Why the morning blues?

Many times people go to bed happy or neutral, and wake up depressed, or tired. It is very common among depressed people. 

From the neuro-psychological point of view, it is because depressed people spend far more time in REM sleep, often with intense anxious dreams (even though they might not remember any of it). Since the dreaming brain can’t tell the difference between dreams and reality, you end up with very stressful and restless nights. And why do depressed people have so much REM sleep? Because of constant worrying during the day. REM sleep is the safety valve for the subconscious mind to resolve unfinished business and inner conflicts accumulated during the day. 

Now here is the good news: yoga and meditation will gradually eliminate this problem, permanently, and totally. In time, people who meditate deeply and regularly do not experience worries and stress during the day, which means that they need far less or no REM sleep at all during the night (they have no inner conflicts to resolve during the night). They need far less hours of sleep during the night in general (4 to 5 hours is sufficient) because they go directly to the deep sleep phase (without dreams) which is the phase which totally refreshes us and regenerates us.

From the yogic point of view, clinical depression is an excessive accumulation of tamas (one of the three building blocks of creation—tamas is lethargy and darkness, rajas is action and power, sattva is balance and reconciliation of opposites). Night is the time of tamas, so people who already have a predisposition towards tamas wake up even more tamasic in the morning—dull, tired, depressed, without finding any sense or joy in life, paralyzed with fear and anxiety over imaginary or trivial things. Yoga and ayurveda explain that the way to get out of a tamasic slump is to apply the opposite energy, which is rajas. Midday is the time of rajas, which is why depressed people usually feel better by that time, or feel much better just being in the sun. Although rajasic energy counteracts tamasic energy, it is not the cure. Just a fix. The cure is to learn to live in a state of sattvic energy—in constant balance and harmony with the flow of nature and one’s own prana.

And the good news, again, is that yoga and meditation teach us to gradually anchor ourselves in sattva, free from the turbulences of the opposite forces of tamas and rajas, which also trigger depression and mania. Especially alternate nostril breathing and the bow and mahamudra in Kriya Yoga. But there are many other techniques.

What to do then in the meantime, just to get out of bed in the morning? As we all know, depression is a classic Catch-22. We feel depressed in the morning because we are stupefied with tamasic energy, which prevent us from engaging in some rajasic activity to get out of it… and so we feel even more depressed.

Again, there are very good news: it is a matter of developing some coping strategies and designing a routine just to get out of the slump every morning. I am listing below a few that come to mind. You do not have to practice all of these techniques of course. Just a few of them would help immediately in the morning.

1. Drink a cup of coffee first thing in the morning (decaffeinated preferably, because caffeine dampens the mood, even though it gives an initial surge of energy). If the depression is so intense that you cannot even make it to the kitchen, have the coffee machine plugged in next to your bed and on a timer, so that by the time your alarm clock goes off, your cup of Joe is brewed and already diffusing its happy aroma in the room.

2. Drink one or two glasses of water first thing in the morning. Depression is often linked with chronic dehydration. Again, have the water ready by your nightstand to make it easier. If water seems too bland, put a few drops of juice extract in it.

3. Drink a cup of St John’s Wort herbal tea first thing in the morning, and throughout the day. It works for some people with chronic depression. Experiment with it. Its effect takes a couple of months to quick in.
4. Drink a glass of almond milk every morning and every night. Almond milk is the yogi’s favorite drink because it is the ideal brain food. It also alleviates depression, stress, fatigue (physical or mental), and irritability. It is a powerful antioxidant, it alkalinizes, and regulates cholesterol, diabetes and hypoglycemia. It has many other medicinal properties which are too numerous to list here). You can either buy powdered almond milk, or make your own.
5. Wake up to some happy, uplifting music. You can set a timer to play your favorite piece to wake you up.

6. As soon as you wake up, practice either deep breathing or alternate nostril breathing exercises, while still laying in bed. 

