
Yoga for Conflict, Stress & Trauma 
  

Welcome 
  

Thanks for joining this 5-week journey to manage stress, conflict, and trauma in our bodies. 
  
Some notes: 
  
The information in these emails is intended to be a starting point for your home practice. While 
I hope you find the resources really interesting, please know that it is not necessary to dive into 
all the links provided! 
  
The yoga practice and mindfulness meditations should take about 1 hour to complete. You’ll 
get the most from the series if you begin with the ideas presented in the email, then use them 
for your yoga practice several times each week. 
  
Just as a reminder, our goals are... 
  

●      Increased awareness of bodily sensations. 
●      Ability to soothe your body after distress signals arise. 
●      Skill in asking good questions about your physical and thinking reactions. 
●      Motivation for speech and action born of your best self. 

  
Again, thanks for joining the journey! 
  
blessings and namaste, 
dd 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 



Yoga for Conflict, Stress & Trauma 
  

Session 1 
  

The Biology 
  
All of our life experience is felt through sensations of pain, ease, expansion, constriction 
energy, or a lack of energy (numbness) in the body.[1]  
  
Here’s the science:  
  
Our brains are a ‘triune’ organ with 3 integrated layers:  

●      the reptilian level (‘lizard’ brain, the hypothalamus) 
●      the mammalian level (limbic system, which processes feelings, interactions, and 
relationships) 
●      the primate level (regulates our thinking, planning, inhibiting impulses, and 
processes language).  

  
Each is different in its evolutionary function, but they are not separate. Dr. Peter Levine tells us 
“the control of behavior is shared by various systems throughout the brain - there being no 
single locus of control”.[2] 
  
Our ‘lizard’ brain becomes aware of our need for protection first. Then the other parts engage 
after the physiological impulse to fight or flee begins.[3]  
  
You probably know the feeling—you inhale sharply, can’t get the words out, your gut clenches, 
etc. And then, if you’re actually safe, those feelings might diminish as quickly as they came. 
  
What now? 
  
We need the other layers of our brains to activate. We need them to help us self-regulate and 
rebalance our physiological processes. We need the superhero vagus nerve (aka "The 
Wanderer"), which runs like a two-way information highway between the sympathetic (fight or 
flight side) and the parasympathetic (rest and digest) nervous systems.[4],[5] 
  
That's how we discern that we aren’t in real danger, slow our heartbeat, stop sweating and 
shaking, etc. How we refrain from overreacting, avoiding, or worse. 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a-NCs1lOU5w


What's worse? 
  
The lizard brain can get overworked—when external stimuli occur over and over again, and our 
internal resources cannot handle the intensity… 
  
That’s trauma. 
  

  
Where Yoga Comes In (…paying attention) 
  
The field of somantics tells us that if trauma isn’t processed properly in the body, it can get 
stuck.[6] 
  
The point of this series is to become more adept at noticing when our lizard brain activates a 
flight or fight response. (When your phone rings in the middle of a meeting. When you begin to 
have the same argument with a family member for the umpteenth time...)  
  
Each week, as we cultivate awareness through our yoga practice, we will begin to challenge 
our negative thought patterns and unconscious biases a bit more. We will help our bodies to 
process conflict, stress, and trauma. 
We will help our lizard brains. 

  
  
How We'll Proceed (…starting slowly) 
  
If you’ve been practicing yoga and meditation for a while, you might have already noticed how 
these practices can awaken ideas and emotions we didn’t even know we were hiding.  
  
And they can be intense. 
  
I often remind people that “you are your own best teacher.” That’s true for this process too. 
Proceed with caution. We do not want to re-traumatize our bodies, so if you experience 
extreme physical sensations (such as uncontrollable shaking or weeping), take a break. (Don’t 
discount the guidance of a professional counselor—sometimes that’s our best next step.) 
  
Now that we’ve been sufficiently cautioned, let’s get going! 

  
  

https://www.healthline.com/health/somatics


  
Session 1 Practice 
Yoga and Mindfulness Practice 1: https://youtu.be/BwvI-K8BU60 

  
Practice Questions: 

●      Were you more aware of your body sensations with eyes open or closed? 
●      What did you feel in the changed hand positions? 
●      Was there a physical reaction that had a calming effect? If so, what was it? 
●      If clenching or opening triggered particular thinking, make a note of those 
thoughts. You might want to explore more later on. 

