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The Yoga of Being: On Retreat with Richard Miller
By Jacqui Neurauter
Browsing in March through my copy of YOGA Chicago magazine, a phrase jumped out at me : The Ease of Being, An Urban Retreat. How intriguing! Just reading the words made me long for such a state. I'd been visualizing a getaway. Something like a deserted tropical island or a Zen monastery was sounding especially appealing.
I had spent the past 15 months as a health advocate and caregiver for Mae, a childless elder family friend with no close family. That experience immersed me in a whirlwind journey that spanned arranging a traumatic move from her long-time home to independent living in a beautiful retirement community, hospitalizations, intensive care, subsequent healthcare, and, finally, full-time nursing care. Later, in March, I surprised her with a 90 th birthday party. With Mae settled and in good hands, it was time to focus on me!
iRest 
So, who was this Richard Miller, the retreat leader? I searched and discovered he is a psychologist based in California , co-founder of the International Association of Yoga Therapy and founder of Integrative Restoration Institute (iRest). 

The institute conducts research on stress relief and offers programs targeted at people with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), the homeless, children, and other populations, based on teachings spanning more than four millennia.
One study, for the Department of Defense, utilized the iRest protocol at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington , D.C. The findings are now incorporated into soldiers' weekly treatment programs. The participants experience improved sleep, less depression, and more control in their lives. Fascinating! 

Retreat setting
Hosted by Generations Yoga in Wilmette in April, the 12-hour three-day retreat was held at the nearby Lakeview Center at Gilson Beach Park , overlooking Lake Michigan . The close proximity meant I could commute and stay on call if Mae needed me. Why hesitate any further? With no expectations, I decided to immerse myself in "Being" open to whatever the weekend would hold.
I arrived at the retreat on Friday afternoon in time for an organic vegetarian dinner prepared by Chef Josh. Josh has cooked for foreign dignitaries, CEOs, the homeless, and yoga retreats. My yoga teacher friend Monika Andreas joined me. In addition to locals, there was a contingency from Madison , Wisconsin , and a couple from Ireland .
The retreat room featured a wooden floor and windows on three sides with a beautiful view of the lake. Generations Yoga staff made us feel welcome, supplied with plenty of water, tea, and snacks throughout the weekend, as well as mats, blankets, and bolsters for those who had not brought their own. The round dining tables were decorated with yellow cloths and fresh tulips. What a glorious setting for a spring retreat!
The journey begins 
When I met Richard prior to the workshop, I felt an immediate connection. He seemed very warm and authentic with no huge ego. He proved to be this and more. He conveyed his teachings with a true sense of ease and was caring, compassionate, and accessible throughout the retreat. While training brochures and CDs were for sale outside the room, never once did he promote them.
On Friday evening, Richard provided a foundational understanding of the work we would be doing over the weekend. In his opening remarks, he stated, if at weekend's end, our friends ask us what we did and we are unable to explain, then the retreat will have been successful. Richard's work is highly influenced by Vedanta and Buddhist philosophies and the teachings of Jean Klein, teacher of non-dualism (we are all one) and J. Krishnamurti.
Yoga nidra
The processes we experienced are centered on the practice of yoga nidra . Being unfamiliar with this yoga, my ears perked up. In fact, Richard had us opening up all seven senses : seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, in addition to mind and mystery , the ultimate state of being. He invited us to open our being to an expansion of our seamless awareness of the oneness of all things.
Maybe this will be a homecoming, I pondered. My first classes in Hatha yoga began in the mid-1960s. Since then, I've participated in a variety of movement and sensory awareness processes, including 20 years performing in a dance company led by an artistic director/dance therapist. More recently, I've studied and incorporated Natural Chi Movement and Yamuna Body Rolling into my morning routine. Perhaps this retreat would add yet another dimension to my practice.
  
