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Yoga Nidra
MEDITATION
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“Pierre Bonnasse’s Yoga Nidra Meditation is no glib self-help book about using modern yoga nidra—the practice of visualizing images, having awareness of breath, and remaining immobile while in a lucid, sleep-like state—for getting rid of stress and anxiety. It is, instead, an in-depth, wise, and elegantly written presentation of the philosophy and practice of modern yoga nidra as nothing less than a means of attaining a ‘taste of Being’ of Brahman. In this, the book itself is a kind of meditation—the kind that one may read at bedtime in order to facilitate slipping into sleep.”

ELLIOTT GOLDBERG, AUTHOR OF THE PATH OF MODERN YOGA: THE HISTORY OF AN EMBODIED SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

“Yoga Nidra Meditation: The Sleep of the Sages is as much about waking up as it is about sleeping. Bonnasse shows us how to wake up from the sleepy dreams that dull our consciousness and keep our natural enlightened state concealed. He tells us that to go beyond the body into our awakened state, first we have to go into the body, awakening its sensations and breath. The awakened state of the body then becomes the river that takes us beyond our limited sense of self. This is an important message, beautifully expressed, and the author offers powerful, yet simple, instructions on entering the state of yoga nidra for ourselves.”

WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY AND EYES WIDE OPEN



PREFACE

Yoga Nidra

A Journey into the States of Matter, Consciousness, and the Joy of Being

Yoga nidra is an ancestral practice that comes from grand Indian traditions and philosophies grounded in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Tantrism. This unique form of yoga seeks to combine deep relaxation with attentive awareness in order to consciously explore the states of wakefulness, dream, and deep sleep. Moreover, it offers ways of putting the mind and the body to sleep while keeping the awareness alert. This highly comprehensive approach has inspired the discipline of Sophrology*1 and allows one to experience moments of great inner tranquility, joy, and well-being; one can directly observe particular physiological, emotional, and mental processes within oneself and understand them in a better way. By knowing that which is held on to, it is easier to let go of it and recognize the essential space of one’s being, free from all states and processes. This practice combines very simple gestures and postures with light and subtle breathing exercises, as well as concentration and meditation, thereby allowing the alert observation of sensations, a welcoming of the phenomena that appear, and a return to the present moment, in order to taste the luminous and blissful presence to oneself and to the world, by day or by night.

During his research, Caycedo was guided by various traditions and currents, both Eastern and Western. Among the most influential for Sophrology were hypnosis and phenomenology, as well as yoga and Buddhism, mainly Zen Buddhism.

Practicing yoga nidra does not require any particular physical condition or quality, like strength, stamina, or flexibility. Simple poses (sitting, standing, and lying down) are used; they are adaptable to every individual and bring deep relaxation, as well as high quality attention and tranquility.

Through its positive, stabilizing, and pacifying effect on the body, emotions, and thoughts, yoga nidra is also a therapeutic technique that has considerably influenced modern relaxation techniques. Its practice reinforces joy, good spirits, and the immune system, thus preventing diseases, especially psychosomatic ones. It is the ideal practice for getting rid of stress, anxiety, and the fear of death, which yoga nidra considers to be at the source of all other fears.

By connecting Indian and Western philosophical ideas, and by drawing on the teachings of important spiritual masters, we will see how sleep can be an opportunity to practice a form of yoga that is absolutely delicious and that changes not only our nights, but also every minute of our days.

This book about the sleep of the sages takes us on a journey to the unknown and the mysterious, to the luminous presence of the unconscious mind, full of discoveries, encounters, and tastes; the art of taking a nap, a creative approach for lazing around, and another way of looking at life . . .



INTRODUCTION

Indian Philosophy and the Limbs and Paths of Yoga

Truth is one, but sages call it by various names.

