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The Experience 

On a rainy day last September, I sat across from a psychotherapist 
on a carpeted floor at Kripalu. Both of us were in a training, 
studying a form of yoga nidra called iRest. Facing each other, 
my eyes closed, he skillfully led me into deep relaxation with his 
own techniques and the ones we were learning in our training that 
day.  I made my intention, and began to talk about rising feelings 
and sensations. Then, my stomach knotted. I was shocked to 
hear myself say, “I feel like I need to remove my stomach for a 
minute”.  

“Hold it in your hands in front of you,” he suggested quietly. Not 
the protocol, but we were encouraged to bring our own voices.

I held my stomach in my hands; space expanded in my solar 
plexus. Suddenly, emotions gushed forth from the years I had 
battled bulimia. I thought I was done with that phase of my life. 
But, with my undigested issues temporarily sitting outside my 
body, a warm swoosh of energy swept up through me. “I feel 
a single line of ants crawling up my spine to the middle of my 
head…I think it’s ok…” I tuned into the feel of the floor. I listened 
to the rain and continued, “But if you really DO see ants, you’ll tell 
me, right?” “I don’t see ants,” he said, reassuringly.  

Captivated, I knew I was having a form of Kundalini experience 
described in ancient texts. Excited, I then heard the words of 
Rinzin, a Buddhist monk I used to meditate with in Fort Collins. 
He’d say, “Don’t let it distract you.”  

“Now I have a unicorn’s horn. It’s heavy, in the middle of my 
forehead. Wait, it’s slightly off center.” My head was tight.

My partner asked, “Do beliefs arise around this?”

“Yes, I think it means I’m veering to the left and I need to reset my 
nav system,” I giggled.  
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Our exploration continued for our 30-minute practice session. We 
then exchanged feedback and took our break. The rain stopped. 
I sat with a huge insight. Unless I addressed even deeper issues 
that caused my past eating disorder, I might remain just left of my 
dharma. I needed to align my unicorn’s horn. 

That evening, still feeling the horn, I wrote about the experience. 
Meditation on my insight revealed new insights. A breeze 
meandered through the wet New England woods and into my 
room. A small voice pronounced, “This work is changing your life.”  

Traditional Yoga Nidra

Yoga nidra comes from roots in the Tantric movement of Kashmir 
Shaivism, which holds differentiation as sacred. Each of us has 
a specific part in the whole, and ideally, we are working together 
toward that greater good of that whole. Tantric practices honor 
and help us discern our personal part (svadharma). Yoga nidra is 
one of these practices.

Yoga nidra literally translates into yogic sleep. This refers to the 
creative theta wave state of the brain that feels like sleep and 
wakefulness simultaneously, like a power nap. I was introduced 
two years prior by Ed and Deb Shapiro, Swamis Brahmananda 
and Dharmavati, of Boulder. In India, Ed lived a time with his 
teacher, Swami Satyananda Saraswati, one of the first to write 
and educate on the subject for the west in his book, Yoga 
Nidra. Ed’s loud Bronx accent reminded me of my hook-armed, 
brash, Irish grandfather. At one of Ed’s trainings in his home, the 
students did asana while he sang chants on his treadmill. Deb is 
a Buddhist flower with a lilting, London accent. In their dharma 
talks, she gently and repeatedly reined in his meandering plot 
lines bringing him back on topic. I remember doubting Ed could 
put me into any trance with his boldness, but after 10 minutes, I 
was gone. The practice sang louder than Ed.  

iRest® Yoga Nidra
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Always beginning with an intention and an affirmation to remain 
awake, we were led through a staccato delivery of images, seemingly 
unrelated to one another. Some were opposites, some were soft 
and yogic, and some stirred fear. After one particularly long day, I felt 
I had forgotten a bit of my identity. I was rearranged and knew it was 
good. I couldn’t wait to start guiding others as well.  

iRest®

After a couple years hosting workshops and classes, discovering 
more symbols and themes to blend into a journey, I decided to listen 
again to some old recordings I had from Richard Miller’s Integrative 
Restoration, or iRest. Forty years a yogi and co-founder of the 
International Association of Yoga Therapists, Miller has delivered 
yoga nidra to homeless shelters, hospitals, veterans, and other 
populations whose conditions include mental illness and PTSD. 
But, during his delivery, he discovered that some images, as neutral 
as he regarded them, could re-traumatize. Miller was compelled to 
evolve the practice. He synthesized his experience in psychology 
and yoga, and began inquiring into what each participant was feeling 
themselves. The technique worked in group and private settings. 
His primary tenet is to welcome all that arises.  

