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The Breath of Life 

To breathe is to live. We can survive for days without water and weeks without food, but we can only survive for a few moments without air. Breathing is so central to our survival, that our whole being is intimately linked to it. When we become physically tense or distressed, or when we experience certain emotions, such as fright or anxiety, our breathing becomes rapid, shallow and irregular. When we are physically safe and restful, and when we feel peaceful, our breathing becomes slow, deep, and regular. What many people do not appreciate, is that this intimate link between breathing and our physical and emotional states works in both directions. We can help induce greater physical and emotional relaxation through controlled breathing, making it slow, deep, and regular. 

The following exercises are examples of the many ways that have been used to induce relaxed states for thousands of years. Some have been used to induce states of spiritual bliss and enlightenment. Try them each several times and chose one that works best for you. Stick with this one practice for several weeks before trying the others again. Practising once or twice a day for 15 to 20 minutes is ideal at first. Once you have a method working for you, it will be available for a quick relaxation any time of the day you need it. Consistency is the key to reaping the benefits from these exercises. After several weeks you should notice significant if not profound changes in your mental / emotional state. 

In all such breath work, it is important to select a time and place for undisturbed quietude. Begin by assuming a good seated posture that you can hold for 15 or 20 minutes in comfort. Although the breath is  consciously controlled at first with these exercises, once a pattern is achieved, allow yourself to slip into the natural rhythm of breathing, much like the rhythm of the waves washing onto a shore.

Do remember that the main reason for using breathing exercises is relaxation, so allow yourself to be gentle in your practice. Most of us find that when we first begin this work, our minds appear to resist by becoming filled with the noise of our thoughts and it can seem impossible to keep our focus where we want it. This is normal and will change with continued practice.

The Full Breath - This is the fundamental breath common to most breathing exercises.  

1. Exhale fully, contracting your stomach slightly to empty the lower part of your lungs.

2. Start to slowly inhale through you nose by gently pushing your belly out and filling the lower lungs...

3. Inhale further, by allowing your chest to expand...

4. Inhale a little more by raising your shoulders a little to fill the upper lungs.

5. Gently hold onto the breath for a moment...

6. Release your breath through your mouth in the same order of the inhalation, gently contracting your lower abdomen, allowing your chest to fall, and finally relaxing your shoulders completely. 

7. Repeat slowly and rhythmically, taking 5-10 seconds to inhale, hold for 2-3 seconds, and breath out for about 5-10 seconds. When done in the sequence outlined above, a relaxing, natural rhythm, much like a passing wave, can result. 

The Four Count - Practice deep breathing as outlined above, but count with each full inhalation. Count from 1 to 4 and then reverse it to 1 etc. (i.e., 1-2-3-4-3-2-1-2-3-4 and so on). This is a simple way to distract the mind from extraneous thinking. 

The Mantra - Deep breath as above, but with each exhalation, hum softly or repeat a phrase or word that is relaxing for you (e.g., So...oftly, Gen...ntle, Lo...ove). 

Ujjayi Awareness - This is a hybrid of several approaches that I find particularly effective and pleasant when my mind wants to run amok. It is particularly pleasant when done in a natural setting or other places of beauty. It is based on Ujjayi (oo-j-eye) Breathing of the yogic tradition and mindful awareness. To do Ujjayi breathing take in a breath and whisper aloud “this is Ujjayi.” The slight contraction of the throat needed to whisper is how you produce Ujjayi breathing. Now try using the Full Breath with this throat contraction so that you feel and hear a whispering sound on both inhalation and exhalation. The contraction should be slight and the sound soft. There should be little resistance to the breath. Now, allow yourself to fall into a natural rhythm of Ujjayi breathing. You can close your eyes, open them slightly and establish a soft focus on the ground in front of you or on some object of interest. You can also open your eyes fully and look around you, drinking in all that you see, being aware of all that you feel, smell, hear, and sense. While you are feasting on your senses, keep your thoughts silent by remaining aware of the meditative sound of Ujjayi. If thoughts intrude on your peace of mind, simply return your awareness gently to your Ujjayi breathing.

Mindfulness - Perhaps the most elegant of all approaches is mindfulness. For this variation, begin with the Full Breath as above and focus on the sensations of your breathing. Focus on how your lungs , abdomen, and chest feel. How does the air feel as it passes through your nose. Are you aware of any tension in your body as you focus on your breathing? Let it go. Find an aspect of your breathing that is easy for you to remain attentive to and allow your focus to rest there. Permit your breathing to slip into a natural rhythm. Continue with a gentle focus on your breathing, allowing it flow on its own without any effort to control it. If distracted, gently return your attention back to your breathing. If thoughts intrude into your mindful awareness, gently return to the breath. The only expectation you should have of yourself and of your practice is that you spend time in this simple awareness.
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