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Yoga: Breathing into Health and Wellness

It’s 5:15 on a Thursday evening, and in the large, open studio, candle light flickers, a soft melody tinkles in the background, and sweet incense smoke curls up from the small wooden alter at the front of the room . People of all ages, sizes and physical abilities begin trickling in, removing their shoes and placing them on the shoe rack. They quietly greet one another amidst the snap of unfurling mats, gathering of yoga props and settling in.  By 5:30 the room moves into silence and the Instructor seated at the front begins to speak in a low, soothing voice as she guides the class into focusing on their breathing and moving slowly, with great awareness, through the next hour and a half of yoga practice. 
Why yoga?  Ancient yogic philosophy says that the key to good health and wellness lies in keeping the body, mind and spirit working together in harmony.  In sanskirt, the word Yoga means union. The breath is said to be the link which brings about the union of body, mind and spirit.
On a physical level, the regular practice of yoga will enhance strength, flexibility, balance and focus.  But it goes much deeper…. On an emotional level, yoga is about clearing away whatever it is in us that prevents us from living fully and being whole.  With yoga, we become aware of how and where we are restricted – and how gradually to open and release these blockages.  As these blockages are cleared, our energy is freed.  We start to feel more harmonious, more at one with ourselves.  At heart, yoga is about a whole way of being. 

Most of the yoga practiced in our western culture falls under the category of Hatha Yoga which weaves together the threads of asana (postures), pranayama (breathing exercises) and meditation for a rejuvenating and relaxing experience. Finding the right class and style for your particular needs is a matter of trying out different classes, talking to other yoga practitioners and/or asking for guidance from an experienced Yoga Instructor.  Just remember to keep an open mind.  Think of yoga as you would ice cream, “lots of different flavors, but all good”.  Some of the more popular styles of yoga are:

Kripalu – Means “compassion”.  A gentle yoga that offers modifications making it suitable for practice at various levels. Emphasis is on coordinating breath and movement. 

Juvamukti – Means “liberated while living”. A vigorous, deep flow (vinyasa) based yoga offering a wide variety of postures interlaced with chanting, spiritual teachings and meditation.
Ashtanga – Means “Eight Limbs”. An invigorating style of yoga which moves through a series of postures in a flowing (vinyasa) sequence.

Kundalini- A combination of breathing, chanting, visualization and postures (asana) focused on stimulating the energy stored at the base of the spine. 

Pilates – Developed by Windsor Pilates. A method featuring exercises that emphasize strengthening the core (abdomen, back and hips) of the body.
Restorative – A very gentle form of yoga which is beneficial to people who are in the process of healing.  The supportive use of props assists in postures and encourages deep relaxation.

Nia – Means “Neuromuscular Integrative Action”. One of the newer yoga fusions that combines dance, martial arts and the healing arts to encourage conscious, expressive movement.
Yoga is nourishment for your whole being.   It is an investment in you.  Modern life is exciting and stressful.  To be able to slow down, relax, and be with yourself is essential to good health.  Yoga is about caring for yourself mentally and physically and is an enjoyable and easy way to a healthier life.  In a short period of time with regular practice, you will find that you will bring more calm and energy to your work, you will be less tired, you will sleep better, you will begin to gravitate toward food that nourishes you, and people around you will notice “something” different, and good, about you.  Our lives begin to flow – and we begin to feel more at ease - regardless of our exterior circumstances.
The practice of yoga has many benefits, including:
· Toning and strengthening:  As a form of isometric exercise, the prolonged holding of yoga postures keeps bones healthy, and tones the muscles as well as internal organs. 
· Joints and Spine Health: Moving and stretching helps joint mobility while twisting in different directions opens and stretches the spine improving posture and functional movement.  
· Increasing flexibility:  Gently holding yoga poses at the edge of comfort stretches and lengthens muscles, tendons, and ligaments allowing them to become more flexible.

· Improves respiration: Different breathing techniques (Pranayama) during yoga practice clears and opens the lungs and strengthens the diaphragm.

· Improves concentration:  Moving and breathing slowly and mindfully develops focus, attention, and concentration.   

· Promotes relaxation:  The combination of gentle stretching, deep breathing, meditation, and guided relaxation releases body tension, calms the nervous system, creates a deeper sense of introversion, and tempers emotions.

· Facilitates improved overall health:  In addition to exercising the mind and muscles, yoga exercises and massages the glands, organs and increases circulation throughout the body resulting in improved digestion, elimination of toxins, and the promotion of overall health.   

· Builds internal and external awareness:  On a deeper, subtle level yoga builds awareness of our body and feelings, which in turn produces an increasing awareness of the needs of others, which begins to extend into our communities, and our world.  

Yoga is open to anyone who is interested in it.  Age is no barrier: you can start at any stage of life.  And you don’t have to be particularly flexible or strong in order to reap the benefits of yoga.  There are no prerequisites to yoga except an open mind.  The beauty of yoga is that it responds to the needs and interests of the individual.  It can be used simply as a means to better health (usually the motivation to first try it) or it can be pursued with more passion as a whole way of life.  Whichever path you choose, may it be fruitful and filled with joy.  Namaste.
Sandra Sanford, Director of Breathe Yoga Studio, is dedicated to spreading the joy of yoga throughout Pensacola.  Along with ten other dedicated, experienced Instructors, Breathe offers over 20 mind/body classes a week to enhance your life from the inside out.  There are various levels and styles of yoga.  There are also classes in NIA, Pilates, Pranic Healing, Meditation, Prenatal, Children’s Programs and many upcoming workshops. Breathe Yoga Studio is located at 503 S. Adams Street (next to Artel Gallery) at Seville Square in Historic Downtown Pensacola.  Visit www.Breathepcola.com for information and current class schedule or call 850-291-5506.