  
Resources: [1] Menakem, My Grandmother’s Hands, [2] Levine, In An Unspoken Voice, [3] 
Menakem, Resmaa, [4] Levine, Peter A., [5] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a-NCs1lOU5w, 
[6]  https://www.healthline.com/health/somatics 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

https://youtu.be/BwvI-K8BU60
https://www.amazon.com/My-Grandmothers-Hands-Racialized-Pathway/dp/1942094477
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B009BVWRLO/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_tkin_p1_i1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a-NCs1lOU5w
https://www.healthline.com/health/somatics
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Session 2 
  

The Power of Embodiment 
  
Last week we learned that in any difficult situation, our lizard brain wants to keep us safe. 
Unfortunately, it only knows fight, flight, and freeze.  
  
But what if we could raise our level of awareness?  
What if, in the midst of stress, we could create a safe space in our bodies? 
  
In his his book In An Unspoken Voice, Dr. Peter Levine tells his personal story of being hit by a 
vehicle while crossing a street—how he was able to process that experience of extreme pain 
and fear in a life-giving way, during and after the event.  
  
He points to embodiment and awareness as “the twin sisters of mercy.” 
  
Levine’s Key Points: 

●      All of our experiences have shaped our bodies. Negative experiences may 
cause asymmetry in our shoulders or hips, and alter our posture or digestive processes. 
The same holds true for joyful, safe, nurturing experiences. They may change the 
tension in our muscles or the way we walk. 
●      Without the ability to access bodily sensations, our lives fall flat—physically 
and emotionally. When we repeatedly suppress our physical sensations, the results 
(negative thoughts, worry, and misinformed judgements) rob us of creativity and joy.   
●      We’ve been taught otherwise. Awareness of our embodiment is often learned 
out of us at a very early age, as we receive signals of disapproval (such as boys crying, 
etc.). Meanwhile, history has encouraged disembodiment by relying more heavily on 
thinking to interpret our experiences. But our thoughts are not the same as reality! 
Awareness is the actual experience of our lives—just the act of being a witness. (This is 
different from introspection, which is mostly evaluative and judgmental.)  
●      But we can restore our awareness! Practices like dancing, tai chi, and yoga 
help restore our awareness of embodied sensation. Heightened awareness requires 
moment-to-moment attention. It’s hard. It takes practice. But it’s the antidote to both 
lizard brain and ‘monkey mind’! It can transform how we navigate every challenging 
situation that comes our way. 

https://www.amazon.com/Unspoken-Voice-Releases-Restores-Goodness/dp/1556439431


  
Check out this website for more on Dr. Levine’s work. 
  
  

To close...  
  
Just one observation I have about Dr. Levine’s clinical work (where he uses the SIBAM model): 
Only one of the five therapy steps (behavior) is observable by the counselor. Every other step is 
completely internal. We have the power within us to restore goodness!  
  
We’ll talk more about that next week. 

  
  
Session 2 Practice 
  
This week’s yoga and mindfulness practices will encourage you to use your awareness of your 
body: to soothe, to create a safe space, and to begin to sit with discomfort.  
  
Yoga and Mindfulness Practice 2: https://youtu.be/-tnHGhYAyc4 

  
Practice Questions: 

●      How easy was it for you to imagine/create safe space? Thoughts about that?  
●      Dr. Levine suggests that we can overcome disembodiment and fully inhabit our 
authentic selves only through allowing our body’s spontaneous reactions. Take a few 
minutes to write about your awareness of your body. How can an awareness practice 
help you be your best self?   

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

https://www.somaticexperiencing.com/
https://psychcentral.com/lib/how-why-somatic-experiencing-works/
https://youtu.be/-tnHGhYAyc4
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Session 3 
  

Healing: from the inside, out. 
  
Each of our lives have been different. And as we learned last week, our individual bodies may 
hold negative energy from a variety of experiences.  
  
It could be mild loss or discomfort (such as a one-time argument). It could be violence and 
harm. Or even witnessing any of those things. Imagine a sort of continuum of discomfort. 
Therapist Resmaa Menakem reminds us that healing occurs on a continuum as well. 
  
He describes the healing process like this: “Creating resilience in our bodies and plasticity in 
our brains.” We know that both of those things are internal processes. 
  
It’s the self-soothing we talked about last week. Growing our awareness of the sensation in our 
bodies. Building up our capacity for discomfort by finding safe space within. Becoming free to 
explore the bodily sensations that accompany our thoughts. Becoming capable of alternating 
our awareness of negative sensations with awareness of safety, as needed.  
This internal practice is how we move well along the continuum of healing! 

  
  

There Are 2 Very Good Reasons to Keep Working at This:  
  
1.Unsettled trauma acts like a rock thrown in a pond. When we stay stuck in the irrational 
fears, overreactions, etc. they inevitably become more painful. Menakem calls this ‘dirty pain’ 
(avoidance, denial, shame) vs. ‘clean pain’ (when you can step forward honestly and know 
what you need to do.) In many ways, we’re only hurting ourselves by not processing trauma. 

