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Accepting Fear 
Yoga and Living Fearlessly 

“If you’re living from a place of fear, you’re not free to take risks or pursue 

 your passions.”  ~ Lauren Mackler 

I grew up in Colorado, skiing, riding horses, playing basketball, loving movies, and 
never going to the beach.  I am not a “water person.”  
 
“Jaws,” the 1975 thriller directed by Steven Spielberg, was a favorite movie because I 
could revel in the terror knowing I was very far from it in my Rocky Mountain sanctuary.  
But fate would have it that I married into a California family that loves the ocean, has 
reunions at the beach, and considers the water their second home.  My son went off to 
college to study marine biology . . . sharks, of course.  My deadly fear of everything 
“aquatic” ranged from the Great White, star of the silver screen, to the hermit crab in my 
son’s aquarium.  Just the thought of stepping into the ocean caused my heart to race 
and muscles to tighten.   
 
So what in the world am I doing on the early morning of December 30, 2012, in Grand 
Caymans? I’m squeezed tightly into a wetsuit.  My vision is blurred as I look out onto the 
horizon through a fogging mask.  The mask is sealed around my eyes and nose with a 
strap wrapped tightly behind my head tugging at my hair.  The fins on my feet are 
ridiculously long and challenging to maneuver.  The large tank of air weighs heavy on 
my back as I can barely stand to hobble over to the platform.  Looking out over the vast 
body of sea water I hear only my own breathing.  It’s all I can do to take a wobbly giant 
step forward off the platform, and I realize it’s too late to turn back . . . I’ve just stepped 
out of my comfort zone.    

This paper is a discussion on fear--the good and the bad.  What is fear?  How does it 
positively and negatively affect the human body?  How can yoga help you recognize 
and manage it? Through my research and sharing of my personal story, I hope to 
answer these questions, as well as help you reconcile your fears, let go of those that 
are not serving you well, and step out of your “comfort zone.” (Mackler, 2014)  

WHAT IS FEAR? 

Fear is a basic instinct that has helped the human race to survive.  It’s that emotion you 
feel when you’re worried or stressed about a perceived risk in the past, present, or 
future. It’s what signals the brain to rapidly fire off chemicals into your body to activate 
the “fight-or-flight” reaction, a genetically hard-wired reaction that gives you superhuman 
strength and speed to fight or flee. (Layton) (Jayaram) 



Fight or Flight: The Physiology 

This physiological fight-or-flight reaction begins when your 
brain interprets your fear, real or imagined. If a threat is 
perceived, a distress signal is sent to the hypothalamus, a 
gland that acts like a command center for the body (see 
inset). The hypothalamus then responds to the distress 
signal by simultaneously activating your sympathetic 
nervous and adrenal-cortical system to send electrical and 
chemical signals respectively to the rest of your body. 
Working in concert, the sympathetic nervous system fires 
nerve signals down the spinal cord, while the adrenal-cortical 
system releases chemical messengers into the bloodstream. 
Hormones are then released into the body and your 

 heart rate and blood pressure increase 

 pupils dilate to take in as much light as possible 

 veins constrict to send more blood to major muscle groups  

 blood-glucose levels increase to supply energy to all parts of 
the body 

 muscles tense up, energized by adrenaline and glucose 

 smooth muscles relax to allow more oxygen into the lungs 

 nonessential systems (like digestion and immune system) shut 
down to allow more energy for emergency functions 

 ability to focus on other tasks diminishes as your brain is 

directed to determine where the threat is coming from (Layton) 

These dramatic physiological changes happen 
instantaneously and serve us well when we are in real 
physical danger.  However, in today’s world, most of our fears do not pose a threat to 
our physical survival.  Today’s anxieties are more centered around scary experiences 
from our past or imagined experiences in our future as well as daily traffic, money 
problems, work pressures, family conflicts, the unknown, etc.  It’s this type of stress, 
anxiety, worry, that keeps our interior humming along in a fight-or-flight mode and has 
the potential to wreak havoc on our health.   

