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CHAPTER 1

THE JOURNEY TOWARD 
BECOMING WHOLE AGAIN

M ahatma Gandhi once said, “The future depends on what we do in the 
present.”1 If you are reading these words in the midst of a struggle with 
depression or anxiety, you have taken a brave and important step in this 

present moment, one that I earnestly believe will illuminate a path toward a more 
positive future.

What is this great act of courage? It’s nothing more complicated than the deci-
sion you made to pick up this book.

Now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. As much as I wish it were, this book isn’t 
a magic wand that can permanently vaporize the weight of depression or tamp down 
the spiral of anxiety. No single book can do that, nor can any one therapy session, 
prescription, guided meditation, or yoga pose.

Why, then, is opening this book a healing act? How can it help you along the road 
back to wholeness from the stuck, uncomfortable place of depression and anxiety?
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I believe the answer to that question lies in those words spoken by Gandhi. 
What stands out to me most in his statement is how vast, complex, and multifaceted 
those two categories of time—“the present” and “the future”—actually are. No single 
choice, no single action gets us from here to there. Instead, each of the myriad deci-
sions we make in the here and now shapes the future we hope to see. It is my hope 
and intention that this book might become one healing choice among many that can 
set you on a path toward a better tomorrow.

All human beings struggle with difficult emotions at some point in their lives, 
whether they have a mental health diagnosis or not. And though so-called negative 
emotions like fear, sadness, and anger are often dismissed and discouraged in modern 
culture, those emotions serve a purpose in the big picture of our inner lives.

But those feelings aren’t serving their purpose if they feel unmanageable to you on 
a regular basis. According to the National Institutes of Health, 21 percent of Ameri-
can adults—that’s more than one in five—experience a mood disorder at some point 
in their lives.2 Your journey toward wholeness starts with an honest appraisal of what 
most challenges you here, now, in the present moment.

Which is where yoga comes in.

YOGA AS A TOOL OF THE MIND

Yoga, like any system of thought, belief, and action, has a central set of teachings that 
define its purpose and perspective. One of these writings, compiled around the year 
400 CE, is called The Yoga Sutras of Patañjali, and it describes the what, how, and why 
of the practice we understand today as yoga.

Let’s consider this collection by the numbers. There are 196 sutras. Three have to 
do with physical poses; five more describe breath work and its effects.3 The remaining 
188 teachings focus on a single purpose—how to understand the mind and the hu-
man experience of consciousness, with a goal of becoming free from suffering.4

How remarkable that virtually the entire foundation of yoga is built around the 
philosophy of a disciplined mind, one that is organized, focused, present, reflective, 
discerning, and tranquil.

Given how fundamentally the practice is rooted in the mind-body relationship, 
it’s no wonder that for decades, scientists have been investigating the connection 
between yoga and mental health. Literally hundreds of studies have examined yoga 
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practice and inquired about its effectiveness, especially those “how” and “why” ques-
tions Patañjali considered in the sutras.

As you keep reading, let each passing page anchor Gandhi’s suggestion more 
deeply in your mind. None of us can know or control the future, but by choosing to 
invest our time in healing actions again and again, here and now, in the present mo-
ment, we can take steady steps toward wellness, toward wholeness—toward our fully 
authentic selves.

WHAT MAKES THIS BOOK “EVIDENCE-BASED”

Throughout my thirty years teaching yoga, I have seen it change the lives of my stu-
dents in profound and permanent ways. I have seen pain resolve into peace. I have 
seen inflexibility evolve into elasticity. I have seen people open their eyes to their 
own bodies, seeing themselves in new, transformative ways. I have taught college stu-
dents; expectant mothers; those living with chronic fatigue syndrome, scoliosis, and 
multiple sclerosis; and people struggling with chronic challenges ranging from breath-
ing disorders to weight management to pain to depression and anxiety.

When I met Dr. Chris Streeter, an associate professor of psychiatry and neurology 
at Boston University School of Medicine in 2006, I got an opportunity to dive more 
deeply into what I already understood about how profoundly yoga practice affects 
people, however life has challenged them.

