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YogaJNI'~drra 
by Ena Burrud 

Dawn arrives. You flu tter your eyes slowly, taking in sounds 
of birdsong and lawn mowers. Last night's dream is fading into 
the shafts of sunlight piercing the blinds. You hear the echo, but 
you cannot get back. You try a shaman's advice to return to the 
exact sleep position in which you were dreaming, like rabbit ear 
antennae on an old TV set. You roll over, left leg over right, on your 
side, face melting Into the cool folds of the pillow and drop into your 
breath. You manage to sink back to a place that feels familiar, but 
alas, the dream has turned to fog. You get up and put on a pot 
of coffee. There is significance in your nightly cinematics. There, 
you explore your personality, your psychic life, your symbols, and 
hidden emotions. It is not, however, easy to remember a dream, to 
explore that fantastic world of the subconscious. Thankfully, there 
is a yogic process that places us into this unChartered territory at 
will. It is Yoga Nidra. 

Yoga Nidra is an experience. A basic session follows a sequence 
of verbal cues given by a teacher. You can either lie comfortably 
or si t. The key is to find a position in which you feel you can really 
drop in so you won't be distracted by the physical body. In a 
class setting , bolsters, blankets, and eye pillows are provided. 
Yoga Nidra starts with a resolve (sanka/pa); this can be material, 
spiritual, or menta l. Staying alert and awake, you are invited 
to place (nyasa) your attention on each body part, rotating first 
through the body, then sensations and emotions, and finally 
beliefs. The sequence is right body, left body, back then front, 
classically. Visualizations (bhavana), sometimes centered on a 

theme, are meant to evoke archetypal images and symbols. The 
brain is taken through different wave states , alpha (relaxed, but 
awake), beta (aroused, anxious), delta (deep sleep), and theta 
(meditative, creative), while maintaining awareness. 

Swami Satyananda Saraswati of the Bihar school has put his 
thumbprint into the originations of the practice for healing. His 
book, Yoga Nidra (Yoga Publications Trust, 1976) outlines his 
system derived from the philosophy and practice of Tantra. This 
book also shows clear pictures of the brain during Yoga Nidra 
and lists several case studies with evidence that the practice has 
a therapeutic effect on various diseases, like colon cancer and 
psychological issues. Satyananda calls the Yoga Nidra mind
state, "the space between" (turiya). You witness the different 
layers of the conscious, subconscious, and unconscious realms. 
In Yoga Nidra, you gently release story lines, conflicts between 
what you feel and what you want to feel, and practice accepting 
life's contradictions. Here, you rest in your true natu re. 

Successes and failures, love and heartbreak, all imprint 
themselves into the mindscape of the psyche. Denied 
feelings become emotional tension . Inflated egos warp 
perception All of these shape your personal ity. In yoga 
philosophy, your subconscious impressions and desires 
(samskaras) contribute to the re-seeding of the fertile ground of 
your human-ness. This causes continual rebirth (samsara). Even 

, on a smaller scale, in this lifetime, you repeat unwise actions. You 
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sometimes let your mind lead you into crazy thinking that whips 
up a sea of emotions. Yoga Nidra gives you passage into that 
world of ever-rising potential. Once there, you are able to calm 
the winds of reactivity and alter patterns of behavior. You integrate 
your experiences by watching them like a movie of your life. This 
cultivates a healthy detachment. The joumey begins through the 
practice of Pratyahara. 

Translated as the "withdrawal of the senses," Tantra describes 
Pratyahara as a means of inclusion while deeply listening 
within. This becomes an important difference when in practical 
application. In his tlClinings and practice, one of my teachers, Ed 
Shapiro (Swami Brahmananda, www.EdandDebShapiro.com ) of 
Boulder Invites you to experience the five senses first, SO when 
you do begin your joumey within , they are not as disruptive. During 
this stage of PlCltyahara, the relaxing of consciousness begins. 
Awareness is dimensional with footing in both the internal and 
external world. Focus is rotated throughout the body following 
motor neuronal pathways, deeply registering both boundaries 
and limitlessness of the body. 

Sit back in your darkened mind-theatre. You see yourself to the 
car accident you had in 1995. Vou feel again ihe terror the second 
before impact. But, when revisiting the feeling each successive 
time in Voga Nidra , you "degenerate" the charge, l i~e a copy of a 
copy of a copy. Things blur. Initial charge diffuses. If there had 
been disassociation in the moment before impact and you have 
no conscious memory of the feeling of the impending impact, you 
have buried the impression in the SUbconscious mind. Additionally. 
you might have gone into shock so your body could assess the 
situation. Shock temporarily anesthetizes the emotions. When 
revisiting memories or exploring pervasive feelings ih Yoga Nidra. 
you may find that the root of your discomfort is the dis.sociation or 
the shock. Reclaiming the event and discharging it, a piece of your 
psyche becomes stronger and calm. Healing takes place. 

