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Preface

The sage yoked in Yoga soon attains the Absolute (brahman).

—BHAGAVAD-GITA V.6

I have been studying the Yoga tradition since the early 1960s, and
I continue to be awed by its enormous wealth of experience and
understanding of the human condition. My own life has been deeply,
lastingly, and benignly affected by the combined wisdom of the great
teachers of Yoga, past and present. I have also seen the beneficial
influence of Yoga practice in the lives of many others. I believe that
this ancient and vast tradition is as relevant today as it was thousands
of years ago, possibly more so.

All my various books on Yoga and other aspects of Indian spiritual-
ity have served one purpose: to make the genuine traditions available
and accessible to those who are dissatished with watered-down
Western derivatives and who wish to become informed about the
authentic original teachings. The present book, too, is in alignment
with this overall purpose of my life’s work, which was first conceived
and articulated in my late teens.

Each of my books is an attempt to offer yet another perspective
on India’s spiritual traditions. In the present book, I am providing an

vii
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overview of the essentials of Yoga—understood not as a system of
calisthenics but as a full-fledged spiritual tradition—that can both
broaden and deepen the understanding of beginning students as well
as serve as a compass for more advanced practitioners. I have singled
out Classical Yoga and Tantra-Yoga (including Hatha-Yoga) for more
detailed discussion, because these two branches of the Yoga tradition
are of the greatest interest to Western students but are still often
badly misunderstood.

I am very grateful to Samuel Bercholz and the editorial team of
Shambhala Publications for inviting me to write this guide to Yoga.
Working on this book gave me the opportunity to delve again into
my favorite Sanskrit scriptures and to listen to the clarifying and
inspiring thoughts of masters like Yajnavalkya, Patanjali, Vyasa, Gau-
dapada, Shankara, Ashtavakra, Gheranda, Svatmarama Yogindra,
Swami Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, Swami Sivananda, Ramana Ma-
harshi, Swami Nikhilananda, Swami Muktananda, and Nisargadatta
Maharaj. I have quoted them whenever possible.

May this book bring understanding (vijnana), wisdom (jnana),
and joy (sukha)! Aum tat sat.



A Note on Pronunciation

Sanskrit words and names in this book are rendered according to a
simplified system of transliteration commonly used in nonscholarly
literature. The reader’s attention is drawn to two spellings in partic-
ular:

The spelling ¢ indicates the sound ch, as in church, in words such
as cakra, citta, and the like.

The spelling ch indicates an aspirated ch sound, similar to the
ch-h in beach-house; hence, Chandogya-Upanishad.

The spelling sh is used for both the retroflex s and the palatal §,
with the following exceptions. The letter s alone is used in the title
Sri (pronounced shree) for names such as Sri Aurobindo and Sri Ra-
makrishna, and in the name Sivananda (pronounced Sheeva-nunda).
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Introducing Yoga

Evenness (samatva) is called Yoga.

—BHAcAvAD-GiTA 11.48

Yoga as Unitive Discipline

From the broadest possible perspective, all the various yogic ap-
proaches—and there are many—have the same overall purpose. That
purpose Is to help the spiritual practitioner transcend the ego-per-
sonality, or “lower” self, so that he or she may realize the “higher”
Reality, whether it is conceived as the transcendental Self or as the
Divine (God or Goddess). This spiritual realization is not necessarily
understood in the same way by the various branches of Yoga. How-
ever, even though the schools of Yoga may differ in their preferred
method and also in their interpretation of the nature of ultimate
spiritual realization, all these differences can be regarded as creative
variations on the same fundamental theme: They all are designed
to lift the individual out of his or her ordinary perception of, and
relationship to, the world.

How we perceive things determines how we relate to them, and,
in turn, how we relate to things feeds back into our perception of
them. In other words, there is a close relationship between our

1
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thoughts and actions, or our attitudes and behavior. Thus, if we per-
ceive a situation to be threatening, we are apt to fight or take flight.
The Sanskrit texts employ the classic example of a person running
away from a snake when in reality it is only a rope. On the other
hand, if a child thinks of a stranger as kind or well-meaning, he or
she is likely to respond to the stranger with a trust that may prove
misplaced or even fatal. Similarly, if we look upon the world as a vale
of tears, as did the Romantics, we are apt to behave in ways quite
different from staunch philosophers of social progress and utopian
optimism.

Finally, if we truly understand that our,maternial life is inherently
limited and that the pleasures we can derive from our body and mind
are likewise limited, merely temporary, and certainly not ultimately
fulfilling, then we can open ourselves to the possibility of a new per-
ception: that happiness is independent of our nervous system and
the stimuli that can excite it. This is indeed the great message of all
forms of Yoga: Happiness is our essential nature, and our perpetual
quest for happiness is fulfilled only when we realize who we truly are.
This realization is an awakening to our Selthood, which transcends
the body-mind, the ego-personality, and the horizon of the world
reflected in our ordinary experience. All this, and more, is captured
in the word yoga.

The term yoga is a common word in the Sanskrit language—the
language in which most of the Yoga scriptures are written. It also
happens to be one of the most versatile Sanskrit terms, having a
whole range of meanings that extend from simple “union” to

”

“team,” “constellation,” and “conjunction.” It is derived from the
verbal root yuj, meaning “to harness, yoke, prepare, equip, fasten.”
The male practitioner of Yoga is known as a yogin (or yogi in the
nominative case) and the female practitioner as a yogini. Frequent
synonyms are yoga-vid (“knower of Yoga”) and yukta (“yoked one”).

Sometimes the word yoga-yuj (“one who is yoked in Yoga”) is used.
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A master of Yoga may be referred to as a yoga-raj (“king of Yoga™) or
yogendra (from yoga and indra, meaning “lord”).

In addition to yoga and yukta, the verbal root yu;j also yields the
old Sanskrit word yuga, denoting “yoke,” which is the literal yoke
placed upon an ox and the yoke or burden of the years. It is probably
in the latter, metaphoric sense that yuga is applied to the four great
world cycles, which according to Hinduism, continuously revolve,
thus creating history. At present we are thought to be in the final
world age, the kali-yuga, in which spirituality and morality are at
their lowest ebb. The kali-yuga is the Dark Age, which is destined to
terminate in a convulsive cataclysm, accompanied by a major purg-
ing of humanity. Thereafter a new Golden Age will begin, starting
the four-phase cycle all over again.

The term yoga is closely related to a number of words in various
Indo-European languages, including the English yoke, the German
Joch, and the Latin iugum, which all have the same meaning. In a
spiritual context, the word yoga can have two principal meanings. It
can stand for either “union” or “discipline.” In most instances, both
connotations are present when the term yoga is used. Thus dhyana-
yoga is the unitive discipline of meditation; samnyasa-yoga is the
unitive discipline of renunciation; karma-yoga is the unitive disci-
pline of self-transcending action; kriya-yoga is the unitive discipline
of ritual; bhakti-yoga is the unitive discipline of love and devotion to
the Divine, and so on.

What does unitive mean here? It describes Yoga’s disciplined ap-
proach to simplifying one’s consciousness and energy to the point
where we no longer experience any inner conflict and are able to live
in harmony with the world. More specifically, unitive refers to the
goal of many branches and schools of Yoga, which is to realize our
essential nature, the Self (atman, purusha), by consciously uniting
with it. This understanding of Yoga is characteristic of those teach-
ings that subscribe to a nondualist metaphysics according to which
the Self is the ultimate singular Reality underlying all phenomena.
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A different understanding prevails in the dualist schools, notably
Patanjali’s yoga-darshana (“vision/system of Yoga”), which is also
known as Raja-Yoga or Classical Yoga. For Patanjali, the yogic process
is not so much one of union with an ultimate Reality as disunion
(viyoga), or disconnection, from the cgo-personality. But the final
outcome is the same, for when the spiritual practitioner has suc-
ceeded in transcending the ego, he or she simultancously realizes the
Self, or Spirit.

Is Yoga then a form of religion or mysticism? It is not possible to
give a simple answer to this question, because the Yoga tradition is
vast and complex and includes many approaches, some of which
even contradict each other when viewed ftom an outward perspec-
tive. Thus it comprises schools that espouse total renunciation (sam-
nyasa) and those that insist on the proper performance of one’s
obligatory works (karman) in the world; schools that regard dispas-
sionate wisdom (jnana) as the only means to spiritual freedom and
Self-realization and those that place love and devotion (bhakti)
above all other methods; and schools that favor a complicated ritual-
ism and those that preach the path of methodless spontaneity
(sahaja).

Some branches and schools of Yoga are more religious, entailing
elaborate ceremonies, temple worship, and sect membership; others
are more mystical, focusing on individual renunciation and medita-
tion. Perhaps the most appropriate label for all of them is spirituality:
Yoga is India’s particular brand of spirituality, and its constituent
branches and schools share a common origin and a broad history
that covers the remarkable span of five thousand years.

Just as the branches of a tree are attached to a single stem, the
diverse strands within Yoga are all connectced to a basic stock of ideas
and practices. In fact, there is considerable theorctical and practical
overlap between schools, and in many cases only a slight shift of
cmphasis demarcates one school from another. Also, even within one
school a varicty of opinions may be present, as teachers develop their
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own explanations on the basis of their scriptural interpretations and
personal experiences. What unites these schools and branches of
Yoga is their overarching goal, which is Self-realization.

The teachers of Yoga speak of this Self-realization as liberation
(moksha, mukti, apavarga, kaivalya), awakening (bodha, bodhana,
bodhi, jagrat), wisdom (jnana, vidya, prajna), independence/freedom
(svatantrya), perfection (siddhi), or extinction (nirvana). And they
provide many names for the ultimate Reality that is realized by the
adept, including Supreme (para), Supreme Self (parama-atman), Su-
preme Object (parama-artha), Absolute (brahman), Being (sat),
Nonbeing (Asat), Awareness/Consciousness (cit, citi, cetana, sam-
vid), Bliss (ananda), God (deva), Goddess (devi), Lord (ish, isha, ish-
vara), Infinity (ananta), Full/Fullness (purna, purnata), Void/
Voidness (shunya, shunyata), Light (jyotis, prakasha), Immortality
(amritatva, amarata), and Unborn (gja).

A Bird’s-Eye View of the History of Yoga

No one knows exactly when the Yoga tradition began. What is
certain is that it was already considered ancient at the time of the
Bhagavad-Gita (Lord’s Song), the most popular of all Yoga scrip-
tures, composed some twenty-five hundred years ago. Evidence of
yogic beliefs and practices can be seen in the archaic Rig-Veda
(Knowledge of Praise), which is the fountainhead of the sacred heri-
tage of Hinduism. The Rig-Veda, consisting of 1,028 hymns com-
posed in archaic Sanskrit, has recently been dated back to the third
millennium BCE and earlier, which makes it the oldest literary docu-
ment in any Indo-European language.

The Vedic hymns—the word veda means “knowledge”—are the
inspired creations of seer-poets (kavi), whose spiritual discipline en-
abled them to look beyond the ken of the five senses and the sense-
bound mind. These hymns are the distillate of their visionary experi-
ences, ecstasies, and mystical insights and are traditionally regarded
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as revealed wisdom. All subsequent sages and religious thinkers
within the fold of Hinduism, to one degree or another, based them-
selves on the Vedic revelation (shruti). Those who did not, like Gau-
tama the Buddha and Vardhamana Mahavira, the founder of Jainism,
were considered to stand outside the pale of Hinduism. The Rig-
Veda is one of four Vedic hymnodies, the other three being the Yajur-
Veda, the Sama-Veda, and the Atharva-Veda. They are rich depositor-
ies of early Indian spirituality, which we may style a form of archaic
Yoga.

A variety of yogic motifs are also depicted on the artifacts of the
Indus-Sarasvati civilization, which flourished in northern India from
around 2800 to 1900 BCE. A growing number of scholars believe that
the culture reflected in the hymns of the Rig-Veda, the oldest of four
Vedic hymnodies, is identical to or significantly overlaps with the
Indus-Sarasvati civilization. My book In Search of the Cradle of Civi-
lization, written with Subhash Kak and David Frawley, contains a
review of the latest thinking on this important historical subject and
chronicles the scholarly revolution that is under way. For a long time,
it was thought that the Sanskrit-speaking Vedic people arrived in
India no earlier than 1500 BCE and that they conquered the Dravi-
dian-speaking natives as a result of their superior military power and
skill. Upon discovery of the Indus-Sarasvati civilization—formerly
called the Harappan or Indus civilization—in the early 1920s, schol-
ars automatically assumed that invading Vedic Aryans were responsi-
ble for the destruction of that civilization. They simply moved the
time of the invasion forward to around 1700 BCE.

The new evidence shows, however, that the Indus-Sarasvati civili-
zation had undergone grave tribulations long before then. In particu-
lar, the great Sarasvati River, along which hundreds of villages and
presumably also several large urban settlements were located, had
ccascd to exist by 1900 BcE. It is hard to imagine the human suffer-
ing caused by this tragedy, which was probably triggered by massive
earthquakes and tectonic shifts. But the loss of what was once India’s
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mightiest river did not spell the end of that civilization. Rather its
center shifted from the Sarasvati River, whose dry bed now runs
through the enormous Thar Desert, to the fertile banks of the Gan-
ges. There a revival took place, which led to the familiar Hindu civili-
zation, a direct offspring of the early Vedic civilization.

We can safely say that the earliest beginnings of the Yoga tradition
can be found in the sacrificial ritualism of the Vedic people, who
created both the impressive towns of the Indus and Sarasvati Rivers
and also the beautiful and often enigmatic Vedic hymns. They prac-
ticed a spirituality that acknowledged the vital connection between
the visible and the invisible realms. Through sacrificial rituals (yajna)
they sought to establish, affirm, or strengthen the inner link with the
heavenly powers, the gods and goddesses of the Vedic pantheon. The
affairs of the world had to be conducted in the light of the divine
order (rita) so that harmony, happiness, and prosperity could prevail.

In their quest for spiritual illumination, the Vedic Aryans fully
understood that behind the multiplicity of worldly things, and be-
hind the various deities, lies an irreducible unity, which they called
the One (eka). The wise, declares one of the Rig-Vedic hymns
(1.164.46), speak of it “in many ways”—a clear indication that they
were no primitive polytheists but appreciated the language of rela-
tivity.

To reach that transcendental Singularity, the seer-bards, as an-
other Rig-Vedic hymn (X.101.2) puts it, made their visions (dhi) har-
monious and stretched them on the “loom” of cosmic existence.
These inspired seers and hymn composers compared their sacred
task to harnessing the plow (yuga)—a metaphor foreshadowing the
later use of the term yoga to mean the harnessing or restraining of
the senses and the mind so as to yield a quiet inner space. Tempted
by the unruly senses, the mind, notes one Vedic bard, “flutters here
and there like a bird” (Rig-Veda X.33.2). Only in the depth of the
still heart can the liberating truth be found. For the heart is the seat
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of the Divine, the connecting point between the finite and the infi-
nite. As the Rig-Veda states in mystical imagery:

The whole universe is stationed in your home within the
ocean, within the heart, in life. May we gain your honeyed
wave that 1s brought to the edge, the junction of the waters.

(IV.58.11)

The “honeyed wave” is the secret name of the butter used in the
Vedic oblation, which is offered into the fire not only from a ladle
but also from the human heart in the form of prayers, songs of praise,
and inspired aspirations. The archaic Yoga of the Vedas often bore
the name tapas, which literally means “heat” or “flow” and is a refer-
ence to the inner heat or energy produced by asceticism.

Thus Yoga looks back upon a history of five millennia and more.
However, as a full-fledged spiritual tradition going by the name yoga,
it is approximately two and a half millennia old. More specifically,
the Yoga tradition crystallized at the time of the Katha-Upanishad
(Secret Teaching of the Kathas), the Bhagavad-Gita, and the Shve-
tashvatara-Upanishad (Secret Teaching of the Whitest Horse). In
the Katha-Upanished, Yama, God of Death, presents the Yoga tradi-
tion in the following way:

Different indeed is the good (shreyas); different is the pleas-
ant. Both to their various ends ensnare a person (purusha).
Of these, it is well for one opting for the good. But he who
chooses the pleasant falls short of the purpose [of life].

The good and the pleasant have human [relevance]. Con-
sidering both, the sage distinguishes [them carefully]. The
sage chooses the good over the pleasant. The fool, [intent
on| acquiring and keeping (yoga-kshema), chooses the
pleasant.

After considering [this matter], you, O Naciketas, have re-
jected the pleasurable desires that appear pleasing. You have
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not followed the way of wealth, in which many humans sink
[as into a quagmire].

