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What Is Yoga All About?

We live in a world that is always on – online, on loud, on show, on high alert. In today’s society, we’re overloaded with things to do, meetings to be had, calls to be made and coffees to be shared. We thrive on busy schedules, busy lives and just the idea itself of being busy. We talk more than listen. We speed up without ever thinking about slowing down. We’ve become accustomed to thinking that this is how life is meant to be.

But a growing number of us are starting to see that maybe it’s time to turn the volume down and step into something less chaotic.

Over the past decade yoga has become increasingly popular in the Western world. These days it feels like there is a yoga studio popping up on every street corner and pretty soon there will be more of them than Starbucks branches in America alone (we can only hope). Look around and you’ll see that yoga is now in the mainstream, helping lead the wellness revolution, and it’s about time. The world is starting to wake up to the benefits of the practice and a more mindful way of living. But don’t be fooled into thinking that yoga is some new fad. Yoga has been around for thousands of years, and it’ll be around for thousands more to come. Right now, as yoga enjoys its place in the zeitgeist, it’s a great time to pay attention and get started.

It’s hard to miss the conversation because it is everywhere: yoga is mindful movement; it is functional mobility for our bodies; it is calming for our minds; it is everything we want and need it to be. This all might sound too good to be true, or come cloaked in language you find unfamiliar, but getting started is much easier than you might think.

You might not realise it, but you’re probably already doing it.
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Scott Schwenk

So You Say I’m Already Doing Yoga?

As children, most of us spent our time playing, running around and getting dirty in the outdoors. We didn’t take life too seriously. We acted the fool and liked to have a good time, no matter the consequences. It’s also likely that when we got angry or frustrated our parents taught us to take a few deep breaths to calm down (usually after being sent to our rooms).

This is yoga. You just might have been calling it by a different name.

Think back to when you were younger. You played football, basketball, hockey, rugby or some other sport. You’d wake up on game day and head to the field ready to play. But when you got there, you didn’t just run on the field and jump straight in. It’s likely you started with a team talk, a moment when you aligned your focus and talked about intentions, such as trying your best and working together. You did a few stretches, nothing too vigorous; just a few minutes to warm up the entire body, become aware of the moment and move simply.

This is yoga. You just might have been calling it by a different name.
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‘THIS IS YOGA. YOU JUST MIGHT HAVE BEEN CALLING IT BY A DIFFERENT NAME’

Or when you wake up at home, ready for the day ahead, you don’t just pop up from the mattress and run out the door. It’s likely you take a moment to stretch the arms, move the body gently, roll out the neck a few times and ease yourself into the day.

This is yoga. You just might have been calling it by a different name.

Try to remember a time recently when you’ve been angry or frustrated. It might be when someone cut you off on the road or you didn’t get the job you wanted or your next-door neighbour decided to throw a party on a week night. You may have wanted to scream out a few choice words or throw your middle finger in the air in protest. But you stopped, took a breath, chose to be the bigger person and just let it go.

This is yoga. You just might have been calling it by a different name.

Physically, yoga is a dynamic stretching of the body. Off the mat, it’s not taking life too seriously; it’s slowing down, taking deep breaths, fighting frustration, keeping a level head, calming the mind, easing social tension, living in the moment, strengthening your focus, enhancing your relationships, learning to communicate, dealing with stress, overcoming challenges, living in the now, paying attention to what you’re doing, caring deeply and taking the time to breathe.

If you can relate to any of the above, then you’re already doing yoga. You just might have been calling it by a different name.

What Does Yoga Actually Mean?

Specifically, yoga means ‘union’. It is translated from the classical Indian language of Sanskrit as ‘yuj’, or ‘yoke’, like that which is used to connect an ox to a cart. In Western translation, yoga is a connection: to our bodies, minds and breath; to each other and the world around us.

So to practise yoga is to connect, on all levels. If you’re on the mat, connect with what you’re doing and how you’re breathing: every action and pose. Don’t just ‘do’ the poses. Feel them. Notice the details – push, pull, ground and lift – feel the muscles engage, feel the floor, feel it all. Connect to every bit of the body in action. It’s often said that yoga on the mat is meditation in motion.

If you’re off the mat, connect with the conversation you’re in, put your phone down and pay attention, be mindful in your actions, acknowledge your feelings and emotions, be nice to others, listen like you mean it, stop talking so much and treat everyone you meet with kindness.

This is yoga.

Travis Eliot, Los Angeles
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‘Yoga is freedom. Every human being is looking for freedom. Some do it through negative means and others do it through positive means. But we all want to be free. And yoga helps us achieve this.’

Josh Blau, Melbourne
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‘Yoga is union. Pure bliss. Happiness. A way to be at peace with everything that is happening around you. Calm in the eye of the storm.’

Ude Okoye, London
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‘Yoga is the thing that brings me to the present, into a place of appreciation for that moment. For me, it’s a cure-all. If you haven’t done it, you should try it.’

Victor Chau, Hong Kong
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‘Yoga is living, being 100 per cent aware.’

