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Yoga can be dangerous for your physical health
Can yoga classes kill you? The startling question posed by a leading science writer
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-2098021/Can-yoga-classes-kill-The-startling-question-posed-leading-science-writer.html
February 8, 2012

New York Times science writer William Broad yesterday asked whether yoga - when taught incorrectly - might actually have the potential to kill.
Downward dog for back pain, sun salutations for an energy boost - yoga has become the workout for a healthy mind and body, and is the exercise of choice for endless celebrities including Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston.
But is the ancient art form as healthy as we’d like to think?

On yesterday’s Today programme on Radio 4, New York Times science writer William Broad, the author of a controversial new book, The Science Of Yoga: The Risks And Rewards, asked whether yoga - when taught incorrectly - might actually have the potential to kill.

During his research Broad - who himself practised yoga for many years before getting injured doing it in 2007 - uncovered endless documented examples of injuries to backs and limbs such as strains, broken bones and trapped sciatic nerves.
He also found to his ‘horror’ that while some poses were low risk others could have extremely serious consequences. These risks, he says, occur as a result of hyper-extension - over-stretching - of the head and neck.

It’s not just doing advanced postures such as headstands, where you balance your legs straight up in the air, resting on just your head and hands, that are risky, says Broad. 
He’s gathered evidence that even traditional yoga moves, or asanas, practised at beginner and intermediate level, can lead to serious problems.

‘This is not anecdotal and they are not freak accidents,’ he says. ‘Postures like the shoulder stand, in which you lie on your back and raise your legs into the air, and the plough, in which you lie on your back and put your feet over your head on the floor behind you, that are widely performed can crank the neck around in a risky way.’
Reductions of blood flow in one of the vertebral arteries, called the basilar artery, are known to cause strokes in some people and can be fatal. ‘If the clots that form go to the brain, you can have a stroke,’ Broad says. ‘And one in 20 people who have these vertebral artery problems can die.’ 
He explains that the first real evidence of yoga injuries was initially published in credible medical journals several decades ago. As long ago as 1972, a respected Oxford University neurologist, Professor Ritchie Russell, wrote an article in the British Medical Journal arguing that some yoga postures had the potential to cause strokes in healthy, young people.

He had found evidence that yoga students typically turned their necks as far as 90 degrees, double what is considered a normal, healthy rotation. 
Such excessive extension of the head and neck, Russell said, could harm the fragile arteries running along the neck, causing clots, swelling and constriction. In theory, he said this could produce serious problems in the brain.

In 1973, a spinal rehabilitation expert at Cornell University Medical College described the case of a 28-year-old woman who suffered a stroke while doing a yoga move known as the wheel or upward bow in which a person lies on their back and then lifts their body into an arc, balancing on the hands and feet in a sort of back-bend.
Instead of allowing the head to hang in this position, many people tense and move their necks in an attempt to create balance, a move which can dangerously backfire.

A few years later another paper, this time in the Archives of Neurology Journal, detailed the case of a 25-year-old man who was rushed to hospital with loss of control in the left side of his body and blurred vision. Again, yoga was to blame.

The patient had been performing daily asanas every morning, including spinal twists in which participants lie or sit on the floor and twist their upper body in the opposite direction to their lower body to stretch the spine, as well as shoulder stands, often maintaining the positions for five minutes.
'One man suffered a stroke after his artery was blocked'

Doctors wrote that a series of bruises down his lower neck were a result of trauma ‘caused by repeated contact with the hard floor surface on which he did his yoga exercises’.
Examinations revealed he had suffered a stroke after his left vertebral artery became blocked, preventing blood from reaching his brain. While he recovered the ability to walk, his hand function remained damaged.

Over the years, Broad says that there is an increasing amount of ‘real data that medical and government communications have gathered’ confirming yoga’s risks.

In 2001, the prestigious New England Journal of Medicine published an article citing yoga as one of the many possible causes for arterial damage in susceptible patients.

Broad also cites a 2009 survey of US yoga therapists, teachers and doctors that looked at the most common yoga-related injuries.

The researchers from Columbia University found that while back injuries were, predictably, the most usual, the next most common in declining order of prevalence were shoulder injuries, knee problems, neck injuries and then strokes.

‘The respondents noted four cases in which yoga’s extreme bending and contortions resulted in some degree of brain damage,’ Broad writes. ‘The numbers weren’t alarming, but the acknowledgement of risk pointed to a decided shift in the perception of the dangers yoga posed.’

