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introduction

We’ve all been there—suddenly awake in the middle of the night, tossing and turning, with our minds racing. We wake up for a variety of reasons, from simply falling asleep in an uncomfortable position to a problem weighing heavily on our minds. Whatever the reason, it’s frustrating to find yourself alert and awake when all you want is a little rest.

It’s a common problem, but the good news is that you don’t have to sit and stew while you wait for sleep to overtake you again. Calming meditations like the 150 options in this book can help your mind and body relax and get you back to sleep in no time. Midnight Meditations offers several techniques designed to lead you back into dreamland: breathing exercises, visualizations, body-focused meditations, and more. You might find that one technique is more effective for you than others, or you might find that certain methods work better in specific situations. For example, breathing exercises might help when you’re stressed, while body-focused meditations may be most effective when your body is stiff or sore. You can read through all the meditations in this book first, or feel free to jump right to one that resonates with you (they are organized by technique). Different meditations will hit the spot at different times, so make sure to try lots of the many options.

Above all, try not to get too frustrated or anxious when you wake up unexpectedly. The best way to fall back asleep is to forget that you “should” be asleep right now. The more you focus on what you “should” be doing, the harder it is to relax enough to actually do it. The meditations in this book use a variety of methods to help you get back to sleep, but they all start with soothing your busy brain to a relaxed state and giving it permission to shut off again. That’s the key to getting back to sleep.

So, while you flip through this book to find a meditation that you think might work for you, remember to show yourself some compassion and go easy on your busy, all-too-alert brain. We rarely get back to sleep by berating ourselves or thinking of all the things that annoy us, so skip that approach and get right to the ones that work.

Let these meditations help you lie back, let go, and drift into peaceful slumber once again. Give your overworked body and mind the restful and restorative time they deserve—each and every night.






how to use this book

This book provides 150 different meditations for you to use when you wake up in the night and want to get right back to sleep. There are meditations in a variety of techniques for you to choose from, so you’re sure to find one that works for you no matter how alert you are when you first open this book.

To maximize the effectiveness of these meditations, I’d like to offer some suggestions on how to use them. Before practicing any sort of meditation, pause, take a moment to focus on yourself and how you are feeling, and cultivate some mindfulness. Mindfulness is all about being aware of yourself and being present in the current moment. Meditation and mindfulness go hand in hand, and it’s a great idea to gear yourself up for meditation by being more mindful.

It’s also a good idea to set an intention before you meditate. For a general meditation, ask yourself what you would like to do during this time you’re carving out just for you. What do you hope to get from this experience? How would you like to feel afterward? Of course, if you’re using this book, your intention is to get back to sleep. But you may want to set other, more specific, intentions before engaging in any of these meditations, like “My intention is to relax and ease the tension in my shoulders” or “My intention is to let go of this thought that’s been bothering me.” Your intention will help guide your meditation practice and keep you on track.

You can meditate in any position or posture you like, but there are two postures that are most often adopted when meditating: sitting upright (either in a chair or on the floor/a cushion with crossed legs) or lying flat on your back. Lying flat on your back will probably help you get back to sleep more quickly than sitting upright; however, it’s up to you how you want to meditate. In some cases, you might feel more comfortable sitting than lying down. Unless otherwise noted in the meditation, you can choose whichever position feels better in the moment.

Likewise, you have two options for your eyes: You can leave them open with a soft focus (i.e., glazed eyes, looking at nothing in particular), or you can keep them gently closed (not squeezed shut). Closed eyes will likely get you back to a sleepy state better than open eyes, but you may find that’s not the case for you. Feel free to give both a try and see what works. Unless otherwise noted in the meditation, you can go with either option.

Posture and eyelid position can affect your results, but the most important things you can do to prepare for these meditations are to:


	
1. Acknowledge that you are currently awake when you’d rather be asleep, but accept that this is the way it is.

	
2. Decide to be open to whichever exercise you choose.

	
3. Follow the instructions and give it a chance to work.



Happy meditating!







chapter one breath meditations









come back to your breath

This meditation is a building block of a good meditation practice. It focuses on your breath and is very simple, as there is only one rule: Come back to your breath. Follow these instructions to give it a try:


	
1. You can be either seated or lying down for this exercise—just make sure you feel comfortable and can breathe easily.

	
2. Focus on your breath. Think about how it feels to breathe. Notice how you draw in and then expel air.

	
3. Eventually, you will not be able to focus solely on your breath anymore, and your mind will wander. Don’t beat yourself up about this; it’s a common occurrence in meditation. When you catch your mind wandering, simply bring it back to your breath. Do so gently, and with compassion for your busy mind.