Nidra is the Sanskrit word for "sleep." In yoga it refers to putting our limited self to "sleep" while awakening to our authentic and ultimate infinite Self. Yoga nidra consists of a series of meditative-like exercises that gradually awaken us to our true nature.
We all know how to be, Richard said. Being is the purest expression of our essential nature. He talked about the deliciousness of sensing, moving, and being in our own body. Yet, we often refuse the invitation to awaken, emerge out of the background, and shine in the foreground. Yoga nidra is a form of inquiry about our True Nature. In the iRest system, this inquiry consists of challenging five self-limiting beliefs, or messengers, what he refers to as "Pointer Sisters," with the following:
Who am I?
	1.	Why am I?
	2.	What am I?
	3.	When am I?
	4.	Where am I?

Our responses provide insights that point us back to our limitless ground of pure being.
Meditations 
Yoga nidra meditations can be done seated or lying down. Most of us were in a reclining position during the practice. It was obvious, from the snores that surfaced, that several had fallen asleep. Or had they? It seems that in the yoga nidra sleep state, we are really awake at a deeper level. I personally found it challenging at times to remain fully lucid, especially after only five hours of sleep Friday and Saturday. It was a profoundly deep experience nonetheless.
At the beginning of each meditation, Richard asked us to ponder "What is our deepest heartfelt desire , our inner compass for knowing how we want to live our life; our intention for the meditation and how it serves our heartfelt desire; and our inner resource , opening up to the perfection of pure being that can't be taken away, has never been hurt, and cannot die?" 

He then guided our sensory awareness throughout our bodies, starting with the mouth, then ears, nose, eyes, head, proceeding down to our feet. This sequence follows the natural map of the brain's neuro-pathways. With each area, he guided us to radiate outward simultaneously in all directions--and then inward. I began to feel my body tingling and then vibrating with profoundly deep and seamless uncertainty of where my body ended.
Awakening
Once in a heightened state of alertness and awareness, Richard asked us to welcome thoughts, emotions, and beliefs and just witness them. If they hang around, invite them to come in to "have a cup of tea" and converse, especially the negative ones. He said it's important not to push them away, as they are filled with charge and we want to de-charge them and make them our allies instead of our enemies. Then, we asked them three questions: 1. What do you want? 2. What do you need? 3. What specific action should I take? And we learned once we open the door for one, others soon follow. If too many show up at once, sit them all down at a table and have a board meeting, asking each the same three questions.
Another process we did was to feel an emotion and its location in our body, such as anger or fear, then find the opposite elsewhere in the body, such as joy or courage. We used a liberating process called krama mukti, moving forth and back between the two emotions and sensations, shortening the time with each back-and-forth sequence, finally allowing them to merge. Practicing this process helps you to handle everyday life situations with less negative charge and greater ease.
In other segments of the retreat, we did yoga postures where he asked us to hold and expand without gripping or effort. Not striving or forcing or doing anything we remembered from the past about each pose but, rather, finding its archetype, or essence.
A lasting retreat
Midday on Saturday, we had a two-hour block of free time. I ventured out and walked the beach on a chilly, but beautiful, sunny day. I discovered a warmer little cove overlooking the Bahá'í Temple , where I sat and experienced the seagulls and ducks in their natural state of being. Yes, the retreat was a wonderful choice. I was in a profound state of peace.
This retreat was truly an extraordinary experience for me on many levels and I am incorporating aspects of the practice into my daily life and into my work as a Life Coach. I highly recommend that you experience yoga nidra, if not with Richard, then one of his local teachers (see sidebar).
Now when I visit Mae in the nursing home, I see many nearly lifeless people sitting in what appears to be a state of "pure being." Are they thinking or sensing at all, or are they simply in a state of waiting? What might be different if they had incorporated yoga nidra into their lives earlier on? Many of us yoga nidra practitioners may have the opportunity to test this insight one day.
Richard left us with the understanding that the practice of yoga nidra is "love in action." Whenever we serve ourselves we serve others. He encouraged us to take this practice of wakefulness into everything we do. Life is a precious gift. "Being" makes it even ever more extraordinary.
Side bar:
The ten steps of iRest yoga nidra
	1.	Intention
	2.	Heartfelt desire
	3.	Inner resource
	4.	Physical sensation
	5.	Breath and energy
	6.	Feelings and emotions
	7.	Cognitions, beliefs, imagery, memory
	8.	Joy, well-being
	9.	Witness, witnessing, Pure Being