Dr. Streeter invited me to work with her on a series of scientific studies about 
how yoga impacts mental health. Over the years since, I have learned more about 
those “how” and “why” insights that have captivated philosophers and scientists alike 
over the centuries.

When I partnered with Dr. Streeter, she had already completed some research on 
this topic, including a promising pilot study that found experienced yoga practitioners 
had an increase in a brain chemical called gamma aminobutyric acid (if attempting 
to pronounce that is making your heart pound, fear not: it is also referred to with the 
simple acronym GABA) after just an hour of practicing yoga postures.5 GABA is a 
neurotransmitter, a chemical messenger that delivers information from one area of 
your brain to another. It’s known as an “inhibitory neurotransmitter,” meaning that 
when GABA attaches to receptors in the brain, it makes brain cells, called neurons, 
less likely to release other chemicals into your system or take another action.6 If you 
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have taken or considered antidepressant medications, you might note that a popular 
class of drugs is called selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors. SSRIs also work in an 
inhibitory way, slowing the rate at which serotonin—another neurotransmitter we 
need to manage our moods—is reabsorbed into the brain.7

GABA has been the focus of Dr. Streeter’s subsequent research, as she’s investi-
gated how GABA affects mental health and how yoga impacts GABA levels. Over 
the course of three separate studies, my role was to lead a team of yoga teachers, under 
the mentorship of the noted Iyengar yoga teacher Patricia Walden, in creating a man-
ual of the precise sequences of yoga poses and breath work that participants would 
undertake during their twelve weeks of yoga practice.

As you will soon learn, these studies produced very positive results, making 
groundbreaking observations about the association between yoga practice and im-
proved mental health. The book you are holding in your hands is based on the prac-
tices our study participants did on their journeys toward wellness.

A Deeper Exploration: Why Iyengar Yoga 
Was Right for Our Research

By the time I met Dr. Streeter in 2006, it had been my good fortune to have studied Iyengar 

yoga for almost twenty years with one of its preeminent teachers, Patricia Walden. The 

Iyengar method is commonly referred to as a physical alignment–based yoga system. B. K. S. 

Iyengar (1918–2014) pioneered the use of yoga props and pose modi�cations to help people 

with physical limitations experience the bene�ts of yoga. In addition, he developed thera-

peutic applications of classical yoga to help manage many physical and mental conditions, 

depression and anxiety among them.8

Through Walden’s and Iyengar’s depth of knowledge, I learned so much more than 

how to achieve physical and energetic alignments and use props appropriately. I also learned 

the subtleties of working with the physical body to help shift mental and emotional energy 

toward a state of health and well-being. I learned techniques and tools that helped students 

feel better overall because they discovered a sense of inner peace.

Walden found that Iyengar yoga helped her with her own clinical depression.9 She took 

a keen personal interest in Dr. Streeter’s research, which uses the Iyengar method because 

its consistent and speci�c technique is easy to replicate in a scienti�c context. Walden even-

tually took on the role of mentoring our team as we developed and taught yoga sequences 

to the participants in the studies.
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YOGA SCIENCE: THE BIGGER PICTURE

Scientists have been interested in yoga for more than a century.10 But it’s only since 
the 1970s that more funding and widespread interest in the West has led to a substan-
tial body of research exploring the science of how yoga actually works.

The question of whether and how yoga affects emotional well-being has been a 
much-studied topic; the studies discussed in this book were funded by the National 
Institutes of Health’s National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health 
and have been published in the peer-reviewed scientific publication the Journal of 
Alternative and Complementary Medicine. If you are reading this book because you are 
suffering from depression, anxiety, or both, know that a significant number of the 
hundreds of studies on yoga and mental health have yielded promising or positive 
results.

