
Yoga for Grief
Ken Breniman, LCSW, RYT

“Grasping too tightly to the things of this world, attachments 
arise. Holding on to how we want it to be, anger is born. Not 

understanding the inevitability of change, confusion clouds the 
mind.  Meet this transient world with neither grasping, nor fear, 

trust the unfolding of life, and you will attain true serenity.” 
Bhagavad Gita

www.kenbreniman.com   kjbreniman@gmail.com   
510-388-2884  Oakland, CA 



Today we will explore 
together... 

• How you and I arrived at this place in our Journeys...

• Why I offer the Yoga for Grief  gatherings...

• What are the benefits of  Yoga for the bereaved...

• What the Yoga for Grief  consists of...

• Where our Journeys take us next...

www.kenbreniman.com   kjbreniman@gmail.com   510-388-2884  Oakland, CA 

“If  this is all 
we have, then this is enough.”        

-Ken Breniman



Buddha & the Mustard Seed

• Kisa Gotami was the wife of a wealthy man of Savatthi. 
Her story is one of the more famous ones in Buddhism. 
After losing her only child, Kisa Gotami became desperate 
and asked if anyone can help her. Her sorrow was so 
great that many thought she had already lost her mind. 
An old man told her to meet Buddha. Buddha told her 
that before he could bring the child back to life, she 
should find white mustard seeds from a family where no 
one had died. She desperately went from house to house, 
but to her disappointment, she could not find a house 
that had not suffered the death of a family member. 
Finally the realization struck her that there is no house 
free from mortality. She returned to the Buddha, who 
comforted her and preached to her the truth about 
accepting death. She was awakened and entered the first 
stage of spiritual practice. Eventually, she gained true 
insight into the true nature of existence.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kisa_Gotami



Eastern Philosophy 
and grief

Eastern meditative practices help to disengage from neurotic ego structure
Focus on psychospiritual practices that Western culture is not so good at fostering
-First thing an infant learns is how to be grounded, how to trust the caregiver
-Next, the child learns how to become centered.    As we grow, we can learn to self-regulate 
through meditation.  

4 TRUTHS:   
1) we will die but we do not know when,        2) life is precious, 
3) there is karma,                                                4) there is suffering.

• Paradigm for healing (5 components) in three realms:  BODY, HEART, MIND

1) Motivation
2) Invocation

3) Compassion
4) Empowerment 

5) Wholeness

                                          Source:   Dale Borglum of the Living/Dying Project, Berkeley, CA.   2012



 

“Before you practice the Theory is useless.  After you practice the 
Theory is obvious.”  -David Williams 

Yoga Philosophy 101



Yoga Philosophy 101 
 “Yoga, an ancient but perfect 
science, deals with the evolution 
of humanity. This evolution 
includes all aspects of one's 
being, from bodily health to self 
realization. Yoga means union 
- the union of body with 
consciousness and 
consciousness with the soul. 
Yoga cultivates the ways of 
maintaining a balanced 
attitude in day to day life and 
endows skill in the performance 
of one's actions. ”   
                        -B.K.S. Iyengar



5 sources of human 
suffering

Source:  http://www.elephantjournal.com/2012/02/a-taste-of-the-yoga-
sutras-part-3-camella-nair/

Avidya (ignorance) is the misconception of our true reality, believing that the 
temporary is eternal, the impure is the pure, and pleasure to be painful. This is 
the root klesha and produces the four others.

Asmita (I-am-ness) is the identification of ourselves with our ego. We create 
a self-image of ourselves that we believe is us, but it is not us. This self-image 
can contain both external (I am poor) and internal (I am a bad person) false 
projections. We become trapped within the projections we have created of our 
life.

Raga (attachment) is the attraction for things that bring satisfaction to 
oneself. Our desire for pleasurable experiences creates mindless actions and 
blind sighted vision. When we cannot obtain what we desire, we suffer. When 
we do obtain what we desire, our feelings of pleasure soon fade and we begin 
our search for pleasure again, becoming trapped in a endless cycle.

Dvesha (repulsion) is the opposite of raga, aversion towards things that 
produce unpleasant experiences. If we cannot avoid the things we dislike, we 
suffer. Even thinking about unpleasant experiences produces suffering.

Abhinivesha (will to live) is the deepest and most universal klesha, 
remaining with us until our deaths. We know that one day we will indeed die, 
yet our fear of death is a deeply buried in our unconsciousness.

*The first stage of working with the kleshas is to simply acknowledge them. Reflection 
promotes self-awareness, self-understanding and self-knowledge to uncover and see the 
kleshas and their roots as well as how they create suffering.



DOSHA: What’s YOUR type?

