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[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to the African American Wisdom Summit, a production of the Shift 

Network. I'm Nadira Adeye, and I'm very excited to introduce today's guest, DJ 
Townsel, a former NFL wide receiver, now a motivational yoga instructor and 
health coach. 

 
 He began practicing yoga in 2012 and teaching in 2014. DJ is a Florida native but 

has reached thousands through his practice and teachings. His mission is to 
spread love and acceptance and inspire people of color – men and athletes – to 
adopt the spiritual practice of yoga and meditation and to find peace within 
ourselves so that we can find peace in the presence of others. 

 
 DJ, it's such a pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to the call. 
 
DJ: Thank you so much for having me. How are you today? 
 
Nadirah: I'm doing wonderfully well. I'm looking forward to this conversation. Can you 

start by sharing a bit about how you got involved in yoga? I'm also curious to 
know if your meditation practice and your yoga practice started at the same 
time. 

 
DJ: Well, I started yoga in 2012. It was more of a way to be able to leave football 

whenever that ended. I didn't know at the time, but whenever football ended, I 
wanted to be able to walk away injury-free, so I started doing yoga as a 
precaution to make sure I don't sustain any injuries while playing or have any 
complications if I were to get injured, anything like that. 

 
 I started doing daily stretches just to get myself acclimated to the practice and 

watching YouTube videos and things like that just to become familiar with 
beginner stretches, beginner sequences. Once I got the hang of it and was 
familiar with the beginner sequences and things like that, when I felt 
comfortable to go on my own, I just started to really focus on things that I 
needed for tight muscles from years of sports and things like that. 

 
 My meditation practice did not being when I started yoga. I started yoga solely 

for the physical purpose, then I started to see a change in myself as I started to 
practice more. I became more calm. I was more spiritually connected 
unknowingly. I started to delve into the meditation side of it where I would sit 
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for at least five minutes just to get started and just close my eyes and focus on 
the breath just to see where it takes me. It's opened up my spiritual side a lot 
more. 

 
Nadirah: Have you had any moment since you've been either doing yoga or practicing 

meditation where you've seen a significant difference in how you've responded 
to a situation? Something that's made you say, "I'm seeing the impact. This is 
really making big changes in my life." 

 
DJ: Yeah. Most of the time, they had to do with things we deal with every day 

whether it's money, whether it's friends, family, just certain situations that pop 
up. After yoga, I just saw that my approach to each situation was different. Not 
that I was a hothead or anything, but I would usually react first and then think 
about it. Now, since I started 3-4 years ago, I see myself thinking before I react 
and just taking a second to breathe and really feel out a situation before I react 
to it. 

 
Nadirah: How did your family around you respond when you said, "I think I'm going to 

become a yoga teacher"? Were they doing yoga with you? 
 
DJ: No. My daughter didn't start doing yoga with me until later. My family 

understood that being a yoga instructor was second nature, because I come 
from a long line of educators and school administrators. It kind of runs in my 
blood. 

 
Nadirah: Yes. What's the response, then? Something that I think is really amazing about 

who you are doing yoga and meditation is that you're young. I'm curious to know 
what the response is from other young-ish people who are seeing you do yoga? 
Then also the fact that you're a young black male. It seems very significant, 
particularly with some of the ways that we're seeing young black men portrayed 
in the media a lot of times. We know it's not entirely accurate, but the idea of a 
yoga instructor – the image is not usually a young black man. 

[0:05:03] 
DJ: Yeah. That's my main thing when I started doing yoga. I solely started just for my 

own purposes, then once I saw it was starting to gravitate towards my practice, 
then I guess I wouldn't call myself an inspiration, but what? But seeing people 
become inspired by my practice has been amazing. 

 
 Just seeing the impact, whether it's other people my age, my race, my 

background – I've seen a great response from people of other backgrounds. But 
just the representation of yoga since it's been in the Western world has been 
mostly white practitioners, mostly women. It really helped people that say, "Hey, 
I need something that can calm me down" or "I need a different type of 
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workout" whether they're going for the physical side, but just to see somebody 
like them doing yoga, it really helps a lot. 