Headaches, high blood pressure, chronic fatigue, depression, irritable bowel syndrome, 
and auto-immune diseases are just some of the documented health risks associated 
with stress.  Even catching a common cold or bug can be a result of hyper levels of 
anxiety. (Nauert, 2008)  As Tara Brach discusses, we begin to hang out in our “fear 
body.” (Brach, 2012)   

Fear thoughts can easily become fear patterns, which can eventually turn into fear 
habits or fear-based habitual behavior. (Brach)  “We don’t suffer because we anticipate 
threats and respond appropriately, we suffer because our sympathetic nervous system 
is locked into a ‘fight-or-flight’ reaction, and we are just continuously interpreting the 
world through that lens.” (Brach) 

“The hypothalamus is a bit like a 

command center. This area of the 

brain communicates with the rest of 

the body through the autonomic 

nervous system, which controls such 

involuntary body functions as 

breathing, blood pressure, 

heartbeat, and the dilation or 

constriction of key blood vessels and 

small airways in the lungs called 

bronchioles. The autonomic nervous 

system has two components, the 

sympathetic nervous system and the 

parasympathetic nervous system. 

The sympathetic nervous system 

functions like a gas pedal in a car. It 

triggers the fight-or-flight response, 

providing the body with a burst of 

energy so that it can respond to 

perceived dangers. The 

parasympathetic nervous system 

acts like a brake. It promotes the 

‘rest-and-digest’ response that calms 

the body down after the danger has 

passed.” (Harvard, 2011)  



Fight or Flight: The Psychology 

 “I’ve lived through some terrible things in my life, some of which actually 

 happened.”  ~ Mark Twain 

Fear manifests itself in our mind through our thoughts. Everything we see, encounter, 
and experience sends a message to the mind. It’s these messages that build our mental 
map of the world--a map that helps us make sense of our world, as well as feel more in 
control of it. Just pause and take note of your streaming thoughts the next time you are 
driving in your car. What do you hear the voice in your head saying? 

 “Wow--traffic is terrible…”  

    “That person in front of me is driving like a maniac!” 

   “Look at that sweet puppy dog in the back seat!” 

        “I hope the light stays green.”  

This cascade of information creates a dialogue that is continually updating our story, a 
story that helps us to make sense of all that data coming in by putting it together in a 
way that allows us to make decisions based on our experiences and what we think is 
appropriate. Although this is a useful tool, problems arise when significant differences 
begin to develop in the story we are telling ourselves and what is actually occurring 
around us. 

“We have, as human beings, a storytelling problem. We're a bit too quick 

to come up with explanations for things we don't really have an 

explanation for.”  ~ Malcolm Gladwell  

These differences in the story have the potential to build into the "fear pattern of 
thought” mentioned earlier, which is exactly what happened with me.  I watched the 
scary movie “Jaws” and then projected it into “my story.”  As years passed this story 
became a “fear habit” that kept looping and building up to the worst possible scenario:  I 
was the next victim of the Great White! 

These “fear conversations” we have with ourselves can trigger our fight-or-flight 
response and thus potentially compromise our health.  These conversations can also 
take up a significant amount of our precious time and energy.  As Michael Singer points 
out in the Untethered Soul, “most of life will unfold in accordance with forces far outside 
your control, regardless of what your mind says about it.” (Singer, 2007) 

 

 

A UCLA study suggests the decline in an individual’s immune system after facing chronic stress is due to the stress 
hormone cortisol. The study also reveals how stress makes people more susceptible to illness. 

Source: University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), Health Sciences 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1439.Malcolm_Gladwell
http://newsroom.ucla.edu/


“The fear of death can only make 

you worrisome and unhappy. 

Stepping back and realizing that 

you have no control (svadhyaya) 

and then surrendering to 

whatever is going to happen 

(isvara-pranidhana) brings your 

consciousness back to its center. 

