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Yoga Nidra: Pretzel-free relaxation

There are several types of yoga, including the relaxing and calming form Yoga Nidra.

BY JEANNE HUFF - jhuff@idahostatesman.com
Edition Date: 01/12/08

Yoga Nidra is an ancient, guided meditation that has
gained renewed popularity thanks to its use as an effective
tool in treating post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.

The protocol is being used at Walter Reed Army Hospital
with active duty soldiers suffering from PTSD, insomnia
and anxiety from wartime experiences. It's also being used
with others suffering from a multitude of ailments,
including children, abused women, college students and
the homeless.

And, if your New Year's resolution is about finding a
non-narcotic, healthy way to deal with stress, you can put
Yoga Nidra on your check-this-out list.

I first heard about Yoga Nidra from Jeanne Dillion. Dillion
is the director for Yoga for Wellness and a certified yoga
therapist in Boise. She had sent me information about the
yoga form, that is also called "yogic sleep" or iRest (short
for integrative restoration).

I called Dillion, and she invited me to try Yoga Nidra at a
class she was teaching. I decided it was 15 bucks of
research well spent.

I went with trepidation.

I have tried yoga before. It was not the euphoric,
mind-body-spirit experience I had heard of (and hoped
for). Instead of bending my willowy form into balletic,
graceful positions and breathing my way to ecstatic bliss, I
found myself painfully contorted into a human pretzel,
huffing and puffing through clenched teeth, sending an
S.0.S. to the universe: PLEASE, SENTIENT BEING, LET
THIS END SOON.

I went as an empty vessel to Dillion's class. I had
purposely not researched Yoga Nidra. I only knew what
Dillion had already told me.

Here's what happened:

I set my hat, coat and shoes alongside the other class
participants' cast-off outer clothing. Inside, the room was
set up with inviting, rolled out blankets, pillows and more
blankets, folded. Every blanket but one was inhabited by a
person. I took the last place, sat down and peered at my
peers. There were about 15 or 20 of us.

There was a sense of anticipation and smiles all around.
Dillion introduced herself to the class, then went around
the room so we could introduce ourselves and tell a bit

about why we were there.

Most had experienced Yoga Nidra before. There were a few
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newbies, like myself. Many said they sought the practice
because they were living with chronic pain. They said
nothing had helped as much as Yoga Nidra. A few said
they kept coming back because they were addicted to it.
One woman, who said she'd come because of chronic pain,
insisted that practicing Yoga Nidra also had improved her
guitar playing. A bonus, Dillion said.

When my turn came, I revealed myself as a reporter,
there for research, to record and report my experience. No
one stoned me. In fact, the sense of community, of
camaraderie seemed to increase as the evening went on.

Next, Dillion gave a brief introduction to Yoga Nidra. She
said that while we might feel the urge to sleep during the
class, we should try to fight that urge and remain awake,
if possible.

Not a problem, I thought. I can barely sleep at night.
Reporters with deadlines often are wound up and stressed
out.

After some simple movements with breath - nothing even
remotely pretzel-like - we were told to lie down and get
comfortable, to close our eyes and relax.

The next 75 minutes are pretty much a blur.

When I try to remember the experience, it comes to me in
a disjointed fashion, much like the morning remnants of a
dream. I don't think I ever actually fell asleep, although I
kind of jerked at hearing myself snuffle-snore a couple of
times. I remember keeping track of Dillion's voice. I would
hone in on it and then sort of drift off. I remember
distinctly feeling out of my body for awhile, tethered by
Dillion's voice.

At one point, Dillion said something about being aware of
one side of my body, then the other. (In a later
conversation, Dillion said this came about halfway through
the class; in my memory, it seemed to happen near the
beginning.)

Then, Dillion told us to wiggle our toes and fingers and
when we felt ready, to open our eyes and sit up.

One thing I do know and am quite certain of: I have never
felt so relaxed and stress-free in my adult life. Was this
the euphoric sensation I had always heard of? I asked
Dillion the next day.

