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Through the Lens of Suffering: 

Why Yoga Helps Heal Despair and Trauma 

 

My interest in studying yoga in depth began almost four years ago in September 2012 at 

a workshop with yogini, teacher and author Amy Weintraub.  Titled Yoga for Mood 

Management (I am Bliss and So are You!), it was based on her 2004 book Yoga for 

Depression (A Compassionate Guide to Relieve Suffering through Yoga). She continues to 

write, teach and contribute to research on yoga and mood management.   

 

Yoga is one more exploration of mine in how to live – in a world where despair, inertia 

and depression can arise unpredictably.  I’ve had episodes of depression on and off 

beginning when I was 20.  In earlier years, relief came with the passage of time, change 

of season and/or change in geography.  Over the last 30 years, in addition to 

antidepressants, I’ve explored many spiritual and physical activities to find relief, 

inspiration and insight – and a way to live in a world that universally includes depression 

and suffering.  I believe this work has helped lessen the occurrence and/or severity of 

despair for me.   

 

Recently in 2015, I read and studied how yoga and yoga principles can help those 

suffering from trauma and post-traumatic stress or PTS (PTS is a nearly universal 

response to trauma where symptoms usually go away; the disorder PTSD describes 

when symptoms do not easily go away).  This included participating in the workshop 

Mindful Yoga for Trauma Recovery led by Daniel Libby, PhD, and Executive Director of 
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the Veterans Yoga Project – which linked my research on suffering again to the tools of 

yoga.   

 

Through suffering 

 

Through the lens of those suffering from despair, anxiety, PTS, trauma and other ills,    

we can all learn – or be reminded – how and why yoga helps.    

 

I believe yoga helps because it focuses on being present to what is and what our body 

feels.  Most importantly, yoga gets us into our body and the present moment – where 

we can find comfort in our own breath, sensations and skin. Breath, movement, 

meditation and yoga nidra (among other yoga practices) support what is needed for 

healing from depression and trauma.   

 

What is depression and suffering?   

 

Some healers outside the mainstream medical model look at what depression and 

suffering teach us – in contrast to our natural desire to get rid of such feelings and 

emotions.  They understand depression as an initiation and invitation.   This theme is 

explored in depth by noted psychologists, a psychiatrist, teachers and authors in 

Darkness Before Dawn, a collection of 19 essays and interviews edited by Tami Simon in 

2014.   

   

Acknowledge demons 

 

“Modern biological psychiatry regards the intimidating terrors of depression not as 

‘demons’ (self-defeating patterns) but as symptoms of a disease; and then attempts to 
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mute, deny, or obliterate these symptoms,” said psychiatrist Jim S. Gordon (T. Simon, 

Darkness Before Dawn, p 18). To heal and become whole, we need to confront, 

acknowledge and accept the demons and take back the power we have yielded to them. 

We can choose to listen and be steadfast, to act and be aware, and to not react.  The 

meditative state is the best posture for confronting, and learning from depression, said 

Gordon.   

 

Embrace all that arises 

 

“We can’t escape suffering.  But through yoga practice we can create more space 

around whatever is arising.  We come to understand that clinging to moments of deep 

dissatisfaction and constricting pain are what inflames suffering,” said yoga teacher and 

author Weintraub (T. Simon, pp 57-59).  “When we learn to clear our mental and 

emotional space every day with practice (however simple), we can fully access our 

feelings without getting stuck in them.”  

 

“As we pay attention to sensation and breath, yoga teaches us to respond rather than 

react to what is present.  We begin to accept….stresses, loss, betrayals without clinging 

to grievance or pushing away natural feelings that arise in response.   

 

“Yoga is not just manipulation of body and breath.  Nor is it simply a meditation 

teaching that gives the ruminating mind a bone to chew on so that meditation is 

possible despite negative self-talk.  Practicing yoga is an act of embracing all that arises 

– with a developing sense of compassion and self-awareness.     

 

“As the physical body lets go of chronic tension thru movement, breath and sound; the 

emotional body releases too – without a story attached.  
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“Yoga nidra cultivates compassion by encouraging us to explore difficult thoughts or 

feelings rather than repress them or distract ourselves.  Through self-inquiry, we spend 

time in the negative and then go to the opposite to lessen the grip of negative.”  

 

Rescuing soul 

 

“Depression always points to real trouble in some aspect of your life.   Depression’s job 

is to slow you down or even stop you completely so that you can attend to it,” says  

Karla McLaren, MEd, author, researcher, educator (T. Simon, p. 31).  “Depression has 

been desecrated and pathologized – while our ability to address internal and external 

injustice has consequently deteriorated.  The soul-rescuing essence of depression is not 

readily accessible.   