Online self-
assessments

http://
doshaquiz.chopra.com/

http://
www.whatsyourdosha.c
om/quizzes/dosha-
newsletter-signup.php



Experience the Chakra Rainbow

“If you want to find the 
secrets of the universe, 
think in terms of 
energy, frequency and 
vibration.” 
― Nikola Tesla



Yoga helps the 
grieving heart...

•

“Change the way you 
look at things and the 
things you look at 
change.” 
― Wayne W. Dyer

“Yoga is existential, 
experiential, 
experimental. No 
belief is required, no 
faith is needed – 
only courage to 
experience.” -Osho

Asana practice.                   
Moving energies/               
emotions through the body. 

• Meditation.   Easing the 
grieving heart

Yoga Nidra.     Developing 
a hypnogenic state of  mind.  

“The Way to do is to 
be.”   -Lao Tzu

“Tension is who you think you should be.  
Relaxation is who you truly are.”  

~Chinese Proverb

             Sankalpa.   
Setting an intention.
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     Yoga for Grief 
                 Healing Hearts, Healing Bodies
 ! ! ! ! “There are places in the heart that do not yet exist; 
            ! ! suffering has to enter in for them to come to be” -Leon Bloy

How practicing Yoga in a Community of kindred folks can help YOUR journey...                              
During our day together, you will deepen your understanding of how the body is an outward ex-
pression of the heart and how grief can be held in various parts of our beings.  You will learn spe-
cific yoga poses and breathing techniques that help to cope with the powerful emotions that loss 
can bring about. You will practice Yoga Nidra, a scientifically proven deep relaxation process that 
can ease the grieving heart.  We will join together in a heart circle that will allow each participant 
to uniquely honor his/her loss.  An optional free acupuncture treatment, which can calm the spirit and 
release the physical manifestations of grief will be offered, too!           

    *No previous yoga experience required.*                                                                                       
About the facilitator:  Ken Breniman has over ten years experience working with bereaved indi-
viduals & families as well as dealing with his own loss of his mom died when he was 19.  

Who:  Anyone who has experienced a loss  or multiple losses (i.e. death of a loved one or pet),   major tran-
sition(s) (i.e. loss of a job, home, relationship) and self-identifies as ‘bereaved’ or ‘coping with loss’

Where:  Sunroom @Mission Yoga               
2390 Mission St.  (@ 20th St.)        

San Francisco, CA  94110

Time:  Sunday, January 29, 2012                        
1pm - 5pm 

Cost:  $50 suggested donation*                 
(*no one will be turned away due to lack of funds)

Please bring: a towel, a journal, an object of personal        

significance, a photo of your loved one        

(if applicable) , a yoga mat (extra mats are available). 

Facilitated by: Ken Breniman, LCSW, Registered Yoga Therapist                                   

  kjbreniman@gmail.com      510-388-2884 

Acupuncture provided by:  Julie M. Baumhofer, MS, L.Ac                         www.butongacupuncture.com 
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Spaces are limited to 15.  

Preregistration is encouraged!



Yoga for Grief 
Workshop 

• Four-hour format.  Offered up to 4 times/year.  

• Heart circle.  Altar offering.   Candle lighting.

• Tonglen Meditation practice.  

• Warm up yoga practice.   

• 3 part belly breathing practice with partner. 

• Restorative yoga.

• Yoga Nidra + Acupuncture. 

• Closing Circle.  



Where does our 
Journey take us  from 

here...

What is YOUR intention?
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Buddha & the Mustard Seed
• Kisa Gotami and the Mustard Seed

Have you time, friend? I’ve a story I’d like to share.

There was once a woman from the city of Savatthi by the name of Kisa Gotami, known for her wisdom and kindness. Her many uncountable merits earned her, as a husband, the son of a 
nobleman, and she bore him a single child. In the dark of a storm, in a flash of lightning, with animals baying just outside her window, Kisa Gotami realized that her baby was not crying. Death 
had claimed the child in his sleep.

Kisa Gotami pleaded with God and the spirits, and with every devil by name, but none of them would answer her prayers. Thus, her dead babe in arm, she went out into the morning marketplace 
to find a medicine that could cure death.

“Please,” she would plead to the merchants. “My son needs medicine. He’s ill.”

“Kisa, your son is dead.”

But she would not hear their words. Thus she wandered the market, asking everyone if they knew a medicine for death. The woman the whole city once looked to for advice was now the center 
of everyone’s pity.

“Gone mad, she has,” some said. “She’ll come to her wits,” said others. “It may be kinder to kill her,” said others still. Every single body in the city was moved by Kisa Gotami’s sorrow.