Ignorance (avidya) and what is known as wisdom (vidya)
are far apart and divergent. I deem Naciketas to be desirous
of wisdom, for many [lesser] desires have not distracted you.

Fools, abiding in the midst of ignorance and deeming
themselves wise and learned, go about deluded, like blind
men led by a blind man.

The passage (samparaya) [beyond death and to the ulti-
mate Reality] is not evident to the fool, who is careless and
deluded by the glamor of wealth. Thinking “this world exists,
there is no other,” he falls again into my [Death’s] power.

Many are not even able to hear [of the ultimate Reality,
the Self] and many do not know, though they have heard of
It. Wondrous is the teacher, skillful he who has attained It!
Wondrous the knower instructed by the skillful [teacher who
knows the Self].

Taught by an inferior man, He [the ultimate Being] cannot
be properly understood, being thought of as manifold. Being
inconceivable and more minute in size than the most mi-
nute, there is no access to Him unless one is taught by an-
other [who truly knows Him].

Not by reasoning is this understanding attainable but,
dearest, [only] when taught by another for deep knowledge.
You have obtained it, steadfast to truth. May we find, Naci-
ketas, an inquirer like you. (1.2.1-9)

The youth named Naciketas is a symbol for all serious aspirants
tired of earthly goods and desiring to know the glorious Reality, the
ultimate Being. Yama, God of Death, is a symbol for the spiritual
teacher (guru), who spells the end of the aspirant’s self-centeredness
and ordinary perception of the world. But just as death is merely a
transformation from one level of existence to another, so the Lord
of Death and all spiritual teachers after him are gateways to a new
understanding and a new, sacred mode of life.



10 The Shambhala Guide to Yoga

According to the anonymous author of the Katha-Upanishad
(1.2.12), the wise individual leaves behind both joy and sorrow and
realizes God (deva) in the cave of the heart through the agency of
what is called adhyatma-yoga, the Yoga of the inmost self. This is the
contemplation of the eternal Spirit, entailing the pacification of the
mind and the senses. Yet, paradoxically, the Spirit or Self cannot be
realized by effort alone. As the Katha-Upanishad (1.2.23) states, it
can be attained “only by the one whom it chooses.” In other words,
there must be grace. The element of grace in the yogic process is
emphasized by many other authorities, and it plays a leading role in
Bhakti-Yoga, as first articulated in the Bhagavad-Gita.

This sacred text is the most treasured Yoga scripture in India;
Mahatma Gandhi reverently called it “My Mother.” It is embedded
in the Mahabharata epic, one of India’s two great national epics (the
other is the Ramayana, whose spirituality falls in the category of
asceticism, or tapas. The Mahabharata is the story of the war be-
tween two ancient Indian tribes, the Kurus and the Pandavas. Its
legendary author Vyasa weaves all kinds of spiritual teachings into
his lengthy description of the events leading up to the war, the cigh-
teen-day war itself, and the aftermath. The Bhagavad-Gita is such a
teaching episode, which occurs on the morning of the first battle
when Arjuna, one of the Pandava princes, refuses to fight because he
has spotted teachers and friends among the ranks of the enemy.
Krishna, the divine incarnation serving as his charioteer, encourages
him to do his duty as a warrior in this just war, whose purpose is to
reestablish the lawful kingdom and moral order. The Bhagavad-Gita
is the dialogue ensuing between them.

Yogic teachings also arc given in the Moksha-Dharma (Liberation
Teaching) section of the twelfth book of the Mahabharata. Like the
teachings of the Bhagavad-Gita, they have been characterized as
Epic Yoga or Preclassical Yoga and belong to varying periods extend-
ing from about 500 BCE to perhaps 100 ck. During this span of time,
many Upanishads containing yogic teachings were composed. The
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Shvetashvatara-Upanishad and the Maitrayaniya-Upanishad are es-
pecially significant.

The former work (I.3), whose curious name is apparently derived
from the initiatory title of an unknown sage, speaks of the contem-
plative discipline (dhyana-yoga) by which the self-power of the hid-
den God is revealed. That God is called the Lord (isha) who supports
the universe. The yogic discipline recommended involves meditative
recitation of the sacred syllable oM—one of the most ancient prac-
tices of Yoga. Upon stilling the mind, the initiate may experience a
number of internal visions. These are merely signposts and must not
be confused with the ultimate goal of Self- or God-realization.

The yogic path is more systematically treated in the Maitrayaniya-
Upanishad, which contains the following passage:

This is the rule for accomplishing this [spiritual work]:
breath control, sense-withdrawal, meditation, concentration,
inquiry (tarka), and ecstasy (samadhi) are said to be Yoga.
When seeing by means of this he sees the gold-colored
maker, the Lord, the Spirit, the source of Brahma, then the
sage, abandoning good and evil, makes everything unitary in
the supreme Indestructible. For thus it has been said: “As
birds and deer do not occupy a burning mountain, so the

defects (dosha) never occupy a knower of the Absolute (brah-
man).” (IV.18)

Toward the end of this period in the evolution of Yoga or slightly
later, perhaps around 200 cE, Classical Yoga emerged. It was codified
by Patanjali in his famous Yoga-Sutra (Aphorisms of Yoga) and be-
came the philosophical system of Yoga par excellence. Many Sanskrit
commentaries have been written on this work, which consists of no
more than 195 (or, in some editions, 196) terse aphorisms (sutra).
The oldest and most valuable commentary, which is attributed to
Vyasa (a name meaning “compiler”), is the Yoga-Bhashya (Speech
on Yoga).
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In addition to Classical Yoga, therc were many other yogic schools
in the period following Patanjali. Whereas Classical Yoga espoused
a dualistic philosophy (distinguishing between spirit and matter),
virtually all these other yogic schools subscribed to the nondualist
(advaita) metaphysics that has been at home in India since ancient
times. They are generally referred to as Postclassical Yoga.

These nondualist yogic teachings can be encountered, for in-
stance, in the Puranas, encyclopedic compilations containing much
religious and metaphysical information. Tradition speaks of eighteen
major and as many minor Puranas, though their actual number is
much higher, and each of these Sanskrit scriptures includes a more
or less detailed treatment of the spiritual p.ath. The best-known work
of this genre is the Bhagavata-Purana, which contains the Krishna
legends and much else besides. It was composed sometime in the
tenth century CE. The name purana means “ancient” and points to
the fact that the puranic heritage traces itself back to a very early
age. A Purana is first mentioned in the Atharva-Veda (11.7.24), com-
piled some four thousand years ago, but the Puranic works known
today are creations of a much later era.

A Purana-like tenth-century work is the beautifully imaginative
and poetic Yoga-Vasishtha, comprising no fewer than 30,000 stanzas.
This scripture promulgates nondualist Jnana-Yoga, which unfolds in
seven stages. The highest stage of this Yoga is called turya-ga or
“abiding in the Fourth,” the Fourth being the transcendental Self
beyond the three states of consciousncss—waking, dream sleep, and
deep sleep.

Another mine of yogic knowledge is the body of scriptures known
as the Tantras (Webs), which belong to the tradition of Shaktism (or
Shakti worship). They embody the csoteric teachings of Tantrism,
about which more is said in chapter 11. The word shakti means
“power” and refers to the spiritual encrgy—visualized as a goddess—
behind the manifest universe. Tantrism is concerned with enlisting
that goddess energy in the yogic process. Some traditional authori-
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ties identify 192 Tantras, of which the best known are the Kula-
Arnava-Tantra (Tantra of the Kula Ocean) and the Mahanirvana-
Tantra (Tantra of the Great Extinction). There are also numerous
Buddhist Tantras, written in Sanskrit and Tibetan.

Yoga also is an integral part of Shaivism (Shiva worship), as given
in the Agamas (Traditions), which are said to number twenty-eight
in all, though over two hundred are known. Yogic teachings, more-
over, are contained in the Samhitas (Compendiums) of Vaishnavism
(Vishnu worship). Tradition recognizes 108 Sambhitas, but one
scholar has compiled a list of 215 and estimated that their original
number was even higher. Thus Tantras, Agamas, and Samhitas form
a vast literature that is relevant to the study of Yoga but has barely
been researched.

A significant development within Yoga, emerging under the influ-
ence of Tantrism, is Hatha-Yoga (Forceful Yoga), which has its own
scriptures. The creation of Hatha-Yoga is intimately connected with
the name of the semilegendary adept Gorakshanatha (Hindi:
Gorakhnath), who may have lived in the eleventh century cE. He is
credited with the authorship of many Sanskrit texts, but these seem
to have survived only as fragments and in quotations in later works.
The most important Hatha-Yoga texts are the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika
(Light on the Forceful Yoga), the Gheranda-Samhita (Compendium
of Gheranda), and the Shiva-Samhita (Shiva’s Compendium). The
first-mentioned work is the oldest, written sometime in the four-
teenth century CE.

Besides the huge Sanskrit literature on Yoga, there are many Yoga
texts in vernacular languages, notably Tamil. Particularly the poetic
compositions of the South Indian Alvars (who were Vishnu worship-
ers) and the sixty-three Nayanmars (who were Shiva worshipers)
must be mentioned. Their beautiful compositions, which speak of
their heartfelt devotion to God and their longing to be united with
Him, are a mainstay of South Indian Bhakti-Yoga. Perhaps the great-
est Tamil work on Yoga is the Tirumandiram (Sacred Word) of Tiru-
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mular, who lived in the fifth or sixth century ck. The Tamil literature
on Yoga has barely been studied, though it contains much important
and fascinating information that complements the Sanskrit
scriptures.

The history and literature of Yoga cut across many traditions
within Hinduism. Various yogic approaches also can be found within
the independent traditions of Buddhism and Jainism. In fact, the
Buddha’s “noble eightfold path” represents an early form of non-
Vedic Yoga. There has been a lively osmosis between India’s three
great spiritual traditions and cultures—Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Jainism. All this has created one of the most colorful and complex
heritages on earth. :

This overview has been little more than a rough thumbnail sketch.
A detailed review of the history of Yoga and its literature can be
found in my forthcoming book The Yoga Tradition.
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The Principal Branches of Yoga

There is nothing [on Earth] equal in purity to wisdom.

—Bruacavap-Gita 1V.38

The Path of Wisdom: Jnana-Yoga

The yogic path outlined in the Upanishads mentioned in the previ-
ous chapter belongs to Jnana-Yoga, the spiritual discipline of wisdom
(jnana). This is in fact the orientation typical of nearly all the more
than two hundred known Upanishads, which are esoteric scriptures
showing the way to self-understanding, self-transcendence, and mys-
tical union. They praise wisdom as the supreme means of shattering
all self-delusion and illusion, bringing the aspirant face to face with
Reality, the Self, or Spirit. Wisdom is identification with the unitary
essence of all objects. It is identification with the ultimate knower,
or transcendental Subject, who is no different from the known. Wis-
dom is thus quite distinct from ordinary knowledge, which comes
through the mediation of the senses, or through thought, and grasps
the known from the outside.

Wisdom is a direct apprehension of Reality, or Self-realization. As
such, wisdom has no informational content. It is simply truth-bear-
ing, as the great Yoga adept Patanjali puts it in his Yoga-Sutra (1.48).

15
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What is the truth that wisdom reveals? It is the truth, the reality, of
the self-luminous Self, which is at once our innermost essence and
the very foundation of the universe. In the words of Swami Viveka-
nanda, a great nineteenth-century yogin and sage, who with great
gusto represented Hinduism at the Parliament of Religions in 1894:

Every particle in this body is continually changing; no one
has the same body for many minutes together, and yet we
think of it as the same body. So with the mind: one moment
it is happy, another moment unhappy; one moment strong,
another weak—an ever changing whirlpool. That cannot be
the Spirit, which is infinite. . . . Any particle in this universe
can change in relation to any other particle. But take the
whole universe as one; then in relation to what can it move?
There is nothing besides it. So this infinite Unit is unchange-
able, immovable, absolute, and this is the Real Man.!

The Real Man, or the Real Woman, is the eternal gender-tran-
scending Subject, the essential Self of all beings and things. This
ultimate Unity cannot be sensed, experienced, or, strictly speaking,
even known. However, it can be realized by going beyond all the
mechanisms of sensing, experiencing, and knowing. In that case, it
reveals itself to itself. It is by nature self-luminous. In other words,
the Self shines forth as soon as we withdraw all our diverse mental
projections from it; when we desist from identifying it as our body,
our mind, or the external world. As Nisargadatta Maharaj, a contem-
porary master of Jnana-Yoga, put it:

If you really find out what you are, you will see that you are
not an individual, you are not a person, you are not a body.
And people who cling to their body identity are not fit for
this knowledge.?

Nisargadatta Maharaj continued:

If you really want to understand this, you must give up your
identification with the body. By all means, make use of the
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body, but don’t consider yourself to be the body while acting
in this world. Identify yourself with the consciousness, which
dwells in the body. . . . So long as you identify yourself as the
body, your experience of pain and sorrow will increase day by
day. That is why you must give up this identification, and
you should take yourself as the consciousness. . .. When the
body falls, the principle which always remains is You. If you
identify yourself with the body, you will feel that you are
dying, but in reality there is no death because you are not the
body. Let the body be there or not be there, your existence is
always there; it is eternal ?

Ramana Maharshi, a Self-realized master, wrote:

Enquiring “Who am I?” within the mind, and reading the
heart, the “I”” collapses. Instantly the real “I” appears (as “I,”
“I”’), which, although it manifests itself as “I”" is not the ego,
but the true being.*

Jnana-Yoga thus consists in a radical dismantling of all our delu-
sions and illusions, attachments, fears, sorrows, opinions, desires,
hopes, and expectations. Every experience or piece of information is
approached with the insight that this does not represent the Truth,
the Self—"“not thus, not thus” (neti neti), as Sage Yajnavalkya put it
long ago.’ This via negativa is the path most characteristic of the
Vedanta tradition, which avows a nondualist metaphysics: “There is
only the One; all else is illusory.” Everything that is not the Self is
illusion (maya), which is compared to a dream in the Yoga and Ved-
anta scriptures. Self-realization, or enlightenment, is our awakening
from that dream.

This approach calls for sustained keen discernment (viveka) be-
tween the Real and the unreal, followed by an equally demanding
and uncompromising attitude of dispassion (vairagya) toward every-
thing that stands exposed as being other than the eternal Self. After
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all, we might know that something is not good for us but continue
to indulge in it. Dispassion or nonattachment is one of the keystones
of spiritual life. Without it there can be no real inner growth. Hence
since time immemorial, the practitioners of Yoga have cultivated the
ideal of renunciation (samnyasa). Some have interpreted this to
mean abandoning worldly life in favor of voluntary simplicity in the
secluded environment of a hermitage or even a life of perpetual
homelessness and wandering. Others, however, have taken renuncia-
tion to be primarily an inner attitude, which may or may not be
accompanied by outward abstention. For the practitioner of Jnana-
Yoga, who is called a jnana-yogin or jnanin, renunciation comes natu-
rally as a result of his or her deep understanding of the pattern of life
and the true nature of reality.

The Path of Selfless Action: Karma-Yoga

Though growing out of the carlier Vedic heritage, the teachings
of the Upanishads were a novel development in the evolution of
Hinduism. Whereas the Vedic spirituality revolved around the ideal
of sacrifice combined with meditation, the Upanishads preached the
inner sacrifice of meditation. Traditionally, this distinction was
couched in terms of wisdom (jnana) versus action (karman), mean-
ing primarily ritual action.

A growing number of people were attracted to the life of wisdom
and renunciation as espoused by the Upanishadic sages, so much so
that, around the middle of the first millennium BCE, some authori-
ties began to oppose this widespread movement. They argued that a
person should wait until all the duties of a householder had been
fulfilled and the children were fully grown before retiring to the for-
est or mountain solitude. Their reasoning was that all too often the
call to renunciation led to abandoned families and unmet social obli-
gations. The lawgivers favored a lifestyle ideally unfolding in four
stages (ashrama)—those of the student, the houscholder, the forest-
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dweller (in late maturity), and the freely wandering ascetic (in old
age). In this way, the practitioner gave active life its proper due be-
fore taking up the contemplative lifestyle of a renouncer (samnya-
sin), who is wholly dedicated to the pursuit of truth through solitary
meditation, introspection, and wisdom.

In the middle of the first millennium BCE, a first powerful effort
was made to integrate wisdom with action in the teaching of the
Bhagavad-Gita. This effort also brought the strong human capacity
for love (bhakti) into the equation. In fact, this venerated scripture
stands at the threshold of an entire long-lived spiritual movement of
devotionalism, focusing on the worship of God in personal form,
notably Lord Krishna. This movement is known as the way of love or
bhakti-marga, which 1s explained in the next section.