Kyle Gray, Glasgow
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‘Yoga is the practice of knowing yourself.’

Eric Ernerstedt, Sweden
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‘Yoga is taking responsibility for your happiness.’

Octavio Salvado, Bali
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‘Yoga is the greatest way to refine my authenticity and discover who I am. It is the ultimate battleground. It is not a place for the weak of heart; it’s far too confrontational for that.’

Adam Husler, London
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‘Yoga is the practice of self-enquiry, through the control of movement and breath. It is an entirely subjective experience.’



MEET THE BOYS

JASE TE PATU

NEW ZEALAND

WORDSMITH. WARRIOR. P.L.A.Y.ER. YOGI.

What’s your story? I’m from humble beginnings. I was raised with my younger bro by my grandparents. My parents split when I was two years old. I only met my mum in 2014. Not knowing your real parents creates some pretty deep self-belief from a young age. I was raised in both the Māori and Anglo-Saxon ways, as my grandparents were native speakers and steeped in the traditional ways of our indigenous people. I was encouraged to try anything and everything. My ‘A-type’ personality meant I achieved quite a lot at a young age. I represented New Zealand in three sports and won a scholarship to school.

All of those achievements left me exhausted, though. I remember being at my 40th birthday and my friend said to me, ‘What are you good at now?’ I realised I had been DOING life rather than BEING it! Two years later and I’m enjoying life much more, having taken my foot off the pedal – more yin and less yang!

What do you most value in others? I admire ‘presence’ in a person. That to me is true connection, true yoga off the mat. Please put your iPhone/iPad/laptop down before you talk to me. I will give you my full attention if you give me yours.

What would make you skip practice? If the All Blacks are playing, I’m out. I’m in front of my mate’s big screen, losing my voice, yelling the house down – shameless!

What advice would you give to someone stepping onto the mat for the first time? Breathe and drop the judgement. We land on our mat with so many expectations – of ourselves, of the teacher. Once we drop the judgement, we are able to be completely in the body and breath.

Which pose do you really hate? Gomukhasana (Cow Face pose). Trying to wrap these big Māori Rugby legs into that posture is not ideal.

People think that, as a guy, I’ll be less interested in the traditional philosophies and prefer doing handstands. When I speak about the Gita or Patanjali’s Sutras or teach a Yin class, people lean in to listen to what I have to say. There’s more to this guy than my tattoos, muscles, handstands and splits.

@warriorjase

Read more at boysofyoga.com @boysofyoga
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MEET THE BOYS

LES LEVENTHAL

CALIFORNIA

PAIN IN THE ASS. CHURRO EATER. SPORTS JUNKIE. YOGI.

What’s your story? I’m officially a gypsy nomad – I’m American and I taught in San Francisco for a decade and then Bali for over three years, and now I’m teaching all over this amazing world, from Australia to Europe to the Middle East – places that have small communities and need the yoga as well as those crazy, large festivals.

What did you want to be growing up? A gold-medal-winning Olympic swimmer because I was good at it and I was raised to believe that winning equals happiness.

What do you value most in others? The truth – it doesn’t waste anyone’s time.

What does a male yogi look like? Like every man that walks this earth. Guys don’t do yoga because they think it’s light and fairy. Not with me. We’re gonna dig deeper. That’s what we come for, to journey to those places.

What are the biggest stereotypes about guys who do yoga? That they’re only good if the man bun looks just right. Yoga relaxes all those external expectations about what I should look like or sound like as a man doing yoga.

What was the biggest challenge when you started the practice? I was smoking again. I didn’t like who I was. I was back out drinking and using when I found yoga. My negative body image and self-consciousness were raging. So, my biggest challenge was just to stay alive and not do further harm to myself. I’ve had some brushes with suicide and this was not a happy time in my life, and the gift and the challenge was that there was no one for me to lay blame on.

There is hope. Transformation is possible. But I can’t just pray for God to do that for me. I have to put in the work.

@lesleventhalyoga

Read more at boysofyoga.com @boysofyoga
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Ude Okoye
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You’re One Breath Away From Calm

Did you know that the average person takes between 12 and 20 breaths a minute? Over the course of a day, that’s 17,000– 30,000 breaths. That’s a lot.

We breathe when we sleep and when we eat. We breathe when we’re on the bus and we breathe more when we’re chasing it. As long as we are alive we are always breathing. But how often are we really thinking about it?

‘ONE DEEP BREATH CAN HELP ALLEVIATE A WHOLE WORLD OF CHAOS’

How often are we giving our breath the attention it deserves?

Breathing is automatic. It just happens. Sure, it’s keeping you alive, but that’s no big deal, right?

The amazing thing about breathing is that when you choose to focus on it and take the time to notice it, you get so much more out of it. So maybe it’s time to start paying more attention to the breath.

We can all relate to times in our lives when things have gotten a bit messy or out of control, and these are the times when the breath is our biggest asset. One deep breath can help alleviate a whole world of chaos.