RIG VEDA, 1:164–6


PERSPECTIVES ON INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

In India, sages believe that all paths everywhere in the world lead to the same mystery that humanity has never stopped looking for, whether we know it or not. The term Hinduism, coined by the British to label something that they did not understand, has no meaning; it tries to put the rites, practices, and philosophical schools of thought of this ancient land into one single basket that cannot contain them all. The term Sanatana Dharma is more suited, as it designates not only the myriad gods, goddesses, and practices, but also and above all the Eternal Philosophy, not as a theoretical discourse or an intellectual discipline, but as life support or a law of life itself, what really is, whether on an uncreated or a phenomenal level. This has nothing to do with an opinion. The term dharma, impossible to translate into our modern languages, refers to the objective law that reigns over the whole universe whether we know it or not. The concepts of social laws and moral and religious rules come much later, and are only a pale expression of it. This Eternal Philosophy is celebrated for the first time in the Vedas—ancient texts said to be revealed or heard. These texts, composed by the visionary sages of ancient India, divide knowledge or science into four parts. The Rig Veda, “the knowledge of verses,” is the most ancient (1500 BCE). It contains formulas (mantra) and hymns and explains the Absolute. The Absolute is called Brahman. It is omnipresent, impersonal, and without form. The Sama Veda contains the knowledge of the hymns, or melodies. The Yajur Veda talks about the knowledge of sacrificial formulas. The Atharva Veda, the knowledge of Atharvan, is composed of incantations, chants, and prayers. These are followed by the interpretations and comments in the Brahmanas, esoteric texts called the Aranyakas, and the auxiliary disciplines associated with the study of the Vedas: phonetics, rituals, grammar, etymology, meter, and astronomy/astrology. But the essence of this revelation is crystallized in the famous philosophical manuals called the Upanishads (which literally means “to sit at the master’s feet”), which are a finale to the Vedic canon, thus marking the accomplishment and the end of knowledge (Vedanta). They can be summarized in the four “great sayings” (mahavakya), related to each of the four Vedas, to be memorized and meditated on. The first statement defines the truth: “Consciousness is Brahman.”*2 The second saying teaches us that the nature of our identity is ONE with Absolute Reality: “Thou art That.” The third seems to be the statement of direct experience: “This Self (or Atman) is Brahman.” Finally, the fourth, like a song of gratitude, realization, and liberation: “I am Brahman.” Among the Vedic lords, let us mention Indra, the god of war, who is powerful; Mitra, the friend; and Varuna, the sky. These three are the custodians of order. Agni, the fire, and Rudra, the roarer, he who makes you cry shares many features with the famous god of the yogis, Shiva, the Auspicious One, mentioned in the later scriptures, as well as Vishnu, the omnipresent, he who pervades. And there are many others: sun gods, goddesses, demons, and other geniuses that mythology enthusiasts are sure to look up in the corresponding texts.

This Eternal Philosophy is also celebrated in the remembered texts (smriti) that constitute the entire foundation of the Indian tradition. These epics are among the most accessible texts, and are thus far more popular than the heard texts (shruti) known to priests, scholars, and a few spiritual seekers. The epics, while responding and referring to the authoritative revealed texts, speak to a large number of people through the story and mythology of gods and goddesses, imbued with a sense of profound philosophy. They include legendary and famous sagas like the Mahabharata (a subset of which, the Bhagavad Gita, is considered to be a part of the revealed knowledge) and the Ramayana. In these stories, the One, the impersonal Brahman of the revealed texts, takes multiple forms, usually more human and thus more familiar to the people, who in turn can easily identify with the manifestation (avatar) of Vishnu, such as Krishna or Rama or their companions. These texts also include mythological and religious collections that discuss the creation of the universe, the secondary creations, the ancestry of gods and sages, the creation of the human race and of the first humans, and the history of dynasties in a traditional manner. Most of them were written between the years 400 and 1200 BCE. There are also tantric textbooks, as well as books of law that mention moral precepts, codes of conduct, laws, legal treaties, penal codes, fixed by grand legislators such as Manu, who tries to reconcile the Vedic spirit with the current era. But dharma is not a dogma, and these texts were not necessarily followed, nor even considered popular enough by the British, who tried to impose a framework onto a reality that could not be limited to one particular setting.