	
4. Continue focusing on your breath and bringing your mind back to it when it wanders.



If you feel you’ve been focusing on your breath for a while and you are still not sleepy, try setting a timer with a soft, soothing sound for 5 minutes. If you don’t feel sleepy after 5 minutes of focusing on your breath, try a different meditation.






breathe in a square

Focusing on your breath is a simple way to gently lull your busy mind back to sleep. There are several effective techniques, including this “square” breathing method. With this exercise, focus all your attention on your breath as you purposefully breathe in, breathe out, and take meaningful pauses. With this method, you spend equal amounts of time breathing in, holding your breath in, breathing out, and then pausing. This creates four equal “sides” to your breath, making a square. The square breathing method ensures that you take in enough oxygen during your in-breaths and challenges your lungs when holding between in- and out-breaths. In addition to being good for your lungs, this technique helps settle and clear your mind, giving you the peace you need to drift back to sleep. Here’s how it works:


	
1. Gently breathe in through your nose for 4 seconds.

	
2. Hold your breath for 4 seconds.

	
3. Gently exhale through your nose for 4 seconds.

	
4. Pause for 4 seconds.

	
5. Repeat steps 1 through 4 at least 5 times.



If you find yourself still struggling to get back to sleep, repeat the exercise or try the “difficult mode” version: breathe in, hold, breathe out, and pause for 5 seconds each.






try full-capacity breathing

How often do you breathe at full capacity? Probably not that often. This exercise is easy because sometimes all you need is a simple reminder to breathe fully in order to relax and get back to sleep. Give this exercise a try to promote relaxation and calm:


	
1. Breathe in deeply through your nose until your lungs are completely full. Breathe in a little longer than you think you need to.

	
2. Pause for just a moment when your lungs are full.

	
3. Breathe out deeply through your nose until your lungs are completely empty. Again, go a little longer than you think is necessary.

	
4. Repeat at least 5 times.



It’s important to push yourself a little farther than you normally do when filling and emptying your lungs. It might feel a little uncomfortable, but it’s worth it. Your lung capacity is far larger than you think it is, and your brain just needs a reminder of how much you can take in and push out.

We naturally tend toward shallow breaths—especially when we’re stressed—but using your full capacity to breathe will put your brain in a more relaxed and calm state and make it easier for you to fall asleep.






watch your breath

There are many exercises based on changing your breathing that can help induce calm and make it easier to fall asleep, but simply paying attention to your breath can do the same thing. Try just following your breath instead of changing it. Here’s how you do it:


	
1. Get extra-comfy in a position that makes it easy to breathe.

	
2. With your eyes open, turn your eyes to your chest and turn your attention to your breath.

	
3. Approach your breath with fascination, feeling the air enter and exit your lungs as your body moves with the breath. Note how it feels to breathe in and breathe out as you watch your chest rise and fall.

	
4. Continue to follow your breath wherever it goes for at least 10 breaths.



This exercise instructs you to watch your breath—that’s it. Seeing your torso move as the air travels in and out of your lungs will ground you in the present moment, making it easier to switch off the errant thoughts and neutralize anxieties that seem so much more active at night.

Focus all of your attention on your breath and watch it with interest and curiosity to soothe your mind back to a sleepy state.






feel each breath

How often do you really pay attention to how each breath feels? Focus on feeling each breath with these steps:


	
1. Take a deep breath in through your mouth, paying attention to how it feels when the air travels down your throat and into your lungs.

	
2. Release that deep breath, also through your mouth, and pay attention to the sensations you feel as the air travels back up from your lungs, through your throat, and out your mouth.

	
3. Now, take another deep breath, this time in through your nose. Focus on how it feels in your body to take in a breath this way.

	
4. Release your breath again, this time through your nose. Note the sensations in your chest and belly as you exhale.

	
5. Think about how it felt to breathe in through your mouth and through your nose, and note which was more relaxing. Continue breathing and paying close attention to the sensations you feel with each breath.



