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This is for my parents
and for the gift of breath.


Special Notice to the Reader

This book describes a breathing practice (“circular breathing”) that can be greatly empowering and that is especially suited for self-healing. Fifteen years of working with circular breathing—personally and professionally—has led the author to conclude that for all its power, it is an inherently safe practice. Nonetheless, it sometimes initiates a process that can be physically and/or emotionally intense and quite upsetting. Thus, the reader should approach circular breathing with gentle caution. Neither the author nor the publisher can assure that any of the practices described in this book will be perfectly safe in all instances.
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Preface

In his Utopian fiction, Island, author Aldous Huxley created a world in which trained parrots were always hovering about, saying, “Be here now, boys, be here now” as a constant reminder to the natives to stay in the present moment.

If I could give a parrot with each copy of Breathing, it would sit on the reader’s shoulder, whispering gently, “Breathing, breathing, breathing, breathing. . .” For this is a book to be breathed, even as it is read. And it is a book that will be best understood, and rendered effective, through the direct, conscious participation of the reader, via the breath.

Throughout the book there are simple breathing exercises, or explorations, that are intended to be experienced as you read. An important message of Breathing is that we can become conscious of our breath during any and all of the activities of our daily lives and that it is greatly empowering to do so.

Thus, you can become conscious of your breath in this moment—you can feel the inward and outward flows of life—while continuing to read these words, and while reading through to the end of the page and through to the end of the book. Your understanding of the breath will be enhanced through such conscious reading/breathing. Even more, the lessons of the book will be embodied. With practice, we can become increasingly conscious of the breath—from moment to moment to moment—becoming increasingly conscious, and inspired, as human “breathings.”

My own journey into the power of breath began early in life. I can remember being small enough to crawl inside a pillowcase, curling into a fetal position, and then taking a deep breath and holding it for as long as possible. I now understand that I was performing a basic exercise found in the disciplines of Chinese chi kung (“manipulation of vital energy”) and yogic pranayama (“expansion of vital energy”), and that I was purposefully using my breath to energize and empower myself.

I believe that I was healing myself—that I was causing positive changes that have enabled me to grow into the person I am today—though I can only wonder how I knew to take such steps. Furthermore, I strongly suspect that all children engage in “advanced” breathing/healing practices, only to forget them as the habits of age literally take the breath away.

When I reached college, I began searching for ways to remember breathing, beginning with the practice of yoga and pranayama. I found that while I had little patience for sitting in passive silence, I became totally committed to what I have come to think of as active breathing meditations.

I would walk for miles, timing my inhale and exhale to the cadence of my steps. I would sit in class breathing in through the right nostril and out through the left, feeling for the subtle effects while noticing that my attention to the teacher actually improved. Sitting in traffic, I would take a deep breath, holding it in, while relaxing the muscles of my body and releasing the pressures of the day. Gradually, such conscious breathing became a regular part of my life, a continuous stream of active awareness that seemed to enhance everything I was doing.

In 1975, my experience of the breath was powerfully expanded when I met Leonard Orr and was “rebirthed” for the first time. The practice of rebirthing grew out of Leonard’s insight that we learn to breathe at birth and that our early lessons are often poorly handled, with tragic results.

The rebirthing process in those days involved floating in a hot tub and breathing through a snorkel until one’s “birth trauma” was remembered and resolved, and new patterns were established. The process could be explosively intense. Within minutes of beginning my first rebirthing, my entire body cramped into the most incredible pain I have ever experienced. Slowly the pain subsided, leaving an ecstatic, tingling glow in its wake. I remember lying there thinking I am a body, I am breathing, over and over and over again, as if it were a startling new insight. Indeed it was, and one that has since inspired my every waking moment.

In the ensuing years, the rebirthing process—which I now call “circular breathing,” to de-emphasize the importance of remembering birth—has been the central focus of my life. I have explored the practice with hundreds of friends and students, individually and in groups. I have been honored to witness, time and again, the precious moment of rebirth. I am forever impressed with the power of conscious circular breathing as a tool for personal transformation, as well as with its inherent safety and simplicity.

My purpose in writing has been to thoroughly describe the dynamics of conscious breathing, while providing the details of a regular breathing practice. I believe that any reader who conscientiously applies the principles in Breathing will experience a wondrous expansion of vital energy, an unending source of personal power, and a magically heightened capacity for joy. This is, at last, simple human alchemy, a fusion of the heart; we are learning to breathe spirit into flesh.

May your every breath bring peace and joy.

May all beings breathe free and flourish.





Sail forth—steer for the deep waters only,

Reckless O soul, exploring, I with thee, and thou with me,

For we are bound where mariner has not yet dared to go,

And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all.



O brave soul!

O farther farther sail!

O daring joy, but safe! are they not all the seas of God?

O farther, farther, farther sail!

Walt Whitman1







Begin by paying attention

to your next few breaths.

Even as you continue to read these words,

also notice that you are breathing

and that it is easy to read and to breathe

and to be aware of breath,

all in the same moment.

Pay attention to the quality of each inhale.

Even as you read, notice the feelings and

sensations of breath flowing into your body.

Feel the places in your torso that move

or do not move with each inhalation.

Pay attention to the quality of each exhale.

Even as you read, notice the feelings and

sensations of breath flowing from your body.

Feel the places in your torso that move

or do not move with each exhalation.