  
2. The pond is bigger (and deeper) than we thought. When trauma in the body is not 
processed, it may literally become part of our family DNA. According to this NIH study on the 
effects of trauma, “there seems to be accumulating evidence to suggest the transgenerational 
transmission of DNA changes from parents to children.” Menakem takes the findings further: 
these changes affect the body physically (as more disease) as well as mentally. Then, those 
negative behaviors become the standard response in families, communities, and cultures.   

https://www.resmaa.com/books
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5977074/


It isn’t a crazy stretch to say that processing conflict in our own individual bodies is the first 
step to moving beyond our current cultural and social unrest. 
  
That’s healing—from the inside, out. 
  

  
One more thing, on corporate healing... 
  
This interview on Race & Healing with Krista Tippett and Resmaa Menakem is one of the 
drivers for me creating this yoga series. Give it a listen!  

  
Menakem’s advice to any white person who wants to begin conversations about racism and 
implicit bias is this: the first step is ‘shut up’! For me the next step was to reflect on some of 
the behaviors we employ when we don’t pause to use awareness of our body 
sensations/discomfort with the topic.   
  

●      Using statistics as defense (“Most crimes________”) 
●      Blaming the victim and/or their caregivers (“If they hadn’t______”) 
●      Blaming the Black body (“If they did/or didn’t ________”) 
●      Using association with blacks as defense (“My roommate is black.”) 
●      Speculation about physical strikes (i.e. “He had a knife.”) 

  
“We need to know our own history and recognize that human bodies react to different bodies 
differently,” Menakem writes.  
  
So let’s explore that on the mat this week. 

  

  
Session 3 Practice 
  
This week we’ll slowly begin inviting more difficult emotions to surface. Notice your physical 
reactions. Together we’ll take that awareness and look for growth opportunities.  
  
Yoga and Mindfulness Practice 3: https://youtu.be/-ibkjw0GWDI  

  
Practice Questions: 

●      In your practices this week, did you notice any emotion or feeling keeping you 
from exploring more deeply? What was it? 
●      Was there energy moving you through the discomfort? How did that feel? 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/on-being-with-krista-tippett/id150892556?i=1000477355733
https://youtu.be/-ibkjw0GWDI


●      When working with difficult experiences, embodied awareness helps us create 
new neural patterns, aka resilience! In working with your difficult experience, what 
would be a satisfying new outcome for you? 

  
Be patient...it's a practice. 
 
Additional Resources: Wise Action - Undoing Racism 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

https://jill0shepherd-insightmeditation.com/wise-action-undoing-racism/
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Session 4 
  

Our Secret Weapon: The 3rd Force 
  
Have you ever heard of “The Law of Three”?  
  
In any given situation, there are 3 active forces: The ‘affirming force’. The ‘denying force’. And 
the ‘reconciling’ force. 
  
We tend to focus on the first two. For example, with cultural issues we tend to think 
dualistically—in terms of “winners” and “losers” or “right” and “wrong.” We have an opinion 
(affirming force) and someone who disagrees with us (denying force). And it feels like 
eliminating the denying force is the solution. 
  
But what if the solution is a 3rd force? 
  
In the Law of 3, the denying force is just as valid—and necessary—in order to get to a new 
place. Priest and author Cynthia Bourgeault calls this new place “the new arising.”  
  
This week, we’ll practice non-binary thinking.  We’ll notice the space between comfort and 
discomfort. We’ll look for room in our practice for the 3rd force to emerge. 
  

  
What's Your 3rd Force? 
  
Is there a situation you can look back on with 20/20 (!) hindsight and see there was an 
opportunity to use the 3rd force?  
  
Here’s my personal 2020 example: 

1. Affirming force = Traditional in-person yoga 
2. Denying force = Quarantine 
3. Third force = Adapting yoga teaching for Zoom  

New Arising = Coast-to-coast yoga community 

  
It took hindsight for me to remember that if it hadn’t been for a friend who asked me to provide 
Zoom yoga, then quarantine would have cancelled yoga out. I’d been thinking 

https://www.amazon.com/Holy-Trinity-Law-Three-Christianity/dp/1611800528


“either/or”—either yoga the way I know it or nothing. The 3rd force, learning to teach yoga on 
Zoom, gave rise to something better than I could have originally imagined. 
  
Think about a current challenging situation in your life. Can you identify an opportunity to use a 
3rd force?  
  