While love or devotion is central to Krishna’s message, his teach-
ing is unthinkable without the corollaries of wisdom and selfless ac-
tion. In Krishna’s understanding, the Yoga of action consists in the
execution of one’s allotted work in the proper fashion without any
thought of personal gain or self-aggrandizement, or even praise. As
he put it:

Not by abstention from actions does a man enjoy action-
transcendence, nor by renunciation alone does he approach
perfection.

For, not even for a moment can anyone ever remain with-
out performing action. Everyone is unwittingly made to act
by the qualities (guna) issuing from Nature.

He who restrains his organs of action but sits remembering
in his mind the objects of the senses is called a self-bewil-
dered hypocrite.

So—more excellent is he, O Arjuna, who, controlling the
senses with his mind, embarks unattached on Karma-Yoga
with his organs of action.

You must do the allotted action, for action is superior to
inaction; not even your body’s processes can be accom-
plished by inaction.
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This world is action-bound, save when this action is [in-
tended] as sacrifice. With that purpose, O son of Kunti, en-
gage in action devoid of attachment. (111.4-9)

Therefore always perform unattached the proper deed, for
the man who performs action without attachment attains

the Supreme. (II1.19)

Krishna’s Karma-Yoga has sometimes been wrongly used to justify
any military action. However, it must be remembered that the war
fought by Arjuna and his four brothers against the Kurus had the
specific purpose of restoring the moral order (dharma). This alone
explains Lord Krishna’s intervention. As a divine incarnation, he is
born whenever the moral order has collapsed and the world is enve-
loped in spiritual darkness.

The follower of Karma-Yoga, who is known as a karma-yogin, acts
in daily life so as to lessen lawlessness (adharma) and increase virtue
(dharma) or harmony. Like Mahatma Gandhi, Vinoba Bhave, or
Mother Teresa, he or she works for the welfare of others. As a true
yogic discipline, Karma-Yoga seeks to overcome the ego-personality
with its egotistic desires and attitudes, carelessness, doubts, and
fears. This approach is often portrayed as an easy option, but in fact
it calls for great discernment. As Krishna said:

What is action? What is inaction? Herein even the seer-poets
(kavi) are bewildered. I shall declare to you that action
which, when understood, will set you free from ill.

Indeed, [the yogin] ought to understand [the nature] of
action, he ought to understand misaction (vikarman), and he
ought to understand inaction. Impenetrable is the way of
action.

He who sees inaction in action and action in inaction is
wise among men, yoked, performing whole actions.

(IV.16-18)

Wholc (kritsna) actions are those that are guided by wisdom and
are frec from attachment and also otherwise appropriate. Then
action cannot defile a person, cannot create a karmic debt. For this



The Principal Branches of Yoga 21

kind of action to become possible, a person must first be whole him-
self or herself. At the same time, Karma-Yoga is a path to this inner
wholeness.

The Path of Love-Devotion: Bhakti-Yoga

A reverential and devotional attitude in spiritual life was culti-
vated already by the seer-bards of Vedic times. However, as an inde-
pendent path, Bhakti-Yoga emerged only around the middle of the
first millennium BCE, primarily in connection with the theistic reli-
gions centering on the worship of Krishna (a devine incarnation of
Vishnu) and Rudra or Shiva. The religious tradition that has Krishna
as its focal point was first given expression in the beautiful verses of
the Bhagavad-Gita. In the same era, the Shiva worshipers created the
Shvetashvatara-Upanishad, which contains the following declaration:

The God who is in fire, who is in water, who has entered the
whole world, who is in plants, who is in trees—to that God
be adoration, adoration. (I1.17)

The wise composer of this Upanishad next divulges his own spiri-
tual attainment, which lends authority to his words:

I know this great Person (purusha),

sun-colored, beyond darkness.

Only by knowing Him does one go beyond death.
There is no other path for going [to Him].

Nothing is higher than He,

nothing is smaller than He, nothing greater.

The One stands like a tree established in Heaven.

By Him, the [supreme] Person, this whole [universe] is filled.

That which is beyond this [world]

is formless, free from ill.

Those who know That become immortal,

but others encounter only suffering. (111.8-10)
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In the Bhagavad-Gita, it is the Lord himself who speaks, disclosing
the secrets of Bhakti-Yoga:

[He] Whose self is yoked in Yoga and who everywhere be-
holds the same, sees the Self abiding in all beings and all
beings in the Self.

He who sees Me everywhere and sees all in Me, to him I
am not lost, nor is he [ever] lost to Me.

He who is intent on oneness (ekatva) and loves Me, abid-
ing in all beings in whatever [state] he exists, that yogin

dwells in Me. (V1.29-32)

The path of Bhakti-Yoga is constant remembrance of the Divine,
whether it is known as Krishna, Rama, Mahadeva, Radha, Sita, or
Parvati, or by some other name of God or Goddess. This remem-
brance can take many forms—from rituals dedicated to the Divine
to love-intoxicated chanting, singing, and dancing, to deeply felt at-
tunement in meditation and ecstatic absorption into the Divine.
The practitioner of this yogic path, who is called a bhakta (devotee),
may look upon the Divine as one might look upon a parent, a friend,
or a lover. In every case, however, he or she seeks to cultivate true
intimacy with God or Goddess until mystical union is achieved.
“The essence of Bhakti-Yoga,” wrote the Indian scholar Inder Pal
Sachdev, “lies in complete unconditional self-surrender to the High-
est Being.”¢ Surendra Nath Dasgupta, one of the great savants of
modern India, described the devotee as follows:

So great is his passion for God that it consumes all his earthly
passions. . . . The bhakta who is filled with such a passion
does not experience it merely as an undercurrent of joy
which waters the depths of his heart in his own privacy, but
as a torrent that overflows the caverns of his heart into all his
senses. Through all his senses he realizes it as if it were a
sensuous delight; with his heart and soul he feels it as a spiri-
tual intoxication of joy. Such a person is beside himself with
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this love of God. He sings, laughs, dances and weeps. He is
no longer a person of this world.”

This passionate love for the Divine was alive in male saints like
Prahlada, Vallabha, Caitanya, Ramanuja, Namm Alvar, Namdeva,
Kabir, Nanak, and Tukaram, as well as female mystics like Andal and
Mirabai.

Unlike the jnana-yogins, the followers of Bhakti-Yoga often prefer
a dualist metaphysics over a strictly nondualist philosophy. Some
schools of this branch of Yoga even deny that perfect merging or
identification with the Lord can ever be achieved, postulating an
unbridgeable gap between Creator and creation. Yet even these
schools enthusiastically promote the pursuit of mystical union, how-
ever incomplete. For, as they insist, only in communion with the
Divine can lasting happiness be found.

The Path of Sacred Sound: Mantra-Yoga

We do not know when the consciousness-altering effects of sound
were discovered, but rhythmic drumming and chanting undoubtedly
belong to the earliest cultural heritage of humanity. It is an integral
part of shamanism, which preceded the Yoga tradition and contrib-
uted many elements to it. Already in Vedic times, the seers and sages
considered sound a transformative vehicle, and they regarded the
hymns as being charged with numinous power. Thus recitation and
chanting were early on cultivated as potent means of focusing the
mind, pacifying the senses, and elevating consciousness to a higher
level of functioning, creating the proper conditions for a deep spiri-
tual opening.

As one hymn of the Rig-Veda (X.71.3) states, “through sacrifice
they walked on the path of Vac and found it in the seers.” Vac is
divine speech, the immortal sound revealed to the seers of ancient
times. “Many who have eyes,” declares the next verse, “have not
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seen Vac; many who have ears do not hear her.” The divine Word,
which is heard and followed by all the deities, is manifested in the
seer’s ecstatic vision (dhi) and proclaimed in his inspired hymns.
In the Atharva-Veda (XIX.9.3), Vac is called the “supreme Goddess,
strengthened by prayer (brahman).”s It is Vac, the imperishable
Word, that the Vedic seers sought to track down. The Word that is
imperishable (akshara) was a great secret in ancient times but
later—as early as the Yajur-Veda—was disclosed as the immortal
sound oM—the first of all mantras or numinous sounds.

The Yajur-Veda also contains other similar mantric sounds, nota-
bly HIM, HUM, SVAHA, and VASHAT. These were interjected at various
stages of the sacrificial rituals, but none ever gained the same promi-
nence as the sacred syllable om, symbol of the Absolute.

Out of this ritualistic use of certain sounds grew, in due course,
the yogic practice of recitation known as japa in which a mantra is
repeated over and over again to calm the mind. Often the mantras
used in this way are the names of particular deities, such as Shiva or
Rama. The Transcendental Meditation (TM) movement is based on
the mental sounding of certain mantras. The meditative recitation
of mantras is often done in conjunction with a rosary (mala), usually
consisting of 108 beads.

Mantra-Yoga came into its own with the rise of Tantrism nearly
two thousand years ago. Subsequently it developed into an indepen-
dent yogic approach, containing many ritualistic elements. This full-
fledged system is outlined in such Sanskrit works as the Mantra-
Yoga-Samhita (Compendium of Mantra-Yoga) and the encyclopedic
Mantra-Mahodadhi (Ocean of Mantras). This yogic approach is dis-
cussed in more detail in chapter 9.

The Royal Path of Raja-Yoga

Raja-Yoga is synonymous with Classical Yoga, as formulated by
Patanjali in his Yoga-Sutra around two thousand years ago. This
school is traditionally considered one of the six orthodox systems of
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Hindu philosophy. Although Classical Yoga was influential, it did
not survive as a school of yogic practice in its own right. Its decline
was largely due to its dualist metaphysics in an overwhelmingly non-
dualist philosophical climate, shaped by the powerful tradition of
Vedanta. However, its model of the yogic path was adopted by many
other schools. As the renowned historian of religion Mircea Eliade
observed, “It is from this system that one must start in order to
understand the position of yoga in the history of Indian thought.”
It also is this school of thought that provides the most systematic
access to the practical dimension of Yoga. Hence a careful study of
the Yoga-Sutra can be heartily recommended to all Western Yoga
enthusiasts.

Patanjali, to whom the Yoga-Sutra is attributed and about whom
nothing is known, offered many helpful definitions of the various
aspects of Yoga, notably its eight principal limbs (anga):

1. Moral restraint (yama), comprising nonharming (ahimsa),
truthfulness (satya), nonstealing (asteya), chastity (brahma-
carya), and greedlessness (aparigraha)

2. Discipline (niyama), consisting of purity (shauca), content-
ment (samtosha), asceticism (tapas), study (svadhyaya), and
devotion to the Lord (ishvara-pranidhana)

. Posture (asana)

. Breath control (pranayama)

. Sense withdrawal (pratyahara)

. Concentration (dharana)

. Meditation (dhyana)

. Ecstasy (samadhi)
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These practices are discussed in later chapters of this book. Here 1
simply wish to mention that moral restraint is the foundation of the
other limbs and must be observed at all times. Only then can the
path of progressive unification and simplification succeed and lead
to the various ecstatic states of consciousness and, ultimately, to
liberation or Self-realization.
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The Path of Inner Power: Hatha-Yoga

The word hatha means “force” or “forceful” and refers to that
branch of Yoga that attempts self-transformation and self-transcen-
dence by the arduous means of physical purification and strengthen-
ing. The idea behind Hatha-Yoga is that a frail or diseased body can
prove a serious obstacle on the path to liberation and that therefore
the body must be properly trained. This training is particularly im-
portant in Hatha-Yoga because at the core of this spiritual discipline
is a potentially dangerous process known as the awakening of the
kundalini-shakti. This is the arousal of the power of consciousness in
the lowest psychospiritual center (cakra) of the body and its conduc-
tion to the highest center at the crown of the head. If the body is not
properly prepared, the awakened kundalini can cause tremendous
physical and mental problems. As the texts declare, the kundalini
can lead either to liberation or to bondage. We might say that it can
lead either to heaven or to hell, depending on the purity of the path-
ways through which the kundalini-shakti, or serpent power, must
flow to reach the topmost psychospiritual center.

Hatha-Yoga consequently incorporates in its program a great many
techniques for physical cleansing and stabilization of the body’s
energies. It also includes many postures (asana), which are used to
maintain or restore the yogin’s well-being, to improve the body’s
flexibility and vitality, and also, in some cases, to serve as suitable
postures for prolonged meditation. The heart of Hatha-Yoga is un-
questionably breath control (pranayama), and a variety of techniques
are given to manipulate the body’s energy (prana) via the breath.

This is the form of Yoga best known in the West, though its decper
spiritual and philosophical foundations arc rarely understood. It is
widely reduced to gymnastics and fitness training, without any refer-
cnce to, or experience of, the kundalini and higher states of con-
sciousncss, never mind the great ideal of spiritual liberation.
Traditionally, however, Hatha-Yoga has always been looked upon as



The Principal Branches of Yoga 27

a ladder to Raja-Yoga, that is, to Self-realization through meditation
and ecstasy. The contemporary Hatha-Yoga master B. K. S. Iyengar,
who has trained the majority of American Hatha-Yoga teachers,
made this pertinent remark: “The original idea of yoga is freedom
and beatitude, and the by-products which come along the way, in-
cluding physical health, are secondary for the practitioner.”!

Historically speaking, Hatha-Yoga is unthinkable without the prior
development of Tantrism or Tantra-Yoga. For the awakening of the
kundalini-shakti, which is the goal of Hatha-Yoga, was central to Tan-
tric esotericism long before the emergence of Hatha-Yoga. In some
ways, Hatha-Yoga is an offshoot of Tantrism, and many of its ritualis-
tic elements are adaptations from the Tantric heritage. The ultimate
purpose of Tantra-Yoga is to bring about the reunion of the polarized
energy and consciousness, the merging of God Shiva and Goddess
Shakti, which yields the blissful nectar of immortality in ecstasy. The
Tantric path is outlined more fully in chapter 11.
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The Teacher, the Disciple,
and the Path

The knowers who have seen the Truth will instruct you in wisdom.

—BHAGcAVAD-CGITA IV. 34

Heart Knowledge beyond Intellectual Learning

Even if we read a thousand books on oceanography or on maritime
adventures, we cannot really understand the ocean unless we jump
into the water ourselves and get wet. Then we can feel its power and
learn to both respect and trust it. The situation is similar in regard
to the ocean of Yoga (yoga-arnava). We can learn many facts about
Yoga, but they will give us only an external view of it. In order to
truly understand Yoga, we must engage its living reality and allow it
to teach us.

The experiential nature of Yoga has always been emphasized by its
advocates. Thus Vyasa quotes in his Yoga-Bhashya (Speech on Yoga),
the earliest available Sanskrit commentary on Patanjali’s Yoga-Sutra
(Aphorisms of Yoga), an ancient saying:

Yoga must be known through Yoga. Yoga grows through Yoga.
He who is attentive toward Yoga long delights in Yoga. (I11.6)

28
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Many centuries earlier, the Mahabharata epic expressed the same
idea in these words:

He who does not know the meaning of a book carries only a
burden; but he who knows the reality behind a book’s mean-
ing, for him the teaching of that book is not in vain.

(XI1.293.25)

The Yoga tradition has a large and diversified literature to which
Western Yoga enthusiasts have added a huge volume of books. So
long as the knowledge communicated in those books is not trans-
lated into practical experience, it remains barren. Mere intellectual
knowledge is not adequately transformative.

Hence the Yoga-Shikha-Upanishad (Secret Doctrine of the Crest
of Yoga), a medieval Sanskrit work, warns of the “snare of textbooks”
(shastra-jala), referring to bookish learning without accompanying
experience. Similarly, in the Kula-Arnava-Tantra (Family Ocean Tan-
tra), God Shiva says to his divine spouse:

O Beloved, creatures (pashu) who have fallen into the deep
well of the six systems [of philosophy] do not know the ulti-
mate purpose [of life] and remain constrained by the bond
of creatures.

Struggling in the terrifying ocean of the Vedas and text-
books, they stay [trapped] in the waves of time [as if] pos-
sessed by a demon, chanting “whither?” (1.87-88)

In a subsequent verse, Shiva complains about those who know
much but have not actually tasted the food, by which he means the
nourishment of the spirit. Thus while scriptural authority is held
high in Yoga, it is not placed above personal experience and spiritual
realization. The pivot of all Yoga is direct apprehension (pratyaksha)
of the truth through personal spiritual practice. This is captured in
the following words of the Yoga-Bhashya:
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Through study (svadhyaya) he should cultivate Yoga;
through Yoga he should cultivate study; through the con-
junction of study and Yoga the supreme Self manifests.

