Digestion and Elimination

Happy digestion feels like a solid lightness in the body, free of craving, gas, or fatigue.  We eat regularly, when we are hungry, we maintain our energy, and we eliminate easily and completely.  In our modern world of rushing, processed food, preservatives, excess, denial, and convenience, few of us have completely happy digestive systems and must work skillfully to develop healthy relationships with food.  Breathing, relaxing, and gentleness all open us to receive the most benefit from our food regardless of exactly what it is; and as we learn to witness, we may start choosing more vital foods.
Digestion starts before we even sit down to eat with the love and care placed in the food.  When we sit down and appreciate the sight, the smell, the texture, and the gentle hum of a good meal, we relax and prepare to eat.  Stress, such as feeling guilty for eating a particular food, rushing, or eating on the run actually activates the sympathetic nervous system—essentially the body behaves as if it is being chased by a tiger, and rather than digesting, saves the food for later pumping stress hormones into the blood stream and slowing the metabolism.  That’s the modern science for saying, sit down, say grace, and chew with your mouth closed.
The act of chewing—yogic texts often recommend 30-80 chews per bite until everything is sweet, liquefied, and predigested if you have the patience—prepares the body and is a relaxing sensuous pleasure of receiving good food. Tasting your food as it continues its journey into your stomach can be profound and beautiful.  Moreover, the enzymes found in the saliva begin to digest the carbohydrates turning food “sweet” in the mouth and digestible to the body.
The muscles of the esophagus move each swallow of food in a wave like motion called peristalsis.  Once in the stomach agni or digestive fire (a combination of the hydrochloric acid, enzymes, and vital energy available for digestion) works to further break down food. It takes about 2-3 hrs for food to travel through the stomach.
The liver adds further to the digestive process both by producing bile (stored in the gall bladder) which breaks down fats, but also by storing sugar to be released when needed.  This hard working organ also serves as a major site for detoxification, naturalizing the bi-products of cellular metabolism, environmental toxins, drugs, alcohol, food additives, etc.  The liver is a huge powerhouse in the body, covering much of the right mid-lower quadrant of the abdomen.  In fact, due to the liver’s size the right lung has only two lobes where the left has three.
Over to the left side of the body, the pancreas produces the enzymes that break down proteins into amino acids and fats into fatty-acids.  The pancreas also produces insulin which allows sugar to be utilized by the muscles.
Most of the digestive and absorptive action of the digestive system happens in the intestines.  The first three feet of the small intestine, the dundenum, are where most digestion happens—the food from the stomach is mixed with the bile and enzymes produced by the liver, spleen, pancreas, and the walls of the small intestines.  The remaining twenty-one feet of the small intestine comprised of the jejunum and the ilium, is where nutrients are absorbed, aided by beneficial bacteria like Acidophilus, and can enter the blood stream through a network of tiny blood vessels found in the villi (small fan like “fingers” on the intestinal wall). 
The large intestine, wrapping from the lower right quadrant of the abdomen up to the space below the rib cage across the center, and down to the lower left quadrant, finishes the digestive process, absorbs 95% of our water intake and certain vitamins and minerals and sends waste out through the anus, completing the journey.  The first section of the large intestine, around the Ileo-Cecal valve (which controls flow from the small intestine into the large intestine) and also contains the appendix, is critical to optimal immune function; yoga postures help enliven and clear this area of the intestines improving elimination and boosting immunity.  Food spends between 1-3 days traversing the approximately 30 feet of the colon, before elimination returns what is not absorbed or digested back to the earth.
Yoga Asanas and Pranayama for Improved Digestion and Elimination

Any postures that compress or expand the abdomen help with digestion—twists, in particular, wring out the liver, kidneys, spleen, pancreas, and stomach sending fresh blood flow and improving performance.  This wringing action also helps improve intestinal tone regulating elimination.
Forward bends are helpful for conditions of too much or inconstant digestive fire because they re-concentrate energy into the center of the stomach around the navel; for extreme cases of heartburn or acid reflux choose supported seated forward bends rather than standing forward bends. Forward bends, combined with deep abdominal breathing, simultaneously serve to calm the nervous system which promotes easier digestion and elimination (especially where gas or constipation are present) and to invigorate the muscles of the lower intestinal system.  By breathing down into the low belly and engaging the muscles behind the navel to promote a full exhalation, you mimic the muscular contractions of peristalsis.  Practicing breathing of this type in child’s pose can be particularly helpful.  This improved tonus in the muscles serves both to fortify against loose stools and to ease constipation.
Supine hip openers, like wind relieving pose and half wind relieving pose, happy baby, and even half shoulder-stand, indeed help with gas (wind) and constipation.  Back bends, particularly supported backbends, are also helpful here, or after a heavy meal.  Belly down postures like boat are great for finding and re-engaging the muscles of the belly, however they are contraindicated where there is acute constipation or pain caused by the pressure of un-passed stools.
Stoke digestive fire before a meal with a few minutes of pranayama—kapalabathi wakes up the digestive centers with its pattern of forceful exhalations centered around the navel.  Breathing through the right nostril also engages inner fire in a way that is more soothing to the nervous system.
Other Yogic Tips for the Digestive and Elimination Process

Eat when you are hungry, on a regular schedule.  Wait at least two hours between meals and snacks.  Have your largest meal at midday, if possible, and at least two hours before you sleep.  Learn to eat until you are about two-thirds full to retain a lightness and save space for digestion to occur.  Spice teas—ginger, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, cumin, coriander—all boost digestive fires and are great to sip before a meal or to help settle after.  Peppermint and fennel are good soothing teas that are more cooling also stimulate digestion.  Choose simple, moderately spiced, fresh foods that work with your particular body.  Relaxation permits you to make the most out of your experience of eating (in fact, the guilt over that extra slice of chocolate cake is much more toxic than the cake itself).
Rubbing the navel clock-wise helps to stoke and focus digestive fire—it’s a great prelude to a meal, or rescue after indulgence.  Also, massaging the belly from the lower right quadrant, across the top, and down the left side also sooths the digestion and encourages the pathway through the digestive system.  Make space for proper elimination, be gentle with yourself as you transition into a new relationship with food and eating informed by your yoga practice.