So common are yoga-related injuries that they are even being recognised in medical dictionaries.
Broad highlights the case of a young man who was relatively experienced at yoga and spent several hours a day in a kneeling position known as vajrasana - something that is not advised for long lengths of time.
After a few weeks, he had difficulty walking or climbing stairs and went to see his doctor for an explanation. He was told that the kneeling posture had prevented oxygen from reaching a branch of the sciatic nerve that runs from the lower spine through the buttocks and legs.

As a result, the nerve had become temporarily deadened and, after seeing several other cases of the same injury, doctors named the condition ‘yoga foot drop’.

Glenn Black, a yoga teacher for nearly 40 years, who spoke to Broad when he was doing his research, says he has seen everything from pinched nerves, lower back tightness and injuries to hips and knees - and worse - among yoga regulars.

He says moves such as the chaturanga - a challenging pose similar to the plank in which all four limbs and the core abdominal muscles support the body - can create repetitive use injuries in the shoulder. 
He adds that moves with deep knee flexion such as deep squats, which are a feature of many standard yoga postures, can strain ligaments and tendons.

'Yoga's not bad for you but bad teaching is'

Lifting the head - instead of letting it hang - during arm balances, in which you support the entire body with the hands on the floor, can also restrict blood flow to the brain and around the body, Black says. Any asanas involving flexing, extending and rotating the lower back and cervical spine can cause problems.

‘It’s a myth that it’s safe to do an asana without awareness and consciousness,’ Black says.

Indeed he has come to believe that ‘the vast majority of people’ should give up yoga altogether.

Furthermore, he is convinced that people are ending up in hospital because they have underlying physical problems that make serious injury more likely. Instead of doing yoga, they should be doing specific exercises to strengthen these weaker parts of their bodies.

But is Broad being alarmist? In the UK, the growth in the number of people taking part in yoga - it is now thought to be close to one million - has predictably led to a growth in related injuries, according to the Society of Sports Therapists, but there are no reported cases of anyone suffering a stroke as a result of yoga exercises.

Defenders claim its links to injury and pain can mostly be caused by poor teaching. Yoga is woefully unregulated in the UK and anyone can become an instructor after completing a weekend course.

Pierre Bibby, chief executive of the British Wheel of Yoga, the national governing body says: ‘Yoga is not bad for you, but bad teaching is.’

The BWA’s own instructors undergo a minimum of two to four years’ tuition.

Others blame the fact that yoga has become too competitive. ‘People push themselves too far,’ says Mollie McClelland, a yoga teacher at the Alchemy Centre in London.  ‘And there are such huge egos in yoga that everyone wants to prove a point.’

Broad agrees that yoga does have benefits. It can relieve stress and decrease pain, but it can be a disappointment for those expecting it to bring miraculous changes to body and mind.

It was while doing the extended-side-angle pose, a posture hailed as a cure for many diseases, that Broad’s own back ‘gave way’ five years ago.

‘With it,’ he says, ‘went my belief, naïve in retrospect, that yoga was a source of only healing, never harm.’
A yoga proponent, the Managing Editor of YogaUOnline.com defends the charges… weakly
The Yoga Injuries Debate: How 'Dangerous' Is Yoga, Really?
http://www.huffingtonpost.in/entry/yoga-injuries-debate_b_2896134
By Eva Norlyk Smith, Ph.D., May 21, 2013 All emphases theirs
Brace yourself: The debate over yoga injuries has reemerged, and no matter how tired you may be of the prolonged row, there are useful things to pay attention to here.
First came new articles and blog posts from New York Times reporter William Broad, coinciding with the publication of the paperback version of his book, The Science of Yoga. Then followed a rebuttal of some of the claims made by Broad by Yoga Journal's medical editor Timothy McCall, M.D., followed by numerous other articles in the yoga blogosphere. 

Why is this debate worth some serious attention? Because Broad offers up some pretty strong claims about a practice otherwise known for its extensive health benefits. In his book and accompanying articles, William Broad argues that yoga comes with a more extensive and severe risk of injury than the yoga community has faced up to. 

Leading members of the yoga community, on the other hand, have pointed out that Broad's writings -- while replete with implied connections -- offer no solid evidence to back up the serious claims. Others have pointed to the somewhat suspicious timing of Broad's enthusiastic drumming of the alarm, which coincides with first the hardcover, then the softcover publications of his book.