For understanding this Eternal Philosophy or Eternal Truth, which cannot be seized by the intellect, the Indian tradition offers several points of view (darshana) accepted by the Vedic authority. The nyaya, literally meaning “original nature,” is the school of logic, founded by the ancient logician and philosopher Akshapada Gautama. It studies the means of knowledge, based on logical analysis and reasoning, by developing, for example, linguistic semantics. The vaisheshika, meaning “particular, specific,” is a systematic school that classifies concepts; this philosophical and discriminative doctrine goes back to the first century, and it is traditionally credited to Kanada and his Vaishesika Sutra, composed of ten books. It allows for perceiving the characteristic differences between things. Its major ideas are of an ontological and systematic nature; the concepts are classified into six categories: substance, quality, activity, generic and discriminative substrata, and inherence. The samkhya, the “measurable,” is the school of progressive discrimination of substances, credited to Kapila, whom some consider to be a manifestation of Vishnu. This point of view enunciates universal structures or the macrocosmos, and postulates a supreme principal, classifying elements into several categories. Yoga, which literally means “to harness” (yuj), is the exercise of spiritual communion, the means and the goal, the union with the highest Consciousness. Codified by Patanjali in his Yoga Sutras, the “king of yoga” (raja yoga) describes man’s inner universe from the theist perspective of the samkhya. This is an integral practice, a means of inner investigation to know the Self, traditionally divided into eight limbs or stages (ashtanga, which we explore in the next chapter). The mimamsa is about hermeneutics, the exegesis of the Vedic ritual, other rituals, and ceremonies. The Mimamsa Sutra, exposing this doctrine, came after the fourth century, but is credited to Jaimini, who is also the author of an essay on domestic rituals. Finally, the Vedanta, literally meaning “the end of knowledge,” designates the culmination of Indian philosophy in “nonduality” (advaita). This school is credited to Vyasa. It is the philosophy exposed in the Upanishads, made famous and developed by Adi Shankaracharya (788–820 CE), “the benevolent master” who lived in Varanasi, where he taught this direct philosophy. He is credited with numerous writings; he founded four monasteries, was the source of several schools of thought, and had an important influence and authority on this teaching of nonduality, popularized by grand sages such as Ramana Maharshi, Nisargadatta Maharaj, and Swami Chinmayananda. This path invites one to recognize the Self through three distinct forms of yoga, respectively involving the body, the emotions, and the mind: karma yoga, the path of action; bhakti yoga, the path of devotion; jnana yoga, the path of self-inquiry. The essence of these three classical forms of yoga is naturally involved with other forms of practice, and in the end all the paths come together in the space of direct experience.




THE LIMBS AND PATHS OF YOGA

In his famous Yoga Sutras, Patanjali enunciates eight limbs or stages of raja yoga that lead to the realization of the highest Consciousness. The first limb (yama) invites us to observe and cultivate five qualities, directly linked with our relation with others: benevolence or nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, celibacy, and nonpossessiveness. Inextricably linked with the latter, the second limb (niyama) directly refers to our relation with ourselves, and consists in the cultivation of purity, moderation, or contentment; the strength acquired by asceticism; the knowledge acquired by the reading of sacred texts; and the faith acquired by meditation. Some may see this as a simple code of conduct, but the tantric schools prefer to set it aside for diverse reasons. That being said, these observances are of invaluable aid in cultivating the tranquility that is necessary for the practice of yoga. They are also, from another point of view, the fruits of serious asceticism. The third limb concerns postures (asana), the way of “staying” and the mastery of the body in general. The fourth limb encourages the control of breath (pranayama) by observing it attentively, as well as the practice of codified breathing exercises. These first four limbs are essentially related to the outer aspect of the discipline; the other four limbs will directly immerse us in the very core of inwardness. The fifth limb calls for the withdrawal of the senses (pratyahara), allowing the attention to come back, beyond the sensory levels. The sixth limb is concentration (dharana), the ability to maintain one’s attention on a single point. The seventh limb, naturally following from the previous limb, is meditation (dhyana) and consists in remaining in an impersonal and equanimous observation where the attention is free and not oriented toward any particular thing. In meditation, the dualistic subject-object relationship is transcended, thus opening the door to the eighth limb, which is profound contemplation (samadhi), total fusion with the original Vision, and an answer to the definition of yoga initially provided by Patanjali: “yoga is the stopping of the fluctuations of the mind.”1 It is this suspension of the agitation of the mind—along with the help of these different limbs—that will allow for the unveiling of Pure Consciousness, of being, of peace, silence, and joy. Stopping the flow of thoughts allows one to experience the divine nondualistic reality in which these very thoughts appear and disappear. This extinction of thoughts, and consequently of the ego (the sense of “me”), in the vibrating void of awareness can also be that ultimate experience that the Buddhists call nirvana. Even though they are several types of samadhi, its reality is a matter of direct experience and cannot be understood through concepts.

The limbs of yoga cannot be limited to those mentioned by Patanjali. The tantric schools—which follow unorthodox points of view and do not necessarily answer to the Vedic and religious authorities—enunciate other components of the path of yoga. In addition to the first two moral observations, there are cleansing techniques (for the lungs, nose, intestines, and so forth), specific contractions, formulas, gestures, eye exercises, diagrams, energetic massages, rituals, therapeutic practices, and other interesting methods that are very precise and that incorporate the others. Yoga nidra is one of these practices.





