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For years I was searching for a book that gave simple answers to questions on Spirituality. I loved the questions & answer column in the magazine Yoga International (www.yimag.org) & wondered why they had not thought of clubbing together the Q & A’s into a book. The publishers of the magazine, probably, heard me and came out with this beautiful book ‘Inner Quest’. 

I have taken excerpts from the book that to my mind are most relevant. If you like to buy the book mail Payal Sehgal: hidelhi@himalayaninstitute.org. The book is dedicated to Panditji’s gurudeva Swami Rama of the Himalayas.  Please bless my colleague Ajay for patiently typing in 60 word pages. The piece is divided into 8 chapters. Every chapter has sub sections. The paras below give examples of questions answered within each sub section. 

‘Through this book may you become connected with the Source – the spirit of the scriptures and the learned masters – for answers to all questions come from this Source alone’.

1. Introduction - foreword by the editor of Yoga International Magazine.

2. Setting Out
- has three parts. One ‘Exploration & commitment’ e.g. what is spirituality? Two is ‘The External teacher & the teacher Within’ e.g. how do I know which of the many paths of yoga is best for me? How can I find a teacher? Three is ‘Taming the mind & the senses’ e.g. I want to practice non-attachment, but I am distracted by the world’s pleasure. What can I do?

3. Clearing the Hurdles – has three parts. ‘One is Purifying the Ego’ e.g. Isn’t a strong ego necessary to live successfully in the world? Don’t I also need a strong ego to do spiritual practice? How can one purify the ego?  Two is ‘Fear of losing the World’ e.g. Can you give me more practical advice about how to live in the world while growing spiritually? What constitutes a spiritual environment and how can we maintain one in our home? Three is ‘Overcoming obstacles’ e.g. Are there techniques that can help me overcome procrastination? There are so many obstacles on the spiritual path that it seems like overcoming them one at a time will take forever. Is there an all-purpose remedy?

4. Moving Inward – has two parts. One ‘Consists of breathing Lessons’ e.g. What creates blocks in the Energy body, How can I prepare myself to practice yoga beyond working with the body and breath?  Two is ‘The practice of Meditation’ e.g. What is meditation? Why is it important? Why is it so important to sit with your head, neck, and trunk straight when you meditate?

5. Unlocking the Secret - has two parts. One is ‘The Sacred Sound’ e.g. Why is a mantra considered to be Divine? Two ‘Techniques for practicing Mantra’ e.g. Is a mantra effective even if it is repeated without feeling? How do you get the feeling if you don’t know what the feeling is?

6. Breaking the Cycle - has two parts. One is ‘Karma: the maker of Destiny’ e.g. how does karma come into being? Two is ‘Outrunning Death’ e.g. If the soul doesn’t go through the cycle of birth and death, then what does? And why? Once you have a direct experience of Truth, are you really free from the bondage of birth and death? Do you become immortal, as the scriptures say?

7. Establishing a Personal Practice - has two parts. One is ‘The Starting Point’ e.g. how can I turn my mind inward, what is the key to a fruitful practice of yoga postures? I’m under so much pressure that I rarely even have time to sleep enough at night, let alone time to do any hatha yoga practices. What do you suggest? Two is  ‘Advancing on the Path’ e.g. Can you give me specific instructions on how to do a meditation practice? I’ve read that meditation deepens in stages. Can you tell me what they are?

8. The Journey’s End – covers finding a focus and traveling in stages.  
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Chapter 1

Excerpts - Written by an experienced traveler in the spiritual realm, Inner Quest maps out the journey and provides systematic instructions for meeting and overcoming the obstacles that lie ahead. In these years of working with student, Pandit Rajmani Tigunait has found that those who embark on the spiritual quest ask the same basic questions regardless of their cultural background. So he has collected the questions students have brought to him through the years and arranged them to address the issues that come up as a seeker journeys inward. They run the gamut from straightforward questions about diet and exercise to metaphysical queries about the nature of reality and how karma comes into existence.

If you start at the beginning of Inner Quest and read straight through to the end, you will come away with a clear picture of what the spiritual journey entails and how to find your way to the heart of the inner realm. On the other hand, you may prefer to consult the Table of Contents and go right to the questions that address your most pressing concerns. Or you may choose to browse, leafing through the chapters and reading the answers to the questions that catch your eye. However you first approach it, you will reach for this little book again and again. And as your inward journey progresses and you being to master your body, breath, and mind, you will find yourself rereading certain sections, finding answers to questions you didn’t know you had.