 

“If you create sacred space and protect yourself from deluded beliefs careering thru our 

culture, you can perform the soul-honoring and life-saving tasks your depression asks of 

you. You need to understand necessary movements (into stagnation) and to address 

your depression as a peer instead of a combatant.”  

 

Cure pain by feeling pain  

 

Despair is a healthy response to reality (be it internal or external), according to Mary 

Pipher, psychologist and author (T. Simon, pp 36-38).  The cure for pain is feeling pain 

and experiencing it – which is the beginning of revitalizing and re-experiencing.  Despair 

means our problems have grown too big for us to handle and we must grow bigger, 

which means a spiritual transformation.  We must move into a transcendent response, 

connecting to something much larger than ourselves, said Pipher. 
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Spiritual initiation 

 

“When I work with others who are depressed, I try to help them to stay with what is, 

and just to observe that space, not trying to do anything about it.  For me this is one of 

the strongest tool – being able to hold the space of acceptance,” said shamanic 

teacher/healer, therapist and author Sandra Ingerman (T. Simon, p 155).   

 

Shamans believe “soul loss is a classic diagnosis of illness (soul is our essence, that part 

of us that keeps us alive).  When we experience an emotional or physical trauma in life, 

a part of our soul separates from our body in order to survive the experience.  …Classic 

symptoms are dissociation, depression, suicidal tendencies, PTSD and addictions.  

 

“What are mostly labeled as mental illnesses have been historically viewed by shamans 

as a rite of passage into a spiritual state of being.  For example, a community would hold 

a supporting space for someone in a depressed state during that time because they 

knew it was a very important initiation.  Out of the void (or dismemberment phase), 

new birth comes; we become reconstructed into a healthier body, stronger mind, 

stronger soul.” 

 

So-called negative states 

 

“Depression can be a powerful invitation or initiation to enter into the arena of death, 

the death of self,” said Reginald Ray PhD, Tibetan Buddhist, teacher and spiritual 

director of Dharma Ocean Foundation that preserves teaching of Chogyam Trungpa 

Rinpoche (T. Simon, pp 6-8). The purpose of meditation is to learn how to relate 

creatively with depression and the other so-called negative states.  Not escape. Enter 
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more deeply into the uncertainty, fragility, discomfort of human life.  ‘Let me let go.’  

Just-be-with rather than trying to do.  You can afford to experience your life, no matter 

what it brings.   

 

Societal implication 

 

An important societal aspect of suffering is described by military veteran and journalist 

David Morris who had PTSD.  In A Biography of PTSD (The Evil Hours) he contends that 

trauma is a moral force that draws attention to societal ills.  It’s “history made manifest 

in the flesh” and a form of testimony.  Any honest attempt to deal with the problem of 

PTSD must begin with a commitment to reduce the sources of trauma that are under 

human control:  war, genocide, torture, and rape, according to Morris.   

 

Understanding suffering as a moral force and testimony applies not only to PTSD but to 

depression and other ills.  Yoga may help the individual recover, but there often is much 

more work to be done as a society.      

 

Being proactive 

 

“We pick up depressive forces not only from our psyches, genetic makeup, and brain 

chemistry but also from the social environment in which we live,” said writer, speaker 

and activist Parker J. Palmer, PhD, who has suffered three major depressions. (T. Simon, 

p 96).  In 2004, he found American political life which he’s always cared about was 

deeply depressing.  “One thing I’ve learned is that once you get a little energy and are 

able to get some perspective on what’s driving your depression, it’s important if you 

possibly can to become proactive in relation to whatever that may be.”  He began 

writing Healing the Heart of Democracy after he recovered from a depression.      
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Yoga practices for healing  

 

By looking at how and why yoga is taught to those suffering from trauma, it becomes 

clear that the work of yoga parallels what the non-conventional healers cited above say 

is critical for healing from depression, trauma and other ills.   

 

The Veterans Yoga Project led by Libby teaches five yoga practices for 

trauma: breathing, mindful movement (asana), guided rest (yoga nidra), meditation, 

gratitude.  Weintraub emphasizes similar practices for managing moods – with the 

addition of mudra and sound.  Libby cautions that “mindful resilience” yoga is one of 

three phases of recovery from PTS. Once achieved, individuals are ready for 

participation in other therapies—critical to their healing.  Weintraub cautions that yoga 

is not a panacea.  For example, medication may still be important, and should not be 

stopped without supervision 

 

Mindfulness and acceptance are key and difficult, said Libby.  Those who are 

traumatized often live outside the present moment, avoiding painful reminders of 

trauma; and are hyper-vigilant.  They must focus on learning self-regulation of attention 

in the present moment; and maintaining acceptance and non-judgment towards their 

present experience.  The principle of contentment and acceptance of what is actually 

arising in the body-mind is the basis for transforming patterns in the mind-body 

complex.  