PART I
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF YOGA NIDRA
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The Origins of Yoga Nidra

The origins of yoga nidra are lost in time immemorial, and one could also say that they are lost in the mysterious source of time itself.

For some, yoga nidra originates from schools of tantric Shaivism, and for others, from Vishnuist teachings; but we also find traces in medical publications and in many other schools, whether they are tantric, Vedantic, Buddhist, in India, or elsewhere.

In India, the Lord of Sleep sometimes takes the form of Vishnu, as Narayana, consciously asleep on the waters of manifestation; and sometimes, he takes the form of the king of yogis, Shiva himself, lying down like a corpse under the dancing body of the furious Kali. In both cases, the gods represent the Ultimate Witness that we all are, the Pure Awareness that the practice of yoga nidra encourages us to recognize, or at least make ourselves available to, by opening up to it.

Both these divinities—their names as well as their representations—can be used as important tools for our practice. Devotional chanting awakens the feeling and the form, makes us humble, and inspires us, thus bringing us back to the Presence. The power of images can help us to concentrate, appease us, and connect us with ourselves. The repetition of the mantra also allows for the recognition of a silent space prior to all thoughts. All these traditional practices bring the unique taste of the divine and the joy without object; and yoga nidra only helps us to lift the veil that separates us from them. Vishnu, in the aspect of “the abode of man” (Narayana), or Shiva, in the aspect of the “benevolent corpse” (shiva-shava), like all divinities of the Indian pantheon, are nothing but inspirational forms of the One that remains, who is also the Unique Teacher, life in all its manifestations, and because of whom we can learn everything, forget everything, and understand everything.

In the Mahabharata, the great story of India, one of the chapters mentions the thousand names of Vishnu, the Omnipresent, that the famous warrior Bhishma the terrible teaches to Yudishtra, the eldest of the Pancha Pandavas. As for the myth of Narayana, some see it not only in the impersonal origins of yoga nidra, but also in the origins of the world. Everything related to these teachings carries an instruction, which therefore by analogy carries many interesting indications for the practice and the attitude to be adopted. The literal translation of this short and poetic text does not do justice to the richness of the original Sanskrit text; each word in Sanskrit deserves a short commentary, so that one can relish its profound meaning to the fullest.

I salute the Master of the Gods, whose navel sports a lotus, who lies serenely on the infinite serpent.

Foundation of the universe, like the sky, like a cloud, with harmonious limbs.

Lakshmi’s beloved Lord, the lotus-eyed, who is perceived by yogis in meditation.

I salute Vishnu, who is the destroyer of the fear of existence, the unique Lord of all worlds!1