"You had a true yogic experience," she said.

A few days after the class, I talked with a few of the other
participants to see what they thought.

Boise State University math professor Sharon Walen has
been practicing yoga with Dillion for about a year and a
half. Her doctor recommended it to manage the pain and
stress for her chronic pain from fibromyalgia.

She took a gentle yoga class at first, after she got over the
"notion of me in stretch pants," she said, laughing. Then,
she tried Yoga Nidra.

"I started for pain management but (the benefit) is so
much more than that," Walen says. "It's a wonderful way
of finding and connecting with who you are."

It so happens that one of the goals of the practice is to
break down the barriers that, as adults, we have all built.

"When you're very young, you come into this world so
open and full of joy," Walen explains. "As we grow up, we

drop down barriers and forget how to connect with that
joy."

Yoga Nidra helps you to reconnect with that, she says.

"You connect with who you are, who we all are; in a bigger

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

YOGA 101

Yoga, which comes from the Sanskrit root
meaning "to yoke together," is a practice
that aims to integrate the body, mind,
breath, feelings and inner wisdom. Most
think of yoga as a series of easy to difficult
positions or postures while breathing in a
purposeful manner (asana). The truth is,
asana is only one of the eight limbs of yoga.

There are lots of different kinds of yoga, and
anyone can call him- or herself a yoga
instructor and teach it.

If you're interested in taking a class, be sure
to ask the instructor where he or she was
trained and what "lineage" is followed - two
popular and respected lineages are Iyengar
and Desikachar. Ask whether the teacher
practices daily or simply teaches classes.
Ask what about experience and what kind of
class he or she teaches: On a physical scale,
some kinds are more vigorous and
challenging. Is it for beginners or advanced
yoga students?

Here are some yoga classes you may find in
the Treasure Valley.

Hot bikram yoga. This class is literally hot
- the room you practice in is a sizzling 108
degrees, for maximum sweatage.

Asana yoga. This is the most common
yoga. It involves stretching, poses and
breathing.

Yoga/pilates classes. This combines yoga
positions with pilates exercises. More of a
workout, less of a mind experience.

Power yoga. Don't expect a lot of spiritual
nurturing, but you can get a heck of a
workout. Geared for the advanced yoga
student.

Gentle yoga. These classes are geared for
those not as flexible as others. The classes
are generally taught with class members
and their limitations in mind.

Detox yoga. Specific yoga postures
practiced in a heated room (75-80 degrees).

YogaFlow. An energizing yoga class where
poses are linked together by movement and
breath for flexibility, balance, and
endurance.

Yoga Nidra. A guided meditation-style of
yoga where the teacher guides students
through a set of sequences designed to
bring about the experiences of joy and
well-being.

WANT MORE?

If you're interested in finding out more
about Yoga Nidra, call Yoga for Wellness at
345-7113 to register for the next session of
classes. Class sessions are for five weekly
75-minute classes.

You also can attend a five-day training
seminar on Integrative Restoration with
Richard Miller. It's Monday, March 31,
through Friday, April 4, in Salt Lake City.
Fee: with meals, $1,450 ; without meals,
$1,275.
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sense, to connect with everyone."

Jane Keith of Boise, turned to yoga after she found out her husband had cancer. "I felt like I needed to
do something to keep myself strong so I could take good care of him," she says. After her first session
of Yoga Nidra, "I felt so many benefits that I vowed I would always continue Yoga Nidra."

Keith's husband also began taking Yoga Nidra classes. "The doctors were amazed at his positive results
with fewer side effects than most patients," she says. "My husband and I believe that the yoga classes
made the chemotherapy more tolerable for him."

Keith admits she sometimes falls asleep, but says "the one experience I always have is complete
relaxation and peace of mind following the class."

And that's what it's all about, Dillion says.

"Yoga is a philosophy and a way of living more that it is about the perfect pose. The true explanation of
yoga is when the mind gets clear. It's about calming the swirlings of the mind."

Jeanne Huff: 377-6483
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