So what is fact and what is fiction? I caught up with Dr. Timothy McCall to get the details of what caused him to speak up in this debate.

You yourself have been writing about yoga injuries and how to prevent them for years. So why the strong reaction to the claims made in the New York Times articles and the accompanying book?
While the coverage in the New York Times has been overly sensational, all the controversy it generated got the yoga community talking about the risk of injuries and how they can be lessened, and that's a good thing. As with any other serious physical activity yoga, of course, can lead to injuries. But Broad goes out of his way to argue that yoga is a particularly risky -- and even sometimes deadly -- and that this has long been the dirty little secret of the yoga community.
Those are strong contentions, and there's little evidence to support them. Indeed, most of the evidence we do have contradicts them. Further, little differentiation is made between more vigorous and acrobatic yoga classes, in which injuries appear to be more common, and which are clearly not suitable for everyone, and styles that are gentle and restorative. In addition, in yoga therapy tailored to the individual, injuries are very rare.

I've been diplomatic in my responses to these inaccuracies in the past, but the recent claims about yoga being "remarkably dangerous" for men were for me the straw that broke the camel's back. As astronomer Carl Sagan once said "extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence." These are extraordinary claims about yoga, but they are backed by little if any good evidence.

Can you give an example?
Well, first off, the claims that yoga is dangerous to life and limb strangely omit data on the actual rates of yoga injuries. You can't say that yoga puts people at great risk for injury without comparing it to the injury risk from other physical activities. 
Indeed, when you look at the actual injury rates compared to other physical activities, yoga appears to be comparatively low risk. For example, in 2007 numbers, the injury rate for yoga was about 3.5 people out of every 10,000 practitioners. Compare that to the injury rate for weight-training and golf of around 15 and 39 respectively out of every 10,000 practitioners. So compared to other common physical activities, yoga appears to be much safer.
Yes, in a recent New York Times blog post, the author acknowledged that the injury rates are higher for golf and weightlifting than for yoga. But in that same post, it is argued that the injury rates matter less, because the injuries from yoga are far more serious, even life-threatening. 

And that of course refers to the most disturbing claim of all: That yoga may cause strokes in some people. You take issue with the science backing up this claim as well?
This is probably the best example of an attention-grabbing claim that is not backed up by any solid scientific evidence. At issue is a relatively rare type of stroke that results from minute tears to the vertebral arteries. The vertebral arteries are linguini-like blood vessels that run along the lateral aspect toward the back of the cervical vertebrae. Strokes due to vertebral artery tears are uncommon, but they are known to occur and sometimes due to trivial trauma, such as when people move their head suddenly and abruptly, e.g. while sneezing, driving a car, or swimming the breast stroke. They can also occur if people lean their head way back, such as when painting a ceiling or when an elderly woman drops her head back into a hairdresser's sink for a shampoo. 

These are activities that millions of people do every single day without problems. So it may be that these strokes have more to do with an underlying physiological weakness, such as connective tissue abnormalities in the blood vessels, than with the precipitating event itself. It's similar to someone with osteoporosis incurring a vertebral fracture while sneezing. You can't say that the sneeze itself caused the vertebral fracture so much as it revealed the underlying frailty of the bones. 

Is there data indicating that this type of stroke is more common among yoga practitioners?
Not at all. The book cites estimates that among the general public there are 1.5 vertebral artery strokes per year per 100,000 people. The author assumes that yoga practitioners would have the same 1.5 per 100,000 rate of such injuries as the general population. So, with 20 million practitioners in the U.S., the author calculates, 300 yoga practitioners per year suffer this type of stroke, and with the prevailing mortality rate, 5 percent of these would die. 
But let's examine those assumptions. If yoga practitioners have the same stroke rate as people who don't do yoga, that means that on net yoga caused zero strokes. Yet, by implying a connection to yoga, the book is pretty much inventing hundreds of yoga-induced strokes and many deaths out of whole cloth. 
Using the same logic, if there are 16,000 cases of food poisoning per 100,000 people, every year yoga would be tied to 320,000 episodes of this potentially deadly intestinal infection.

But there are also apparent examples of people who have had a stroke while practicing yoga? 
There are some stories, as we would expect given how common strokes are. Each year, 700,000 people in the U.S. suffer from a stroke, one person every 45 seconds. Strokes from dissection of the arteries make up a very small percentage of all strokes. 

