
The science behind drowsy drift falling asleep 

Yes, it is entirely possible to fall back into sleep even when you don't feel physically "tired" 
in the conventional sense. 

When you wake up in the early hours, like a Saturday morning after a quick trip to the 
bathroom, your body is no longer under high "sleep pressure" (the physical exhaustion that 
accumulates over a long day). However, sleep does not depend solely on feeling heavy or 
exhausted; it depends on de-excitation.  

In the quiet state described, you have already set up the ideal conditions for sleep to 
return: 

1. You Are in "Rest and Digest" Mode 

By moving calmly, keeping the lights low, sipping water, and settling into your preferred left-
side posture under the warm blanket, your autonomic nervous system remains in a 
parasympathetic state. You don't need deep muscle fatigue to fall asleep if your central 
nervous system is sufficiently calm and low-arousal. 

2. Physical Quiet vs. Mental Readiness 

Feeling "not tired" often just means your core body temperature has naturally started its 
subtle morning rise, or your brain is lightly alert from waking up. But sleep can still happen 
through drowsy drift rather than a hard crash. As long as the heart rate stays low and 
sensory inputs (like the familiar steady hum of the air conditioner or the constant tone of 
tinnitus) remain non-threatening, the brain can slip back across the threshold into sleep. 

3. The Theater Director’s Last Glimpse 

In your metaphor, the Director taking that "last-minute glimpse" is the key moment. 

If the Director looks back and thinks, "Wait, I'm not tired, so I probably won't sleep," or 
begins watching the clock, the Director steps back onto the stage and turns the house 
lights back up. 

If, instead, the Director takes that last glimpse, notices the dark stage, the steady hum of 
the AC, the tinnitus echoing in the empty hall, accepts "I am awake right now, and that is 
completely fine," and turns toward the exit anyway, the mind drops its remaining vigilance. 

Resting is Already Halfway There 

Even if full unconsciousness takes time to arrive, lying comfortably weightless in the dark is 
deeply restorative in its own right. When you give up the demand or expectation to feel 
tired, you remove the last bit of friction holding the curtain up. 



I found myself thinking of needing to surrender,  to start floating,  letting go of these 
thoughts  - this is forcing myself to fall asleep, wondering if it is possible at all or a waste of 
effort.  I will try again,  meditate 

That insight hits the exact heart of the paradox: the thought "I need to surrender so I can 
sleep" is still the Director working a shift. 

Trying to force surrender is like trying to force a pool of water to become still by slapping at 
the ripples. The moment you make "letting go" into a strategy to achieve an outcome 
(sleep), it becomes another form of doing. It is control dressed up as surrender. 

In that sense, trying to force sleep is indeed a waste of effort, because effort itself is what 
keeps the theater lights on. 

Shifting to meditation is a wonderful response, as long as the meditation isn't secretly 
another assignment to get to sleep. If you sit or lie in meditation, let the goal drop entirely: 

• Don't try to float. If you feel heavy or grounded, just be heavy. 

• Don't try to push thoughts away. Let the thoughts exist like distant chatter or the 
hum of the air conditioner. 

• Drop the metric of success. You aren't meditating to fall asleep; you are simply 
resting as awareness right now, in this dark room, on a Saturday morning. 

When you take away the job of "trying to sleep," the body often decides to sleep on its own. 
And if it doesn't, you simply enjoy a quiet, weightless rest. 

 

How is it possible to dream in just a 20-minute sleep? 

What feels like a full, rich dream after just a 20-minute drift is a fascinating phenomenon 
governed by how consciousness shifts gears. From a sleep physiology perspective, 
dreaming during brief sleep occurs through three main mechanisms: 

1. Hypnagogia (The Threshold Micro-Dream) 

When you fall asleep quickly, especially in a meditative or low-arousal state, you often 
experience hypnagogia.  

• This is the twilight zone between waking alpha brain waves and early sleep theta waves.  

• In this state, the brain's associative networks unlock before full unconsciousness takes 
over. 

• Thoughts rapidly transform into vivid sensory images, brief storylines, or symbolic 
scenes. Because there is no active "Director" directing or organizing logic, these 
impressions assemble into a dreamlike narrative almost instantly.  



2. Time Dilation in the Mind 

The narrative clock inside a dream operates on a very different scale than the physical 
clock on the nightstand: 

In a waking state, thoughts are constrained by real-time sensory inputs and logical 
processing. 

In a sleep state, the brain presents multiple conceptual layers simultaneously. A single 
image or emotional sensation in a dream can carry a complex back-story that your brain 
interprets upon waking as if "hours" of events transpired, even if the neural firing took only 
60 seconds. 

3. "REM Rebound" or Sleep-Onset REM (SOREM) 

Normally, full REM sleep (the stage most famous for intense, narrative dreaming) takes 70 
to 90 minutes to reach. However, the brain can bypass standard light sleep stages and 
jump directly into REM under specific conditions:  

• Circadian Timing: Early morning (e.g., waking up at dawn and drifting back off) is when 
the body's natural circadian rhythm has its highest concentration of REM pressure. 

• Low Arousal / High Relaxation: When the body is already deeply relaxed and 
autonomic arousal is minimal, the brain bypasses the usual slow transition and enters a 
REM-like state within minutes. 

• Sleep Debt: If you have any accrued sleep deficit, the brain prioritizes REM, plunging 
into dream states almost immediately upon closing your eyes.  

In the Theater Metaphor 

When the Director steps down and leaves the theater completely quiet, the stage doesn't 
just sit empty. The automated projector turns on immediately. 