I studied Level I in San Francisco in August and Level II at 
Kripalu in September. The first training had 70 students, mostly 
psychotherapists, military personnel, and other traditional medicine 
providers. The second had 40. There were but a smattering of 
yoga/meditation teachers and only one other yoga therapist. It is 
clear that therapeutic yoga is now becoming more accepted as a 
complementary approach to healing. 

Miller’s voice is quiet; his gaze is purposefully steady (gazing is 
another tool in iRest). He is at once approachable and standoffish. 
He tells stories that brilliantly illustrate his lesson. His delivery is 
imbued with powerful transmission. Though his assistants are 
excellent and loving, his personally delivered iRest sessions cut with 
immediacy to personalized truth. In groups, participants sit or lay 
back silently. In a dyad, like the one with my psychotherapist partner, 
one guides, one responds. 

Though the wandering inside is spontaneous (sahaja), the guide still 
has a map. Miller uses the Vedic five sheaths (pancha kosha) as his 
map. These are layers of our being from gross to most subtle. Each 
has characteristics. We sense our way through each. The layers 
that are the body (annamaya kosha) and breath (pranamaya kosha) 
anchor us in the now. Returning to them often reminds us that we 
are in the present moment and safe. Emphasizing a “felt sense” of 
emotions and thoughts (manomaya kosha), memories and beliefs 

(vijnanamaya kosha) breaks up an issue into digestible pieces. 
Dissociation is a typical response to trauma; returning to a trauma 
and feeling it through these layers is cathartic. Many report well-
being and relaxation (anandamaya kosha). Miller adds one 
more kosha to the system, the sense of self or asmitamaya 
kosha. In this state, we look back at our own looking. We see 
we are the awareness in which all the above rises and falls. 
This expansiveness liberates us from feeling bound to our past. 
But, being connected to the past is important for heritage, and a 
sense of family. Therein lies a seeming contradiction, and a key 
technique in iRest; holding opposites.  

Holding Opposites

This concept is introduced in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras 2:33. 
Vitarka badhane pratipaksha bhavanam. When a painful thought 
is experienced, switch it to its opposite. We can choose where to 
turn the mind. Miller dimensionalizes this essential psychological 
advice. We can also feel opposite sensations, too. When we 
slowly traverse between them, we find we aren’t stuck. We then 
hold them both simultaneously. For instance, when I was healing 
from bulimia, my body wanted to purge, but my will did not. In 
time, my will won. We all have this in some part of our lives. 

Even with beliefs, we find opposites. What is true at 12 probably 
isn’t anymore at 38. We may be trying to cope with heartbreak 
now using beliefs from 12 without knowing it. When this 
discrepancy is discovered, shifts are possible. The innocence 
of 12, though, can still be felt alongside the complexity of 38 or 
50. This particular aspect of iRest has been very impactful in my 
personal and professional practice.  

Level III

I came home from Kripalu to a serious family crisis. Still in the 
turbulence, I have reeled and cried. Thanks to seventeen years 
of yoga, I haven’t lashed out at some innocent bystander. With 
iRest, I even have a system of inquiry for my family and myself. 
Though not a formal practice, when the kids are in pain, I can 
help them access a memory of when they felt safe and happy, 
Miller’s inner resource, or modern psychology’s safe place. 
These practices keep me sane, or at least feeling sane. The 
final two-year training, Level III, is underway. I marvel at the work 
done by clients in my yoga therapy private practice. Their insights 
are remarkable. Yoga is union. With it, we hold each other and 
ourselves together. Life is rich even if you do pull a little left of 
dharma. Stay awake and the road will eventually get you there.