Good science is rooted in inquisitiveness, the willingness to pursue a question 
knowing its answer will lead to further inquiries to explore. Researchers have exam-
ined the connection between yoga and mental health around a number of questions, 
including the effects of different breathing speeds on stress, anxiety, and depression, 
the effects of yoga on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), how yoga affects younger 
and older practitioners’ mental health differently, and so much more.11 New research 
is continuing to emerge even as I write these words.

THE BRAIN SCIENCE BEHIND OUR RESEARCH

So what has research contributed to the broader body of knowledge on yoga and 
mental health? In a nutshell . . . a lot. Its contribution zooms in from the broad con-
cept of “the mind,” which so occupied Patañjali, and instead focuses on arguably the 
most complex organ in the human body—the brain.

Dr. Streeter’s research began with the observation that depression, anxiety, and 
epilepsy were all treated with drugs that increased the activity of what scientists call 
“the GABA system”—and the simultaneous observation that symptoms decreased 
in all three disorders during a yoga intervention. She wondered whether a yoga ses-
sion might be associated with increased GABA levels and improved mood in healthy 
subjects. The premise was that low GABA levels were associated with lower mood 
and heightened anxiety. Some studies refer to GABA as a “natural antidepressant” 
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because the more of it you have, the less depressive or anxious your moods are likely 
to be.12

To delve more deeply into the important role of GABA in mental health, Dr. 
Streeter set out to study this question: how, if at all, is the practice of yoga postures 
associated with changes in GABA levels?

Study 1: For Emotional Health, How Does 
Yoga Compare with Walking?

Our first study together was published in 2010.13 Thirty-four study participants were 
divided into two groups—nineteen completed a twelve-week program of twice-
weekly yoga classes, while fifteen others did a twelve-week walking program. None 
of the participants was experienced in yoga, and none had a mental health diagnosis 
such as Major Depressive Disorder or Generalized Anxiety Disorder.

Dr. Streeter and her scientific team measured the participants’ moods using two 
techniques. One was a pair of self-reported tests: the Exercise-Induced Feeling Inven-
tory (EFI) and the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI).14 The other was a brain 
scan called magnetic resonance spectroscopy, or MR spectroscopy (MRS). This scan 
is conducted on the same machine as an MRI, but it supplements the information 
provided by MRI scans with an additional measure of chemical levels in particular 
regions of the brain. Our MRS scans were designed to measure GABA levels in the 
thalamus, the region of the brain that has a high concentration of GABA and is con-
nected to the circuits that modulate emotions and thoughts throughout the central 
nervous system.15

Both the walkers and the yoga practitioners completed the self-reported tests four 
times throughout the twelve weeks. They underwent the scans three times—once 
before the first session of either yoga or walking, and twice more after the twelve-
week intervention was complete. Both those scans were done on the same day—once 
before and once after a final session of either yoga or walking.

The results of the study were extremely positive. Both groups experienced im-
provements in mood, but the yoga group had a greater boost—and only the yoga 
group showed an increase in GABA levels. This suggested that mood improvement 
is associated with increased GABA levels—and that yoga practice is associated with 
this positive correlation.16
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Armed with this solid finding, but not yet able to assert proof that changes 
in GABA levels improve mood, Dr. Streeter decided it was time to ask more  
questions.

A Deeper Exploration: Your Autonomic Nervous System17

Brain science is a deeply complex �eld, and it’s not my intention to bring you up to speed on 

all of its particulars. But there is a bit of this science that’s so fundamental to how we function 

from moment to moment that I feel it is worth explaining in a chart you can reference when-

ever it’s helpful to you. Think of this as an introduction to the two main components of your 

autonomic nervous system (ANS): the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the parasympa-

thetic nervous system (PNS). These systems of basic, involuntary brain activities contribute to 

the modulation of your thoughts, feelings, and actions every moment of your life.