Now return to the top of this page

and read through again,

paying close attention to the ebb and flow

of each breath, even as you are paying

close attention to the sound and meaning

of each word, and for a minute or so,

simply pay attention to yourself breathing,

as your eyes softly close . . .
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Simple Human Alchemy

It is so easy to take breathing for granted. Breath is a fully automatic process, beginning at birth and continuing without interruption until the day we die. More to the point, it can be a fully unconscious process—there is no need to attend consciously in any way one’s breathing. Just as we can expect to breathe quite adequately while sleeping each night, so can we expect our breathing to continue without ever actually doing it. It is the nature of breath that it will continue through the deepest and most unconscious of human sleep.

Of course, our hearts also beat continuously without any conscious effort, and we digest our food without actually doing anything about it. From moment to moment throughout our lives, there are a thousand and one vital processes occurring in our bodies, of which we are generally unaware and uninformed. This is part of the wonderful design of living creatures: most of the workings of the body are driven by unconscious intelligence, so that conscious awareness is freed for other pursuits.

With the breath, however, we discover something of great importance. While breathing can well be a completely unconscious process, it also can quite easily become a conscious, intentional practice. That is, while it is critical that respiration, along with most of our bodily processes, be a continuously—and thus unconsciously—driven function, it is also possible to consciously influence and control the flow of breath. This unique quality of the breath—that it can be both conscious and unconscious—makes it a link between the conscious and unconscious aspects of our being.

You can stop your breathing now for several moments, if you want to. You can resume breathing deeply now, if you want to. You can fill your lungs completely with breath, or breathe very lightly, or let the air out in a gentle sigh, or blow it out in a strong wind, all because you want to—it is easily within your conscious control. It is really quite a simple matter to bring consciousness to the act of breathing.

It is the premise of this book, and of the many “teachings of the breath” that our world has known, that bringing consciousness to the act of breathing is of great physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual benefit to the human individual. And while there are many highly complex and often difficult ways to practice “bringing consciousness to the act of breathing,” there are also many ways in which such practice can be simple, safe, and immediately accessible to all people.

Ultimately, in any moment that we are even slightly aware of the movement of breath within us, then we are more conscious as individuals and more directly involved in the integrated functions of body, mind, and spirit. Conscious breathing encourages the expansion of consciousness throughout the human organism and beyond: to inhale consciously is to positively excite and expand the whole environment of which one is a part; to exhale consciously is to support the relaxation of all surrounding and connecting energies. Truly, every moment of conscious breath is an inspired co-creation with life itself.




There should be no dead breath, no small chemistry, but intentional and full use of breathing as a feeling instrument in the actual and present ingestion, translation, and transfer of Life-Energy.

Da Free John2

The purpose of conscious breathing is not primarily the movement of air, but the movement of energy. If you do a relaxed, connected breathing cycle for a few minutes, you will begin to experience dynamic energy flows within your body. These energy flows are the merging of spirit and matter.

Leonard Orr3

Breathe deeply and gently through every cell of the body, laugh happily, and release the head of all worries and anxieties; and finally, breathe in the blessing of love, hope, and immortality that is flowing in the air, and you will understand the meaning of human breath.

Pundit Acharya4





Breathe in fully, and now hold the breath in.

Read to the bottom of this page,

while continuing to hold your breath.

Do this without straining or struggling;

if at any moment this begins to feel

difficult, or stressful, or dizzying,

then let the breath go, and start over again.

Allow your belly to be relaxed, loose, full,

and round with breath.

Let your shoulders be relaxed and loose—

sinking down rather than tensing up.

Notice any changes throughout your

whole body and mind; pay attention to any

and all feelings or sensations.

Do this for as long as it is easy to do so,

retaining the breath, without stressing

or straining.

When it is time to let go,

release the breath calmly and

quietly and smoothly.

Now repeat this process three times:

breathing deeply, and then

holding the breath for as long as possible,

staying loose and relaxed,

and then releasing the breath

in a calm, quiet stream,

as your eyes softly close . . .
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The Conscious Embodiment of Spirit

An understanding of the full promise and power of the breath requires an understanding of the subtle aspects of the human organism. The strictly material explanations of living things that have so dominated the past three hundred years of Western thought have generated much that is good, certainly. But they have also steered around, or flatly discounted, a fundamental characteristic of all living systems.

Amoebas, whales, worms, and human beings all share, with all living creatures, one vital attribute: their physical forms are permeated with a subtle vibratory essence, called energy. This energy flows in regular currents within the physical body, and extends as radiant fields throughout the body and into the surrounding environment.5 It is similar in quality and effect to electricity, magnetism, gravity, and nuclear force, while being different from all of these. Though difficult to grasp scientifically, this energy is easily experienced. With continued experience, one eventually comes to understand that energy is the essence of the body, mind, and spirit, and that it is the key to the healthy integration of human life.

Even without scientific substantiation, most people are well aware of the flow of energy in their lives. We talk of “having a lot of energy” or of “feeling low on energy”; of “moving forward with a full head of steam” or of “feeling like the fires have gone out.” We know what it is to have sexual energy and mental energy. We can feel when a moment has a strong emotional “charge.” We easily recognize the radiant glow of love and the powerful aura of good health. We understand well that everything that moves in our world is moved by some form of energy.
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