As we engage our 3rd force imaginations, I’ll leave you with two quotes: 
  
“No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it.” 

 —Albert Einstein 
  
“Imagine how the energies of our planet would shift if Christians en masse took seriously their 
obligation to work with the Law of Three as their fundamental spiritual praxis. Face to face with 
the vast challenges of our times—environmental, economic, political—they would … set their 
sights higher than “winners and losers” (or even negotiated compromise) and instead strive in 
all situations to align their minds and hearts with third force.”   

—Cynthia Bourgeault 

  
Imagine indeed!  
  

  
Session 4 Practice 
  
Yoga and Mindfulness Practice 4: https://youtu.be/hUcuZoH4KhA 

  
Practice Questions: 

●      In the past several weeks, how have you become more aware of your body’s 
simultaneous reactions, or not?  
●      In your yoga practice and beyond, do you find yourself responding differently? 
●      As you pause to notice your reactions, how does your developing awareness lead 
you beyond right/wrong thinking? 
●      In the same way that Cynthia asserts the need for a 3rd force to effectively resolve 
conflict, Menakem’s assertion is that we must create entirely new culture to overcome 
the effects of the history of racism. Spend a few minutes imagining new outcomes in 
your community.   

  
Additional Resources: Check out Cynthia Bourgeault’s blog series. 
  
  

https://youtu.be/hUcuZoH4KhA
https://cynthiabourgeault.org/2020/01/12/i-am-not-a-space-that-god-does-not-occupy-part-i-the-light-within/
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Session 5 
  
Healing Happens. 
  
We’ve touched on some pretty big ideas in the last few weeks.  
  
Even though all three of our guides approach the issues of stress, conflict, and trauma from 
different directions, they share a common theme: 
  
When individuals are adept at noticing the work of their ‘soul nerve’—and are open to the 
wisdom of a higher power (for me that’s God)—healing happens. Healing in the body and 
healing in our relationships.   
  
Here's a recap from each author. 
  
Levine: “Trauma sufferers (pretty much all of us!) in their healing journeys learn to dissolve their 
rigid defenses. In this surrender they move from frozen fixity to gently thawing and finally free 
flow…In becoming embodied they return from their long exile… While trauma is hell on earth, 
its resolution may be a gift from the gods.” 
  
Menakem: “My settled nervous system isn’t an accident of birth. It’s partly the result of my 
training, my education, my experience, and my long-standing and mindful self-care…Over time 
I learned to access a settledness that is always and already present. I usually call it the Infinite 
Source, but it doesn’t require a name, or an explanation, or a belief. This settling of nervous 
systems and this connection to a larger Source, is vital to healing.”  
  
Bourgeault: “Third force contains transformative power because it does not take sides. It 
doesn’t have a dog in the fight. Once you get the hang of it, it has remarkable leverage to bring 
to bear on any situation where process and change are involved. Learning to wield it is in itself 
a path of conscious transformation, and the conscious energy that it seems to infuse into any 
situation it touches is itself a precious energetic boost to a world dashing itself to pieces on the 
rocks of either/or.” 

  

  
 



Wrapping up... 
  
I checked in with a few folks sharing this journey to see how we might wrap up. 
  
The consensus is that we should infuse our personal practice and our desire to move forward 
in all relationships with compassion and empathy. 
  
Richard Rohr wrote an excellent call to action a few weeks ago that included this quote from 
Holocaust victim Etty Hillesum: There is a really deep well inside me. And in it dwells God. 
Sometimes I am there, too… And that is all we can manage these days and also all that really 
matters: that we safeguard that little piece of You, God, in ourselves. 
(Read his full post of timely suggestions for the near future here.)  
  
Now what? 
  

●      Take care of yourself and make yoga, meditation, and silence a priority. 
●      In your Centering Prayer practice—every thought is an opportunity to return to 
divine reality! 
●      If after practicing silence and stillness you feel compelled to take action, make 
that first step small & try to notice God’s presence in every moment. 
●      Think very locally. Who in your immediate sphere might you engage with a stable 
presence and empathetic ear?  

  
And remember that transformation is a journey. It’s going to happen one body at a time. 
Thanks for sharing this journey with me.  

  

  
Session 5 Practice 
Yoga and Mindfulness Practice 5: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F09oGUlc5bg&feature=youtu.be 

  
  

  
  

  
  
blessings to meet all your needs,  
dd 

  

https://email.cac.org/t/ViewEmail/d/13BBF5B2B60C4C702540EF23F30FEDED/406E6410A57D6297F039C523302FD418
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F09oGUlc5bg&feature=youtu.be