These two systems complement each other: The SNS is responsible for �ght-or-�ight 

feelings and actions, while the PNS is responsible for rest, renewal, and social engage-

ment.18 I’m sure you can easily remember an experience in which you felt stressed—your 

breath probably quickened and your heart raced as your SNS activated. Now recall an 

instance in which you felt happy, perhaps when you were in a place where you felt safe and 

SYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM  
(SNS)

PARASYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM 
(PNS)

Prepares your body for physical and mental 
activity

Is responsible for bodily functions when 
you are at rest

Increases heart rate and raises blood 
pressure

Slows heart rate and lowers blood pressure

Inhibits digestion Stimulates digestion

Stimulates the release of stress hor-
mones like adrenaline, cortisol, and 
norepinephrine

Governs the “social engagement system” of 
your brain, including facial expressions and 
vocalization

Triggers the “fight-or-flight” response Triggers the “relaxation response,” also 
called the “rest and digest” and “tend and 
befriend” responses

(continues)
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relaxed—your breath and heart rate likely slowed as your PNS took over. Note the role of 

your breath in your autonomic nervous system’s functioning. In fact, it subtly activates each 

time you breathe—the SNS when you inhale, and the PNS when you exhale.

Increased SNS activation is appropriate during times of extreme stress, when stress 

hormones increase as you navigate the crisis. But after the acute stress has passed,  

your heart rate needs to come back down to a resting, PNS-dominant state. When that 

doesn’t happen, your nervous system remains in a state of heightened vigilance and overac-

tivity, stuck in its SNS-dominant state. The cost of that excessive SNS activity could include 

depression, anxiety, PTSD, and chronic pain.19

In a bit, you’ll learn more about a helpful way to think about the PNS, called the poly-

vagal theory. But for now, take a few slow, deep breaths and visualize the two halves of 

your autonomic nervous system working together to re�ect your current mood. Are you 

stressed? Relaxed? Somewhere in between? Meet yourself right where you are on your jour-

ney toward wholeness.

Study 2: Is More Better When It Comes to Yoga?

Back in 2007, Dr. Streeter had conducted a pilot study using experienced yoga prac-
titioners compared to participants, called the “control group” in science parlance, 
who did not do yoga.20 It was the first time she had probed the idea that yoga practice 
might correlate with increased GABA levels, though that study did not measure any 
changes in mood during yoga practice. As we would later find in our work together, 
she noted an increase in GABA levels among the yoga practitioners after sixty min-
utes of yoga postures, while the control group read for sixty minutes and experienced 
no measurable change in GABA levels.

The change in GABA levels in that pilot study was extraordinary—the expe-
rienced yoga practitioners showed a 34 percent GABA increase in the thalamus.21

Three years later, we found a still significant but less marked 13 percent increase 
in the thalami of participants who were beginners to yoga before the twelve-week 
program.

So the next question emerged—when it came to yoga practice, was more time on 
the mat better for mental health?

The technical term for our next study (published in 2017) was “dosing study,” 
meaning that the yoga was practiced in “doses” of either two or three ninety-minute 

(continued)
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sessions per week, plus either three or four thirty-minute weekly homework assign-
ments, respectively.22 In addition to the yoga sequences, we added a meditative breath 
practice called “Coherent Breathing” to each class session and homework assignment. 
You’ll learn more about Coherent Breathing later, in Chapter 4; it is a technique in 
which inhales and exhales are practiced in an even rhythm, with a goal of slowing 
breath to a rate of between three and one-half to six breaths per minute, depending 
on the individual. This technique is described in detail in The Healing Power of the 
Breath, an invaluable book by psychiatrists Richard Brown and Patricia Gerbarg, who 
are also coauthors on many of Dr. Streeter’s studies and experts in the use of breathing 
as a treatment for mental health disorders such as PTSD.23 Participants practiced Co-
herent Breathing at the end of each yoga session for twenty minutes at a rate of five 
breaths per minute.

There were some differences between this dosing study and our earlier research. 
For one thing, there was no walking or reading control group to compare with the 
yoga practitioners in the dosing study. Additionally, all our participants had been di-
agnosed with Major Depressive Disorder and either were not on antidepressant med-
ication or had been on a stable dose of antidepressant medication for at least three 
months before they began their participation. The goal was to discern whether more 
yoga practice, measured by more frequent classes and homework sessions, resulted in 
better emotional health outcomes in a depressed population.

