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Yoga for Stress Relief

Yoga is more than just physical movements.  Yoga is actually made up of 8 aspects, or limbs, namely: universal commandments, personal practices, physical postures, breath control, withdrawal of the senses, concentration, meditation, and union with the Self.  Today we will focus on physical postures, breathing exercises, and meditation.  Yoga as a whole has been proven over and over to have many health benefits.  Some of these benefits include improved sleep, reduced stress, lower resting heart rate and blood pressure, increased immunity, reduced pain, more flexibility and range of motion, improved attitude and willpower, decrease in depression, weight loss, and more creativity.  These benefits come from the practice of each and all of the limbs of yoga.  The most well-known limb of yoga may be the physical postures.
Each of the poses have specific benefits, and some of the benefits cross over to many poses.  It is a good idea to have a well-balanced yoga posture practice to receive a wide range of benefits.  Yoga poses can be classified together into groups (for example: forward bends, back bends, twists, inversions, seated poses and standing poses).  Here is an example of a sequence you could practice at your desk: head turn, arm movements, shoulder stretch, cat/cow, chair backbend, warrior 1, seated twist, seated hip stretch, ½ dog, and chair forward bend.  Another sequence you could do at your desk that is more difficult is: standing back bend, warrior 1, triangle,  standing twist, chair pose, extended mountain, lunge, quad stretch, downward facing dog, and forward bend.  Both of the above sequences can be mixed and matched.  Poses can be repeated, or just done one time on each side (if the pose is single sided). Attending a weekly yoga class is a great idea when you are just starting out.  Having the support of a class and the ability to ask your teacher questions ensures that your yoga will be the most beneficial. 
Breath control is not as common in gyms and even some styles of yoga, however it is also very important.  The breathing practices alone can increase immunity and vitality.  You can use the breath to clear your mind, calm your nerves, or energize you during your day.  There are as many breathing practices as there are yoga postures, however breath control is a more subtle practice.  Your breath is a very powerful force, and should be handled with mindful attention.  Today we will only go over 4 different practices: observation, equal inhale and exhale, longer inhalations, and longer exhalations.  
Meditation is not a new idea, and there are many resources available for your guided meditation.  Today we will be working with some guided imagery from the book Spinning Inward by Maureen Murdock.  Imagery works better when you are relaxed; if you are upset, it might interfere with the process.  During your meditation, it is best to keep your eyes closed or softly looking downward.  If you feel the urge to move or adjust, you can.  Know that it may take several attempts for the meditation or imagery to feel comfortable.  Believe in the process, and give it a good effort!  When your meditation is done, give yourself some time for quiet reflection.  
In our busy lives, it is difficult to take the time you need to attend to yourself.  Yoga is a way to be fully present in your mind and body.  When you are able to nurture yourself, you will see the benefits of yoga.  You don’t need to make a huge, grand, life-changing gesture to feel better today.  Give all or some of the yoga practices we went over a try, and keep giving them a try.  In the morning before you get up, sit on the edge of your bed and take some good quality breaths; during your lunch break do a few poses; at the end of the day listen to a meditation; at a red light, observe your breath; before you make dinner, take a yoga class, or do a few poses on your own…
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