Discemment (v;veka) is fostered In this "in between" state. A car 
accident is difficult to experience without emotionai reaction . It's 
natural. But, what if you are the survivor of constant childhood 
abuse, or are numb from the affects of a tour of duty? In both of 
these scenarios, the dissociation can become a pattern of behavior 
weaving itself into character traits. A loving mature relationship is 
difficult when you find yourself unable to feel or you over-react 
to simple conflicts. You may repress conversations you really 
wish to have, a result of having formed a coping mechanism in 
persistent danger. Even in your relationship where you are safe, 
you are still greeted by the feelings you have buried. When the fist 
of hyper-vigilance unclenches, fears are revealed. Yoga Therapy 
uses Yoga Nidra as another modality fostering the facil ity to see 
the reason for your difficulties In relating. Once cause for fear is 
pinpointed, integration and loving flows more freely. 

Within the context of Yoga Therapy, Yoga Nidra has been used to 
cure hypertenSion, asthma symptoms, anxiety attacks, and more. 
Richard Miller, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and co-founder of the 
Intemational Association of Yoga Therapists and the Institute for 
Spirituality and Psychology. He has created I-Rest (www. irest.us). 
short for Integrative Restoration, a series of guided visualizations 
comprised of the elements of Yoga Nidra. His work has taken him 
into military hospitals and bases, hospitals, hospice, and into the 
streets to help the homeless with the practice. In his book, Yoga 
Nidra (Sounds True, 2010), he quotes, "Describing Voga Nidra is 
like trying to describe sugar without yet having tasted it." Yoga 
Nidra is a thing to be tasted. 

Mi ller's protocol has been put to the test at Walter Reed Army 

Medical Center in Washinton . DC. A case study has been 
implemented to determine the efficacy of Yoga Nidra on Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. Funded by the Samueli Foundation, 
soldiers practiced 18 sessions for 12 weeks. They were also given 
CD's to listen to at home. Nine men and women having served 
in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars kept daily journals, which were 
assessed on the fi rst and last days of the study. At the end of the 
period, the most common reports were that participants felt more 
in control. Other journal entries include, "' now feel more accepting 
of things in my life I cannot control/' and "it's easier to get to sleep 
now and I sleep longer." Walter Reed now offers a Yoga Nidra 
program to retuming soldiers. These results have prompted the 
Samueli FOUndation to sponsor a 100 person case study in many 
other Institutions to heip soldiers of every branch of the military. 

Another profound effect of Yoga Nidra develops when examining 
the world of opposites. Advaita Vedanta teaches that there is only 
the one; duality is an illusion. This non-dualism may be an ultimate 
reality, but the illusion Is the mediUm in which you play your life . 
Tantric philosophy illumines that opposites and differences are all 
important pieces comprising the whole. Just as a heart cell and 
a liver cell both make up your body, they must each keep their 
distinct difference in order for the body to work correctly. Should 
the heart cell de.clde to mutate into somethi ng other than the heart 
cell , you have cancer. Difference is important. 

Physiologically, opposites in Yoga Nidra address the functions of 
the brain. At first, you are asked to feel the full weight and heaviness 
of the body, then the weightlessness. Should you stay in the place 
of registering fu ll weight, you slowly become numb to it. The firing 
neuron whiCh sent the message to the brain, "I am heavy," is no 
longer registered by lhe brain after a while . Satyananda explains 
this as an electrophysiological operating principle. So, the teacher 
will then suggest you feel your own lightness which fires a different 
neuron. This keeps the brain active In this mind-stale. When you 
enter a room that smells like flowers , after a few minutes, you 
no longer smell the flowers. This is why you can't really smell 
your own home, but the moment you enter a friend's, you register 
their familiar scent. Voga Nidra is an interactive process. Vou 
are exploring. inquiring, blazing like the morning sun through the 
darkness of unexamined life . 

Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, in his book, The Tibetan Yogas of 
Dream and Sleep (Snow Lion Press, 1998), writes, "Dream 
practice is not just for personal growth ... it is part of the spiritual 
path and its results should affect all aspects of life by changing the 
practitioner's identity and ... (his) relationship to the world." It is 
clear that many spiritual traditions and religions value dreams. The 
Bible has various stories of angels visiting men to relay messages 
from the Divine. These images are the stuff of great personal 
cinematography and story. The movie of your life is a grand affair. 
With Yoga Nidra, rather than merely passively viewing, you are an 
integral part of the production. You are the writer, the director, and 
the cast of winsome and wondrous characters. Yoga Nidra is your 
ticket in and your life is worth the price of admission .. 

Ena Burrud, E-RYT is acertified Yoga Therapist in Fort Collins. 

A yogi since 1997, she has multiple certifications including 

one from Erich Schiffman,Yoga Studies at UCI and LMUin LA 

and RYMIYA in Boulder. She continues her studies in Tantra 

wilh Douglas Brooks, PhD (NY) and John Casey, PhD (LA) I .
 ~ 
and classical yoga with Saraswati Buhrman, PhD (Boulder). 
Enais a retired actress, painter and mom and owns Treetop , . 

, Yoga. For yoga therapy appts. please call 970-484-0828. -
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