
McRae blossomed with yoga training and became more 
outgoing and comfortable in his environment, Halperin says.  

Now McRae is a practicing yogi. He runs Global Yoga 
Journeys, a company that arranges international yoga 
and meditation retreats. He also teaches Kripalu yoga at 
Columbia’s alleyCat Yoga, which he founded in 2006 and 
moved to its current location in October 2011. Today’s 
alleyCat studio, swathed in purples and deep-greens, is high-
ceilinged and airy with front-facing windows that let in two 
large rectangles of natural light. Here McRae can relax, 
breathe deeply and take life as it comes.

“This feeling deep inside that I get is so much more than 
any material or accomplishment could ever provide for me,” 
McRae says. “And once you’ve tasted that, why would you 
not want more of that? 

For the mind, body and soul 
McRae is one among a number of Americans who view 
yoga as spiritual. According to the Pew Forum on Religion 
and Public Life, one-fifth of the U.S. public is religiously 
unaffiliated. Of those, roughly three in 10 say they believe 
in yoga as a spiritual practice. According to the National 
Health Interview Survey, more than 13 million Americans 
practiced yoga in 2006. Yogic teachings are being 
implemented in public schools and even incorporated into 
Christian and Jewish worship services.

“It’s just a very different approach to body, in my 
opinion, to soul, to mind,” says William Claassen, a student 
at alleyCat. “It’s all about connecting those things together, 
as opposed to isolating them.”

Emilie Sabath, another of McRae’s students, uses yoga 
to enhance her filmmaking. Practicing yoga makes her 

more grounded and receptive to the world, and McRae, who 
provides a safe and inviting space for his students, is a key 
part of that, she says. 

Yoga appeals to McRae because it allows him to be 
himself without fear or restriction. 

“I would not want to be the person I was 20 years 
ago,” he says. “I’m much more peaceful, calm, centered, 

appreciating life just the way it is.”
McRae shares his spiritual message with students but 

doesn’t go out of his way to invite new students to class. 
They come on their own, spurred by friends, family or even 
a Google search. His students follow their own path to yoga, 
just as he did. 
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JOURNEY TO ACTION
Allie Gassmann, a Unitarian Universalist, weaves 
together her spirituality and her sustainable lifestyle 
and advocates for awareness and activism. 

REINVENTION OF LIFE
Mary Hartigan’s father played an important role in 
her decision to convert to Judaism. Since the switch, 
Hartigan has entered a new chapter of her life.
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LEAP FROM FAITH
MU student Theo Tushaus is a double minority. 
The gay atheist came out during his freshman year 
and now advocates for both groups on campus.

The practice of yoga includes many elements: poses, 
meditation, breathing and lifestyle choices. 

Studies show these practices have powerful effects 
on the way the mind and body work. Yoga is becoming 
increasingly popular in the health care field to treat stress 
and physical conditions, such as lower back pain, and can 
even affect brain structure.

Sara Lazar, instructor in the Department of Psychiatry 
at Harvard Medical School, has done numerous studies 
that chronicle the biology behind meditation. She became 
interested in the subject after attending yoga classes, 
which had an impact on her — in a good way.

Lazar used a brain scanner to produce images of 
subjects’ brain activity while they meditated. 

Her results show the science behind yoga’s popularity. 
“The amygdala (a part of the brain that is key to 

processing emotions) becomes less reactive after a length 
of time meditating, and it also becomes smaller,” she says. 
“The change in the amygdala correlated with changes in 

stress. There’s a real biological reason why they’re feeling 
less stress.”

She also found that the hippocampus, a brain structure 
integral for learning and memory, was larger in those who 
meditated, which suggests an increase in attention span. 
A subject’s capacity for empathy and compassion also 
increased after meditation.

Erika Patterson, a psychologist who fills in teaching 
classes at alleyCat and takes classes there herself, has 
seen these changes occur. She incorporates techniques 
of Asana and Mahayana yoga and meditation in her work 
with patients.

 “I’ve witnessed as a professional in people’s healing 
process that it can be highly effective,” she says.

Close your eyes. Concentrate on your breath, noticing 
as it enters and leaves your body. Empty your mind. 
Concentrate on the present moment.

 You’ve just changed the shape of your brain.
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For an in-depth look at the national rise in religiously unaffiliated people, check 
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