Mental and emotional calmness 

ensue in the midst of your chaotic 

situation. Thus, abhinivesa, our 

fear of death, is weakened.” 

(Bachman, 2011) 

METHODS FOR MANAGING FEAR 

        “I just accepted that I was already dead.”  ~ Michael “Tim” Healy, Col., USAF (Ret.) 

My husband and I met while he was attending the Air Force Academy in Colorado 
Springs, and I was attending the University of Denver.  After graduation he shipped off 
to helicopter pilot training and I finished up my degree.  We then reunited, married, and 
spent the next 25 years moving around the world in which he was deployed multiple 
times into combat.  

One of the most dangerous of those deployments was flying combat rescue helicopters 
in Afghanistan.  He got shot at every time he flew, and there were occasions where he 
became frightened.  His response to this fear was:  “I just accepted that I was already 
dead.” (Healy, 2013) This disturbing idea gave him great relief.  Accepting the possibility 
that he was going to die, as harsh as it sounds, forced him to live in the present and 
freed him from thoughts of what might happen next.  By focusing on the present, it 
cleared his mind and body to do his job--fly into a war zone, with people shooting at 
him, to pick up wounded soldiers and civilians.  

Although this may be an extreme example, it clearly shows a way to shift one’s thoughts 
from “what might happen” to “what is happening.”  The challenge for most of us is more 
subtle.  How does one, not living in combat and facing death directly (where you have to 
make such extreme mental bargains), recognize and face fear?   

The common principle here is the need to break the “fear thoughts” in order to live in the 
present and focus on what is actually happening, ignoring or at least putting aside the 
myriad of things that might happen. 

Quieting the mind to be in the present is a core objective 
of yoga.  This disciplined and focused practice works with 
your breath and movement to connect your mind and 
body.  The benefit of this connection is not only deep 
relaxation, but the ability to move into and operate from 
the present.  It’s from this place you can begin to 
objectively observe and make adjustments to your story 
and, perhaps, even let go of fear thought patterns.  It’s a 
place to begin to “breathe in confidence and tap into your 
courage.” (Oburchay, 2013) 

Yoga is “a way of learning to be centered in action 

so that you always have the clearest perspective 

on what’s happening and are therefore able to 

respond most appropriately.”  ~ Erich Schiffmann  



My introduction to yoga was a bit arduous. I was a runner and 
to sit on a mat and breathe, to slowly move through poses, was 
counter-intuitive.  But I left each class feeling better than when 
I arrived, so I stuck with it.  I began to learn how to work with 
my breath, to bring it into balance, to use it as a focus to quiet 
my thoughts.  Tight muscles started to release.  Places I was 
holding tension surfaced as I started to connect with this inner 
sense of deep relaxation.  I began to feel how my weight was 
distributed, where my body touched the ground, where I felt 
heavy, where I felt light, where I was able to make subtle 
adjustment to be in a pose with more ease.  I was becoming 
more familiar with my body on a level I had not experienced 
before.  And for all of the good this practice of yoga was doing 
for my body, it didn’t even compare with what it was doing for 
my mind.   

At about the three-year point into my practice I started to work 
on going into a handstand.  It was a gradual process, starting 
with the preparatory poses to build up the strength and 
confidence to safely move into the final pose.  But each class, 
when it came time to line the short end of my mat up against 
the wall, anchor my hands firmly, push back into downward 
facing dog, walk forward and kick up into handstand, I’d never 
quite make it.  My heart would race, palms sweat, feet flail as I 
made my thunderous return to earth.  My thought would 
immediately go to:  “Ugh, why did I come to class today?” 
Without realizing it, this pose had thrown me right out of 
operating in the present and face-to-face with fear.  I was 
completely out of my comfort zone, and my fear story was in 
control. 

But I kept coming back to class, back to the “dreaded 
handstand.”  Finally, at a moment during a class, as I bumped 
up against this familiar edge, the instructor said something 
about becoming friends with ourselves, and on my next attempt 
I popped up into a handstand.  She interrupted my fear story, 
and before it again assumed control--I was up!  It was at this 
moment my deeper investigation into my fear began.   