I say this because this book has already served me in this way. Much of it first appeared as a question-and-answer column in the magazine, Yoga International. Pandit Tigunait has since written the last two chapters specifically for this volume and added other questions to the body of the book to close any gaps that remained after the columns had been compiled. I worked with much of the material in its first incarnation and revisited it all while editing it in its present form. I hadn’t seen some of the columns in more than four years, and if asked, I probably would have said I understood them then, thinking I had nothing further to learn from them. But as I went through the material again, I found much that I had understood only superficially the first time around (and some things I hadn’t even remembered) because at the time I originally edited the columns, my own experience had not yet reached the point at which they resonated for me. And as I thumb through this volume in the future, I know I’ll find answers to questions I don’t have even now.

So, like any guidebook, Inner Quest can be used in whatever way suits you-as an overall guide, as a quick reference, or as an inexhaustible treasury that will hasten your journey and keep you on a clear path.

Deborah Willough by, Editor, Yoga International Magazine, January 1995

Setting Out







Chapter 2

Exploration & Commitment

1. What is spirituality?

Spirituality is a complete science that entails a comprehensive study of the intrinsic nature of the soul and its relationship both to the external world and to Universal Consciousness. When this science is not coupled with contemplative or meditative techniques for attaining the actual experience of higher reality, it is philosophy or metaphysics. When it is based on faith alone and is accompanied by superstition, dogma, customs, and cultural activities, it is religion. When it is accompanied by practices, which, although difficult to grasp intellectually, have the power to unveil subtle and often indescribable realms of inner experience, it is mysticism. Only when this science rests firmly on a philosophy of life, incorporates ethical and moral values that are indispensable to health and well-being, and at the same time provides a workable system of self-training leading to self-transformation, can it correctly be called spirituality.

Practically speaking, spirituality has two integral parts: (1) theories and practices for removing obstacles to the inward journey, and (2) theories and practices that elucidate the inner core of reality and lead an aspirant there, step by step. The goal of spirituality is direct realization of the true Self and its relationship with the Universal Self. The body and mind are the most efficient tools for achieving that goal. Keeping the body and mind in good health, creating a balance between the two, and finally, directing all one’s resources toward spiritual unfoldment, are the steps needed in spiritual practices.

A Spiritual practice that fails to eliminate the conditions of illness, procrastination, doubt, laziness, hopelessness, indulgence in sense pleasures, confusion, instability, and inability to concentrate is like a body without breath; such a practice is lifeless. Involving yourself in spiritual practices, even those that are valid and potent, while disregarding the process of purification is like drinking pure water from a grimy cup.

The first step in spiritual practice is to address the health of the body. A healthy mind can dwell only in a healthy body. Because a confused mind is not fit for any kind of practice, the next step is to work with the mind. Systematically working with the body, breath, and mind introduces you to various levels of yourself and helps you overcome the obstacles to attaining direct, experiential knowledge of Truth. When these obstacles have been overcome, you will have more time and energy for your actual practice, which involves gaining access to the vast potentials that lie dormant within your body and mind.

Thus, a holistic approach to spirituality involves working with your body by practicing asana, pranayama, and mudras-the subtle yogic techniques for unlocking pranic forces and rechanneling them toward the center of your being. You unfold the power of the mind by practicing the techniques of concentration and meditation, which enable you to collect the forces of the mind and direct them toward the center of consciousness, known as Atman, or the Soul. Only a properly trained and one-pointed mind can go beyond the realm of the ordinary mind. Attaining a direct experience of the Soul is ultimately what is meant by “spiritual enlightenment,” but those primary and secondary practices that help you reach this sublime goal are also an intrinsic part of spirituality.

2. When should I seek spiritual guidance?

The need for guidance usually arises at two different points in life. The first is when you feel a need to take care of your spiritual self but don’t know how. You want to start, but don’t know where to begin. The second point at which spiritual guidance is often needed is when you have already started your journey, but find yourself lost. The practices, which used to make sense no longer, seem meaningful. You may have reached a plateau and don’t know what is next or you might be facing a wall and don’t know how to scale it. That is the time to seek guidance.

