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Ask the Yoga Therapist

This column is part of a new, ongoing column where you can submit your or your students’ questions about yoga challenges
and related health and safety concerns. Submit your questions to askatherapist@yogatherapy.com

Q: Dear Matt, | recently had a mastectomy and 5 lymph nodes removed. How soon after surgery is it
safe to return to my Yoga practice? What poses should | avoid and for how long? | guess, more
importantly, what poses | should practice to encourage healing and range of motion to that side of my
body. Will Yoga alone help me with this loss? What other avenues of support should | seek?....Susan
(pseudonym)

A: Dear Susan,

Your first two questions regarding how soon and which are safe to return to in your asana
practice are questions that must be answered by your surgeon. Only they know what tissues were
involved, other complications/concerns, and the healing times pre-mobility. For our readers, it is a good
idea to insist on post-operative physical therapy to not only manage mobility, but safeguard for swelling
and to work in communication with your Yoga therapist. All of this applies to asana practice, but we
know Yoga is far more than just poses.

You can and should work on your breathing until the moment you go under anesthesia and again the
moment you awaken. Bhavana (guided imagery) is also powerful both pre and post-op for healing rates
and pain control. The many long hours on either side make a wonderful time to delve deeply into the
Yamas and Niyamas. Yoga therapy views illness as an opportunity for spiritual reassessment and
development. Cancer shines a bright light on all of these ancient precepts and can be a source of
comfort.

As you are cleared for movement and weight bearing on the arm by your physician and physical
therapist, you will want to restore mobility not only in your shoulder, but also your chest wall, to include
your upper back. Restoration of a full 3-part breath is critical and should happen in the first week. Full
restoration may require subtle work to include prana vidya by your own hands or someone else to fully
ventilate the involved area both mechanically and pranic-ly. Restorative postures to include chest
openers and side-lying rib openers can be very helpful in small, progressive doses.

Part of non-harming self care is to closely follow guidelines regarding swelling, elevating your hand, and
safety regarding skin integrity of the involved side hand and forearm. If you have been given a support
garment, stick to your schedule. The discomfort of the garment or any post-operative pain provides an
excellent opportunity to practice pratyahara, the withdrawal of senses. This non-reactivity to stimulus
accompanied with slow, full breathing quite literally builds new connections in your brain to facilitate
stability between the worrying/planning portion and the emotional and fear centers. If you have access
to Yoga nidra tapes or class, that practice is very helpful in that regard as well.



You should also know that you can share with your cancer team the proven benefits of Yoga in cancer
care that include improved sense of well-being, decreased pain, decreased mood disturbance,
improvement of sleep quality, cognitive disorganization (chemo-fog) and overall improved quality of life.
[See references below you can share with them.] Locally in Arizona | serve as a professional advisor and
the Yoga therapy expert to The Wellness Community of Arizona in Phoenix, www.twccaz.org, a free
cancer support center that offers free evidence-based programming in Yoga, Tai Chi and mindfulness-
base stress reduction.

A key principle to bear in mind as you move through your cancer experience with your Yoga is to
provide yourself with stability of mind, peace of heart, and healing in all of your relationships, most
especially with yourself. There is no reason for guilt, there is no shame or regret....only this moment to
act with compassion and awareness. Go gently, go inward, and remember the peace that is our true
nature.
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Special note of appreciation for the references from my dear friend and colleague, Dr. Mary Lou
Galantino, PT, PhD, breast cancer survivor and thrive-er!

Matthew J. Taylor, PT, PhD, RYT has a doctorate in transformational learning and change (a.k.a.
Yoga). Matt is an AYA member living in Scottsdale where he and his wife have a Yoga-based
rehabilitation clinic. He is an author, researcher and practitioner of Yoga therapy. He is president
of the board of directors of the International Association of Yoga Therapist and teaches nationally.
He is an expert legal witness for Yoga injuries and is passionate about Yoga safety. For more
information see www.drofyoga.com .