According to recent statistics, about 1.1-1.5 in 100,000 people suffer from this type of stroke every year. With 20 million yoga practitioners, statistically speaking there ought to be a lot more of the people who suffer from this type of stroke, who also just happen to practice yoga. But we are not seeing anything like the kind of large numbers you would expect. 

With all due compassion for the victims of injuries, as my fellow physicians sometimes say: No number of anecdotes equals data. My colleague Dr. Loren Fishman notes that people have to be doing something when they're having a stroke -- they could be eating, watching TV, driving a car, or practicing yoga. With so few cases, you can't infer causality. That kind of premature conclusion is what the whole enterprise of scientific inquiry is set up to avoid.

What about the claim, also made in the book, that a survey -- in which yoga teachers reported on yoga injuries they had witnessed -- documented the stroke threat? 

Well, the actual scientific article reporting the survey's results, published in the International Journal of Yoga Therapy, tells a different story than what was reported in the book. The authors, Dr. Loren Fishman of New York's Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons, as well as yoga teachers Ellen Saltonstall and Susan Genis, note in the article that many answers described conditions that prompted people to take yoga, rather than yoga injuries. They note that "often it was unclear whether injuries cited had resulted from yoga or from some other source." 

To resolve the ambiguity, my colleague Roger Cole, Ph.D., contacted study co-author Susan Genis, RYT, Esq., who did the data analysis. Here's how she responded:

William Broad misstates the information we presented. None of the survey responses gave a specific instance of having experienced or having seen a student experience a stroke as a result of yoga practice.

You have argued that yoga might actually help prevent stroke?
Yes, if you have a stiff artery, it's more likely to tear if you move it suddenly or have a traumatic injury, but if you've slowly made that artery more pliable by gently stretching it over years of practice, it might actually be less likely to tear. That's speculation, of course, but there is scientific evidence that people with stiff muscles are more likely to have inflexible arteries.

The bigger picture is that yoga's documented effects of reducing stress and stress hormones, lowering blood pressure, reducing inflammation and the tendency of blood to clot, likely means the practice prevents far more strokes, heart attacks and other serious ailments than it causes.

Despite his allegations, the author says he sees the rewards of practicing yoga as outweighing the risks, and that he is only bringing this out to spark a discussion about how to improve the safety of yoga.
That's a laudable goal, and the yoga community is responding to the challenge. But while we strive to prevent yoga injuries, we should also acknowledge that millions of lives have been made better and healthier by the practice of yoga. 

However worthy the aim of improving safety, it doesn't justify making extreme claims on weak evidence. And unfortunately, those claims have already scared away people who could benefit enormously from yoga. And that's a shame.

The Catholic take:
New Book Reveals Shocking Extent of Yoga-Related Injuries

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=11694#more-11694
By Susan Brinkmann, January 18, 2012
The idea that “real yoga is as safe as mother’s milk” is about to be seriously challenged in an upcoming book that details the shocking extent of yoga-related injuries among both yogis and the general population. 

The New York Times featured an excerpt from William J. Broad’s book, The Science of Yoga: The Risks and Rewards, which will be published next month by Simon & Schuster, in which he details the extent of the injuries that occur in yoga studios every day.
Broad, a senior science writer at The Times, was inspired to research the subject after suffering a yoga related injury of his own. Like so many millions of Americans, he took up the practice after rupturing a disk in his lower back and discovering that certain yoga poses and abdominal exercises minimized the pain – at least until 2007 when a pose hailed as a cure-all for many diseases made his back give way.
Broad interviewed a prominent New York yogi named Glenn Black who often teaches at the New Age hub known as The Omega Institute in Rhinebeck, New York. Black is an authority on yoga-related injuries and, after teaching yoga for four decades, has come to the counter-cultural conclusion that “the vast majority of people” should give up yoga altogether because it’s too likely to cause them injury.

Is it possible that the estimated 20 million Americans who regularly practice yoga are heading for a nasty injury? Yes, Black says, and warns that the average urbanite who comes to a yoga studio is just not flexible enough for the postures. For instance, Indian practitioners of yoga typically squat and sit cross-legged in daily life, he says, and yoga poses are an outgrowth of these postures; but Americans are not accustomed to these positions.

Even more concerning to Black are the throngs of sub-par teachers in the U.S. who lack the training necessary to recognize when a student is headed for injury. This is compounded by the fact that there is little or no national or state oversight of yoga instructor certification in the U.S., which leaves safety standards up-for-grabs.