Even if you have paid attention to your breath before, you may not have focused on how it actually feels. Keeping your mind busy with the sensations you’re experiencing will make it easier to feel calm and sleepy, gently lulling you back to dreamland.






direct your breath

If you are feeling tight, tense, or uncomfortable when you wake up, this is a good choice to help you fall back to sleep. You will direct your breath to wherever it needs to go to help you relax and de-stress. Follow these steps to direct your breath:


	
1. Think about what part of your body is feeling the tightest or most tense.

	
2. Breathe in deeply through your nose, feeling your breath as it travels into your nostrils and down to your lungs.

	
3. Breathe out fully, mindful of the sensations as your breath leaves your airway.

	
4. Now, think of the spot that is feeling tight or tense. For your next in-breath, focus on that spot and imagine sending your breath directly to it. Follow your breath in your mind as it travels to that spot in your body. See it permeate this spot in your body.

	
5. As you breathe out, watch your breath leave this spot and travel out through your nostrils.

	
6. Continue breathing this way, directing your breath to and from the tense spot in your body, for at least 10 breaths.



It’s often the shoulders or neck that hold tension when we’re stressed, but any part of your body can be tight and tense, so pay close attention to how your body is feeling before you begin.






breathe in bursts

If you’re feeling a little wound up or too energetic to get back to sleep, this exercise is the perfect one to try. You’re going to use your breath to release that extra energy so you can slide back into a sleepy state. Here’s how it works:


	
1. Start with a slow, steady breath to focus on your breathing. Breathe deeply—in through your nose for 4 seconds and out through your nose for 4 seconds.

	
2. Now that your attention is focused on your breathing, switch to short bursts. Take your next breath in using 4 short, sharp bursts. In other words, use 4 in-breaths to fill up your lungs as quickly as you can. It should only take about a second.

	
3. Breathe out in short bursts as well, using 4 quick out-breaths to empty your lungs. This should also take only a second to do.

	
4. Continue this “in, in, in, in, out, out, out, out” pattern 20 times. Notice how you’re feeling at the end. If you still feel full of energy, repeat the pattern 20 more times. Eventually, you will discharge all your excess energy and feel calmer and more relaxed.



You can think of this exercise as getting rid of the static charge you sometimes get when you walk on carpet. You have to find someplace to release that energy, such as touching something metal, in order to rid yourself of it.






fill a breath balloon

This exercise combines a breathing technique with a bit of visualization to give you a calming method to relax and get back to a sleepy state of mind. Try filling a breath balloon to get your mind ready for slumber again. Here are the steps:


	
1. With your eyes closed, imagine that a balloon is fixed to your nose, covering both nostrils. If this idea makes you feel anxious, imagine it covers just one nostril instead. The balloon is about half full of air.

	
2. As you breathe in through your nose, watch as the balloon empties, giving you all the air inside of it.

	
3. As you breathe out through your nose, watch as the balloon fills, rising and expanding with the air from your lungs.

	
4. Keep this image in mind as you breathe steadily in and out for 10 breaths. Try to slow your breath a little bit each time, but also try to fill the balloon a little fuller each time. If you’re still having trouble sleeping, try repeating this exercise for a longer period of time (e.g., 5 or 10 minutes).



This exercise gets your brain focused on your breath in a way that not only distracts it from the unfortunate fact that it’s awake; it also provides a soothing, relaxing energy to lull it back to sleep. Filling the balloon gives your mind something to “do” while your body calms it with the breath.






float on your breath

If you have fond memories of floating on a lake, river, or pool, you’ll love this exercise. It’s designed to give you the same sense of peace and relaxation you get when you’re floating on water without a care. Here’s how to do it:


	
1. Think of a time when you peacefully, joyfully floated on water. If you don’t have any such memories to recall, imagine it instead. You’re spread out on the water, with your face up to the warmth of the sun, body gently rocked by the waves.

	
2. While you float, match your breathing to the motion of your body. As you breathe in, feel your body rise slightly as if reaching the top of a small wave.

	
3. As you breathe out, feel your body fall as you reach the trough of that small wave.

	
4. Continue breathing full, deep breaths and matching your floating movements with them. Rise and fall gently, slowly, with each breath.