 
Nadirah: Do you have a lot of men who come and take classes with you? 
 
DJ: I do. I've actually seen a big jump in the amount of men that come to my class, 

which is also why I teach Acroyoga, because that's another way for me to reach 
out to men. It's not just a bunch of women coming to yoga. Now that we're 
doing partner yoga, it's like, "Hey, woman, bring your man with you so he can 
see what yoga's about." 

 
Nadirah: Can you say a bit more about what Acroyoga is? 
 
DJ: Acroyoga is a partner yoga practice. It takes more to get into it, because it 

involves a partner. It doesn't flow as smoothly as just a single-person practice. 
You're pretty much on the ground. Your base is on the ground. You have 
somebody that does yoga poses on your feet. It's very therapeutic. It allows you 
to align with somebody else which I feel like is harder than just aligning with 
yourself. Finding some kind of a spiritual connection through another person is 
much harder than just sitting in a room meditating by yourself. 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. You said you've had women who've been inviting their partners to 

come and participate in the yoga practice. Do those men end up coming on their 
own? 

 
DJ: When I do workshops and classes all over, I've had men who wanted to try yoga. 

I have a lot of beginner male practitioners who come in and say, "Okay, this is my 
first time. Take it easy on me." They're starting to see that yoga is not a feminine 
practice. It's not something that only women can do. It's not something that's so 
easy that a man shouldn't even try it. It's very tough to be able to control the 
way your body moves and then control your mind, which is the hardest part. 

 
Nadirah: Absolutely. It's definitely the hardest part. How do you stay inspired as you're 

continuing your own practice and then also teaching others? What keeps you 
motivated in the work that you're doing? 

 
DJ: Just seeing how much separation there is around the world. That keeps me 

going. That makes me want to teach more. That makes me want to reach out to 
different communities, hopefully in the future, different countries, just share the 
power of yoga. It's so much stuff going on in this country and countless other 
countries. It's good to be able to share that practice, whether it's meditation, 
whether it's the physical practice. 
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 We have a huge epidemic of obesity. It can help with that. The amount of 
violence that's going on in the world, that can also play a huge part in that. That's 
what keeps me motivated: just seeing how many issues we have going on in the 
world. 

 
Nadirah: Yeah. The impact is so significant. It's hard to even qualify it, but just noticing it…. 

Do you find that the way that you approach your yoga practice is similar to or 
different from the way you approached football? 

 
DJ: The way I approached football, for me, it was fun, and then towards the end of 

my career, it just became a job. It wasn't something that I had fun doing. I didn't 
enjoy it once I started to get toward the end of my career. 

 
 With yoga, it never feels like a job. It never feels like a test. When you get up and 

go to work, you're like "Oh, another day of this." When I get up, I'm like "I need 
yoga right now." It's like my cup of coffee. 

 
Nadirah: That's awesome. That's beautiful. What's your personal practice, and how do 

you balance it with your teaching schedule? 
[0:10:07] 
DJ: My personal practice is I try to practice at least three times a week. That's where 

I'm not stepping off my mat for at least an hour. Here or there, I'll jump on the 
mat and work on some handstands or I'll do something just physical. I take at 
least three hours out of the week just to sit down myself and actually go through 
an entire practice where I'm focusing on the entire body, focusing on connecting 
my body and my mind, and then focused on connecting to a higher power. 

 
Nadirah: You said something about the connection with another person. Can you say a bit 

more about that? How do you do it and how do you experience it? 
 
DJ: Once you get into an Acroyoga class, you realize how quickly that trust is 

involved. For the guys or whoever's the base of the couple, they're pretty much 
the foundation. They're holding somebody up on their feet. It takes a lot of trust 
in yourself to be able to say, "Okay. I know that I won't let this person fall." As 
the flyer, the person on top – it's even more trust to say, "Okay. This person 
won't let me fall." With that, just finding that connection with another person, 
you start to take that outside of the Acroyoga class. You're walking down the 
street some day, and you say, "Okay. I trust this person. I don't know what's 
going on in their mind, but for some reason, I feel connected to them. I know 
that they are a part of me." 