The measurement tool the research team used is called the Beck Depression 
 Inventory-II (BDI-II), which is a standard assessment tool used by mental health 
practitioners.24 This self-reported questionnaire asks participants twenty-one ques-
tions, and it takes less than ten minutes to complete. The higher the score on the 
BDI-II, the more severely depressed a person is determined to be.25

At the beginning of the twelve weeks, the participants’ mean BDI-II scores in-
dicated that they had moderate depression. At the end, when they completed the 
BDI-II again, both the low-dose and high-dose groups’ scores had lowered by half 
or more. A significant number of participants achieved what is called “remission” 
of their depressive symptoms, meaning their final BDI-II scores were in the lowest- 
scoring category within the test.26

Given these results, the study’s publication made headlines, like this one in Time 
magazine: “It’s Official: Yoga Helps Depression.”27 It was notable that a significant 
number of participants from both the high- and low-dose groups responded so mean-
ingfully. Dr. Streeter concluded that the twice-weekly classes plus home practice the 
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low-dose group completed may be more accessible to more people because that regi-
men requires less time and energy but still was shown to offer mood benefits.28

The book you are holding in your hands is based on (but is not a full replica of) 
the sequences of poses and breath work that produced the remarkable results this 
study achieved. Whatever schedule you are able to consistently and sustainably prac-
tice, you can feel confident that the yoga in this book is a meaningful part of your 
journey toward wholeness.

Study 3: New Horizons in Science, Yoga, and Emotion

At the time of this writing, our team is in the midst of a third study, one that will 
build on our previous findings to continue to advance our understanding of what im-
pact yoga has on depression and anxiety.

We learned from our first study, with subjects who did not have diagnosed depres-
sion or anxiety disorders, that increases in levels of the neurotransmitter GABA were 
associated with decreased anxiety and improved mood.29 These benefits were found 
to be greater for yoga practitioners than for those who completed a walking program 
that required the same amount of physical exertion as the yoga.

Our second study pressed the question of how much yoga was required to achieve 
mood-boosting results in people living with clinical depression. The results suggested 
that individuals with depression who attended yoga classes two to three times per 
week and did homework reported an improvement in their mood. To reinforce our 
finding, reviews of what scientists call “randomized controlled studies”—a highly rig-
orous type of research—that use yoga to treat depression show a range of one to five 
yoga sessions per week having a positive association with improved mood.30

Now, we are setting our sights on the next horizon. Our third study’s partici-
pants will have Major Depressive Disorder diagnoses, and they will complete the 
low-dose, twice-weekly yoga program we used in our second study. We will use both 
self- reported questionnaires and MR spectroscopy to measure changes in both mood 
and brain chemistry. And we will compare their experiences to a control group of par-
ticipants who are doing a walking program instead of yoga practice.

As we move through this new research, I don’t know what excites me more—the 
hope that we might discover new and deeper insights into how yoga impacts emo-
tional well-being, or the knowledge that this study’s takeaways will urge us on to the 
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next question, the next curiosity, the next step toward understanding the how and 
why of yoga’s impact on the mind. I am inspired by the idea that yoga may hold prom-
ise for helping ease the symptoms of your depression or anxiety.

A Deeper Exploration: The Polyvagal Theory

Earlier, we discussed the SNS and the PNS, the two systems that determine whether we 

are in an active or a resting mode, both physically and mentally. Now, we’ll explore a leading 

edge in scienti�c research, one that may account for how yoga—breath work in particular—

promotes balanced emotions. The idea, which was developed in the 1990s by the preem-

inent scientist and behavioral neuroscience expert Stephen Porges, is called the polyvagal 

theory.31

The vagus nerve, for which the theory is named, begins at the base of the brain and 

runs through your thoracic and abdominal cavities. It is part of a circuit that connects to and 

exerts control over most of your internal organs, conveying electrical impulses to the lungs, 

heart, abdomen, and digestive tract. The vagus also sends information about the condition 

of those organs back to your brain.32 In short, the vagus nerve is a two-way highway that car-

ries most of the information that travels from the body to the brain and back again.