“Today many schools of yoga are just about pushing people,” Black said. “You can’t believe what’s going on – teachers jumping on people, pushing and pulling and saying, ‘You should be able to do this by now.’ It has to do with their egos.”

In his four decades in the business, he’s seen even the most well-known yoga teachers seriously injure themselves by performing positions that were too strenuous for them. 

“One of the biggest teachers in America had zero movement in her hip joints,” he told Broad. “The sockets had become so degenerated that she had to have hip replacements.”

Others are so injured they have to lie down to teach.
What makes Black’s testimony so compelling is that a growing body of medical evidence supports his conclusion that a number of even the most commonly taught yoga poses are inherently risky.

As Broad carefully documents, reports of yoga injuries have been published in some of the world’s most respected medical journals, such as the British Medical Journal (BMJ) and the Journal of the American Medical Association, and detail injuries ranging from mild to permanent disabilities.

One article discussed an injury which comes from sitting upright on the heels in a yoga position known as vajrasana which has become so common it has its own name – “yoga foot drop”. The pose can cause the deadening of a peripheral branch of the sciatic, which causes increasing difficulty in walking, running and climbing stairs.

The British Medical Journal published accounts of other yoga postures that caused strokes even in the young and the healthy. Brain injuries can arise from quick movements or excessive extensions of the neck, similar to whiplash, and some yoga practitioners typically extend the neck much further than they should. Even the famous B. K. S. Iyengar emphasizes this kind of hyperextension of the neck in the cobra pose in which he tells students to arch the head “as far back as possible.” Iyengar also called the shoulder stand, which is considered to be one of the more dangerous yoga poses, as “one of the greatest boons conferred on humanity by our ancient sages.” It’s also the cause of serious injury. Such extreme motions of the head and neck can wound vertebral arteries, producing clots, swelling, and constriction, and generally wreaking havoc in the brain, according to the BMJ.

Willibald Nagler, a renowned authority on spinal rehabilitation at Cornell University Medical College published a paper on the case of a healthy 28 year-old woman who suffered a stroke while doing a yoga position known as the wheel or upward bow, in which the practitioner lies on her back, then lifts her body into a semicircular arc, balancing on hands and feet. While balanced on her head, her neck bent far backward and the woman “suddenly felt a severe throbbing headache.” She was unable to get up and was rushed to the hospital. By then, she had lost all sensation on the right side of the body, her eyes kept glancing involuntarily to the left, her eye lid drooped and she exhibited other symptoms known as Horner’s syndrome.

Doctors found that her yoga poses had caused the narrowing of her left vertebral artery and the arteries feeding her cerebellum had undergone severe displacement. During surgery, doctors discovered that the left hemisphere of her cerebellum had suffered a major failure of blood supply that resulted in dead tissue and left the site steeped in secondary hemorrhages. It took two years of rehabilitation to enable her to walk again, which she is now able to do “with a broad-based gait.”

Unfortunately, Nadler’s patient was not an isolated incident, and Broad goes on to detail other tragic cases of perfectly healthy people who suffered serious and sometimes permanently disabling injuries as a result of practicing yoga.

A New York city team based at Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons published a worldwide survey of yoga teachers, therapists and doctors to discover the most serious yoga-related injuries that were disabling or of long duration. Lower back injuries ranked first, followed by shoulder, knee, and neck injuries, with strokes coming in last.

Reformers in the yoga community are finally beginning to address the problem of yoga injuries, such as Carol Krucoff, a yoga instructor and therapist who tore her hamstring and needed a year of rehab before she could fully extend her leg.

The editor of Yoga Journal, Kaitlin Quistgaard is also speaking out after reinjuring a torn rotator cuff in class.

Her colleague at the Journal, medical editor Timothy McCall, M.D., who suffered thoracic outlet syndrome as a result of doing headstands in yoga class, is speaking out about the move, saying it’s too dangerous for general yoga classes.

Swami Gitananda might believe “real yoga is as safe as mother’s milk,” but this belief appears to be far from universal in both the medical and the yoga community itself. 

As for Black, he’s currently recovering from back surgery that was required after years of extreme backbends and twists led to spinal stenosis, a condition which causes vertebrae to narrow, compressing spinal nerves and causing excruciating pain.

Even though he knows the message he’s trying to convey is unpopular, it’s necessary.