(1.28)

Vyasa’s advice to give both knowledge and experience their due
weight reflects the ever-present concern of the yogin to practice bal-
ance. Practice that is not supported by a solid understanding of the
Yoga tradition is apt to produce self-delusion. On the other hand,
study that is not anchored in practice is likely to lead to a false sense
of accomplishment without yielding any spiritual gain. In the final
analysis, however, Yoga puts the heart dbove the head, experience
above thought.

Hence, since the earliest times, the Yoga scriptures and authorities
have always stressed the necessity for guidance. Only someone who
has traveled the road will know its pitfalls and can help prevent those
who follow in his or her footsteps from falling into obvious and not-
so-obvious traps.

The Guru: He Whose Counsel Is Weighty

The Sanskrit language has many words for “teacher,” but only the
designation guru captures the essential function of the teacher who
serves others as a spiritual guide. The word means “heavy” or
“weighty” and refers to someone whose counsel is significant. Ac-
cording to an esoteric etymology, guru is divided into its two sylla-
bles, gu and ru, which respectively are said to stand for “darkness”
and “dispeller.” Thus the guru is a teacher who is capable of remov-
ing the student’s spiritual darkness, or blindness.

Often such a teacher is called a sad-guru, which can mean both a
“true teacher” and a “tcacher of the Truth.” The term sat (which for
cuphonic reasons is changed to sad when followed by a soft conso-
nant or vowel) can be used cither as an adjective or as a noun. In the
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latter sense, it generally connotes the ultimate Reality, or Truth. As
Ramana Maharshi explained:

The Guru is one who at all times abides in the profound
depths of the Self. He never sees any difference between
himself and others and is quite free from the idea that he is
the Enlightened or the Liberated One, while those around
him are in bondage or the darkness of ignorance. . . . There
1s no difference between God, Guru, and the Self.!

The sad-guru is, above all, a spiritual presence. As such he (or she)
is a great power that can prove transformative for those who are open
to its influence. Hence the traditional authorities all recommend
that earnest seekers seek out the company of such beings as much as
possible. The practice of sitting at the feet of great, enlightened mas-
ters is known as sat-sanga, or “contact with Reality.”

The Sanskrit scriptures acknowledge that a sad-guru is a rarity
among teachers. As the Kula-Arnava-Tantra puts it:

O Devi, there are many gurus here on Earth who give what
is other than the Self, but hard to find in all the worlds is the
guru who reveals the Self. (XIII.106)

Many gurus have pilgrimaged only part of the way to Truth, or
Reality, but are still in a position to guide an aspirant to their own
level of attainment. Other teachers know how to repeat the teach-
ings but have no experiential knowledge themselves and thus are
unreliable and even dangerous guides. Finally, there are those
who—as the texts admit—are simply fakes. To cite the Kula-Arnava-
Tantra again:

Many are the gurus who rob a disciple of his wealth, but rare
is the guru who removes a disciple’s [spiritual] afflictions.

(XII1.108)
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A student would therefore do well to ascertain to which category
a teacher belongs before committing to long-term pupilage. Sadly,
this warning ought to be particularly heeded by Western students of
Yoga, for the marketplace is swamped with would-be teachers. There
is some protection in a student’s own purity of intent, and of course
we often learn through our more painful experiences. Fortunately,
even today there are sad-gurus who can pass on the ancient wisdom
of Yoga, but they are seldom those teachers who are in the limelight
or clamoring for disciples. A sad-guru very likely will test aspirants,
perhaps by showing indifference toward them or even by first out-
right rejecting them. Only those who are truly committed to the
spiritual path, who yearn for guidance, and who also have a certain
degree of maturity and self-understanding will not be put off by the
sad-guru’s behavior and stay on. And then the real trials and work of
self-transformation begin.

Discipleship can flourish only when the aspirant brings the utmost
dedication and intelligence to it. Intelligence, in the sense of fine
discernment, is necessary not only to follow the guru’s instructions
properly but also to constantly see the guru not merely as another
individual but as a function—namely the function of countering the
egoistic tendencies in the disciple. Without adequate discernment,
disciples all too easily get caught up in personality conflicts and pro-
jections, which undermine the spiritual process set in motion by the
guru. As the Kula-Arnava-Tantra states:

The guru must not be considered a [mere] mortal. If he is so

considered, then one will have no success at all from mantras
or the worship of deities. (XI1.46)

The Disciple

Discipleship (shishyata), which is an integral aspect of all spiritual
traditions, has a long history. Unfortunately, it has been eroded by
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modern secularism, with its emphasis on intellectual learning and
the communication of information rather than education in wisdom
through lived experience. Because of this modern mind-set, few
Western seckers are able to relate rightly either to the Yoga tradition
or to its gurus. All too often they approach spiritual teachers with
wrong expectations and faulty attitudes. They frequently fail to un-
derstand that discipleship is a sacred contract between guru and
pupil, involving unusual commitments and obligations for both par-
ties. | have addressed this issue in depth in my book Holy Madness.?

Here is how the Yoga tradition characterizes a fully qualified disci-
ple (shishya; cela in Hindi):

Endowed with great energy and enthusiasm, intelligent, he-
roic, learned in the scriptures, having the inclination to prac-
tice, free from delusion, unconcerned, . . . eating moderately,
with senses under control, fearless, pure, skillful, giving, and

a shelter for all people. (Shiva-Samhita V.26-30)

Exceedingly few aspirants can claim to possess these virtuous
qualities! Most bring far less to the demands of discipleship. This
has always been so, and the great teachers have shown tremendous
compassion and tolerance toward their disciples. The desire to grow
spiritually generally precedes the aspirant’s initial capacity to engage
the spiritual path with unwavering certainty and energy. The Maha-
bharata declares:

The great path is difficult and those who tread it successfully
to the end are not many. But he is called someone of great
fault (baha-dosha) who, having set out on it, ceases to con-
tinue and turns back. (V.52)

But, as the Bhagavad-Gita (11.40) reminds us, no effort made on
the spiritual path is ever lost. Particularly Western students, who
live in an environment that tends to be unsupportive of our highest
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spiritual aspirations, must remember this piece of wisdom, for they
may experience many false starts or temporary setbacks on the path.
But even in the most ideal of circumstances Yoga is never easy, be-
cause it demands a complete self-transformation: From an ego-per-
sonality wrapped up in personal concerns and habit patterns, the
aspirant must become a self-transcending being whose attention is
freed from selfish interests and capable of contemplating the tran-
scendental Self and hearing the plight of others.

Spiritual discipleship aims at the dissolution of the thing ealled
“disciple.” Its success is measured by the degree to which the aspi-
rant is transformed from a self-involved seeker hankering after en-
lightenment, guruship, or power into a being filled with wisdom,
compassion, patience, generosity, and all the other great virtues
praised in the spiritual traditions of the world.

Initiation, Spiritual Transmission, and the Lineage

Yoga is a full-fledged initiatory tradition. Initiation, as the Ameri-
can philosopher Dane Rudhyar astutely observed, always “implies a
reordering of energies and purposes.” Thus initiation represents, as
he put it, “a vietory over the inertia of habits of thinking-feeling and
behaving in terms of what was onee normal functioning, a dying to
the past and rebirth to an unfamiliar and uncertain future—thus a
victory over fear and an act of faith in the yet-unknown.”

Initiation involves a definite shift in the aspirant’s inner world. It
marks a most significant transition—from a sccular to a sacred way
of life. Henceforth he or she is placed in a mighty stream of intent
and energy that, if the aspirant cooperates suthciently, will sooner or
later conduet him or her to the desired goal of liberation. The Kula-
Arnava-Tantra states:

There can be no liberation without initiation. Thus it has
been said in the Shiva-Shasana. And there can be no such
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[initiation] without a lineage from one teacher to the next

teacher. (XIV.3)

Lineage (parampara) is very important in Yoga, as it is in many
other traditions. One can compare it to a powerful electrical cable
running from the present teacher to all previous teachers, whether
embodied or dwelling in the invisible realms. Through initiation
(diksha), the aspirant is adopted into a particular lineage and thereby
becomes heir to its current of spiritual realization and potency. This
increases his or her likelihood of making safe and rapid progress on
the spiritual path. Initiation has often been compared to a second
birth, and it is a powerful rite of passage.

Diksha is a form of spiritual empowerment. Usharbudh Arya, a
meditation teacher living in the United States, notes that initiation
“may be regarded as a spiritual sacrament confined to no particular
religion.” He goes on to say:

The initiation begins the process of sanctifying the initiate
by placing in his mind a seed that might grow over a period
of time if irrigated and nourished through regular practice
and related disciplines. . . . It is a process of direct transfer of
mental energy from one mind to another.®

The scriptures distinguish various types of initiation, depending
on the context in which it occurs. It can be formal or informal, grad-
ual or sudden, associated with all kinds of external rituals, internal
meditations, and visualization or completely independent of any ef-
fort on the part of the disciple. A guru may simply gaze into the
disciple’s eyes and transmit his or her own realization, which then
results in an immediate change in the disciple’s consciousness.
Swami Muktananda initiated thousands of Westerners in this way,
which is known as shambhavi-diksha. The word shambhavi is the ad-
jectival form of shambhu (“benevolent”), which is an epithet of God
Shiva. The name is meant to indicate that this type of initiation is a
direct transmission of divine energy (shakti).
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All initiations, in varying degrees, augment consciousness or
awareness and energy in the disciple, thereby empowering him or her
to put the teacher’s instructions more effectively into practice and
also to develop an attitude of dispassion.

Another Sanskrit term for initiation is abhisheka, which means
literally “sprinkling”—a form of spiritual water baptism. What is
sprinkled on the aspirant is the guru’s blessings.

The Discipline of Self-Transcendence

Yoga, explained Patanjali, is powered by both practice and dispas-
sion. Practice (abhyasa) is the discipline ‘of inner unification or sim-
plification by which the clutter of external things and concerns is
held at bay and which discloses the ultimate simplicity, or singular-
ity, of the transcendental Self (purusha). As Patanjali noted, for prac-
tice to be successful it must be steady and cultivated over a long
stretch of time. In his Yoga-Bhashya (1.13), Vyasa defines practice as
“an endeavor (prayatna) with the purpose [of achieving an undis-
turbed flow of consciousness], a dynamic application (virya), or an
effort (utsaha).” In other words, practice refers to the yogic struggle
to conquer the ordinary mind, which is habitually agitated and re-
moved from the realization of peace and tranquillity.

Dispassion (vairagya), according to the Yoga-Sutra (1.15) of Patan-
jali, is “the awareness of mastery of him who is not thirsting after
visible [that is, earthly] and revealed [that is, invisible] things.” The
“revealed” objects spoken of here are those promised in the sacred
texts, such as heavenly delights. The goal of Yoga is not any celestial
domain but the transcendental Reality, or Spirit, which exists be-
yond all realms of manifestation, including the heavenly worlds of
the Hindu rcligion.

While practice opens up higher expericnees of the subtle or “in-
visible” realms, the yogin knows these to be only of relative value and
pushes on toward the nonlocal reality of the Self. In this the yogin is
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guided by a growing mood of dispassion, which helps in renouncing
even the greatest pleasures to be harvested in the most subtle realms
of existence. For the yogin knows that lasting happiness comes only
with Self-realization. The bliss arising from Self-realization is not
dependent on any object but is innate to the Self and therefore can
never be lost, or even decreased or increased.

Adepts express their inner dispassion in various ways. Some may
spontaneously abandon all societal contact and live naked in a re-
mote cave. Others, equally spontaneously, may immerse themselves
in social activity for the benefit of others, without the slightest at-
tachment to success, failure, or fame. They become the true masters
of Karma-Yoga. The Indian tradition knows of great kings, such as
Rama and Janaka, who lived from this enlightened point of view. Yet
other adepts enjoying perfect dispassion may adopt a mendicant life,
wandering from village to village to bless people, bring hope and
spiritual light to them, and ease their burdens. All these adepts fol-
low perfectly their inner law (sva-dharma), living out their human
lives in a state of perpetual grace. Whether they are active in the
world or have withdrawn from it, they unfailingly radiate peace to
all, thereby spiritually uplifting humanity and all other beings on this
planet.
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Happiness and the Moral
Foundations of Yoga

One should lift oneself up by the Self.!

—Buacavap-Gita VI.S

“Follow Your Bliss”

When asked how best to live, the American mythologist Joseph
Campbell responded, “Follow your bliss.” But what is a person’s
bliss? Campbell, who was well acquainted with India’s religious tradi-
tions, did not mean “Follow your pleasure.” He also knew full well
that bliss, or ananda, is no one person’s property but the essential
quality of the transcendental Reality itself. Thus his advice implies
a dedication to authentic Selfhood (atmata) rather than the ego-
personality (ahamkara), which, metaphysically speaking, is a false
center of experience.

The domain of the ego-personality is the finite world, which, be-
cause of its finitude, is a source of unending suffering (duhkha). For
cven in our experiences of pleasure we can detect an element of pain,
if only we dare look closely enough. At lcast this is the viewpoint of
the sages of ancient and modern India, who have understood that
the very fact that even our most exquisite pleasures do not last is a
painful insight. Also, they realized that if it were possible to prolong
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any pleasurable experience enough, it would be attended by bore-
dom, which is a form of suffering.

As Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, observed after profound
meditation:

This, monks, is the noble truth of suffering: Birth is sorrow-
ful; old age is sorrowful; illness is sorrowtul; death is sorrow-
ful; grief, distress, and despair are sorrowful; to be united
with what is unwanted is sorrowful; to be separated from
what is wanted is sorrowful; not to obtain what is desired is
sorrowful; in short, the five “groups” are sorrowful. (Maha-

vagga 1.6.19)

The five groups (skandha) are the body, sensations, perceptions,
thoughts, and consciousness. These are inherently impermanent and
therefore not conducive to true happiness or bliss.

Bliss belongs to the unconditional Reality beyond body, mind, and
the world of finite objects. It is this bliss that has always been the
aspiration of the great seckers and that those who have transcended
the ego-personality realize as their own innermost nature. In the ar-
chaic Taittiriya-Upanishad (Secret Doctrine of the Taittiriyas) we
read:

Let there be a youth, a good youth, well read, quick, firm,
and strong. Let this whole earth be replete with wealth for
him. That is one human bliss.

A hundred human blisses are one bliss of the human spir-
its—also of a learned man who is not afflicted with desire.

(ILS)

The text then compares the bliss of the human spirits to the hun-
dredfold more intense bliss of the divine spirits, to the ten thousand
times more intense bliss of the ancestors, and so on, past the lower
deities and higher deities all the way to the bliss of the Absolute
(brahman), which is reckoned to be one hundred quintillion times
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more blissful than ordinary human bliss. This is a figure containing
twenty zeros.

What this intriguing passage secks to convey is that the bliss real-
ized by a person who is free from the stranglchold of desire exceeds
all possible forms of bliss that can be experienced in the human and
divine realms. As we ascend the ladder of existence to the highest
divine realm of the Creator, we experience greater and greater joy.
But nothing compares to the delight that is essential to the transcen-
dental Self, which is the Absolute (brahman), the very foundation of
existence. “This is [a person’s] highest path,” declared Yajnavalkya
in the Brihad-Aranyaka-Upanishad (IV.3.32). “This is his highest ac-
complishment. This is his highest world. This is his highest bliss.
Other beings live on a mere fraction of that bliss.” Therefore the
sages have always asked: Why settle for less than that? This is also
the orientation in the Yoga tradition.

The Great Vow of Moral Discipline

In order to gain the unsurpassable bliss of the Self, the yogin will-
ingly adopts a life of strict discipline. The aspirant begins by carefully
regulating his or her moral behavior. This forms the bedrock of all
types of Yoga. Reduced to its bare bones, yogic morality is the recog-
nition of the universal Self in all other beings. The various moral
rules expounded in the Yoga scriptures are a symbolic bow to the
Self within the other person. Thus Yoga morality is inseparable from
Yoga metaphysics. In their moral conduct, the yogins aspire to pre-
serve the moral order of the cosmos within the limited orbit of their
personal existence. In other words, they seek to uphold the ideals of
harmony and balance. This endcavor is by no means unique to Yoga.
Rather the moral code followed by its practitioners is universal and
can be found in all the great religious traditions of the world.

As the American social critic Theodore Roszak correctly under-
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[H]igher consciousness is born out of conscience. “Con-
sciousness’/“conscience”: the very words are related, re-
minding us that we cannot expect to expand spiritual
awareness unless we also expand our moral awareness of right
and wrong, good and evil. Later perhaps there will be ecstatic
harmonies beyond the description of words in which the
good and the evil of the world will be revealed as, mysteri-
ously, the two hands of God. But only the soul that has hon-
estly cast out violence, greed, and deception may begin the
ascent to that lofty vision.?