When I was 18, I was living in Los Angeles and I had asked my friend Brandon to teach me how to drive a manual car. Driving manual wasn’t a common thing in LA when I was growing up, so I wanted to learn. From the moment I got in, it felt like there was way too much going on: three pedals for my feet; one hand on the steering wheel and the other hand on the gear stick. I had to look with my eyes, listen with my ears and deal with about a hundred and one other things going on around me on the road. It was complete chaos.

But in one of those first lessons, Brandon simply said, ‘If you put your foot on the brake, no matter what else is happening, the car will slow down and everything will be ok. Then you can decide what’s best from there.’ Fifteen years later and I’ve never forgotten this.

And that’s how the breath works. No matter the chaos that’s around you, just remember that if you stop and take a deep breath, everything will slow down. Then you can decide what’s best from there.


The Breath Is Life. Respect It.

When used with the right approach, the breath has the power to calm our minds, ease our anxiety and appease our anger. The breath is transformational, and the best thing about it is that it’s always there (and it’s free!).

The breath gives us the support to do the things we want to do in our lives and it will never let you down if you give it the respect it deserves.

I’ve been lucky (or unlucky) enough to know the value of the breath since I was very young. I’m asthmatic and I carry around a little blue inhaler that helps relieve my airways when I have an attack. I’ve had trouble breathing since I was very young, and there are times, even today, when I literally can’t get the breath in; a simple inhale and exhale feels like I’m sucking a peanut through a bendy straw. Unless you also suffer with asthma, you’ll never know the fear that comes with simply trying to breathe.

For me, breathing is not something to take lightly. (The sad part here for all the asthmatics reading this is that there isn’t a magic moment coming up where I say, ‘And yoga will cure your asthma!’) However, over the years yoga has gone a long way to helping me control my anxiety around it. The breath is a tool that can physically calm, emotionally ease and spiritually invigorate. You just have to know how to use it.

Remember that breathing is simple: it’s an inhale and an exhale. Approaching each and every breath one at a time reminds us to live in the now. Yogis will say that life only exists within the space of the inhale and exhale, and to ignore this is to ignore true living. So the longer the breath, the more we are putting into living.

Most of us forget to value the breath. It becomes an afterthought and often we don’t honour its purpose. A lack of integrity in the body, much like the breath, will only lessen its benefit to your life and the things you want to do. Don’t wait until it’s compromised to prioritise it.
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Jake Paul White

Go Deep, Go Slow
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Omar Sultani


‘Take a few deep breaths …’

I bet you’ve heard this phrase once or twice before in your life. Maybe your other half said it to you after someone royally screwed you over. Maybe your colleagues have said it after your manager yelled at you unnecessarily.

Taking a deep breath has immense value. It can be like a warm and comforting hug you didn’t know you needed. It’s the support you want, the space you need and the permission to know that everything is going to be ok (and the world will not end).

In yoga the breath is everything: it’s the first thing we do and the last thing we let go. We lead with the breath in the first pose, the last pose and every pose in between.

How To Take A Deep Breath

Do you actually know how to take a deep breath?

It’s funny how we all have a tendency to say, ‘Of course I do.’

But to be honest, I didn’t until I was taught. The truth was that I’d never really thought that hard about it.

Do I open my mouth or keep it closed?

Do I fill up my belly or my chest?

How slow is ‘slow’ for the inhale and for the exhale?

These are all questions many of us ask when we really think about it.

For me, I believe slow is the way to go. Slowing down the breath gives you time to appreciate the inhale and exhale, the quality of breath and its value to every moment of your day. In yoga, like life, first we breathe, then we do everything else.

Regardless which technique you choose to use, every breath you take has four parts.

The first two are easy.

Part 1: The inhale. The air enters the body through the nose.

Part 2: The exhale. The air exits the body through the nose.

The last two are a little more subtle.

Part 3: The space at the top of the inhale where no more breath enters.

Part 4: The space at the bottom of the exhale where no more breath exits.

The spaces at the top and bottom of the breath are where we find the calm. They’re our escape from the chaos. It’s in these gaps that we’re not distracted by what’s coming and going and we’re in the now. They are the still point. This is how we find quiet, and the breath is the gateway into the silence.

Take a moment and give it a try.

Inhale, pause, exhale, pause, repeat. It was a real mind-blowing, life-changing moment for me when I first learned this. If you’re lucky enough to
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© Niki Priest

Michael James Wong is a Global Yogi and Wellness Warrior who is recognised around the world as a leading voice in the global wellness movement for yoga, meditation and modern mindfulness.

An inspirational speaker, international teacher, meditator and now author, Michael’s passion is to inspire the masses about the benefits of a mindful way of living, on and off the yoga mat, every single day.

A Los Angeles native, now based in London, Michael travels the world sharing the benefits of the practice. Over the past 15 years he has been lucky enough to learn and study from some of the most inspiring teachers, spiritual leaders and global influencers around the world, all of whom have helped to shape his approach to modern mindfulness in the real world.

Founder and vision behind BOYS OF YOGA, Michael is a man on a mission to spread the word, break down barriers and stereotypes and bring the global wellness community together in a calmer and quieter conversation.
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