Vagal activity also in�uences how emotional states express themselves in your physical 

body.33 When your vagus nerve is functioning properly, it effectively controls parasympa-

thetic stimulation of your heart, acting as what’s called a “vagal brake” that reduces your 

heart rate and blood pressure and helps you calm down.34 This effect is believed to be 

associated with the breath. Scientists who have written about the effects of yoga on the 

autonomic nervous system theorize that one technique of stimulating the vagus nerve is 

breathing while contracting your throat muscles, referred to as “resistance breathing,” similar 

to what you will soon learn as “Ocean Breath.” Researchers suspect that brief periods of 

held breath combined with resistance breathing may also increase PNS activity.35

So what is “the polyvagal theory,” and why is it so exciting for the future of scienti�c in-

quiry into yoga and mental health? While scientists previously understood the SNS and PNS 

to be the entirety of the autonomic nervous system, the polyvagal theory imagines that the 

PNS is a more complex system in and of itself, elegantly divided into more than one (hence 

the pre�x “poly”) component.

The theory proposes that the vagus nerve actually has two major components, one 

“myelinated” and one not. Myelin is a fatty sheath that covers nerves and makes those 

nerves conduct impulses faster. Unmyelinated nerves carry impulses more slowly. According 

(continues)
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to Porges, the myelinated circuit is more recently evolved than the unmyelinated one. He 

argues that the myelinated vagus is a circuit of social interaction—when it is functioning 

properly, it activates the “vagal brake” in a way that better enables you to remain calm and 

connected with others, even when faced with a challenge.36 He also likens the polyvagal the-

ory to a traf�c signal—the unmyelinated vagus is the red stoplight indicating an emergency 

or the yellow warning light putting you on alert, while the myelinated vagus represents the 

green light of rest, renewal, and social engagement.37 In other words, it’s the myelinated va-

gus that researchers believe is activated in ways that support positive emotional health. As 

Porges puts it, “The breath literally turns on and off the myelinated vagus, which supports 

engagement behavior, positive affective experiences, and relationship building.”38

In the polyvagal theory, Western science af�rms what yoga practitioners have known 

for millennia—that yoga balances the nervous system and brings us into a state of wholeness 

and emotional well-being.

DEFINING DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY:  
THE WESTERN VIEW

Let’s step back and consider what we actually mean when we talk about depression 
and anxiety. It can be a tricky thing to define a condition of the mind in accurate 
clinical terms. Just as it would be difficult to describe the color green to someone who 
can’t see it, articulating the experience of depression or anxiety can be tough to get 
just right.

But of course, accurately understanding our emotions is key to our ability to man-
age them. Our society has a number of casual terms for emotional challenges—we 
might say we have the blues, feel stressed out, are spinning our wheels, or are feeling 
down—but when depression and anxiety become more pervasive companions in our 
everyday lives, we need more precise language, and it’s useful to have guidance from 
the scientific and medical communities.39

We’ve been talking about research through the lens of brain science, so let’s 
stay there for a moment more. Even for clinicians and researchers, depression and 
anxiety are highly complex, and scientists’ understanding of these conditions is con-
stantly evolving. For a long time, depression and anxiety were believed to be caused 
by imbalanced brain chemistry—too much or too little of various neurotransmitters 

(continued)
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triggering the brain to send signals that eventually translate into emotions like sad-
ness, hopelessness, fear, or panic. Scientists are now sharpening this understanding at 
a rapid pace.40

Neurotransmitters like GABA remain highly relevant to the understanding and 
treatment of depression and anxiety. But a leading edge of brain science research 
is based on something the neuropsychology community calls “neuroplasticity.” This 
is the concept that through learning or experience, a brain can physically adapt, 
change, and form new connections. It was only in the late 1990s that researchers first 
considered that our brains can learn, grow, and change throughout our lifetimes.41

The use of yoga as a behavioral—rather than pharmacological—treatment for de-
pression certainly underscores the impact our actions have on our brain health. There 
is great hope in this notion that positive activities and thoughts can literally change 
our brains for the better.