“My message was that ‘asana is not a panacea or a cure-all. In fact, if you do it with ego or obsession, you’ll end up causing problems.’ A lot of people don’t like to hear that.”
Alec Baldwin’s wife Hilaria sued over bloody mishap in her yoga class
http://nypost.com/2013/02/17/alec-baldwins-wife-hilaria-sued-over-bloody-mishap-in-her-yoga-class/ 
By Brad Hamilton, New York, February 17, 2013

Om . . . Om . . . ouch!
A serene yoga class run by Alec Baldwin’s wife, Hilaria Thomas, erupted into a frantic, bloody mess after a student in the dangerously crowded studio fell and shattered a window, a lawsuit and witnesses say.

Spencer Wolff, 32, ripped open his left leg and foot after he lost his balance and crashed into a sixth-floor window while performing a handstand at Yoga Vida near Union Square on Jan. 15.

The dramatic fall sent shards of glass flying into the street, smeared blood across the floor and left Wolff, a Yale-educated Huffington Post blogger, with a crippling injury, said witnesses and his lawyer.

“It’s your fault! It’s your fault!” a student screamed at Thomas after the accident, according to a witness.

But a friend of Thomas said she’d instructed Wolff that he was doing the handstand incorrectly and was told to stop but continued anyway.

Sources said the studio was so jam-packed that Wolff — an experienced yoga practitioner who had been to the wildly popular class before — was forced to perform his handstand too close to the window.

Wolff fell to his side, causing his left foot to smash “straight through the window,” a student said.

A jagged piece of glass cut deep into his leg just below the knee, slicing it open in five places. 

“There was a large amount of blood,” the student said.

Bystanders outside “came running up saying, ‘Who’s knocking out windows?’” a witness said.

Paramedics arrived, wrapped Wolff in a blanket and rushed him via ambulance to Weill-Cornell Medical Center.

Thomas, 28, and one of Wolff’s male friends from the class went with him to the hospital.

Wolff’s lawyer, Paul Weitz, said that the shaken student fears he has a permanent disability. 

“He can’t flex the ankle and the foot points downward. He’s in a boot,” Weitz said. “He is worried whether he’ll be able to use his leg normally again — and right now it’s a waiting game.” The suit alleges Thomas put students in a position of “extreme danger” by letting them “exceed a safe and/or maximum allowable number of persons.”

Wolff is a fourth-year Ph.D. student in comparative literature at Yale University and has law degrees from Columbia and the Sorbonne in Paris. He declined comment.

There was only an inch or two between mats during the Jan. 15 “Flow” class, which costs $10 and is open to beginners and advanced students, participants said.

“It gets insanely crowded there,” said one class participant of the studio at 99 University Place. 

Hilaria is one of the most sought-after yoga instructors in the city. A spokesman for Hilaria declined to comment.
See also

http://www.cinemablend.com/celebrity/Blogger-Sues-Alec-Baldwin-Wife-Hilaria-Thomas-Over-Yoga-Accident-52676.html 
http://thestir.cafemom.com/breaking/151330/alec_baldwins_wife_sued_for 
Dangerous yoga

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/India/Dangerous_yoga/articleshow/2165688.cms EXTRACT
By Sharmila Ganesan, July 2, 2007

Despite the Emergency, some orthopaedicians in this country have fond memories of the seventies. It was a good time for them. The influence of Dhirendra Brahmachari, the yogic mentor of the Nehru family, was at its peak. Many people who tried to imitate his rubber-like movements and impeccable headstands, ended up at clinics. Some had broken their backs, others complained of neck aches. Today, the number of such cases is many times higher. With yoga having successfully colonised the urban mind, there is a severe shortage of good teachers. Gurus are now being mass manufactured, or are manufacturing themselves, to meet the huge demand. 

Since there are no yogic certificates, the credentials of trainers cannot be verified by the learners. Sometimes, these gurus are only one crash-course old. If yoga is not done properly, it can cause harm, and many aspirants are increasingly bearing the consequences of shallow yogic teachers. Orthopaedician Dr. Nandu Lad of Mumbai has come across many cases of cervical spondylitis (pain in the shoulder blade) resulting from the improper practice of yoga. Knee pains and backaches, he says, are the most common side-effects. Forty-year-old Harsha Chheda, who had joined an institute in the Kandivali suburb of Mumbai, returned from the classes every day with a painful back. It was difficult for me to cope especially with the stretching exercises, says Chheda, who now plans to train under a personal yoga teacher. 