Water is one of the most calming elements to add to your meditations. It has a soothing, healing quality that is deeply rooted in us, perhaps going back to when we floated safe and secure in the womb. Incorporating it into your meditations is an excellent way to induce calm and help you drift back to sleep.






breathe in calm, blow out tension

This meditation is a wonderful way to soothe your worried mind back to sleep if you’re awake with tension or anxiety:


	
1. With your eyes either gently closed or open with a soft, relaxed focus, bring your attention to your breath.

	
2. Find a breathing rhythm that feels good for you, preferably one that’s slow and steady. Continue breathing this way for a few breaths and get comfortable.

	
3. Now, imagine that all the tension, anxiety, and stress is sitting in your mind, coiled like a snake. It’s a jumble of threads of all different colors.

	
4. As you breathe in, imagine a white mist of calm coming in through your nostrils and into your mind.

	
5. As you breathe out, imagine those threads untangling and exiting your mind through your nostrils.

	
6. With each breath, you breathe in that calm, soothing white mist and you breathe out a little more of those tension threads. Continue until all the threads have left your mind and only the white mist remains.



This meditation uses some visualization but still focuses on your breath as the primary method of removing tension and replacing it with calm. With each breath, you will slowly shift the balance of tension and calm in your mind, allowing you to drift back to sleep.






count your breaths

Just like counting sheep can help you get to sleep when you’re feeling restless, counting your breaths can be a great way to soothe a busy mind. Try this meditation to get back to a sleepy state:


	
1. You can choose whether you want to sit or lie down for this exercise—pick whichever is more comfortable for you in this moment. You can also choose whether you want your eyes closed or open with a soft focus; one might be easier and more relaxing for you than the other.

	
2. Once you’re settled and in a comfortable position, turn your full attention to your breath. Notice how it feels as your chest rises on an in-breath and falls on an out-breath.

	
3. Now, with your attention focused on your breath, start counting each breath. You can count as you breathe in, as you reach the top of the breath (with your lungs full), as you breathe out, or at the bottom of each breath (with your lungs empty); the choice is yours.

	
4. Continue counting each breath. If you lose track at some point, simply start back at 1 and continue on. Count up to 30 breaths.



Counting things is an old trick to calm your mind back to sleep, and adding a focus on your breath makes it even more effective. It allows your mind to take a break from worrying or ruminating and instead focuses your attention on the easy, calming task at hand.






challenge yourself with 6-second breathing

This is a more advanced breathing technique that is great for bringing a sense of peace to the mind; however, it may not be right for those with limited lung function. Give it a try to see if it will work for you. (If it doesn’t, try the “Breathe in a Square” meditation instead.) Follow these instructions to try it out:


	
1. Take a slow, deep breath in, counting to 6 as you go. Try to breathe steadily, taking in air at the same rate throughout the in-breath.

	
2. Pause for a moment at the top of the breath (when your lungs are full).

	
3. Slowly release all the air in your lungs, again counting to 6 as you exhale. Breathe out steadily as well, expelling air at the same rate throughout the out-breath.

	
4. Pause again for a brief moment at the bottom of the breath (when your lungs are empty).

	
5. Repeat the 6-second breath 10 times.



This is an advanced technique but a simple exercise. All you need to do is breathe in deeply for 6 seconds and breathe out for another 6 seconds. If you have the lung capacity for it, this breathing technique will leave you feeling calm, serene, and ready to sleep.






try alternate nostril breathing

Alternate nostril breathing is a meditative practice that can fill a busy mind with feelings of calmness and serenity. It’s easy to do once you get the hang of it. Here’s how to try alternate nostril breathing to lull yourself back to sleep:


	
1. Take either hand and fold in all fingers but the pinkie and the thumb (making the “hang loose” sign with your hand).

	
2. Place your thumb on the right or left nostril (right nostril if you’re using your right hand, left nostril if you’re using your left hand). I’ll use the right nostril first to explain the rest of the exercise.

	
3. With your right nostril closed, breathe in steadily through your left nostril.

	
4. Pause for a moment while you remove your thumb from your right nostril and place your pinkie over your left nostril.

	
5. With your left nostril closed, breathe out steadily through your right nostril.

	
6. Alternate back and forth, breathing in and out through one nostril, then the other. Repeat this for 10 breaths.
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