A map is useless unless you know how to use it to reach your destination. A true guide will not only give you the map, he or she will also help you locate your position on it and gather the resources you need to follow it. When you are ill, you seek the advice of a doctor. If the treatment isn’t helping, you discuss your symptoms with your doctor who will then make a more precise diagnosis. Similarly, when you feel the pressing need for spiritual care, you seek the guidance of a teacher. While undertaking the spiritual discipline he or she recommends, if you feel lost or stuck, discuss this with your teacher-he or she will help you restructure your practice and will give you precise instructions on how to free yourself from the obstacles you are facing.

The External Teacher & the Teacher Within

3. Yoga is said to be systematic path leading to enlightenment and self-realization, and it is said that “Yoga” means union between the individual Self and Universal Consciousness, and that the goal of this path is to attain perfect control over the modifications of the mind. Yet most yoga centers and teachers offer instruction only in yoga postures and breathing exercises, with an occasional nod to psychology. Most do not teach meditation, and the few that do confine themselves to basic techniques. Why?

The goal of Yoga is gaining control over the modifications of the mind and, finally, attaining the direct experience of one’s inner Self. More than 2,000 years ago, when the sage Patanjali codified the system of yoga, he did not put much emphasis on physical exercises and included only advanced pranayama (breathing practices) in his system. In those days, either hatha yoga and pranayama practices were so common that they didn’t need to be mentioned, or people lived such balanced, harmonious lives and were in such good health that they did not need to make the physical postures and the breathing exercises an integral part of their spiritual practice.

Today, however, we seem to be stuck at the level of body consciousness. More than half of our time and energy is spent in dealing with mental issues, and what remains goes to addressing physical complaints and survival issues. This leaves little time for purely spiritual pursuits and for answering the essential questions: What is our origin? What is the purpose of life? Is there any higher reality than the one we perceive? What is the relationship between our individual and Absolute Consciousness? Yoga classes reflect this concern with body consciousness.

A second reason yoga teaching lacks depth is that many of today’s yoga centers are run by teachers whose knowledge of yoga is confined to the physical postures (asanas) and the simple breathing practices, so this is what they teach. This is also the area of yoga that interests the greatest number of students. After practicing hatha yoga for several years and studying yoga texts, some students begin to yearn for deeper dimensions of yogic wisdom. They naturally develop a commitment to the spiritual dimension of yoga. But even these inspired students face the same problem as everyone else their physical energy is depleted and their minds are scattered. Consequently, their physical energy is depleted and their minds are scattered. Consequently, they cannot afford to exclude asana and breathing exercises from their spiritual discipline.

4. How do I know which of the many paths of yoga is best for me?

Six months after you start practicing systematically, observe the degree to which you have overcome the problems and concerns you had at the beginning. Is your mind less scattered? Is your body stronger and more flexible? Do you have more energy? If you have been working systematically, you will find that your capacity has expanded. Make good use of that expanded capacity by seeking more advanced instrument.

If you have become enchanted with the sublime philosophy and meta-physics of yoga, and if you have come to find the charms and temptations of the world less alluring, then look for a master who can initiate you into mantra yoga He or she may instruct you to undergo a serious and systematic practice of mantra meditation, which in the scriptures is known as purascharana, “the first step toward the Divine experience.”

If you have studied the authentic texts and are amazed by the powers and potentials that lie dormant within the human body, and if you are sure that your body is healthy and your mind sound, find a teacher who can instruct you in the path of kundalini yoga. But if you choose this path, remember that the authenticity of the teachings is purely experiential and is self-evident. Any experience that doesn’t bring out previously unknown dimensions of knowledge and joy is not a spiritual experience. A spiritual experience is never bizarre or painful, nor will it harm your health. Kundalini shakti (the dormant force within) and problems simply do not go together. My personal warning: if any experience of so-called-kundalini awakening causes a problem, then it is not a kundalini experience.

If, instead of studying books, you have studied yourself - your body, breath, mind, and your worldly circumstances - and realized that, to some degree, you are interested in mantra, kundalini shakti, and the immense power of the mind then it’s better to follow the path of raja yoga. On this path, you will work with yourself simultaneously on every level of your personality in a gentle and progressive manner. An experienced teacher of raja yoga instantly knows which area of your life needs immediate attention - body, breath, mind, or lifestyle. He or she will help you focus on that particular area in such a way that the other areas of life are also addressed in a proportionate manner.