 

Normalizing sensation (which can feel strange and scary to those recovering from 

trauma) may be one of the primary mechanisms of healing, said Libby.   The focus is on 

attending to sensation – noticing without reacting.  Purposeful focus on sensations 
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aroused by yoga helps us to find sensations of comfort and to learn to be present and 

non-reactive.   

 

Acceptance:   During practice, individuals are asked to accept what is and where they 

actually are – in mind and body – each new moment/day.  The goal is to accept that 

their practice is different each day and that you continue on, you keep practicing.   

 

Breath is the primary support for everything and taught as a tool available at all times.  

Slow and conscious breathing balances the nervous system, initiating the relaxation 

response.  It fosters the ability to stay grounded in the present moment.  The nervous 

system is further balanced when breath is used in coordination with yoga postures and 

movements.   

 

Breath is the quickest and easiest way to bring us back inside the “window of 

tolerance”---where arousal is manageable.  Breath is the only basic physiological 

function under both our conscious and unconscious control in contrast to and unlike our 

heart, digestive system, kidneys, immune system, etc. 

 

Breathing and breath awareness (for ex., cellular, three-part, ocean, alternate nostril) 

have a balancing effect on the activity of the nervous system; and can be profoundly 

soothing, calming.  

 

Mindful movement helps re-pair the connections between body and mind.  Postures 

and movements become re-paired with experiences of calm bio-behavioral states.   

Breath-directed movement helps you re-inhabit your body in the present moment while 

allowing traumatic residues to move out of the body, mind, spirit.  With a focus on the 

inhale/exhale in each posture, repeated return to breath ensures you don’t hold breath, 
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and creates conditions for healing.   Coordinating breath and movement brings focus 

and increases the benefits of movement.  

 

Grounding (or yielding):  Planting feet or hands on the ground is the foundation for 

nurturing an understanding of what it means to be in relationship and to be supported.  

By yielding to the ground we learn to be in relationship with self and the earth on which 

we stand, and we’re better able to receive its support and stay grounded in the present 

moment.  Various postures and techniques help experience this connection to the 

ground and foster a sense of stability and calm.   

 

Guided Rest meditation, which Libby bases on Richard Miller’s yoga nidra work, invites 

you to explore the inner self by keeping awareness on body sensations.  Through 

practice, you learn to observe as a detached witness—and become less attached to 

thoughts, feelings, urges, impulses.  You learn to shift from thinking and doing to feeling 

and being.  Opposite feelings and emotions are explored with the aim of finding balance 

between the two and letting the two exist together.   Guided rest encourages a change 

in being by having you face fears, anger, anxiety, etc. and then replace them with 

opposite feelings of courage, calmness and passivity – with the aim of finding a balance 

between the two, letting the two co-exist; this can result in anger and fear dissolving.     

 

As part of guided rest, during breath awareness the body opens itself to the current of 

the energy body and connects to subtler levels of energy that gives life to the physical 

body.  Pairing and alternating between two opposite sensations creates homeostatic 

balance and brings about a change from an involuntary unconscious reaction to a 

progressive equilibrium between two opposites.  Constant switching sends a multitude 

of impulses to the brain but after a while the brain starts to ignore these impulses and 
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connection of mind to body is put on hold.  Only awareness remains and our 

consciousness can now determine and direct what experiences will be felt by the body.   

 

Final words 

 

Yoga is healing.  More importantly, yoga is fundamentally a discipline to unite us with 

the Divine, God, or what each of us may experience as a Higher or Other Power-ing.  

Yoga helps us to know God by first opening our self physically – for example, through 

the power of breath that alters experience, the power of sound to waken energy 

centers or chakras, and the power of movement to waken sensations we are born to.   

  

Experiencing yoga through in-depth study has supported and reinforced my daily 

practice of meditation—one of the several practices I have cultivated over time and one 

of my goals in studying yoga.  I make space for contemplation and prayer because it 

opens and reorients me.  As Franciscan priest Richard Rohr describes: we’re able to plug 

into a consciousness that is larger than the brain. It comes through a wholehearted 

surrender to what is, a surrender that encompasses all and eliminates none of the 

present moment.   
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