Narayana is not designated as such, but the description of this very particular aspect of Vishnu corresponds to his description. His name comes from nara (man) and ayana (refuge or abode): literally “the one in whom man finds refuge” or “the one in whom man abides.” One could also translate it as “the refuge of men” or even “he who abides in man.” He is also called Vasudeva, “God in whom all reside.” His name immediately reminds us of the Self resplendent in all of us, and outside all of us as well, because he is everywhere, at all times. Narayana lies on water in the eternal state of conscious sleep (yoga nidra). He has four arms holding a conch, a disc, a club, and a lotus. The Supreme Master remains the unmanifested observer of the dissolution of the universe into the informal state of the causal ocean. The remnants of the manifestation have coagulated to form the serpent Shesha, who serves as a bed for the god. Also known as Ananta, which signifies infinite or unlimited in Sanskrit, the cosmic serpent represents energy, the universe’s life itself, the vibration flowing in the axis of our back and in the very core of all our cells. This subtle aspect encourages us to unite (yoga) with the unchanging Witness of the phenomenal manifestations of the waking and dream states, which disappear at night in the bliss of deep sleep. Narayana is above even these three states, immersed in the bliss of the fourth state (turiya). Lying on his back, he remains happy and peaceful, in total awareness of this background of unlimited and infinite consciousness-energy, in which everything appears and disappears, where everything is born and dies, beyond even the very idea of creation or awakening, of maintaining or dreaming, of destruction or sleep. Thus tranquility seems to be a primary and essential quality. The dissolution of the universe happens through the dissolution of the elements (tattva), from gross to subtle, like the shutting down of the senses when one falls asleep. From Narayana’s navel rises Lord Brahma, peacefully creating the worlds from his lotus seat. The representation of Narayana, paradoxical symbol of the unmanifested, has very powerful symbolism: lying down, asleep on the shoreless waters in the corpse pose (shavasana), he is contemplating, in eternal yoga nidra, the worlds appearing and disappearing within him, that do not affect him, thereby explaining his peaceful appearance that the yogi is encouraged to imitate and share. He witnesses the actions of the three gods of the Trimurti: Brahma, who Generates; Vishnu, who Organizes; and Shiva, who Destroys (together these three roles form G.O.D.). Thus he is beyond them all, Parabrahman, the Unmanifested, the Supreme above the supreme, and the Absolute Space that contains everything. The serpent is the bed (or the yoga mat) on which he sleeps. The serpent is not any ordinary one, and because it is carrying the Omnipresent himself, it is also That itself, like the Shiva-Shakti couple, signifying Consciousness and Energy. Here the serpent incarnates force, power, kundalini-shakti, the energy at the very source of all manifestation springing from Narayana’s navel, by the grace of Brahma who is generating and creating the worlds and is seated on the pink lotus that symbolizes beauty and purity. As an epithet it refers to the goddess Lakshmi (“pure as a lotus”), Narayana’s Shakti, touching the feet of her beloved—who rules over all gods—in order to make him feel her presence, just as the yogi brings his attention to his foot to become aware of it. Narayana is the pillar, the base, the support, the foundation, and the container of the entire universe and of all the worlds; he contains everything, he is omnipresent. He is not only what is happening, but the very space that allows things to happen and all phenomena to appear. He is the very space of Awareness; he is like the sky; he resembles it, is infinite and unlimited. Outwardly, in appearance, his skin is the color of the clouds. He is the essence of sounds and words, of prose and poetry; he is the flavor of everything. The limbs of his body are bright, luminous, golden, beautiful, splendid, and auspicious. He crystallizes positive qualities, reminding us that he is also happy, distinguished, honest, virtuous, and prosperous; this last quality is reinforced by the symbolism of the goddess. He is indeed the husband, the magnificent beloved of the splendid Lakshmi, whose name means “fortune,” the goddess of prosperity and luck, riches and abundance. She is born from a lotus created by the churning of the primordial ocean of milk. She is often represented on a lotus-shaped pedestal, holding a lotus symbolizing abundance, often shown with two elephants. Businessmen in India invoke her as they cash in money from a transaction, or to ensure material prosperity. Narayana has eyes like a pink lotus, evoking the ten forces of Shakti and the eyes of Lord Krishna, the lotus-eyed. The yogis who practice meditation (dhyana) unite with Narayana (that is, they recognize him in themselves), in whom their fears dissolve. By practicing yoga nidra, by socializing with Narayana, imitating him, meeting him, and understanding him, the duality of desires and aversions will be surpassed. In Narayana, in conscious deep sleep, one finds rest and peace of the soul (atman). The last verse encourages total abandonment and surrender to the background of attention. I welcome, I salute, I pay tribute, I show respect, I praise, revere, celebrate, and honor Lord Vishnu, to whom I offer myself entirely: not to an outer representation, not to a mere idol, but to the all-embracing consciousness itself, without form (as indicated by the root of the word vish, to spread, expand, penetrate, bathe in), that dazzles the world by the play of its projections, thus creating illusion (maya). The experience of recognizing the Self eliminates the fear, dread, and distress related to one’s existence. Bhava, “Being,” and Hara, “the Remover,” are epithets of Shiva that dissolve the torments of birth, dream, and wakefulness in deep sleep, similar to death, which in Narayana is a mere concept projected by the mind. The merging with the One destroys all false vision, erasing identification with the multiple manifestations of the non-Self. Hari-Hara (who removes) also articulates the union of Vishnu and Shiva, as related in the Skanda Upanishad: “Vishnu is Shiva’s heart, and Shiva is Vishnu’s.” The Lord of the Unmanifest is the grand master who takes all forms: he is unique, he is One without a second, the only One, the master of the entire universe, of all the worlds and phenomena that appear, are held, and disappear in him.