On the path of raja yoga, you will develop healthy and harmonious relationship with others by practicing the five yamas: ahimsa (non-harmfulness), satya (non-lying), asteya (non-stealing), brahmacharya (waling in God), and aparigraha (non-possessiveness). As a means of disciplining yourself, you will practice the five niyamas: saucha (purity), santosha (contentment), tapas (austerities), svadhyaya (self-study), and Ishvara pranidhana (surrender to God). For your body, you will practice asanas; for your breath, pranayama. To gain control over your senses, you will practice pratyahara, and for your mind, you will practice dharana (concentration), dhyana (meditation), and samadhi (spiritual absorption). You can either climb these eight rungs of yoga step by step, or you can embrace them simultaneously, depending on your needs, circumstances, problems, and capacities.

Regardless of what specific path you follow, you must organize your worldly life and your spiritual life so that one is not a source of disturbance to the other. This can be done by incorporating the basic principles of karma, bhakti, and jnana into your specific practice. Let’s take a brief look at each one.

According to the school of karma yoga, a human being cannot live without performing actions. Attachment to the fruit of these actions is a source of bondage. When an action is performed selflessly, lovingly, and skillfully, then neither that action nor its fruits has any power to bind.

Bhakti means love and devotion. Without it, spiritual practice becomes dry and boring. Doubts seep in and you begin to wonder, “What’s the point of doing all these practices?” Cultivating love for your practice will help you become devoted to it.

Jnana means knowledge. In this particular context, knowledge means understanding that nothing in this world really belongs to you. We can enjoy the objects of the world, but have no right to own them mentally or become attached to them. Placing little value on the objects of the world and constantly remaining aware of the Truth within will strengthen your understanding of the world and enable you to stay on the path.

5. Can a person attain enlightenment without the help of a teacher? If so, does it take longer?

Anything, including enlightenment, can be obtained without anyone’s help. But help really helps! In any field of knowledge, mentors are needed to help the novice grow systematically and become more focused. a mentor (or teacher) is someone who has assimilated the experiences of previous seekers and explorers and has made good use of these explorers and has made good use of these experiences.

A proven system of education is of the utmost importance, whether it aims to give training in the external or internal world. Such a system develops after a series of experiments has established the validity of a method of teaching and after this method has been applied repeatedly and been found to yield similar results, time after time. It is time-consuming to chart your own path when a map of the area is available; setting out on an uncharted path is often fruitless and can even be perilous. Those walking such a path are beset with doubts and uncertainty. Many seekers who begin on their own and get no help from a teacher search here and there, trying different methods. Often, by the time they stumble on a system of practice that works for them, their lives are almost over, and no time is left for the practice itself.

An authentic teacher has received clear instructions from his or her own mentor, has traveled the path, and has integrated the wisdom gleaned along the way. Such a person is qualified to help us find and follow the most appropriate path.

6. How can I find a teacher?

You will find whatever you look for. The Bible says, “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek and ye shall find’ knock, and it shall be opened unto you.” (Matthew VII: 7) The tricky part is that the Bible never tells you how many times to knock, or even where to find the door! 

Our instinct, intuition, destiny, karma (or whatever word you want to use), guides us toward the door. That is the law. In the natural course of events, we begin wondering: What is the purpose of life? Where have I come from? Where am I going? As these questions become stronger and more persistent. Worldly charms begin to lose their luster, and we become seekers. We find the time and energy to search for the door-a spiritual teacher, an organization, a center, or an ashram.

You won’t necessarily find the right place or the right person in your first attempt. Even if you are fortunate enough to meet the right teacher immediately, he or she may not give you what you expected. The teacher is not bound to fulfill your expectations. In fact, a teacher who has undergone training with a competent master knows the importance of teaching only what is best for you, regardless of what you expect. Even though your immediate expectations may not be met, your first encounter with your teacher makes an enormous impression on your mind and heart. Intellectually you may think that you didn’t get anything, but deep down you feel blessed by his or her company. This kindles a desire to learn something from that person.

The first meeting between teacher and student is crucial. In the first instant, you recognize each other, not with your eyes or though a formal introduction, but with your hearts. Two hearts meet and know each other at the level of feeling. Catch hold of that moment of recognition and cherish it so that, later on, your undisciplined and argumentative mind doesn’t confuse you.