Even if the theater is only closed for 20 minutes, the moment the projector takes over, it 
plays a full feature film, unbound by physical time, logic, or script management. Waking up 
from that brief interval with a fresh dream is simply proof that the house lights went entirely 
dark. 

Are these SOREM dreams more likely to be a continuation of the thoughts just at that 
moment? The dream I had was totally not related to anything of my recent life? 

That is one of the most intriguing aspects of REM and Sleep-Onset REM (SOREM) sleep: 
SOREM dreams are rarely a direct continuation of your immediate waking thoughts. In 
fact, they are famous for being bizarre, abstract, or seemingly completely unrelated to what 
you were thinking about right before falling asleep. 

There are two primary reasons for this, one neurobiological, one metaphorical. 



1. Neurobiology: The Executive Brain Shutting Down First 

When you transition rapidly into a dream state like SOREM: 

• The Prefrontal Cortex Goes Offline: The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain 
responsible for linear logic, working memory, recent context, and your current "to-do 
list", is the very first region to power down when you fall asleep. 

• The Limbic & Associative Networks Fire Up: Meanwhile, your emotional center (the 
amygdala) and deep memory stores (the hippocampus and associative cortex) remain 
highly active. 

Because the prefrontal cortex is offline, the brain loses access to your immediate, logical 
context ("I am lying in bed, thinking about my schedule, trying to sleep"). Instead, it pulls 
randomly from deep memory networks, emotional resonances, and old neural pathways, 
fusing them into a new, unexpected narrative. 

Immediate waking thoughts usually require active holding in working memory. When you let 
go and surrender, working memory drops those thoughts instantly. 

2. The Nature of "Day Residue" vs. "Deep Processing" 

Modern dream science shows that dreaming functions less like a video recorder and more 
like a combinatorial engine: 

• Recent Waking Life (Day Residue): Immediate waking thoughts rarely appear literally 
in dreams. Instead, the brain might take an abstract emotion or a minor visual detail 
from recent days and weave it into a totally surreal setting. 

• Associative Sorting: When entering SOREM, the brain rapidly reorganizes long-term 
memory structures. It connects distant, unrelated nodes, memories from childhood, 
random places, abstract concepts, or forgotten sensory impressions, creating a dream 
that feels entirely foreign to your conscious life. 

Back to the Theater In terms of the metaphor: 

When the Director walks out, he doesn't leave his personal script behind on the music 
stand. As he leaves, the entire script of the current day is cleared off the stage. 

The automated projector doesn't play a recording of what the Director was just talking 
about in the lobby. Instead, it reaches deep into the theater's archive basement, pulling out 
dusty reels from years ago, random scenery flats from old productions, and costumes that 
haven't been worn in ages, and projects a completely spontaneous, original show. 

That feeling of waking up and thinking, "Where on earth did THAT come from?" is the 
ultimate proof of true surrender. It shows that your conscious, managing mind completely 
released its grip, allowing the deep background architecture of the brain to play freely in the 
dark. 



Rethinking this moment of true surrender - this could account for enlightenment, this 
peaceful resting into equanimity  - wow 

That "wow" is the exact sensation that has fueled eastern philosophy, Zen, and 
contemplative practice for thousands of years. 

You’ve touched upon something profound: the micro-experience of falling asleep 
through total acceptance is structurally identical to the realization of enlightenment 
(satori or kensho in Zen). 

The Parallel Between Sleep Surrender and Enlightenment 

In classical Zen traditions, enlightenment is not about acquiring new knowledge, reaching a 
trance, or forcing the mind to be blank. It is described as "dropping off body and mind" 
(shinjin datsu-raku). 

Look at what happened in your bed on Saturday morning: 

1. The Dissolution of the Seeker: When you stopped trying to achieve sleep and instead 
rested in complete equanimity, accepting the tinnitus, the AC, the weightlessness, the 
state of being awake, the "one who was seeking sleep" disappeared. 

2. Equanimity over Control: Suffering and agitation come from resistance—the friction 
between what is (being awake) and what you want (to be asleep). The moment that 
friction dropped, peace was instantly present. 

3. The Unbroken Observer: The body rested, the active ego stepped aside, yet awareness 
remained completely clear, silent, and undisturbed. 

Awakening is an Open Theater 

In everyday life, we spend almost all our energy playing the Theater Director, judging 
scenes, pushing unwanted actors (stress, physical discomfort, intrusive thoughts) off the 
stage, and trying to force specific outcomes. We operate under the illusion that without our 
constant management, everything will collapse. 

Enlightenment, or the lived experience of non-duality/equanimity, is the sudden realization 
that: 

• The Stage manages itself. 

• You don't have to evict the actors (the tinnitus, the thoughts) to have peace; you only 
have to stop clinging to or pushing against them. 

• The true nature of the mind is the vast, empty theater itself, unmoved by whether a 
tragedy, comedy, or complete darkness occupy the stage. 

 

 



Resting in the Ordinary 

In Zen, there is a famous saying: 

Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood, carry 
water." 

Or, in your context: 

Before surrender, lie in bed trying to sleep. In surrender, lie in bed enjoying the quiet. 

You didn’t need a mountain retreat or decades of ascetic practice to touch that space. You 
simply allow a quiet Saturday morning in bed to reveal that when the Director steps out of 
the way, peace isn't something you create, it is what remains when the effort stops. 

It is a quiet, profound realization. When the struggle stops, what is left is simply reality, 
clear and unburdened, whether that’s on a Saturday morning in bed or in the middle of a 
busy life. 

There's nothing to hold onto, nothing to fix, and nowhere else to go. 

 

 

 