 
Nadirah: It sounds like you're talking about a sense of greater openness and connection to 

people that you just meet out in the world. Not even just the people that you're 
doing the exercises with. That's beautiful. 



DJ Townsel | February 19, 2016 | p. 5 

 
DJ: The thing about our class is that we don't say, "Okay, you can only come in if you 

have a partner." We tell everybody "Come to class." If you don't come with a 
partner, we'll partner you up with somebody. 

 
 We've had people who've met for the first time and are now dating, who have 

started their own Acro practice. We have people who've come in who've never 
met before and now they're great friends. We see them doing Acro together on 
social media. We see people who've started a community of their own through 
Acroyoga. 

 
 You find that connection through yoga in a lot of different ways. I never thought 

that doing Acroyoga with somebody who I'd never met before who found me on 
Instagram and said, "Hey, let's do Acroyoga together" who now I'd consider one 
of my best friends who I don't mind coming to my house, who can watch my 
daughter. I don’t trust a lot of people to watch my daughter. Her mother doesn’t 
either. 

 
 Just to say, "Okay, this person's going to come chill with Peyton, and we can go 

out" or something like that, we can actually be comfortable with that person. 
This is somebody I've met two years ago. I don't trust people with anything. Two 
years ago, I wouldn't have trusted anybody to be around my daughter. Now, 
somebody who was a complete stranger two years ago is now – she's like an 
aunt to her. 

 
Nadirah: Wow. Does your wife do yoga also? 
 
DJ: No. 
 
Nadirah: What's her response to your practice? Have you been together since before you 

were doing yoga and she's seen your growth and your evolution? 
 
DJ: Yes. It was a bit tough at first just knowing that I'm finding something new that I 

want to try out, but just seeing that I'm a lot calmer, I'm a lot more level-headed, 
I found something that I'm extremely passionate in…I started off with a passion 
for football, but eventually it started to fade. Just seeing that passion bloom into 
something more that I can impact thousands of people. 

 
Nadirah: She's supportive, but she's just not feeling it for herself quite yet? 
 
DJ: No. Not yet. 
 
Nadirah: What about your daughter? You said she wasn't doing yoga with you initially. 

Does your daughter do yoga? 
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DJ: She comes out every once in a while and does some stuff with me. If she's at one 

of my classes, she'll jump in and do something. I got her to start meditating. It's 
kind of hard to get a seven-year-old girl who's all over the place to sit still for a 
second, but when she does meditate with me, she loves it. She's very calm. She's 
very still. The first time she meditated with me, she actually cried, because she 
didn't know what she was feeling, but she knew that it was something that could 
become important to her. 

[0:15:00] 
Nadirah: Wow. That's amazing. 
 
DJ: Yeah. 
 
Nadirah: Also, just thinking about the foundation that she's going to have as she continues 

to move forward into the world, it's a beautiful thing to think about and to 
consider. Sorry, what were you going to say? 

 
DJ: I was saying my biggest thing is to just teach her just to see the good in 

everybody. One day, we were driving. We went to a supermarket or something 
like that. A homeless person walked by. I gave him some change. She was like 
"Daddy, why'd you give him change?" I was like "Because you never know what 
they've gone through to end up in the position that they're in. When you see 
somebody that's in that state, don't automatically plead them guilty and just say 
'Oh, well, they must have done something that put them there. Something 
wrong.' You never know. Somebody's house could have burned down." 

 
 Now, when we see somebody homeless, I have a bunch of bottles of water in my 

car, so she'll grab a bottle of water and give it to them. She'll ask me "Daddy, do 
you have change in your ashtray?" I'll be like "Yeah. I've got something there. 
We'll hand somebody something just to help them out." My biggest thing is to 
make sure that she helps humanity in some way. Find a way to help out. 

 
Nadirah: Yeah. To have that sense of connection and compassion for the people that she's 

encountering. 
 
DJ: Exactly. 
 
Nadirah: That's amazing. Do you have any thoughts, opinions, on the idea of yoga in 

schools and kids starting to have a yoga or meditation practice when they're 
younger? 

