. Staying present meant I could make room for hope. This hope allowed me to move forward with all aspects of my life instead of letting the overwhelming fear destroy everything.


Joy filled me when I was given the green light to start trying to conceive. And since I had already waited months at this point, I thought pregnancy would happen immediately.


Each time I start my period, disappointment and fear overcome me again. I’ve continued with my mindfulness practice to cope with the emotions. The anxiety has lessened. I’ve allowed and pushed myself to go to the yoga mat. Sweating on my mat reminds me of rebirthing and the opportunity each month provides for another chance. Just as I could barely do Warrior 1 my first time on the mat, I reassure myself of all I have learned in my yoga practice and that I can learn should I have a child. My yoga practice gives me confidence and calmness for another day and another try.








REFLECT inhale-exhale meditation


If you have a longer amount of time to reflect, try an inhale-exhale meditation. Start by identifying something you’d like to shake off or let go of. It could be an emotion, a fear, or even a physical sensation. Then, imagine the opposite. For instance, if you’re trying to let go of anxiety, you might imagine peace. If you want to move away from anticipation, you might think of patience. Find somewhere comfortable to rest. You could lie down, snuggle into a comfy chair, or sit on the ground, resting your seat on a blanket or bolster. Close your eyes, and start to slow your breath, so that you are breathing with more intention. As you inhale, breathe in the emotion, feeling, or sensation you want to cultivate. As you exhale, breathe its opposite out. You might think: Inhale patience, exhale anticipation. Or it might sound more like Inhale peace, exhale anxiety. Find the words that make you feel empowered to let go and cultivate the strength you need. Find a rhythm that is slow and steady, and if your mind wanders from your intention, gently come back to this affirmation-meditation, inhaling what you need and breathing out what you don’t.





yoga for patience
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Side angle pose variation
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Reverse warrior variation
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Malasana flow start
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Malasana flow middle
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Malasana hold
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Malasana twist









yoga for heart-opening
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Malasana meditation
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Supine heart-opening with blocks
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Sukhasana with hands behind
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Cat and cow
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Cobra explorations
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Downward-facing dog
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Low lunge





[image: Image]

Humble warrior
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Puppy pose
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Child’s pose with shoulder release
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