Roszak, with his customary perceptiveness, continues:

Surely too many Western practitioners of yoga are playing
trivial games with the psychic and physiological spin-off of
the divine science. They learn to clear their sinuses, to miti-
gate their migraine, to flirt with the joys of the kundalini.
Perhaps, besides achieving an enviable muscle tone, they
even happen upon occasional intimations of samadhi. But all
these achievements become barbarous trifles if we forget
that yoga, like all spiritual culture, is a life discipline and a
moral wisdom.?

The Yoga-Sutra of Patanjali mentions five moral precepts, which
make up the category of yama (“discipline”), also called the “great
vow” (maha-vrata). These five precepts, constituting the first “limb”
of the eightfold yogic path delineated by Patanjali, are the following:

1. Ahimsa, or nonharming, which is nonmaliciousness in the
broadest sense possible, extending to actions, thoughts, and speech.
This is the most important rule of the moral code. The yogin who is
thoroughly grounded in this virtue is surrounded by a peaceful aura
that calms even wild beasts.

2. Satya, or truthfulness, about which the Mahanirvana-Tantra
(IV.76) says that in its absence neither mantra recitation nor any
other austerities can bear fruit. The Yoga practitioner who has mas-
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tered this virtue is said to have the power of truth, so that all his or
her words come true.

3. Asteya, or nonstealing, which is defined in the Yoga-Bhashya
(I1.30) as the unauthorized appropriation of another person’s be-
longings. Mastery of this virtue is thought to bring to the yogin all
kinds of riches, both material and spiritual.

4. Brahmacarya, or chastity, which is explained in the Yoga-
Bhashya (11.30) as the control over the sexual organ. When the Yoga
practitioner is grounded in a chaste life, he or she gains great vitality
(virya), which facilitates concentration and spiritual life in general.

5. Aparigraha, or greedlessness, which Vyasa in his Yoga-Bhashya
(I1.30) explains as the nonaquisition of things because one sees the
disadvantage in acquiring and keeping as well as losing or being
attached to them. Through perfection in greedlessness, adepts gain
insight into the reason for their own and others’ births. The typical
Yoga adept lives very simply and frugally.

As Patanjali states in the Yoga-Sutra (11.31), these five virtues
must be cultivated irrespective of place, time, circumstance, or one’s
social status. As a consequence, the powerful survival instinct is
rechanneled to serve a higher purpose. Practice of the five yamas
harmonizes the aspirant’s social relationships and frees up a consid-
crable amount of energy, which can then be invested in meditation
and the other advanced practices. Yoga practitioners do not choosc
a moral way of life merely for their own convenience. Rather they
view their moral life as an obligation to the larger good by respecting
a cosmic pattern of harmony in which all beings can flourish and
find their true destiny.

The Five Practices of Self-Restraint

The second limb of the yogic path according to Patanjali is known
as niyama or “restraint.” It stems from the same verbal root yam
(“to restrain”) from which yama is also derived. The prefx ni- is an
intensifier. This category consists of the following five practices:
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1. Shauca, or purity, which refers not only to physical cleanliness
but also to purity of the mind and speech. Yoga can be viewed as a
protracted process of purification, which eliminates the dross of the
ego-personality until only the radiant Self is evident.

2. Samtosha, or contentment, which the Mahabharata (XI1.21.2)
calls “the highest heaven.” This is the practice of voluntary simplic-
ity. The Yoga-Bhashya (11.32) explains it as “not to covet more than
the means at hand.” This, the Yoga-Sutra (11.42) states, makes for
unexcelled joy.

3. Tapas, or austerity, which consists of all kinds of ascetic prac-
tices—from fasting and observing complete silence to standing
stock-still for long periods of time. Such disciplines, apart from steel-
ing the will, create an inner heat—also called tapas—which brings
about a qualitative change in consciousness. According to the Yoga-
Sutra (11.43), austerity causes all impurity of the body-mind to dwin-
dle and leads to perfection of the body and the sense organs.

4. Svadhyaya, or study, which is generally understood as the study
and recitation of the sacred texts, is said to lead to contact with one’s
chosen deity (Yoga-Sutra 11.44). In his Yoga-Varttika commentary
on Patanjali’s aphorism, Vijnana Bhikshu explains that coming into
contact means having the vision of a deity or a sage or other high
master, who helps the yogin to accomplish his or her spiritual work.

5. Ishvara-pranidhana, or devotion to the Lord, which the Yoga-
Bhashya (11.45) explains as dedicating all one’s inner states to the
Lord. In Patanjali’s path, the Lord (ishvara) is considered to be a
special kind of Self (purusha)—a Self that, unlike the Self of human
beings, has never been subject to the illusion of being a limited ego-
personality and therefore has also never accrued any karma. The fruit
of devotion to the Lord is said to be the attainment of ecstasy
(samadhi).

The five practices of niyama harness the energy generated from
the consistent cultivation of the five moral disciplines. They increase
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the spiritual momentum in the yogin’s life and prepare the ground
for the other practices of the eightfold path.

The hfth practice, that of devotion to the Lord, deserves further
commentary. Its presence in Patanjali’s Raja-Yoga shows the su-
preme importance of the devotional element even in a path that
centers on spiritual growth through wisdom. Some scholars have ar-
gued that the practice of devotion to the Lord was not originally part
of Raja-Yoga, but this opinion is ill founded. It overlooks the fact that
grace (prasada) has from the beginning been an inalienable aspect of
the Yoga tradition. Even those schools that emphasize self-effort
over grace do not completely deny that a great deal of help is ex-
tended to aspirants from the invisible dimension—whether through
the agency of disembodied teachers, deities, or the Divine itself.

For Western practitioners of Yoga, perhaps the lesson in all this is
to recognize that we are not isolated islands but part of a larger whole
and that this whole is essentially benevolent. Those who make every
effort on the path are inevitably supported by the higher powers. As
Sri Aurobindo, the founding sage of Integral Yoga, put it:

The Divine Grace is there ready to act at every moment, but

it manifests as one grows out of the Law of Ignorance into
the Law of Light.*

The Alchemy of Personal Transmutation

“A Yogi or a Jnani,” wrote Swami Sivananda, “does not allow even
a very small amount of energy in him to be wasted in uscless direc-
tions.”*> Long before physicists discovercd that matter is energy vi-
brating at a certain rate, the yogins of India had treated the human
body-mind as a playful manifestation of the ultimate power (shakti),
the dynamic aspect of Reality. They realized that to discover the true
Sclf, onc had to harness attention because the encrgy of the body-
mind follows attention. A crude example of this process is the



Happiness & Moral Foundations 45

measurable increase of blood flow to our fingers and toes that occurs
when we concentrate on them.

The yogins are very careful about where they place their attention,
for the mind creates patterns of energy, causing habits of thought
and behavior that can be detrimental to the pursuit of genuine hap-
piness. Their goal is to always contemplate the Divine, or Self, until
the mechanism of attention is freed from the mechanics of the body-
mind and firmly anchored in the Self. Then a truly spontaneous life
becomes possible—a life lived in the freedom of Self-realization.

The goal of conventional alchemy is to produce gold out of base
metal. However, the goal of spiritual or esoteric alchemy has always
been to generate a new state of being. The much-sought-after philos-
opher’s stone was never a physical object but an inner realization—
the realization of wisdom, gnosis, or vidya. Yoga is such a path of
spiritual alchemy, consisting in the personal transmutation of the
Yoga practitioner from a base, corrupted personality into the lumi-
nous, nonlocal Self beyond space and time.
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Purification and Postures for
Relaxation, Meditation, and Health

One should practice Yoga for the purification of the self.

—Bnacavap-Gita VI.12

The Body as a Temple of the Divine

The more ascetic schools of Yoga regard the body as a putrid heap of
bones, sinews, and flesh. Yet all yogic authorities have acknowledged
that embodied existence is precious, because it affords us a range of
experiences that may trigger the impulse to seek enlightenment or
liberation. Even the deities—corresponding to angelic beings in the
Judeo-Christian tradition—are said to be at a disadvantage in this
respect. Celestial life is too evenly delightful to be able to catapult
the deities into the unconditional dimension of Reality, which alone
stands for authentic freedom and lasting happiness. They may first
have to take birth in a lower realm, including the physical world, to
become liberated from the cycle of conditional existence (samsara).

Human life, then, is considered extremely precious in Yoga. In
Tantrism and its offshoot Hatha-Yoga, the less-than-perfect body is
even looked upon as a temple of the Divine (deva-alaya). The Shiva-
Sambhita, a seventeenth-century Hatha-Yoga text, contains the fol-

lowing verses:
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This body (gatra), formed out of the five clements by the
Creator, and known as the brahmic egg, is created for the
experience of pleasure and pain. (1.95)

The conscious [Self] abiding in all beings experiences
[pleasure and pain] by connecting with the unconscious
[matter of the physical body]. Bound by its own karma, that
which is known as the psyche (jiva) becomes multiple out of
unconsciousness.

Karma is generated again and again in the so-called brah-
mic egg for experiences, and the psyche is dissolved when
experience ends together with one’s karma. (1.99-100)

When the body unconquered by karma is made an instru-
ment [for attaining] nirvana,' then the bodily vehicle be-
comes worthwhile, not otherwise. (11.52)

The South Indian yogin-saint Tirumular included in his celebrated
Tirumandiram, written in melodious Tamil, these two verses (here

only paraphrased):

When the body perishes, the life force (prana) departs and
the Light of Truth cannot be attained. I learned the art of
preserving my body and thus also the life force in it.

Once 1 despised the body. But then I saw the Divine
within it and realized the body is the Lord’s temple. Thus I
began to preserve it with great care. (verses 724-725)

The singular Self (atman), when it becomes karmically associated
with a limited body and the finite universe, experiences itself as
manifold psyches, each thinking it is an island unto itself. This delu-
sion in turn generates the conditions for pleasurable and painful ex-
periences, all of which are binding because they merely reinforce that
initial delusion of mistaken identity. Only when all karma and lim-
ited experience is transcended does the individual psyche remember
its true nature, as the singular Self manifesting in all beings and
things.
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The transition from ignorance to liberating wisdom, from the
round of pleasure and pain to luminous happiness, is one of the
simplest and yet most mysterious processes of existence. The Shiva-
Samhita and many other scriptures, particularly of a Tantric nature,
recommend an artful device to foster this process: to consciously
remember oneself as the Self, as the Divine. Connected with this
cognitive trick is the practical idea of viewing the human body as a
replica of the cosmos at large. Thus the opening verses of the second
chapter of the Shiva-Samhita describe how the cosmic mountain,
Mount Meru, and the surrounding seven islands with their lakes,
rivers, hills, plains, and presiding deities and sages, as well as the
stars and planets, are all to be found within the human body.
Hence the body is called the cosmic or brahmic egg (brahma-
anda), from which all pleasant and unpleasant experiences hatch.
Yoga is the means of cracking the egg and thus escaping its karmic
inevitabilities.

Cracking the egg, however, is a subtle process. It cannot be accom-
plished by merely killing off the body, which would be a karmic act
leading to the creation of another body and very likely more difficult
experiences. Only wisdom can end this vicious circle of karmic self-
reproduction.

The yogins look at the larger picture, viewing their actions in the
light of not only this present birth but all future embodiments as
well. In fact, they endeavor to lop off the karmic tree at its roots to
terminate the cycle of countless rebirths. They strive to be free once
and for all.

The idea of reincarnation, which goes hand in hand with the belief
in karma, is fundamental to traditional Yoga and the other liberation
teachings of India. Some newcomers to Yoga have difficulty believing
that their present life is mercly one link in a long chain of embodi-
ments. They might be helped in their consideration of this meta-
physical notion by reading Arthur and Joyce Berger’s book
Reincarnation: Fact or Fable? and Joseph Head and S. L. Cranston’s
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compilation Reincarnation: An East-West Anthology.? But even those
who do not see the intrinsic reasonableness of this ancient belief, or
prefer to suspend judgment about it, can still practice Yoga success-
fuly so long as they understand the workings of the law of cause and
effect in the moral realm: We reap as we sow.

The Groundwork of Bodily Purification

The yogic path can be viewed as a lengthy process of physical
and mental purification, or catharsis. According to the Yoga-Sutra
(II1.55), the Self shines forth when the highest aspect of the mind,
the sattva, approximates the Self in purity. Hence the yogin makes
every effort to polish the mirror of the mind so as to reflect the
light of the Self without distortion. The Yoga authorities long ago
recognized the intimate relationship between the body and the
mind. Therefore Hatha-Yoga entails a fairly complex program of
physical cleansing (shodhana) that is meant to support the yogin’s
inner work of self-purification through meditation and ecstatic ab-
sorption.

The Gheranda-Samhita describes the following “six acts” (shat-
karma) of bodily purification:

1. Dhauti (“cleansing”) consists of four techniques: (a) in-
ner cleansing (antar-dhauti), (b) dental cleansing (danta-dhauti),
(c) “heart cleansing” (hrid-dhauti), and (d) “base purification”
(mula-shodhana). Inner cleansing comprises four exercises: swallow-
ing the breath and expelling it through the anus; filling the stomach
with water; stimulating the “fire” in the abdomen through repeat-
edly pushing the navel back against the spine; and washing the pro-
lapsed intestines (a rather dangerous practice). Dental cleansing
covers cleaning the teeth, tongue, ears, and frontal sinuses. Heart
cleansing consists in cleansing the throat by means of a plantain
stalk, turmeric, a cane, or a piece of cloth, or by self-induced vomit-
ing. Here the word hrid (“heart”) stands for “chest.” Base purifica-
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tion is the manual cleansing of the anus with water or some other
natural substance.

2. Vasti (“bladder”) is the contraction and dilation of the sphinc-
ter muscle and is often performed while standing in watcr.

3. Neti (untranslatable) refers to the practice of inserting a thin
thread about nine inches in length into the nose and passing it
through the mouth. This fairly simple practice 1s said to remove
phlegm and open up the “third eye”—that is, activate the ajna-cakra
in the middle of the forehead, thus giving rise to clairvoyant abilities.

4. Lauli (“to-and-fro movement”), also called nauli, consists in
rolling the abdominal muscles sideways to massage the stomach, in-
testines, and other inner organs. -

5. Trataka (untranslatable) is the steady, relaxed gazing at a small
object, such as the flame of a candle, until tears begin to flow. This
is thought to improve one’s eyesight and induce clairvoyance.

6. Kapala-bhati (“skull luster”) comprises the following three
practices, which are said to reduce phlegm: (a) The “left process”
(vama-krama) consists in breathing through the left nostril and ex-
pelling the air through the right and vice versa; (b) the “inverted
process” (vyut-krama) consists in drawing water up through the nos-
trils and expelling it through the mouth (which is a form of neti);
and (c) the “shit process” (shit-krama) consists in sucking water up
through the mouth and expelling it through the nose, which makes
the sound shit, after which the practice 1s named.

Other manuals describe these purificatory techniques differently
and add further excrcises to the repertoire of preparatory practices.
Like almost all Yoga practices, they are best learned from a compe-
tent teachcr. They rid the body of impurities and prepare it for the
cultivation of the postures (asana) and other practices, especially
meditation. A toxic body interferes with inner harmony and balance.
Particularly in Hatha-Yoga, the “forceful” Yoga, physical impurities
can cause unpleasant symptoms in the nervous system when the
scrpent power, or kundalini-shakti, is activated.
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Relaxation Is Liberating

Relaxation is the alpha and omega of Yoga. How so? According to
the yogic worldview, ordinary life, revolving around the accumula-
tion of pleasurable and painful experiences, is a result of the contrac-
tion of consciousness. In its pure state, as the transcendental Self,
consciousness is completely unrestricted and free. However, through
wrongful identification with a particular body-mind, the spacious
consciousness of the Self seemingly contracts to create the limited
awareness of the psyche (jiva). In truth, the Self never contracts at
all. The illusion of contraction 1s the problem. Yoga therefore seeks
to undermine this illusion by which all unenlightened beings bind
themselves. It endeavors to systematically remove all those binds
that help maintain the illusion. This endeavor can be viewed as an
extensive process of disentanglement, or purification, or relaxation.

In this broader sense, relaxation denotes letting go of the tension
that creates the illusion of the ego’s individuality and separateness.
Thus relaxation is not merely relaxation of the body but also of the
mind—our opinions, concerns, hopes, and attitudes. It is the master
key to all levels of the yogic enterprise. But for most people, bodily
relaxation is an excellent starting point for this more comprehensive
process of letting go.

Interestingly, in the Yoga-Sutra Patanjali describes relaxation as
the very essence of the yogic postures (asana). He uses the term
shaithilya, which means “loosening.” He explains:

Posture [should be] steady and comfortable.