7. Check your email (or phone messages) to see if you received some love note from dear friends or loved ones.

8. Subscribe to some positive news, inspiring quotes or spiritual websites which deliver a message every day, so that it is the first thing you will read in the morning. Don’t overdo it though, as going through a pile of messages every morning will create the opposite effect: stress and anxiety. Only one or two messages per day, no more.

9. Use the buddy system. The best is to have a live-in partner or family member or roommate who knows how to entice you to get out of bed every morning, and inspire you to do your yoga and/or meditation routine. As soon as you start doing it, you feel better. You just need the gentle extra nudge to get started.

10. Have your live-in partner or family member give you a gently energizing massage first thing in the morning. Thai or acupressure works best, not the soothing Swedish-type massage (which is more appropriate for the night)

11. If no one is around to give you that energizing massage, give yourself a simple acupressure massage (mostly on the face, neck and hands). 
12. Do some positive affirmations while still in bed.

13. Even better, combine self-massage with affirmations. See for instance www.dailymotion.com/video/x3ovmc_waking-up-with-emotional-freedom-te_tech
This is just an example. There are other ways to combine self-massage and affirmations.

14. Place a picture of your favorite deity, or guru, or saint on the wall at the foot of your bed, so that is the first thing you will see when you open your eyes in the morning. This is using the power of darshan or holy vision to subtly influence the mind in a divine orientation as it just emerges from sleep.

15. Unclutter your bedroom. Keep furniture and knick-knacks to a bare minimum. Too much clutter in the room clutters the mind.

16. Fill your bedroom with beauty. Paint it with your favorite soothing colors. Place fresh flowers in a vase. Put soothing and inspiring posters or prints on the walls. Decorate it and rearrange the furniture until it expresses peace and beauty to you.

Of course a good night’s sleep and happy waking up depends also on how you occupied your day and went to bed the night before. Here are a few points worth considering:

1. Avoid alcohol, caffeine, tobacco, and refined sugar in general. They give a quick boost but it is quickly followed by a crash in energy. These substances all increase mood swings, anxiety, insomnia, and depression.

2. Avoid heavy meals (especially too much carbohydrates) at night, as it will make the body and brain even more sluggish during the night.

3. Avoid reading the newspapers or watching the news or surfing on the internet before going to bed. It agitates and depresses the mind.

4. Have your live-in partner or a family member give you a soothing, oil-based massage before going to bed whenever possible. Best oil to use for excess vata is sesame oil (because very grounding). Best oil to use for excess pitta is coconut oil (because very cooling). Excess kapha should use no or very little oil.

5. Take some omega-3 fatty acid supplements. Depression is often linked to a lack of it. Make sure the bottle mentions it has EPA and DHA as key active components, as these are the most needed for depression.

6. Take some B-complex vitamin supplements. Vitamin B6 is essential to produce the mood-enhancing neurotransmitters dopamine and serotonin. Folic acid (a.k.a. folate, another vitamin B) is also very helpful. Folate is found in green leafy vegetables, other vegetables, fruit, beans, and fortified grains. Many studies have shown that a lack of vitamin B6 and magnesium decreases the effect of anti-depressants.

7. Take some magnesium supplements. Stress dramatically depletes our stores of magnesium, which is vital to maintain good energy, immune defenses, and stimulate the production of serotonin. Good sources of magnesium are legumes, nuts, whole grains and green vegetables.

8. Do some exercise, especially aerobic. Exercise always releases mood-elevating chemicals in the brain and decrease stress hormones. Choose the form that you enjoy the most. It can be a brisk walk early morning, gardening, dance classes, etc.

9. Sun therapy. Rays of the rising sun helps the body's sleep/wake cycle work properly. Production of serotonin is turned on in the morning upon exposure to light. That is another advantage of going for a brisk walk in the sun in the morning.

10. Use flower remedies. Experiment with the one(s) that works best.

11. Do some light yoga or meditate a short time before retiring for bed.
12. Pray while visualizing the light of God entering through the crown of your head and gently washing you clean from top to bottom.