Now let’s step out of the science lab and into the doctor’s office, which you might 
have visited or might be considering visiting for clarity on your condition. When you 
do, your doctor will use the medical community’s main tool for diagnosing mental 
health problems—the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The 
current edition of the DSM contains eight depressive disorders, including Major De-
pressive Disorder (MDD), which affects more than fourteen million Americans, ac-
cording to the National Institute of Mental Health.42 “Anxiety Disorders” covers a 
family of nine diagnoses. An estimated 31 percent of Americans will experience an 
anxiety disorder at some point in their lives.43

It’s important to note that depression and anxiety often go hand in hand; people 
are often diagnosed with disorders in both categories.44

Because Dr. Streeter focused on patients with Major Depressive Disorder in our 
research, that diagnosis warrants a brief discussion here. To be diagnosed with MDD 
using DSM criteria, a person needs to experience five or more of the following symp-
toms consistently over at least a two-week period:

1. Depressed mood for most of the day
2. Severely diminished interest in activities that would otherwise be pleasurable
3. Significant weight loss or gain due to changes in appetite
4. Physical agitation or lethargy that is noticeable to others
5. Fatigue or loss of energy
6. Inappropriate feelings of guilt or worthlessness
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7. Diminished ability to concentrate or make decisions
8. Recurrent thoughts of suicide, with or without a plan or suicide attempt45

I share this with you not to encourage self-diagnosis; in fact, I urge you not to 
try to diagnose yourself! Depression can manifest in multiple ways, and many people 
suffer from symptoms but do not meet clinical criteria for a particular diagnosis. But I 
have listed the MDD criteria here for two reasons. First, I want you to understand the 
type of depression our study participants were living with. Second, I want to equip 
you with the information you need to take to the doctor if you feel your depression or 
anxiety warrants medical care.

The idea of visiting a doctor who consults a manual with the term “mental disor-
ders” in its title can feel intimidating and frightening. But I’m reminded of something 
the wise Professor Albus Dumbledore told Harry Potter in the now-classic series of 
novels by J. K. Rowling: “Always use the proper name for things. Fear of a name in-
creases fear of the thing itself.”46

YOUR JOURNEY TOWARD WHOLENESS

In the yogic view, each person has within themselves a natural state of contentment, 
peace, and joy. As you will learn in the next chapter, yoga philosophy refers to these 
things as your “birthright.”47

In this chapter, you learned quite a bit about the complexity of your brain—and, 
for that matter, your mind. If this new information is making the idea of accessing that 
birthright, of finding peace and relief from depression and anxiety, intimidating— 
that’s okay. All I want you to see is that yoga is a profoundly useful tool to help you 
along your way, no matter if you’ve been formally diagnosed or if you are just feeling 
anxious or depressed, from your first tentative steps toward wellness to a wide healing 
path you can stride along with hope and courage. This path leads to greater energy, 
deep peace, and the luminous gift of happiness that is within you.

I mentioned earlier in this chapter that my role in Dr. Streeter’s research al-
lowed me to explore scientifically what I had always believed intuitively as a yoga 
practitioner and teacher—that yoga enables, encourages, and supports emotional 
well-being. The body of research in this area continues to swell with new insights and 
ideas. So wherever you are here and now, in this present moment, you can rest in the 
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knowledge that this book is grounded not in what I believe might be helpful, but in 
the yoga sequences our research has shown to result in meaningful positive changes 
to emotional life.

You have taken a brave and hopeful step by opening this book. Your journey to-
ward becoming whole again has already begun.
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