Similarly, we could also apply the same qualities to Shiva, the benevolent and the Lord of Sleep.2 In one of his numerous representations, he is shown lying down under the goddess Kali, who is dancing on his lifeless body, after a tough battle:

Intoxicated with the blood of the demons, Kali began to dance about wildly on the battlefield. The universe, rattled at its very foundation, swayed under her feet. All of creation could be destroyed by the goddess’s frenzy. So Shiva, in order to save the world, threw himself under Kali’s feet and absorbed the terrible vibrations into his own body. The goddess, having realized how much she was endangering the world, stuck out her tongue in shame, and thus regained her peaceful aspect of Parvati.3

Without energy (shakti), God himself would be nothing but a lifeless body, a corpse (shava); but this energy would not exist had it not been for this unique source of all life. The couple symbolizes the unity of all things, the surpassing of all opposites and duality of phenomena, as well as the recognition of the unchanging in the very heart of the moving ephemeral. In the practice of yoga nidra, Shiva is the motionless witness of the vibrating awareness in the body’s cells, the tranquil spectator of sensations, thoughts, or images, and of all phenomena that continuously appear and disappear within him, at all times. In this legend, Shiva also appears as a child in order to awaken Ma Kali’s, or the Mother’s, compassion. This myth refers directly to our practice; with the attitude of a child who is discovering the world for the first time, without bias or prejudice, the energy calms down, takes charge, comforts, and nourishes. Be it in the corpse form or in the form of a child, Shiva awakens compassion and love. Ultimately, the goddess of consciousness is only cutting the ropes of illusion and the heads of ego that separate us from the pure joy that we seek in external pleasures even though it is already within us, in the mystery of the being.

This is why the mantra (or prayer) always encourages us to bow down to and salute, celebrate, remember, and unite with this Pure Awareness present in all of us, beyond the multiple forms taken by the gods and goddesses of India and elsewhere. Spiritual salutation, if I may use the term, encourages a transformation of vision, a coming back of the attention to itself, a presence to the openness and dissolution of thoughts in the Self. The rhythm of the mantra—be it Om namah shivaya or Om namo narayanaya—also expresses this dissolution and progressive sinking into the depths of oneself and of conscious sleep. The mantra calls for the energy flooding the background to unite with this “I am” knowledge, ever peaceful witness to that which appears and disappears. The very vibration of AUM encourages one to feel the manifestations of wakefulness (A), dream state (U), and deep sleep (M), which all eventually dissolve in the underlying and silent essence of the sensitive aspect of sound. Narayana, like Shiva, is in everything and contains everything; he is vast and he is expansion itself. He is the Self, the Consciousness (chit), the Supreme Being (sat) overflowing with bliss (ananda), which alternately takes the forms of creation, organization, and destruction. He is the great I, all-pervasive, beyond time and space, and beyond space and its contents; he is the grand master who teaches the seers the art of sleeping of the sages.

As for the term nidra, it has many meanings. Sometimes, it designates the act of sleeping or falling asleep; sometimes it refers to sleep with or without dreams, or it may refer to losing consciousness in the literal sense as well as to the disappearing of the mind or all attention.*3 But is also designates total awareness in deep sleep, in dream state, or in wakefulness; thus, it is no more than the very nature of Shiva or Vishnu. It is That. The term yoga nidra therefore directly refers to the union with this Presence; or rather, it refers to recognizing this Presence. For it is not bound by a common subject-object relationship, but rather refers to an intuitive holding, with no subject to hold. Hence, yoga nidra is both the means and the end leading to this. Adi Shankaracharya, the great master of nonduality (Advaita Vedanta), writes in one of his essays:

Through appropriate practice, done steadily when all thoughts and intentions are completely rooted out, when we are freed totally from the web of Karma, then the yogi reaches and remains in the state of Yoga Nidra.

Resting in the bed of the Turiya state, higher than the other three states; always having the vision of the highest; my dear friend, enter and remain in the Nirvikalpa state, the state of Yoga Nidra.4

Here, Shankaracharya reminds us of the aim of yoga: with the stopping of discursive and associative thoughts, certainty and doubt are immediately rooted out. With sincere practice, this quality of total awareness, which he presently refers to as “Yoga Nidra,” grows in the yogi. Opening up to the unknown allows one to encounter peace in this mysterious fourth space in which the states of waking, dreaming, and deep sleep appear and disappear. The aim of yoga nidra as a means is to recognize and understand all the manifestations of these states in a deep, alert, and equanimous state of peace. For in order to let go of something, one must know what one is holding on to. Thus, by observing and letting go of all phenomena, the yogi can finally enjoy this never-ending sleep, empty of all thoughts, whether he is busy doing something, dreaming, or fast asleep.
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