 
DJ: I would actually love to teach that. People don't realize that the goal of yoga is to 

become enlightened. What we don't realize is that when we're born, when we're 
babies, we're already enlightened. We don't have any kind of outside influences 
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from the world on us yet, but as we grow, as we see things happening in the 
world, that starts to close off our connection to each other, to a higher power. 

 
 I would love to be able to teach yoga in schools. Not saying that I just want to 

push something onto the kids, because no, we don't like to use the word 'God' in 
school for some strange reason. But just to let children see that there's 
something higher out there. There's something that they can connect with, 
because there's so many other negative outlets that kids find. Yoga can be pretty 
much the great equalizer for all of that. 

 
Nadirah: Do you have athletes that you work with or who are taking your classes? 
 
DJ: I have a few. A couple friends of mine have taken my class. When I started 

teaching, my intention was to pretty much teach athletes just so they can see 
the power of yoga and how it can help them physically and mentally. As I've 
started to branch out more with my teaching, I’m seeing people of all walks of 
life. I've seen people from age 65 to age – I’m actually in Houston in March, and 
I'm going to have a 13-year-old in my class, which is amazing. Just seeing people 
that are all ages, all backgrounds, all colors, I just want to reach out to 
everybody. I don't want to put myself in a position that only focuses on one 
specific group. If athletes find yoga though my teaching, then that'd be 
awesome, but I'm more concerned about changing the world, not just changing 
the NFL. 

 
Nadirah: What's the indication that someone would benefit from yoga? Is there any 

particular sign that people can see in themselves or their lives that would let 
them know "Huh. Maybe I should check out yoga."? 

 
DJ: There's so many things that you get yoga benefits. Something as simple as a back 

pain. If you have pain in your back and you're going to a doctor four or five times 
a week, try yoga. I've run into people who say, "I have this sciatic pain." I'm like 
"Well, you know, your sciatic nerve runs through your glute muscles, so if you 
were to stretch your piriformis out, you could actually open that up and relieve 
that pain." 

 
 Something as simple as that to somebody who's having – what am I trying to 

think of? What's the word? – depression. There we go. I don't know why that 
didn't come to me sooner. Anyway, somebody who's having issues with 
depression, that can help them out so much. It can calm them down. It can clear 
their minds. Get all problems, all issues that you're having out of your mind and 
just focus on right now. 

 
[0:20:00] 
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 You're alive right now. You're healthy right now. You're in this place that a lot of 
people would do anything to be in. Just to realize that right now is the place that 
you need to be in, it helps all aspects – physical, mental, emotional, spiritual. It's 
crazy. 

 
Nadirah: What about for Acroyoga? Is that something that's more for athletic people, or 

can anybody do Acroyoga, too? 
 
DJ: Anybody can do Acroyoga. When I go to classes, if somebody seems timid or 

anything, I let them fly with me. If I have somebody who may be a little 
overweight, they're like "Oh, I'm a big person. You might not be able to carry 
me." I'm like "Look. I used to squat 600 pounds. Unless you weight more than 
600, then we're good." 

 
 It helps everybody. The whole thing about Acroyoga is trust. Just finding trust in 

yourself, trust in somebody else, finding that connection with other people, 
connection with that higher power. You don't realize how intense an Acroyoga 
session can be. You're not only sore afterwards, but you're a lot happier. The fact 
that you were able to connect with someone else. A lot of people have issues 
where they're very standoffish with other people. Come into an Acro class. It 
may seem intimidating at first, but once you start, you see all the people 
laughing, just playing around, enjoying yoga in a different way. Then you start to 
open up to more people. 

 
Nadirah: Are people generally, they're communicating and talking with one another 

during the sessions or during the exercises? 
 
DJ: Absolutely. In Acroyoga, it is never a quiet class. We encourage people to talk to 

each other. Talk to your flyer. Talk to your base. Ask them what feels good. Ask 
them where the balance is. Feel comfortable talking to people. Like I said, we 
have people who'd never met before who end up having full conversations while 
they're doing Acroyoga. It's very powerful. 