“Invite your fear into consciousness, and smile through 

it; every time you smile through your fear, it will lose 

some of its strength.”  ~ Thich Nhat Hanh 

 

Author 



I went home that afternoon and pulled out my mat, lined it up against a wall, began to 
prepare for going into a handstand, and then I paused to listen.  Thoughts of . . . 

   “You’re going to fall!”  

     “You’ve never been able to do a handstand!” 

 “You don’t have enough upper body strength!”      

. . . filled my head.  Oh yes, the childhood scars of being made fun of during gymnastics 
class started to bubble up like a carbonated drink after shaking.  Where was this all 
coming from?  Was I really still harboring fear from first grade?  I definitely wasn’t being 
an encouraging friend to myself!  Fear had its big clutching hands wrapped tightly 
around me.  I had the instruction, knowledge and strength to go into this pose, but my 
story was controlling my experience.  Memories from my past and worries about my 
future were creating a false reality.  

“We have to watch carefully the moment a thought-form arises in the mind. We 

become analysts. This itself is Yoga practice--watching our own thoughts and 

analyzing them.”  ~ Sri Swami Satchidananda 

Tara Brach discusses how “you can interrupt this chain of reactivity at any moment 
whether it's triggered from an outside event or an inside feeling.”  The “dreaded 
handstand” dropped me out of the present and into a fear habit pattern.  My instructor’s 
comment interrupted this thought chain and provided me with the perfect opportunity to 
recognize my fear and experiment with facing it in a safe environment.  This gave me 
the opportunity to listen to my story, compare it with reality, choose the parts of it I 
wanted to keep, and let go of the parts that were not serving me well.  

This was such a profound experience for me that I became very curious about what 
other fears I was harboring that were not serving me well.  What other stories did I have 
running around in my head that were hijacking my life?!  

I didn’t have to wait long to find this next story.  
Shortly after my handstand breakthrough, my 
brother-in-law invited us to join his family; you 
guessed it, to go scuba diving!  Normally, I’d 
quickly bow out of the water sports and find my 
own activity to participate in, but this time was 
different.  This presented me with an opportunity 
to take my practice outside of the classroom, off 
the mat, and challenge my fear story about 
everything aquatic.   

 



CONCLUSION 

“As long as you are alive, you will feel fear. It is an intrinsic part of your world, as 

natural as a bitter cold winter day or the winds that rip branches off trees. If you 

resist it or push it aside, you miss a powerful opportunity for healing and freedom. 

When you face your fears with mindfulness and compassion, you begin to realize 

the loving and luminous awareness that, like the ocean, can hold the moving 

waves.”  ~ Tara Brach 

It’s clear fear triggers an immediate response in our body that serves us well when we 
are faced with danger.  It’s also clear that our daily stresses can trigger this same fear 
response and potentially compromise our health.  Yoga is one tool we can use to help 
us manage day-to-day stresses we’re carrying with us that are not serving us well.  The 
practice of yoga not only helps us to relax and learn to live in the present, it also gives 
us the opportunity to go out of our comfort zone, to challenge ourselves, to practice 
being in the present in challenging moments.  It’s this practice that starts to become a 
habit and transfers into our daily lives. 

 “The purpose of yoga is to facilitate the profound inner relaxation that 

accompanies fearlessness.”  ~ Erich Schiffmann 

The day I gracefully floated into a handstand was the day I began to “smile through 
fear.”  The day I stepped off that platform to visit our underwater world was the day I 
experienced true freedom from fear.  Both of these experiences presented me with an 
entirely new lens on life.  My fears are not completely dissolved, and I’m quite sure I 
have many still waiting to be discovered, but I will continue to embrace them, seek out 
my edges, and weaken and discard fear that is not serving me well.  

 

 

  

Husband and author 
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