[It should be accompanied] by the loosening of tension
(prayatna) and by coinciding with the infinite [space of con-
sciousness]. (I1.45-46)

When posture is cultivated properly, it yields the peculiar sensa-
tion that the body—or rather our felt image of it—is loosening up
or widening out. Hence Patanjali speaks of one’s consciously coincid-
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ing with the infinite (ananta), by which he probably means the infi-
nite space of consciousness opening up before us as we get closer to
our authentic identity, the Self. Thus posture is much more than
gymnastics or acrobatics. It is the art of relaxation to the point of
meditation and beyond. When a posture is practiced successfully,
the practitioner inevitably has the sensation of extending beyond the
skin, of being a vibrant energy field that imperceptibly merges with
the environment.

As a result of this, the practitioner becomes, as Patanjali puts it in
his Yoga-Sutra (11.48), unassailable by the play of dualities such as
heat and cold, humidity and aridity, or pleasure and pain. In other
words, the yogin acquires the first degree of sensory inhibition (pra-
tyahara), which also is a separate yogic practice on the eightfold path.

For Patanjali, who probably lived in the second century cE
(though some scholars place him before the common era), posture
still meant meditation posture. With the appearance of Hatha-Yoga,
posture was given the additional function of restoring or maintaining
bodily health. The thought behind the new approach was this: If the
body is a temple of the Divine and a unique opportunity for achiev-
ing liberation, we must do our best to keep it clean and in optimal
condition. Hatha-Yoga includes numerous techniques of bodily
cleansing and energetic purification. They all are designed to pro-
mote relaxation in the broader sense introduced here and ultimately
to lead to enlightenment.

The Sanskrit word asana means literally “seat” and on occasion is
used to designate just that. But in yogic contexts, the term is primar-
ily employed to refer to the typical Yoga postures. That yogic posture
stands for more than a mere bodily pose is indicated by the fact that
the texts also use the synonym pitha. Ordinarily, this word is reserved
for a shrine or sacred place. This suggests that a yogic posture is a
sacred act, which transforms the body into a shrine for inner worship.
Mircea Eliade grasped this symbolic aspect of asana perhaps better
than most. He wrote that:
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asana is the first concrete step taken for the purpose of abol-
ishing the modalities of human existence. What is certain is
that the motionless, hieratic position of the body imitates
some other condition than the human; the yogin in the state
of asana can be homologized with a plant or a sacred statue.?

In other words, asana is the initial effort to construct a divine
body, or to honor the fact that the body is a temple of the Divine.
Divorced from this spiritual orientation, the yogic postures cannot,
as Sri Aurobindo observed, cure the body “of that restlessness which
is a sign of its inability to contain without working them off in action
and movement the vital forces poured into it from the universal Life-
Ocean.”*

Postures for Meditation

Because meditation requires that we sit still for a long span of
time, it is important that we find a comfortable position that sup-
ports our inner work. Perhaps the most comfortable position is the
corpse posture (shava-asana), which often concludes a postural se-
quence. Also known as the dead pose, this asana is excellent for
relaxation. Yet it is not particularly suitable for meditation, because
we associate this pose with sleep, and, unless we have achieved a
certain degree of expertise in meditation, the corpse posture invites
sleep rather than mental lucidity.

Most Hatha-Yoga manuals favor the following two asanas for med-
itation:

1. Siddha-asana (“adept’s posture™) is executed by pressing the
left heel against the perineum and placing the other foot above the
genitals. When the right heel is pressed against the perineum, with
the other foot placed above the genitals, this posture is also called
vajra-asana in some texts. The Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika asks, “When
siddha-asana is mastered, of what use are the various other pos-
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Siddha-asana (“adept’s posture”)

tures?” (1.41) This shows the high esteem in which the adept’s pos-
ture is held in Hatha-Yoga circles.

2. Padma-asana (“lotus posture”) is performed by placing the
right foot on the left thigh and the left foot on the right thigh. The
classical manuals also instruct the practitioner to cross the arms be-
hind the back and grasp the left toe with the left hand and the right
toe with the right hand. This varation is also called the bound lotus
posture (baddha-padma-asana). “After the initial knee pains have

’

been overcome,” remarks B. K. S. Iyengar, “padmasana is one of
the most relaxing poses.”® Apart from being an excellent posture for
prolonged meditation, the lotus posture also is said to remove a vari-
ety of diseases. It is most frequently seen in depictions of the Bud-
dha, who was not only an enlightened being but also a great master
of meditation.

A third posture, favored by many Western students, is the sukha-
asana (“pleasant posture”), which is widely known as the tailor’s
seat. This posture is easy on the knees but not very stable for longer
periods of meditation.

It should be noted here that the Sanskrit texts do not always use
the same name for the same cxercise, which has led to a certain
amount of confusion among students. Thus in some manuals the
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Padma-asana (“lotus posture”)

sukha-asana goes by the name svastika-asana, while the siddha-asana
is also called vajra-asana, mukta-asana (“liberated posture”), or
gupta-asana (“‘concealed posture”). Morcover, the same posture may
be performed with subtle but significant differences in the various
schools. In light of this, it is obviously important to pay close atten-
tion to the descriptions provided in textbooks or by one’s teacher.

Classical Postures for Health Maintenance and Therapy

The Hatha-Yoga scriptures state that there are 840,000 natural
bodily positions. Of these, eight-four postures constitute the classi-
cal set of asanas, described in later manuals. This elaborate set was
arrived at gradually in the course of many centuries of intensive prac-
tical experimentation.

In the Gheranda-Samhita, of the late seventeenth century, only
thirty-two postures are described. By contrast, some modern works
list and depict over two hundred asanas. Western Yoga teachers have
made their greatest contribution to the yogic tradition by adapting
the classical postures to the special needs and abilities of their stu-
dents. In particular, they have done much to refine the preparatory
stages leading up to the classical postures. However, because of its
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emphasis on postures and its deemphasis of the traditional spiritual
value system, Western Hatha-Yoga often lacks the depth of its Indian
counterpart. Yet even India has produced its share of practitioners
who mistake Yoga for fitness training or acrobatics. This prompted
Sri Aurobindo to speak of the “exorbitant price” paid by Hatha-Yoga
practitioners, who spend endless years in full-time training often “to
very little purpose.”®

The following is a selection of some of the better-known asanas:

1. Vriksha-asana (“tree posture”) is done by balancing on one
leg in the standing position. The foot of the other leg is propped
against the standing leg near the knee or higher. The arms are
extended upward, with the palms togethers This posture has numerous
variants.

2. Trikona-asana (“triangle posture”) is a sideways bend of the
upper body while standing with legs wide apart and with arms ex-
tended at a right angle from the trunk.

3. Pada-hasta-asana (“hands-to-feet posture”) is a forward bend

Vriksha-asana (“trec posture”)
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Bhujanga-asana (“serpent posture”)

from the standing position, with the hands grasping the feet and the
face (if easily possible) touching the legs.

4. Vajra-asana (“adamantine posture” or “thunderbolt posture”)
is done by sitting down between the feet, which rest to either side of
the buttocks.

5. Go-mukha-asana (“cow-face posture”) is performed in the ada-
mantine posture, with alternately one hand reaching down over the
shoulder and grasping the hand of the other arm, which is reaching
upward between the shoulder blades.

6. Pashcima-uttana-asana (“back-stretching posture”) is done
while being seated with legs outstretched next to each other and
bending forward. The hands grasp the feet, and the face rests on the
knees.

7. Bhujanga-asana (“serpent posture,” popularly “cobra pose”) is
done by lying on the stomach and pushing the upper body upward
with the arms.

8. Sarva-anga-asana (“all-limb posture,” better known as the
shoulderstand) is executed by extending the legs upward while sup-
porting the back with the hands.

9. Hala-asana (“plow posture”) can be performed from the posi-
tion of the shoulderstand by bringing the legs up over the head until
the feet touch the ground, while supporting the pelvis with the arms.

10. Shirsha-asana (“head posture,” better known as the head-
stand) is a powerful inversion exercise that should be assumed with
the utmost caution. It is done by placing the top of the head on the
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Hala-asana (“plow posture”)

ground, with the neck supported by the arms, and slowly raising the
legs upward. This practice should not be imitated from a book or
video.

Most of the postures for health maintenance or restoration are
executed deliberately and slowly, with great inner awareness and col-
lectedness. The Indian Yoga researcher M. V. Bhole characterized

? «

the yogic postures as “molds,” “casts,” or “patterns,” because “they
are to be maintained for a certain length of time in a passive manner
with an emphasis to achieve relaxation of those muscles involved in
assuming the posture itself.”” Thus the postures are psychophysical
templates promoting symmetry, balance, and harmony, as well as
Inner peace.

The most important aspect of asana practice, to which Western
students do not always pay sufficient attention, is the proper regula-
tion of the breath. Some postures call for deep, even breathing, or
the holding of the breath, or even rapid shallow breathing. Clearly,
the postures and their correct sequencing should be learned from a

qualified teacher.

Bandhas and Mudras: Sealing the Body’s Energy

A special type of posture is excmplificd by the various bandhas
and mudras. The Sanskrit word bandha means “bond,” or, in the
present context, “lock.” Hatha-Yoga recognizes the following three
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principal locks by which the life force (prana) is forcibly retained in
the body:

1. Mula-bandha (“root lock™) is the contraction of the sphincter
muscle, also known as ashvini-mudra (“horse seal”). Some manuals
describe the root lock differently.

2. Uddiyana-bandha (“upward lock”) is generally executed by ex-
haling and pulling the stomach up until there is a hollow below the
nb cage. This technique is said to force the vital energy upward like
a great bird.

3. Jalandhara-bandha (“Jalandhara’s lock™) is also called kantha-
samkocana or “throat contraction.” It is done by pushing the chin
down against the collar bone. This technique stops the downward
flow of the ambrosial liquid (possibly a reference to a hormonal se-
cretion) generated at the palate. But it also prevents the life energy
(and the breath) from leaving the body through the mouth or the
nose.

These three locks are usually applied together but can be practiced
separately as well.

The Sanskrit term mudra means “seal.” In Hatha-Yoga, a mudra is
a specific type of posture involving a more deliberate manipulation
of the life force than in the case of the other asanas. The Gheranda-
Samhita speaks of twenty-five seals, including the three locks, the
shoulderstand (here called viparita-karani-mudra), and five medita-
tion exercises involving visualization of the five material elements—
earth, water, fire, air, and ether/space.

The eight most important seals found in the Hatha-Yoga literature
are the following:

1. Khecari-mudra (“space-walking seal”),® a most important tech-
nique in Hatha-Yoga, is performed by turning the tongue back and
inserting it into the cavity leading to the nose. This is possible only
when the tendon (frenum) underneath the tongue has been cut.
This mudra is said to still hunger, quench thirst, cure all kinds of
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diseases, and even conquer death. This practice is also known as
nabho-mudra (“space seal”).

2. Shakti-calani-mudra (“power-stirring seal”) 1s done while
seated in the siddha-asana and involves contracting the sphincter
muscle and focusing the life force into the central channel (su-
shumna-nadi) at the lowest psychoenergetic center, the seat of the
serpent power.

3. Shambhavi-mudra (“Shambhu’s seal”) is not so much a physi-
cal exercise as a meditation technique. It involves an unfocused gaz-
ing with wide open eyes while contemplating the infinite. Shambhu
is another name for Shiva, who is regarded as the original revealer of
the secrets of Tantrism.

4. Vajroli-mudra (untranslatable), according to the Hatha-Yoga-
Pradipika (111.85ff.), is done by sucking the released semen back into
the urethra. Female practitioners also can learn this technique,
which was invented so as not to waste the valuable hormonal and
chemical properties of semen. Other texts give this exercise a non-
sexual connotation.

5. Sahajoli-mudra (untranslatable), again according to the Hatha-
Yoga-Pradipika (111.93), consists in rubbing ejaculated semen into
the skin.

6. Amaroli-mudra (untranslatable) is what in the West is called

?

“urine therapy,” consisting in drinking the midflow of the urine,
thought to have healing properties. The term amaroli contains the
word amara (“immortal”), meaning the nectar of immortality, which
is the esoteric name for the urine.

7. Yoni-mudra (“womb seal”) is executed while seated in the sid-
dha-asana, with eyes, cars, and nostrils closed with the ten fingers. It
consists essentially in forcing the life energy (prana) through the six
psychoenergetic centers (cakra) of the body by means of breath con-
trol, mantra recitation, and visualization. Some authorities equate

the womb seal with the six-openings seal, while others equate it with
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the horse seal (ashvini-mudra), which is the contraction of the
sphincter muscle.

8. Shan-mukhi-mudra (“six-openings seal”) is donc by placing the
thumbs on the two ears, the index and middle fingers on the two
eyes, and the ring and little fingers on the two nostrils. Sometimes
practitioners are instructed to place the little fingers near or on the
upper lip.

It is evident from these descriptions that these yogic seals mark an
important transition phase from the more physically oriented pos-
tures to the techniques of breath control (prana manipulation) and
meditation. Little wonder that Svatmarama Yogindra, the author of
the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika, felt called to make this claim for the yogic
seals:

One who gives traditional instruction about the seals, he in-
deed is a blessed (shri) teacher. He indeed is a master
(svamin), the Lord in person.

He who concentrates on the practice of the seals, following
the teaching of that [blessed teacher], quickly obtains the
[paranormal] qualities such as miniaturization (animan)
[but more important he| defeats time [that is, conquers

death]. (I11.129-130)

The adept (siddha) is traditionally portrayed as someone who has
attained spiritual perfection (siddhi) and who also is a thaumaturgist
possessing all the great paranormal powers (siddhi). The capacity of
“miniaturization” spoken of in the above passage is an adept’s ability
to make himself or herself as small as an atom. This and other similar
abilities must be understood as applying to the subtle body rather
than the physical body, which is also how some Sanskrit texts under-
stand it.
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Yogic Diet

Yoga is not for him who overeats and also not for him
who does not eat.

—BHAcAvaD-GiTA VI 16

Food for Health and Wholeness

Like any other system of integral well-being, Yoga includes more or
less specific dietary rules. Most of Yoga’s dictary wisdom is transmit-
ted by word of mouth. However, some general rules, as well as some
specific instructions, can be found in various Sanskrit scriptures. The
reason yogins have since ancient times paid close attention to diet is
expressed in a nutshell in the archaic Chandogya-Upanishad (V1.5.4),
which speaks of the mind as being “composed of food” (anna-maya).
According to this teaching, the coarsest part of food is eliminated
through the digestive tract, its less coarse part is turned into flesh
(that is, sustains the body), while its subtle aspect becomes mind
(that is, feeds our nervous system and the brain processes). The
mind sustained by food is known as the lower mind, called manas.
Food does not go into the making of the higher mind, or buddhi,
which is the seat or source of wisdom.

In the same Upanishadic passage, the coarsest part of water is

62
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transmuted into urine, its less coarse part becomes blood, while its
subtle aspect goes to form the breath.

In later times, this whole notion came to be expressed in the popu-
lar Indian maxim, “As one’s food, so is one’s mind” (yatha annam
tatha manah). This resonates with the well-known declaration of the
nineteenth-century German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, who
said that “man is what he eats.” In India, of course, this is held to
be true only of the body-mind, whereas the spirit or Self remains
completely unaffected by our dietary habits.

Yet, how we relate to the Self, our innermost nature, is to some
extent affected by what (and also how) we eat. In other words, the
biochemical conditions of the body are significant in the process of
yogic self-transformation, and eating is an important influence on
our body chemistry and state of mind. An extreme example of the
close link between our mental state and the substances we introduce
into our body is the consumption of alcohol and other such drugs.
They chemically alter our blood and our mental functioning. The
substances we call food have a similar, if less dramatic, effect. Most
of us have experienced sugar highs and subsequent lows. Likewise,
most of us know the physical and emotional feeling of being weighed
down from overeating. Some of us have experienced the clarity and
alertness that come with fasting for several days.

Nutrition is increasingly recognized as a significant factor in health
maintenance. The practitioners of Ayur-Veda, the native Indian sys-
tem of health care, realized this long ago. Their wisdom spilled over
into Yoga, and Yoga in turn influenced Ayur-Veda. The primary pur-
pose of diet in Yoga, however, is not merely to maintain or restore
physical health but to keep the inner environment, the mind, free
from pollution. In the Bhagavad-Gita, composed twenty-five hun-
dred years ago, we find the following threefold classification of food:

Foods that promote life, the lucidity-factor (sattva),
strength, health, happiness, and satisfaction and are savory,
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oil-rich, firm, and hearty—these are agreeable to the sattva-
natured [person].