She arrived with her dead baby to a certain apothecary and, once again, begged for a medicine with which to cure death. The apothecary, having been given warning of Kisa Gotami’s coming, 
pretended to consider her question long and hard. Finally, he told her, “No. No, I don’t have anything to cure death. But if anyone does, it would be the ascetic Gautama. He was a brilliant doctor 
before he retired, you know.”

“Where can I find this man?” Gotami screamed, clutching her dead child.

“He is staying in the Jeta Grove, where they’re building the monastery.”

Gotami fled the medicine shop without another word. That same day, she rushed into the Jeta Grove, where the Buddha was lecturing a large assembly, many of whom knew of Kisa Gotami’s 
plight.

Crying, reeking of death, and stained by the city, Gotami threw herself at the Buddha’s feet, disturbing the lecture and laying her dead son flat on his back.

“Remove her,” someone grumbled.

“Stay your tongue,” came a reply. “That is Kisa Gotami. She can’t be held accountable for what she does.”

“Please,” Kisa Gotami said, ignoring the murmurs about her. “I’ve been told that you once practiced medicine, and that you knew a cure for death. I beg you, sir, bring my son back to life. 
Please! My husband is amongst the city’s wealthiest-I can pay you any fee.”

A silence of pity spread through the crowd, and the Buddha looked on the distraught mother in silence.

•



Buddha & the Mustard Seed 
(continued)

“Please!” She cried.    Still the Buddha was silent.    “Do you know the cure or not? I beg you!”     “Yes,” the Buddha said. “I know the cure for death.”

A collective gasp went through the crowd, and the Buddha’s closest disciples gave him a suspicious look.    “Any price,” Gotami said, weeping. “Anything!”

“Very well,” the Buddha said. “I require but a mustard seed-the other reagents I have. But it cannot be any common mustard seed. It must come from a family that has never known death. 
If you bring me such a seed, I will be able to prepare your cure.”

“Oh, most generous doctor! Enlightened sage! Thank you! Thank you!”     “Ah-Leave the child,” the Buddha said, as Gotami stood. “I can prepare the rest of the cure while you search.”

For the first time in two days, Kisa Gotami traveled without the presence of her son’s corpse.

When she was finally out of sight, the Buddha cast his gaze at the child’s body, rotted, riddled with maggots and broken.     “Come, Ananda. We must cremate Kisa Gotami’s son.”

Kisa Gotami searched Savatthi with impeccable order, going from home to home, and asking everyone the same question. “Can you spare a mustard seed?”

“I don’t see why not.”     “Thank you! But-has your family ever known death?”    “Yes, Gotami. Only four months ago, my father passed. You were there, remember?”

“Yes, Gotami. My parents and their parents, and the brothers of them all are all dead and gone. I am alone in the world.”      “Yes, Gotami. My son was slain in battle.”

“...killed by wolves.”     “...executed...”     “...drowned herself...”     “...fell from a partition...”

“...died from a cold...”     “I am the only one left of my family, Kisa Gotami.” 

Kisa Gotami, battered and coated in filth, knelt in the mud of a long-due rainstorm and said to herself, “My son is dead.”

Pellets of water battered her forehead and streaked the dirt down her face.     “My son is dead.”

Kisa Gotami returned to the Jeta Grove and found the Buddha, sweeping wood-dust from the construction site.

“Kisa Gotami,” the Buddha said in greeting.       “Blessed Sage,” Kisa replied.

She was smeared over with the grime of the road, and old tears had carved paths through the dirt on her cheek. Despite this, the Buddha said, “Your wandering has done you well.”

“Oh, Gautama, how selfish was my grief. I went from family to family, and pretended for two long days that there might exist some clan of immortals. Those wives alive in Savatthi who 
haven’t already lost a son are bound to lose one someday. And if they never lose a son, then a son is bound to lose a mother. And how many parents lay buried beneath our feet!”

“Your observation is accurate in every way, Kisa Gotami. Neither those wise nor those foolish are immune to death. However great a father roars, he can never waken a dead daughter. 
However much a mother begs the gods, a dead son will never cry again. One by one, Gotami, we each die. This is but a greater disappointment among a thousand lesser ones, and just as a 
Sage does not mourn a broken pot, a Sage does not mourn death.

“Your tears painted trails down your face, once, Gotami, but those trails did not lead you to peace of mind. For four days, you suffered the elements as if you wandered a jungle instead of 
the heart of a great city. But your sorrow accomplished nothing for your son. Be prepared, Gotami, for you will suffer many other deaths in your time, and some day, your own. Destroy 
the attachment that causes your grief, and you will lead a better life.”

Thus Kisa Gotami took her first step down the path of wisdom. And the Buddha finished sweeping the floor.


