SLEEP TECHNIQUES FROM YOGA
When you can’t sleep, try this

Somatic release

Tossing and turning in bed is our effort to find a position of greater ease, so that we can relax into sleep.  But if changing positions in this way does not bring rest, you can take a more deliberate, systematic approach.  The principle is simple:  slowly move a part of the body, then slowly relax it, returning to rest.  Starting at your feet, you can move progressively up the body – moving and releasing – all the way up to the face and head.  Try 3 or 4 repetitions of each movement to deepen the relaxation.  

Pacing the movement with your breath will increase your focus and have a calming effect on your mind.  Very simply:  as you inhale, gently contract the muscles in the target area; as you exhale, slowly release the contraction.  

In bed, of course, some movements will be limited, and others won’t be possible (no reverse curls, for example).  But an ample menu of movements is possible from toe to top.  The simplest sequence might be to do one movement for each major part of the body (feet, legs, hips, torso, arms, neck, head).  
You may, however, articulate the sequence in much finer degrees.  For example, beginning with your feet:

· Flex each foot 3-4 times as you inhale, relaxing the flexion as you exhale

· Extend (or point) each foot 3-4 times in the same way, on the breath

· Invert each foot 3-4 times; then evert each foot
· Adduct (spread) your toes, and relax the action, 3-4 times on each side

· Abduct (draw together) the toes in the same way.  
· Point just the toes (not the whole foot) 3-4 times.

· Flex just the toes in the same way.

Now, to your legs:  

· Roll one leg inward as you inhale, relax the action as you exhale.  After 3-4 repetitions, do the same on the other side.

· Roll each leg outward, in the same way.
· Press your heel into the mattress, contracting the hamstrings (muscles on the back of your thighs), and release.

· Contract your quadriceps (muscles on the front of the thighs) on each side, 3-4 x.

And on you go, to abdomen, rib cage, shoulders, and head.  You may fall asleep long before, but if not, you can even take your eyes (still closed) through their range of motion:

· Lift upwards 3-4x.

· Look down 3-4x.

· Look to each side similarly

· Look in the each of the diagonal directions in the same way.

· Make circles each direction, too.

How about your hands and fingers?  They can move in many ways as you rest your arms on the bed.  Articulating the movements finger by finger (as with all of the moves above) can concentrate your mind without exciting it, the perfect formula for restful alertness if you remain awake, and for slumber if it should come.  In either case, the benefit is yours.
This technique bears some resemblance to Progressive Muscle Relaxation, or PMR, as originated by Edmund Jacobson.  PMR, though, is usually taught as a forceful tensing of muscles, followed by relaxation.  Some yoga schools, too, use forceful contractions to facilitate relaxation or stretching.  Eleanor Criswell states that after forceful contraction, though, the brain does not completely let go of the exertion, so full relaxation does not come right away.  “The more a person tenses the muscle,” she says, “the more it retains that tension” (1989, p. 74).  Instead, she suggests, simply engage the muscles through conscious and smooth movement, then relax by slowly letting go.  This allows the cortical command to relax to get through more efficiently to the muscles.  A deeper release occurs this way.
Focused breathing

This is a variant on the somatic release above, with a specific focus on parts of the body involved in breathing.  The basic technique is to focus on the action of the breath in a selected area for 5, 10, even 20 breaths:

· Starting with the belly, pretend that it is the only place where the breath is happening.  Concentrate on the sensations in your belly as the breath moves in and out.  As with the somatic release, move slowly and smoothly, so that you can really feel the action and relax completely at the end of each movement.  
· Then, feel the breath as if it were happening only in your ribs.
· Now, feel the breath in your throat, gently constricting the throat so that you can feel the gentle “ocean sound” in your trachea.

· When you move to the nostrils, let the breath be like the lightest breeze. 
For an even more articulated practice, you can focus sequentially on:  belly – low back – lower ribs – ribs in back – top of rib cage – throat – back of neck – palate – nostrils – and end with the point between the eyebrows.  Once you reach the last point of focus, just keep breathing there comfortably.  If sleep does not come, you are left with something just as sweet:  subtle, somatic awareness.

Meditation
If your breathing practice becomes extended on a wakeful evening, you might like to add a word, a phrase, or even a passage to repeat on the rhythm of your breath.  Many traditions offer special formulas or sounds (called mantras in Sanskrit), whose effects are said to be 100% life-supporting.  Quiet repetition of such a formula with your breath can engage the mind just enough to keep it focused without getting it excited.  
Sample mantras from ancient sources include: 
· Shalom is Hebrew for “peace”

·  Shima is Hopi for “love”

· Maranatha is Aramaic for “Come, Lord”

· Rama is the Sanskrit word for “he who gives abiding joy,” and was used by Gandhi for years

You can select from any of these traditions or choose your own words from any language that is meaningful to you.  Silently repeat one syllable as you inhale; repeat the next as you exhale.  If you choose the mantra Calm Rest, the sequence would be:  inhale (Calm); exhale (Rest).  Pause at the end of the exhalation, allowing silence to enter in.  You don’t need to try to think about the words’ meaning.  The subconscious mind knows what they mean.  Simple repetition gets the message through.

Affirmations are like mantras.  They’re just longer phrases, stating truths or ideals toward which you are moving.  If it is comfortable, you may tie the words or phrases of an affirmation to your breath.  Pausing, at any rate, is always a good idea, as in the practice of the somatic release.  The somatic approach to meditation is to 1) think, and then 2) let go of the thought.  Here are three affirmations offered by Gyandev McCord, director of Ananda Yoga at the Expanding Light in Nevada City:

· With every breath, I soften into deep, peaceful sleep.

· I relax and cast aside all mental burdens.

· I relax in perfect faith that what I need will come to me.
Whether lying quietly in bed feeling the body, practicing breathing awareness, or meditating with a word or phrase, you may find comfort in one yogi’s assertion that simply resting quietly with the eyes closed will give you 80% of the value of deep slumber.  An hour of easy meditation with a word, a phrase, or an entire passage offers not only rest but also a chance for the development of your most precious resource – awareness.  Be patient with the process and you will reap many rewards.
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