Foods that are pungent, sour, salty, hot, sharp, harsh, and
burning—these are coveted by the rajas-natured [person].
They cause pain, grief, and disease.

And [food] that is spoiled, tasteless, putrid, stale, left over,
and unclean—this is food agreeable to the tamas-natured

[person]. (XVIL.8-10)

This threefold division of food according to the three qualities of
Nature—sattva (lucidity), rajas (dynamism), and tamas (inertia)—
also is adhered to by later Hindu authorities. Occasionally, the scrip-
tures are more specific, mentioning particular plants and other food
items suitable or unsuitable for the yogin. For example, in the Hatha-
Yoga-Pradipika (1.591f.), green vegetables, sour gruel, oil, sesamum,
mustard, alcohol, fish, meat, oil cake, asafetida, and garlie are listed
as unsalutary foods. However, wheat, rice, barley, certain cucumbers,
potherbs, green gram (mung beans), butter, brown sugar, honey,
milk, and ghee (clarified butter) are recommended.

Western Yoga students may not find such food lists helpful, and
many prefer to follow modern holistic nutrition. Who, however,
could find fault with the yogic recommendation to practice moder-
ate eating (mita-ahara), which is frequently counted among the
practices of moral restraint (yama)? Overeating is a form of stealing,
and it is probably the single most detrimental factor in our Western
dietary habits. The yogic practice of periodic fasting (upavasa) is also
an excellent way of maintaining and restoring one’s health, as more
and more physicians have become willing to admit.

The Yoga scriptures especially emphasize the need for moderate
eating and warn that overeating causes all kinds of diseases and pre-
vents ultimate suecess in Yoga. At the same time, the Tantric scrip-
tures observe that in the present dark age, people tend to turn to
food for meaning and consolation. We must thercfore be doubly
watchful of our culinary habits.
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Yet, certain dietary rules stated in the Yoga scriptures would seem
to make sense only in a strictly traditional setting and in the specific
context of India’s flora. While the broad guidelines given in the Yoga
texts are valid, it is also true that one’s diet should be tailored to
one’s individual requirements. Experimentation with one’s nutrition
and learning to listen to the wisdom of the body are therefore advis-
able. Physician and Yoga practitioner Rudolph Ballentine, who is a
student of Swami Rama, has compiled a comprehensive guide enti-
tled Diet and Nutrition: A Holistic Approach.! This and similar works
offer the kind of detailed, sensible advice that can be most helpful
to conscientious practitioners of Yoga living in the West.

Vegetarianism

Yogins, like most Hindus, are typically lacto-vegetarians, balancing
their intake of fruit, vegetables, grains, and nuts with milk and milk
products. Only the initiates of left-hand Tantrism consume meat as
a sacrament during their secret gatherings. The yogins of Bud-
dhism—uwith the exception of Tibetan Buddhism—Ilikewise abstain
from eating meat. Some are vegans—omitting all animal products
from their diet—and a few are fruitarians. They all have in common
a minimalist approach to eating.

The reason for vegetarianism in Hinduism and Buddhism is largely
philosophical and ethical, but health is also a consideration. Hindus
and Buddhists, as well as the adherents of Jainism, uphold the moral
virtue of nonharming (ahimsa) and consequently abhor killing for
food. They believe that slaughtering an animal has karmic conse-
quences for oneself, and the more spiritually aware a person is, the
more serious those consequences will be. Also, eating meat is
thought to transfer something of the animal’s coarse qualities to the
eater. In contemporary Yoga circles, this is usually expressed in terms
of the low vibration of animal flesh.

Mahatma Gandhi, who was an exemplary karma-yogin, believed
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he owed his physical fitness not only to his detachment but also to
his strict adherence to regular habits in eating, drinking, and slcep-
ing. Well known for his dietary experiments, he admitted that there
is no fixed dietary rule applying to all constitutions with equal force.
“The popular saying,” he wrote, “that one man’s food may be anoth-
er’s poison is based on vast experience which finds daily verifica-
tion.”? Nevertheless, Gandhi also observed: “Diet is a powerful factor
not to be neglected. . . . Vegetarianism is one of the priceless gifts of
Hinduism.”* Gandhi made it very clear that, unless one feels natu-
rally drawn to a vegetarian diet, one must cultivate a strong moral
conviction. As he put it:

-

For remaining staunch to vegetarianism a man requires a
moral basis. . . . Because it is for the building of the spirit
and not of the body. Man is more than meat. It is the spirit
in man for which we are concerned. Therefore, vegetarians
should have that moral basis—that a man was not born a
carnivorous animal, but born to live on the fruits and herbs
that the earth grows.*

Today the medical establishment is beginning to recognize the
health advantages of a diet restricted in meat and other animal prod-
ucts. A growing number of physicians are even slowly questioning
the widely proclaimed benefits of milk and milk products, as many
people seem to be allergic to them. Only personal experimentation
can tell the Yoga practitioner which foods are suitable for his or her
constitution and promote the sattva element, leading to increased
bodily, emotional, and mental well-being.

The Yoga of Eating

As important as the food we cat, if not more so, is the manner in
which we cat. Any activity in which we engage semiconsciously, with-

out attentiveness, merely perpetuates our unconscious patterns and
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thus our condition of unenlightenment and suffering. This holds
true also of the way in which we consume our food. We may eat a
delicious vegetarian meal—prepared from the healthiest, most nutri-
tious ingredients, and full of Nature’s goodness. Yet, if we gulp down
our food unthinkingly or indifferently, perhaps while watching televi-
sion, we miss the opportunity for yogic practice that every meal af-
fords us. For the Yoga of eating demands that we consciously
participate in the process of feeding our body, so that we simultane-
ously feed our inner being. This idea has been poignantly expressed
by the contemporary adept Omraam Mikhael Aivanhov, a master of
Surya-Yoga (Solar Yoga):

To receive the most subtle particles in the food, you must be
fully conscious, wide awake, full of love. If the entire system
1s ready to receive food in that perfect way, then the food is
moved to pour out its hidden riches . . . when food opens
itself, it gives you all that it has in the way of pure, divine
energies.’

Aivanhov further stated:

I will tell you what an Initiate does. First of all, knowing
that he must prepare the best possible conditions in order to
benefit from the elements Nature has prepared, he begins by
recollecting himself, remaining silent and devoting his
thoughts to his Creator. . . . He knows also that the first
mouthful is most important (the most important moment
of any action is the first step) for it signals the release of
forces which once released do not stop but continue to the
end: if you begin in a state of harmony, whatever you do will
be harmonious to the end.

And then he eats slowly and chews the food thoroughly,
not only for the sake of his digestion, but because the mouth
is a spiritual laboratory which absorbs the subtle etheric ener-
gies before sending the grosser particles on down to the
stomach.®



68 The Shambhala Guide to Yoga

In addition to this inner concentration, Aivanhov explained, initi-
ates also cultivate feelings of gratitude, which “transform gross mat-
ter into light and joy.”” Traditionally, such gratitude is expressed by
offering a portion of one’s food to the Divine. Thus the Bhagavad-
Gita (I11.13) declares that those who cook merely for themselves—
that is, who do not understand the obligation of gratitude and offer-
ings—are but thieves.

For Aivanhov, nutrition is a form of conception—the birth of
thoughts or moods that will either harmonize our being or throw it
into chaos and distress. Although Aivanhov was a Bulgarian gnostic,
his teaching on this point is in essential agreement with the Yoga
tradition, with which he was familiar. What he taught explicitly is
implicit in all yogic teachings, which recommend not only moderate
eating (mita-ahara) but also disciplined eating (yukta-ahara). And
discipline in the intake of nourishment means first and foremost
bringing full awareness to this important aspect of life.
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The Breath: Secret Bridge to
Vitality and Bliss

Entering the Earth, 1 support all beings by [My] vitality (ojas).

—BHAcAvAD-GiTA XV.13

The Multidimensional Body

To understand the practice of breath control, the fourth limb of the
eightfold yogic path, we must first appreciate that the body is merely
the outermost level or layer of the multidimensional structure that
constitutes what we call the “human being.” Likewise the breath is
only the external aspect of the universal life force (prana), whose
deepest Toot is Life or the ultimate Reallty itself. According to an
ancient model, the life force forms a particular field around the phys-
ical body, creating a bridge between the body and the mind. Thus

yogic breath control is not simply manipulation of the intake of oxy-
gen into our lungs but a technique for regulating the flow of life
force and, in codependence, the mental processes.

In Yoga practice, breath control equals mental control. This for-
mula is as fundamental as Einstein’s equétion E = mc?, and as far-
reaching in its practical implications. It is through the proper
regulation of the life force that the yogin can not only influence the
nervous system and bodily functioning in general but also gain access
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to the subtle dimensions of existence by transcending the brain-de-
pendent activities of the mind.

According to a very old teaching, found in thc Taittiriya-Upani-
shad (11.2-5), the embodied human being exists simultancously on
five levels, called “envelopes” (kosha). In ascending order, these arec:

1. Anna-maya-kosha (“envelope consisting of food”), which is
the material body (deha)
2. Prana-maya-kosha (“envelope consisting of life force”)

£

which is the bioenergetic field surrounding the material
body

3. Mano-maya-kosha (“envelope consisting of mind”), which is
the “lower” mind (manas), serving as a processor for all sen-
sory input

4. Vijnana-maya-kosha (“envelope consisting of intelligence”),
which is the “higher” mind or buddhi, the seat of discrimina-
tive understanding and wisdom

5. Ananda-maya-kosha (“envelope consisting of bliss”), which
is that energetic field through which the individual connects
with the ultimate Reality, which is inherently blissful

According to Shankara, the greatest exponent of Advaita Vedanta,
the ananda-maya-kosha 1s 1dentical not with the ultimate Reality but
with the final veil of ignorance that separates the psyche from the
transcendental Self, or ultimate Reality.! The Self is our true nature,
which transcends the five envelopces or casings. This teaching is born
from the ancient sages’ versatile experience of ecstatic states, and
there is virtually nothing in our cveryday life that could help us un-
derstand it. The bliss that floods the psyche in high states of ccstasy
has no parallel. Even the thrill of orgasm, which some experience
with great intensity, pales by comparison with the bliss (ananda) of
coming near, never mind merging with, the Sclf. In some respects,
the word “bliss” is even misleading when applied to the Self. Bliss is
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still an experience, whereas Self-realization is not an experience but
a mind- and body-transcending event, namely the recovery of our
true identity.

Riding the Breath to Bliss

Whatever we contemplate or_place our attention on,.that we be-
come. This is a profound picce of wisdom, first expressed in the
Upamshads which is fundamental to the practice of Yoga and Ve-
danta. What it means is that attention is a decisive factor in how we
experience the world we live in. Walking down Main Street, a visiting
sports enthusiast will easily spot a gym among the many stores but
fail to see an antiquarian bookstore that promptly catches the
booklover’s eye. A child is apt to spot a toy store long before the
parents, and an adult male might not see the little boutique until
the fashion-conscious woman accompanying him steers toward it. A
criminal will notice which stores have burglar alarms and which do
not. Our attention informs the choices or decisions we make, and
they in turn shape our attention and the quality of our existence.

According to the Indian sages, the ordinary person focuses his or
her attention on ephemeral things and therefore does not invest en-
ergy in what they consider the only worthwhile pursuit—the pursuit
of lasting happiness through realization of the Self (atman). By con-
trast, they themselves have attention only for the Self and therefore
would score extremely low on any scale measuring worldly ambition.
But because of their single-minded focus on the Self, they in fact
realize, or become, the Self. The ordinary person, however, continues
to animate the ego-personality and thus remains subject to unhappi-
ness and suffering.

Having understood the destiny-making power of attention, the yo-
gins do their utmost to cultivate vigilance over the mind. In this
endeavor they enlist the help of the breath. As Swami Vivekananda
put it:
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In this body of ours, the breath motion 1s the “silent thread”;
by laying hold of and learning to control it we grasp the pack
thread of the nerve currents, and from these the stout twine
of our thoughts, and lastly the rope of prana, controlling
which we reach freedom.?

Vivekananda’s imagery has its roots in the Sanskrit scriptures, as
is evident from the following verses from the Goraksha-Paddhati
(Footsteps of Goraksha):

Even as a hawk, tied to a rope, can be brought back again
[when it has] flown off—thus the [principle of] life, bound
to the gunas, 1s pulled about by the in-breath and the out-
breath. (1.40)

Even as a ball, struck with a elub, flies up—thus the [prin-
ciple of] life (jiva), similarly struck by the in-breath (prana)
and the out-breath (apana), does not rest.

Under the influence of the in-breath and the out-breath,
the [principle of] life rushes up and down through the left
and the right path. Because of this moving-to-and-fro it can-
not be seen. (1.38-39)

The word guna means “strand” and refers to the three qualities of
Nature, which weave the web of conditional existence: tamas (the
principle of inertia), rajas (the dynamic principle), and sattva (the
principle of luminosity). These three gunas are thought to bind the
psyche via the mechanism of the breath. Yet the breath is also the
secret key to liberation, or enlightenment, because by controlling it,
the inner world of psyche and mind can also be brought under con-
trol and thus the portal to the Self can be opened.

Writing shortly after World War 11 about the Kriya-Yoga taught to
him by Sri Yukteswar, Paramahansa Yogananda observed in his popu-
lar Autobiography of a Yogi:

By Kriya, the outgoing life foree is not wasted and abused
in the senses, but constrained to reunite with subtler spinal
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energies. By such reinforcement of life, the yogi’s body and
brain cells are electrified with the spiritual elixir. . . . Untying
the cord of breath which binds the soul to the body, Kriya
serves to prolong life and enlarge the consciousness of infin-
ity. The yoga method overcomes the tug of war between the
mind and the matter-bound senses, and frees the devotee to
reinherit his eternal kingdom. He knows his real nature is
bound neither by physical encasement nor by breath, symbol
of the mortal enslavement to air, to nature’s elemental com-
pulsions.?

Yogananda’s comments about breath control through Kriya-Yoga
apply equally to other yogic approaches involving pranayama. As is
clear from his explanations, this similarity in the theory and practice
of breath control in the various schools of Yoga is due to the thor-
oughly empirical orientation espoused in all of them.

Swami Rama, a contemporary exponent of Yoga, reiterates the tra-
ditional view when he writes:

Breath is an external manifestation of the force of prana.
Breath is the fly-wheel that regulates the entire machine of
the body. Just as the control of the fly-wheel of an engine
controls all other mechanisms in it, so the control of the
external breath leads to control of the gross and subtle, phys-
ical and mental aspects of our life machine.*

Ordinarily ogg_]g_rggthlpg is quite irregular, just as our mental activ-
ity consists for the most part of a discontinuous, haphazard flux of
thoughts rising and disappearing like flashes of hghtnmg Moreover
like our breath, our thoughts are seldom very deep. According to the
yogic point of view, erratic and shallow breathing makes for erratic
and shallow thinking. Interestingly, when we concentrate we often
hold our breath. In Yoga, breath retention has been made into a

fine art.
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Pranayama as Life Extension

&«

The term pranayama is composed of prana (“life,” “life foree”)
and ayama (“extension”), thus meaning the lengthening of breath,
vital energy, and even life itself. Although some rescarchers have
tried to demythologize the age-old notion of prana by reducing it to
mere oxygen, when the ancient authorities speak of prana they al-
ways understand it to be air or breath plus Factor X—a kind of uni-
versal energy whose irradiant quality can be experienced by the
sensitive Yoga practitioner.

The rolling waves or oscillations of the life force manifest them-
selves in the body in the breathing rhythm, which is a semiautomatic
response. It is a vital function of the organism and is partly con-
trolled by the autonomic nervous system. However, unlike the heart-
beat or the peristalsis of the intestines, which are involuntary
physiological processes, breathing can be consciously influenced to a
considerable degree; it can be modified and even stopped completely
for an appreciable span of time. In the late nineteenth century, a
yogin going by the name of Haridas baffled medical observers when
he had himself buried for forty days in a locked airtight chest. The
great Indian Sanskrit scholar Surendra Nath Dasgupta wrote:

Even in modern times there are many well-attested cases of
yogis who can remain in this apparently lifeless condition for
more than a month. I have myself seen a case where the yogi
stayed in this condition for nine days.’

Scientists now believe that in such experiments breathing is
slowed down so much that it is impereeptible. Even if no complete
cessation of the breath is possible, the yogie technique of prolonged
breath retention (kumbhaka) is still a formidable accomplishment,
which challenges orthodox medical views of what 1s physically possi-
ble without contracting brain damage through oxygen starvation.