 
Nadirah: Is Acroyoga something – or yoga in general, from your perspective – is this 

something that can take the place of other forms of physical fitness like being in 
the gym, weightlifting, some of the other things that people often do? 

 
DJ: Yes. Absolutely. That's usually what I do now for my workout. I may throw 

weights in here or there, but most of the time, I do body weight training through 
yoga and stay in pretty good shape. 

 
Nadirah: Something good to consider. I wonder how many people have ever explored 

Acroyoga. 
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 I'm issuing a challenge to people who listen to this session, if at all possible, to 
try out an Acroyoga class and to share their experiences maybe on our Facebook 
group. That would be amazing to see what people get to experience. 

 
 Let's see. As we start to bring things to a close, can you tell me what your driving 

goal is? If you're making big dreams, big visions about your goals for the future, 
where do you see yourself and this process taking you in coming years? 

 
DJ: Well, one of my goals is I want to be able to own my own studio, but that's the 

smallest thing on my mind right now. My goal is to be able to travel everywhere, 
all over the world, and be able to spread light through the power of yoga. 

 
 I always say all the time, if I help one person, I feel like I've done a good job, but I 

don't want to stop there. I want to be able to continue to inspire people to live 
healthier, inspire people to live more peacefully, inspire people to find a 
connection with something. Whatever religion, whatever background, just find a 
connection to something. If you don't find a connection to something, find a 
connection with yourself. Find out. Realize the power within yourself. Realize the 
strength you have within you physically, mentally, spiritually. Know that you can 
make it through anything. There's so much stuff that we go through on a daily 
basis whether it's bills, whether it's a loss in the family, whether it's 
relationships. Anything. Just find the power that you can make it through any 
situation. The ultimate goal for all of us is to try to change this world somehow. 
Like I said earlier, there's so many issues going on, so much violence, so much 
racism. There's so much going on. Just spread love through yoga. If you don't 
find yoga, spread love somehow. 

[0:25:02] 
 Whatever you do, find a passion in something and try to help the world out 

through that. 
 
Nadirah: Yes. Would you say 50 years from now you'll still be doing yoga? 
 
DJ: Fifty years from now, I'm going to be a 77-year-old man doing handstands. Y'all 

better come up and shake my foot. 
 
Nadirah: That's amazing. Do you have any final words? What you just said was beautiful 

and inspirational. Definitely a call to action for people. But do you have any final 
words that you would like to share or something that you would like to 
encourage people to do as they go back out into the world after listening to this 
session? 

 
DJ: Find somebody that you don't know. Shake their hand. Give them a hug. Show 

them that there are good people out there. I know when you're driving, you're 
like "Oh, my God." You've got road rage, and you see somebody. This person 
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may look suspicious. Go out and shake their hand. You never know what people 
are going through. You're not the only person with a problem. Everybody out 
there has problems. A simple shaking somebody's hand, smiling at them, giving 
them a hug – it seems weird, especially if you're in New York. I know how you 
guys are about people touching you. Shake somebody's hand. Smile at 
somebody. If you see somebody in need, help them out. It takes one action to 
spread to make a change. It's not hard. 

 
Nadirah: Thank you, DJ, for taking the time to speak with us. I've really enjoyed this time. 

I'm going to look for an Acroyoga class in my community. 
 
DJ: Where are you located? 
 
Nadirah: I'm in Sonoma County. In the Bay Area, we've got a lot of yoga offerings, which is 

such a blessing. 
 
DJ: You have a lot of Acroyoga offerings. There are so many Acroyoga people in 

California. 
 
Nadirah: Really? I'm going to find one. I'm going to challenge my partner to come with 

me, see if we can do some Acroyoga together. I like this idea of connecting with 
one another and feeling into each other. I like that. I like that sense. 

 
 Thank you so much for your time. 
 
DJ: No problem. No problem at all. Thank you so much for having me. 
 
Nadirah: Thank you to everyone who has listened to this session. I hope you will be sure 

to join us for the next session. 
 
DJ: Thank you so much, everybody. Namaste. 
 
[0:27:37] End of Audio 
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