beyond words:
the yoga of transformation

T

he stroke happened
suddenly. One moment, I was healthy
and vibrant. The next, I was
forced to never be the same
again. The brain damage
paralyzed the right side of
my body from head to toe.
Even more dramatically, I
lost the ability to think.
The stroke had made
me aphasic, obliterated my
language. It was as though
my mind had been emptied out of words and their
meanings. I could not think
in sentences and could not
hold simple images in my
mind before they faded
away. I did not even miss
the sound of my voice.
The loss of language
erased all connections with
anyone or anything I had
ever known. It isolated me
from the rest of the world and
from myself. With 21 years
of life and my whole personality gone, I did not know
who I was anymore. My ego
had died. I still had a form of
consciousness, but without
any consciousness of self.
A state without lanBy Barbara Newborn
guage or thought is described
in the book Yoga Philosophy
Of Pantanali With Bhasvati (University of Calcutta 2000). Swami
Hariharananda Aranya states, “The wise man, by inhibiting speech
or ideation by language, should retreat to and stay speechless at
the speech center of the brain or mind.” By quieting the effort
involved in knowing, one merges in the pure I-sense. After that, by
abolishing all phenomenal knowing, one realizes the Absolute.
A sheer sensing state of consciousness—without words or
thoughts—immediately after the stroke has something in common
with what Swami Hariharananda Aranya calls “I-sense,” but is far
from identical. He describes a mind that is intact, but through years
of practice and patience can free itself of ordinary distractions and
movements. This is the state of pure awareness and freedom. In
contrast, my state after the stroke was the result of an injured brain
with no choice. It was not a temporary state. It was brain damage,
but for the ﬁrst few hours, it left me euphoric.

The world had opened
up with wonder and delight.
Very alert and awake, my
being was a part of what was
happening at the moment.
But I could not hold onto
any images or think about
them. I sensed everything
and had no perceptions or
intellectual thoughts.
I had no worries.
After all, with out any
thoughts, I had no past or
future. My memory and
future were erased. My
awareness was conﬁned to
the immediate present. I
could not remember what
happened yesterday or
even a second ago. And I
did not know the meaning
of tomorrow or the next
moment. It was all the same.
Instead, my entire being was
surrounded by spaciousness.
I did not question who and
what I was. I did not feel in
danger but part of this entire
universe. I felt protected
forever there, in the present.
The moment was real, no
pretentiousness and no lies.
As real as real could be.
However, when I was
taken to a hospital that night,
the world became smaller
and frightening. The professionals wanted words out of me. Every
time I tried to speak, nonsense sounds slurred in my mouth beyond
recognition. They stared in disbelief. I became painfully aware that
people did not understand me anymore. And from this peaceful
state of language loss, I was then retuned to my ego. I was whirled
and tossed back to being inside my disabled body and mind. The
image of my broken self was emotionally unbearable.
The grace was now forgotten. Now, I had to go and take this
uncharted journey alone, redeﬁning myself through the chaos of
language loss. During this terrible isolation that I was feeling, I did
not have any words to echo how I felt.
At ﬁrst I wanted my old self back. I wanted everything to be
exactly the way it used to be. I tried to imagine myself performing
as I used to, but I could not see all the necessary steps. All I had
were partial memories, just broken pieces of me, which faded in