Half-baked yoga teachers today not only impart faulty techniques but also lack communications skills and sensitivity. Women who learn from a young man in Mumbai are wary of him because he corrects their poses violently, pushing their backs or shaking their shoulders. Also, he is so embarrassed to use the word buttocks that he instead says, toilet muscles confusing new entrants. In principle, yoga is a powerful healer. But it is truly beneficial only when customised for each individual. There are several instances of students who have fainted after performing headstands. Institutes that have a reputation to guard have out-patient departments where a doctor conducts checkups. This is followed by a closed-door interview. Personal details of the patients’ mental and physical condition are collected. Patients with high blood pressure, hypertension and heart diseases are advised against performing headstands and other asanas that could aggravate their problem. Some postures may also cause internal bleeding in those with ulcers. 

Woman Dies on Yogi-Inspired Diet

http://www.womenofgrace.com/blog/?p=13963#more-13963
By Susan Brinkmann, April 27, 2012
A Swiss woman was found starved to death after giving up food and attempting to survive by spiritual means alone after watching a film about a yogi who claimed to have survived 70 years without food or water. 

Fox News is reporting that the woman, who was in her early 50′s, saw a film about “breatharians” – people who survive on an alleged universal life force energy alone. The film featured an Indian yogi named Prahlad Jani, 83, who claims to have lived without food for seven decades. 
After watching the film, the woman decided to try it, and read a how-to book by Australian breatharian, Ellen Greve (who goes by the name Jasmuheen) entitled Living on Light: A Source of Nutrition for the New Millennium.  Greve teaches that a person can survive on prana, which she calls “liquid light,” and 300 calories a day and claims to have some 5,000 followers worldwide. 

As instructed, the woman stopped eating for a week, even spitting out her saliva, then began to take fluids in the second and third weeks.

Her children became concerned about her fast, but she reassured them that she would stop it if it became dangerous.

Unfortunately, they later found her dead in her home. A coroner determined that she had died of starvation.

The woman’s death was the fourth known fatality linked to breatharianism and Jasmuheen’s books.

Breatharianism, which is practiced by Tibetan monks for short periods of time, became popular in the early 90′s by people who believe that the elements contained in air – nitrogen, carbon dioxide, oxygen and hydrogen – can sustain a body. Also called inedia, it is characterized by a complete absence of food and the ability to maintain the body by achieving a certain level of “raised consciousness.” While some breatharians sometimes drink some water or tea, true breatharians take no solid or liquid nourishment at all.

The modern practice of breatharianism was begun by a man named Wiley Brooks, founder of the Breatharian Institute of America, who claims to have not eaten for 30 years. A self-proclaimed spiritual teacher and “interdimensional traveler,” he became famous in 1981 when he appeared on the TV show, “That’s Incredible” when he lifted 10 times his own body weight.
Sadly, the Swiss woman did not live long enough to discover a few facts about the breatharians she was emulating. Newspaper reporters found Greve’s home to be loaded with food (which she claimed was for her husband) and although she swears she hasn’t eaten since 1993, she admitted to the UK’s Sunday Times in 1999 that she sometimes enjoys a mouthful of food from time to time, such as chocolate and cheesecake. When the TV show “Sixty Minutes” subjected her to a test to be sure she was truly living on nothing but prana, she failed and was on the verge of organ failure when the test was halted.

Jani, who claims to sustain himself by meditation alone, believes he was blessed by a goddess as a child.  As for his claims to have survived for seven decades without food, independent observers are never permitted near enough to him to prove it. As this blog recounts, Jani and his sidekick, Dr. Sudhir Shah, has been pulling publicity stunts for years. This blog will give you more details.

But this shouldn’t surprise anyone. Wiley himself was a fraud. He was involved in a scandal in 1983 when he was caught sneaking out of a 7-Eleven with a hot dog, Slurpee and a box of Twinkies. He later blamed the whole episode on a jilted ex-lover who he said was spreading lies about him – but did admit that he does occasionally “take food” when he’s away from nutrient rich air.

The moral of this story is to do your homework before embarking on any kind of extreme diet and to pay closer attention to Church teaching on the kind of respect we owe our body:

“Life and physical health are precious gifts entrusted to us by God. We must take reasonable care of them . . .” (No. 2288) and “If morality requires respect for the life of the body, it does not make it an absolute value. It rejects a neo-pagan notion that tends to promote the cult of the body, to sacrifice everything for its sake . . .” (No. 2289)
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