Breath control is a theory-laden practice, for it is bound up with
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the idea of various prana currents on the one hand and the notion
of the serpent power (kundalini-shakti) on the other. According to a
conception dating back to the Vedic Age, in conjunction with the
human body the universal life force has five functional aspects:

1. Prana, the incoming and rising current of the life force con-
nected with inhalation and with the heart region and the
head

2. Apana, the descending current, associated with exhalation
and with the navel and lower abdomen

3. Udana, the rising current located in the throat and associ-
ated with speech, eructation, and other similar functions

4. Samana, the midcurrent located in the abdomen and chiefly
responsible for digestion

5. Vyana, the diffuse current pervading the entire body and
functioning, even in the absence of inhalation and ex-
halation

The old Chandogya-Upanishad (11.13.6) calls these five energy cur-
rents the “gatekeepers to the heavenly world.” This phrase suggests
that by knowing their respective functions and achieving control over
them, one can pry open the door to the inner heaven, that is, tran-
scend the ordinary dualistic consciousness.

In addition, five subsidiary currents known as the upapranas are
distinguished. These are thought to be responsible for such bodily
functions as closing and opening the eyelids, yawning, and vomiting.

The two most important currents are prana and apana—
corresponding to inhalation and exhalation respectively—because
they are like pistons powering and engine. All ten currents circulate
along specific pathways, often envisioned as ducts, which are called
nadis. There are said to be no fewer than 72,000 of these arteries,
which is an arbitrary figure symbolizing a great magnitude.

The Hatha-Yoga scriptures generally confine themselves to a



76 The Shambhala Guide to Yoga

UL AN

NN &,\“:’
Jag. O
- e
@& n s
& Ao gt

«
N e yrd kﬁ amah g

SRR Faagec k&

e RN et S
AR N S S i L) g U
g S et L el

7 Faf & TRt QT

1 o o o
“th s & «&® oval
“, =5 PN Sl £ ~ie
e, o0 Dt 2 e

LGN —“ .

», -

hed o) L a~ e IS o0
& ot = . ’ L !n

£
L <
-x-' (R R
§ M, Downga

s
2 < g
4 (’ £ wgéﬂ

Al o ¥ X N
s e - b gen
F e }
R G )% el iR iy \\ LI &5"
K et A3l O ! 7es P X B, TEege LS UL
A B T e e LN vg e
s JRE N Pyt | A TYT AR, ) =
ae® ¥ [ s 3 & 25 GLLELAY F o
G ) e 2 TINIEE S vy o
ot R AR gles C s @A BT
2T i <SS ‘n.‘“‘\‘ o _,,:’ AoNiaofad e &N
) » .
& & > = '"S(.rml_" pwi"\‘\ = "we(
) A~ s - P ZEPN
™, 5 | 2 Aifaandt
S mane (b8
7 M0
v A
e, &7 Tt e
P .\\?.y..,m o *A X
oysuwias b,
nroaday “,\‘ E] 63
@
9;‘\ toF 49; i
>0 o
Sl a8
12N ’:},\?’ :
X3
= ; \.""”o, N
/ 3
g&mefrasihag z.m,,i"ny,;-
[CH 3
4 ylom e LIV
/’ e SSfadter J_\’s
I e ®r & Cop
IS P
;[ £
2 PR EE] ,3" & ,f'
LI NN T4 [P
5 ¥ ogar & F L NG
= N / POy ~ay
R & ynda ;‘J\ 3 - m_\-a{a“" '
= 3
£] wean s e A Py o
B oo o \ QP | st tedn .
ER &) <

=§ LES {r;:@\‘

g
5 .
Lo wew AL :;",'
R aantadanr R i . S 5 ol
5 | '\
I nn 59' g TmEer ™
Wn e % A F1

e pefn
fn srann na

b . ’.“ },h
< I e
P B

Nadis, the subtle channels
19th-century drawing from Yoga Art by Ajit Mookerjee

(London: Thames and Hudson)



The Breath 77

description of twelve or fourteen principal arteries. Of these the most
significant conduits are the central channel (known as the sushumna-
nadi) and the two pathways twisting around in a helical fashion remi-
niscent of the DNA structure. These two winding currents are the
ida-nadi on the left side and the pingala-nadi on the right side.

All nadis originate in the “bulb” (kanda) located in the lower ab-
domen or at the lowest energy center, the muladhara-cakra, and from
there spread out over the entire body and beyond. Yogins and others
with clairvoyant abilities typically describe this network of currents
(nadi-cakra) as a treelike structure of luminous filaments.

The student who wants to practice authentic breath control and
techniques for the awakening of the serpent power must accept this
traditional map of the body’s energetic field. To do otherwise would
be to court disaster. The consequences of faulty pranayama practice,
especially when the kundalini enters the wrong pathway, can be se-
vere, including physical collapse and mental imbalance. The tribula-
tions of Gopi Krishna, who accidentally awakened the serpent power,
are well known in yogic circles in the West.

The first task of breath control is to regulate, or harmonize, the
various life currents in the body. The second task is to guide the
life force along the central axis, the sushumna-nadi (“most gracious
conduit”), which extends from the lowest energy center or cakra at
the base of the spine to the energy center at the crown of the head.
As the author of the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika explains,

" When the life force flows through the sushumna, the mind
becomes steady. (11.42)

This is the acknowledged method for achieving both health and
ecstasy (samadhi) through the awakening of the serpent power, the
“support of all Yoga practice,” as the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (II1.1)
puts it. Through breath control the yogin energizes and harmonizes
the body and thus creates a solid foundation for mental concentra-
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tion and the induction of higher states of consciousness, as well as
the complete transcendence of the body-mind in the moment of
enlightenment.

The Eight Classical Techniques of Pranayama

The Gheranda-Samhita describes eight pranayama practices,
which the yogin is expected to master. They are called “pots” (kum-
bhaka), which is a technical expression for breath retention. These
eight techniques are as follows:

1. Sahita-kumbhaka (“joined pot”) is a complex practice combin-
ing visualization with inhalation, retentfon, and exhalation in a 1:4:2
rhythm, in conjunction with the abdominal lock (uddiyana-bandha)
just before retention of the breath.

2. Surya-bheda-kumbhaka (“sun-piercing pot”) is performed by
inhaling exclusively through the right (solar) nostril and exhaling
only through the left (lunar) nostril, in conjunction with the throat
lock (jalandhara-bandha) during breath retention.

3. Ujjayi-kumbhaka (‘“victorious pot”) is executed by inhaling
through both nostrils, retaining the prana in the nose, then drawing
it further into the mouth and holding it there for as long as is com-
fortable by means of the throat lock.

4. Shitali-kumbhaka (“cooling pot”) is performed by inhaling
through the mouth and along the curled tongue and exhaling
through both nostrils after a short period of retention.

5. Bhastrika-kumbhaka (“bellows pot”) consists in rapid inhala-
tion and exhalation through both nostrils, which move like bellows.

6. Bhramari-kumbhaka (“beelike pot”) consists in prolonged
breath retention after inhalation, while blocking the cars and in-
tently listening to the various inner sounds (nada). The practice gets
its name from the humming sound deliberately produced during in-
halation and exhalation.

7. Murccha-kumbhaka (“swooning pot”) consists in gentle breath
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retention supported by the throat lock, while concentrating on the
spot between the eyebrows (“third eye”), followed by slow exhala-
tion. This practice causes a euphoric state reminiscent of fainting.

8. Kevali-kumbhaka (“solitary pot”) is performed simply by retain-
ing the breath for as long as possible. This technique should be done
five to cight times a day, with one to sixty-four repetitions per ses-
sion.

When done properly, pranayama has a dramatic effect on the
body. The Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (11.12) mentions three successive
symptoms or signs. The first sign is profuse perspiration. Next the
body starts to tremble. This is followed by the upward rush of the
life force into the crown center, which is a process with its own char-
acteristic symptoms. The American Sanskrit scholar Theos Bernard,
who underwent a traditional training in Hatha-Yoga, witnessed these
signs of successful pranayama practice in his own case. He wrote:

I experienced the first stage at the very onset. After one or
two rounds the perspiration began to flow freely. . . . It was
several weeks before I observed the second stage, quivering,
and this was at a time when I was perfecting bhastrika. First
there appeared itching sensations. As I continued the prac-
tice, the sensations increased. Soon I began to feel as though
bugs were crawling over my body. While I was working, my
legs would suddenly shake. Later, other muscles unexpect-

“edly contracted, and soon my whole body would shake be-
yond control. At this time I was told always to use the
padmasana posture. This prevented the body from going into
convulsions. By adhering to my schedule, these manifesta-
tions all passed away.”

Bernard experienced the third stage, the entrance of the life force
into the central channel, during the concluding ceremony at the end
of his training. It resulted in an ecstatic state that he characterized,
however, as a mental experience rather than genuine samadhi. “It
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was,” he observed, “a state of mind created by ceremony.” His
teacher told him that to enjoy the experience of actual samadhi,
Bernard would have to continue his vigorous Yoga practice until all
impurities in his body-mind were removed. Unfortunately, Bernard
died prematurely in an accident in the Himalayas before he could
conclude his personal experiment.

Yogins pay attention to signs of progress on the way to perfection
and derlve encourageément and strength from them. They also re-
spond to warning signs, for Yoga is a subtly balanced enterprise. Ac-
cording to the Hatha-Yoga-Pradipika (11.17), incorrect pranayama

practice can cause hiccups, asthma, headache, and other ailments.

Although the Sanskrit scriptures here dnd there refer to auspicious
as well as inauspicious signs, such signs really belong to the rich oral
lore of Yoga.
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Pathways of Concentration
and Meditation

Yoga is difficult to attain by one who is undisciplined.

—Bhnacavap-Gita VI.36

Withdrawing the Senses from the Outer World

The yogins aspire to a state of inner balance that attunes them to
the blissful Reality, or Self, throughout the day. To promote this
tranquillity and joyous participation in our true nature, they carefully
guard the senses, which are gates to the bodily fortress (pura). It
is through the sensory doorways that the external world constantly
impinges on the internal environment. Our senses are incessantly
bombarded with innumerable impressions that clamor for our atten-
tion. Long ago, the sages of India spoke of the sensory impressions
as poisons for the mind, since they disrupt its natural repose and
seduce it to chase after them like a butterfly drunk with the nectar
of flowers. The extent to which we are exposed today to disruptive
noise and a never-ending stream of images of all kinds is unparalleled
in history and could barely have been foreseen by the Yoga masters
of antiquity.

But the yogic principle of guarding the senses as the first direct
step in the process of inner concentration remains the same. It is as
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difficult today as it was thousands of years ago. At the same time, it
is just as possible as it was then. We all have an inbuilt capacity to
shut out external influences from our consciousness. We do so daily
in our sleep, and we can learn to do so at will while retaining full
awareness. Although we have forgotten how to voluntarily abide in a
state of consciousness uninterrupted by external stimuli, our deeper
mind nevertheless craves to retrieve its autonomy.

In Yoga this practice is known as pratyahara, generally translated
as sense withdrawal or sensory inhibition. This Sanskrit word is com-
posed of the prefixes prati (“counter, away from”) and @ (an inten-
sive) and the verbal root hri (“to pull”). It means literally “pulling
away from,” which describes very wellsthe mechanism and purpose
of this technique. The Sanskrit texts compare this practice to a tor-
toise’s retracting its limbs into its shell. Another frequent metaphor
is that of unruly horses that pull the chariot—the mind—aimlessly
hither and thither. The Mahabharata epic contains these stanzas:

The Self cannot be perceived with the senses that, disunited,
scatter to and fro and are difficult to restrain for those whose
self is not prepared. (XI1.194.58)

Clinging to that [Self], the sage should, through absorp-
tion, concentrate his mind to one point by “clenching” the
host of the senses and sitting like a log.

He should not perceive sound with his ear, not feel touch
with his skin. He should not perceive form with his eyes and
not taste tastes with his tongue.

Also, the knower of Yoga should, through absorption, ab-
stain from all smells. He should courageously reject these
agitators of the group of five [senses]. (XI1.195.5-7)

The problem is that, in practice, when we try not to hear a sound,
we focus on it all the more. Thercfore, instead of getting the mind
not to pay attention to sensory iput, the yogin concentrates on a
sclected internal object. Thus sensory inhibition and concentration
go hand in hand.
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To assist this process, it helps to find a quiet, harmonious place—
not necessarily a sensory deprivation chamber or samadhi tank—that
allows one to focus inwardly, without fear of sudden interruption. Of
course, it also helps to practice all the preceding limbs of the eight-
fold yogic path, which ensure a gradual simplification of one’s life
and a drastic reduction in the usual pressures and tensions.

Without harmonizing one’s daily life through the practice of
moral discipline (yama) and self-restraint (niyama), sense withdrawal
1s barely possible. As soon as we try to quiet our minds, we tend to
think of everything under the sun. In particular, we find that all the
repressed and unassimilated psychic material of the day (and of long
ago) bubbles up, forcing our consciousness to seek relief by external-
izing through the senses. This is a natural enough process, but it
foils Yoga. We can greatly reduce the mind’s tendency to externalize
attention by cultivating a balanced, calm disposition at all times, not
merely for a few minutes a day.

At the base of such a disposition is an attitude of dispassion (vaira-
gya) or detachment toward material things and concerns. We can
only be distracted by those sensory inputs that we, knowingly or un-
knowingly, desire. Attention is highly selective and follows well-
established pathways of thinking and feeling. A well-known Buddhist
story tells of two monks crossing a shallow river. One monk helped a
beautiful young woman across by carrying her on his back. Afterward
the other monk repeatedly told him that this seemingly innocuous
act of kindness was bound to poison his mind with lustful thoughts
in the long run. The first monk laughingly responded that whereas
he had left the young woman behind at the river, his fellow monastic
was still carrying her around in his head.

Swami Nikhilananda—following the advice of Swami Viveka-
nanda—offered this picturesque description of the mechanism of
attention:

We retain the impression of an object only when the mind
is attached to it through a sense-organ. Thus we may see,
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during the daytime, a thousand faces, but we remember at
night only the face to which the mind felt attached. By
means of pratyahara, the yogi can check the outward inclina-
tion of the mind and free it from the thraldom of the senses.
The mind of the average person may be likened to a monkey
which, restless by nature, has taken a deep draft of liquor,
thus aggravating its restlessness, further has been stung by a
scorpion, and finally has been possessed by a ghost. Just so,
the naturally restless mind, after a deep dose of worldly plea-
sures, becomes intensely restless; it is, further, stung by jeal-
ousy, and fnally possessed by the ghost of egotism.!

In the face of the mind’s great fickleness, Swami Nikhilananda
recommended that meditators simply allow the mind to gyrate until
it exhausts itself. The problem with this approach is that it may take
a long time for this to happen because few beginners are able to
stand back sufficiently from the inner drama and allow it to run its
course. Another, more demanding method is to check attention by
sheer willpower—a feat of which exceedingly few people are capable
for any appreciable length of time. A third approach is to gently
return the roving mind to the same object of concentration, which
is the method favored by Patanjali in his Yoga-Sutra.

Discovering the Inner World through Concentration

In his excellent book Yoga and the Hindu Tradition, the French
scholar Jean Varenne relates the anecdote of the mathematician who,
strolling through the streets of Paris, was struck by an idea.? He hap-
pened to find himself in front of a hansom cab. Oblivious to his
surroundings, he pulled a picce of chalk out of his pocket and
promptly started to develop his mathematical cquations on the cab’s
black cloth surface. Before he could complete his calculations, how-
ever, the cab drove off, with the mathematician running after it eager
to finish his task.
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In Yoga the voluntary stoppage of the outgoing tendencies of the
mind is called dharana, meaning “holding” or concentration. Patan-
jali defines concentration as “the binding of consciousness to a [sin-
gle] place” (Yoga-Sutra II1.1). It is clear from the commentaries on
Patanjali’s aphorisms that by “place” (desha) is meant any focal
point inside the body-mind, notably the psychoenergetic centers
(cakra) at the base of the spine, sexual organs, navel, heart, throat,
forehead, and crown of the head. But the yogin may also focus his
attention on a specific thought or image, or on a single sound or
sound pattern, whether heard externally or internally. It is even pos-
sible to achieve concentration with regard to an external object, such
as the flame of a candle or an icon. In each case, however, the focus
must be maintained for a long time, until consciousness becomes
naturally internalized.

For instance, a Yoga practitioner might recite aloud the sacred
utterance SHIVO'HAM, SHIVO'HAM, SHIVO'HAM (“T am Shiva”) over and
over again. After several weeks or months of daily practice, this man-
tra will have so engrained itself upon the mind that the practitioner
finds himself or herself spontaneously reciting it silently whenever
the mind is not occupied with a task. Next the practitioner may wish
to cult