A stroke shattered my ego and
quieted the disturbances of my
mind—but also left me unable to
connect to myself and others.
This is the story of my journey
through recovery, a story of how
Yoga led me to the miraculous
discovery of the inﬁnite self,
beyond language.
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and out of focus. It was impossible for me to form a consistent
image of myself the way I used to be.
When I began to speak a few months after the stroke, my
language difﬁculties were overwhelming and complicated. It was
impossible to make my speech spontaneous. Forgotten were all the
joys of pure consciousness in the moment, without thinking. Now, I
just focused on what I could no longer do. I could no longer express
my feelings or ideas. I could no longer persuade or inﬂuence. I
could not make polite small talk or ask simple questions. I could
not count to 10 or tell a story. I could no longer delight in the sound
of my voice. I could no longer laugh like I used to.
The speech pathology lessons in the hospital were tortuous. I
had to repeat constantly the sounds of vowels and consonants. Left
on my own, I had no idea how to make these noises come from my
mouth. Without words in my mind, the world and I had no way of
connecting or making meaning. I was very anxious every time I
opened my mouth to try and speak. Many times, speech came out
so slurred that a stranger might have wondered if I was drunk. The
communication malfunction in my brain created severe problems
connecting to others. I needed to ﬁnd some other way of external
expression to socialize and declare some identity to the world.
Imagine yourself a stranger in a foreign country, not knowing
the customs or the language. You cannot order food or even ask for
directions. Your ﬁrst utterance would be self-conscious and errorridden. To the natives, your words and thoughts would make no
sense at all. A native, not comprehending what you were saying,
would be apt to interrupt you and eventually walk away.
Such is the case with aphasia. Aphasics are always strangers
in a strange land. Being aphasic, I always worried about what I was
going to say, how to say it, and how to keep command of it. I had
to carefully choose each word and then plan how to form, arrange,
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and utter those words and sounds. Precise thoughts overloaded
my mind. My thought processes were so damaged that the higher
functions of my mind, like rational judgment, were destroyed. I
could no longer control the world or myself. Many times it took all
my faith to keep from giving up.
It was well into the ﬁfth month of recovery when my
transformation started taking place. One day stands out, different
from all the rest. In therapy, I tried to move my ﬂaccid arm. Like
all the other attempts, it would not budge. My body immediately
ﬁlled with tension. This time I had to ﬁnd a way to calm down.
Taking one long breath, I shut my eyes and concentrated one
more time. Totally unaware of anything else in the room, I found
myself focused on the electric current running through my arm. I
saw the movement before it happened. As time stopped, my mind
connected with my arm’s energy. In slow motion my arm became
aware of this signal and hesitantly moved an inch. I was amazed
and thrilled at the impact of this.
I began to appreciate the concept of “mind over matter.”
Despite the physical destruction caused by paralysis and aphasia,
I was now determined that nothing should prevent my healing,
knowing this. I knew the inspiration for recovery was within me,
my spirit connecting with my mind.
A whole new world opened up when I learned some simple
meditation techniques of Yoga from a friend. My friend showed
me how to close my eyes and focus on my breath. I would slow
it down and begin to listen to the sound. With the same damaged
brain, I began to discover that I could connect once again with
my innermost self, the core self that remained undamaged. In
that peaceful stillness, I could hear what my intuition was telling
me, reminding me that everything was all right. I held on to these
words and they became my mantra. During my meditation, I was
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thrilled that my injured, disabled mind could arrive at this place of
peaceful beauty. It was as though my mind had never been injured,
or that the injury had brought me to this place where I always
belonged, in a state of total oneness with everything, where I no
longer felt so separated. In that silence, the terrible isolation I felt
simply did not exist. That special time in the morning gave me
strength and courage when I needed it most during the day.
On my new journey into the unknown, I began to ﬁnd
peace again in a whole new way. Through Yoga, I went inside
myself for meaning. The Yoga connection became my guide for
transformation and the framework for my entire life. Breath and
meditation guided me on this journey. They were promising lights,
telling me that I no longer had to struggle to perform. It was only
then that I began to not fear staying where I was entrapped. I began
to realize I did not have to stay physically or mentally disabled.
The next ﬁve years brought me constant discovery about
myself. When I experienced my ﬁrst Yoga class, most of the asanas
were difﬁcult. But I discovered that if I slowed down my breath, it
was easier to move my body. Eventually, I learned to ﬂow. I began
taking two to three classes a week. I found it was possible, through
Yoga, to see myself not through losses and disability, but through
uncovering new ways of movement.
I grew conﬁdent enough to redirect my life toward what
I knew I had to do. The opportunity opened up for me to spend
several months in Kerala, India to be trained as a teacher of
Sivananda Yoga. I went there understanding that everything would
be challenging, but that the process would deepen my wisdom.
Everyday in mediation, I experienced more and more of a
profound peace. I allowed myself to be completely in the moment
with all my attention, listening to the sounds of the universe. I was
in a much deeper place. In India, I had a different quality of being
and my mind was without any physical disability and aphasia
disappearing. I ﬁnally reached a place beyond language that did
not feel lacking or disconnected. Through the years, I went back to
India many times to study Yoga.
The stroke that had destroyed everything had at the same
time created room for a completely new beginning. Following
that explosion where all my pieces came apart, I began to have
a new feeling that I never was the “ego.” I was whole. I still felt
like me, inside. The stroke awakened a new path for the “inﬁnite
me” to exist beyond language. I began to understand that human
nature can be distorted by the need to categorize and label. Often
these judgments divide us from everyone else. We think we are our
words. Nothing is further from the truth.
The stroke was my ﬁrst teacher. The accident erased forever
the layers and layers of identities that I coated on myself, teaching
me that a much bigger and more brilliant universe existed.Yet,
Yoga is my last and ﬁnal teacher, allowing the inﬁnite self to listen
with awareness to the peaceful and joyful present moment. An
oasis of compassion, where everything is perfect the way it is. In
the inﬁnite wisdom of Yoga, there are no beginnings nor endings,
no time nor thought, in the presence that is beyond language. 
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