7. What are the obstacles to establishing a master-disciple relationship? How can a student overcome them?

Fear and doubt are the greatest obstacles. Study yourself carefully, and find out what you are afraid of losing in that relationship. What is the exact nature of your fear? What makes you feel threatened and prevents you from coming close to your teacher and receiving guidance without hindrance?

If you analyze yourself, you will find that the major obstacle is ego Ego has a hard time accepting anyone’s supremacy. Tell your ego that it’s not a matter of accepting someone as superior to yourself; it’s simply a matter of allowing someone who is selfless to guide you on the path.

The second problem is doubt. In the past, you may have been deceived and misguided by others. If that’s the case, tell yourself that you will not allow one failure to halt your progress on that path, and that you will not permit even a hundred failures to stop you. Overcome you skepticism. Your pervious negative experiences were at least partially due to your blind faith, your unclear perception, and most importantly, your lack of a definite goal. Remove these conditions, search for a teacher, and you will find one. And once you have met your teacher, let that relationship take its natural course; follow it and meet your responsibilities in a loving, selfless, and relaxed manner.

8. Isn’t another pitfall the tendency to use a teacher as a crutch?

While skepticism and fear of being absorbed into a group can be obstacles to spiritual unfoldment, the opposite tendency is equally a barrier - that is using a teacher as a crutch. This obstacle is subtler than the other two. Most people living in the world are accustomed to leaning on others. This tendency lingers in the mind even when one begins the spiritual search. Meditation is the path of freedom, the path on which a student attains freedom from all external crutches. A spiritual teacher should never be taken as a replacement for a counselor, therapist, or priest.

On the path of meditation, you are responsible for meditating. A teacher can guide you but cannot meditate for you. Beware of teachers who promise they will take care of your entire spiritual needs, whether you practice or nor. Students who are looking for such panaceas are the ones who will fall into the hands of false teachers.

Taming the Mind & the Senses

9. What should we do to understand life better and live happily?

You may try hundreds of things, but nothing will work unless you have control over your mind, It is the mind that creates a mess outside and inside, and it is the mind that finds way to clean up the mess. All problems are created and solved by the mind, but surprisingly, the mind is not known to itself.

Mind is the greatest of all mysteries. It stands between an individual and the higher truth and is the cause of both bondage and liberation. Properly trained, the mind can help you attain enlightenment, but a misguided mind can leave you stranded on the shoals of confusion and bondage. Peace is created by the mind. First, make the decision to be content in any circumstance. From that womb of contentment, peace is born. It is foolish to expect to achieve peace by retiring into the deep forest or departing for a distant galaxy. Ultimately, we must all find peace within our own minds.

10. Why does the mind prefer to run in the external world rather than turning inward to find peace?

The mind has bound itself tightly to the senses. Driven by sense cravings, the mind runs to the external world. As long as you do not known how to withdraw the senses from the external world, you have almost no choice but to let your mind remain a victim of sensory pleasure. 

The objects of the senses, as well as the pleasure derived from them, are momentary. After experiencing a sensory pleasure, the mind realizes the emptiness of the experience. But it is always seeking satisfaction and, not knowing where else to find it, turns again to the external world. Thus, dissatisfaction becomes a way of life. Dissatisfaction leads to frustration. Peace vanishes, and the inner world becomes chaotic. Inner discontent, frustration, and restlessness then manifest in a person’s external life, and both internal and external worlds are full of misery.

11. How do we stop the mind from constantly turning to the external world?

Vairagya (non-attachment) is the only way. You will cultivate an attitude of non-attachment when you come to realize that all the objects of the world are transitory. The value of worldly objects is simply a creation of the mind. You arrived in this world with nothing and you will depart with nothing. When you realize this, you will not be attached to the objects of the world.

12. I understand that worldly objects have no real value I also know the value of practicing vairagya, but somehow I fail to maintain this knowledge, especially when it comes to interacting with the world. Why?

The mind is fully convinced that this world and its objects are real; this is called maya. Maya is a strong belief in the existence of that which does not exist. The following story illustrates this point: 

Once a washer man asked his son to go to the barn and get his donkey. But when the son tried to fetch it, the donkey wouldn’t budge. The boy went to his father and told him the donkey wouldn’t have.

“Is the donkey tied up? The washer man asked.

“No. That’s what I don’t understand,” the son replied.

“Well then, slap him on the rump to get him moving!” the father replied in exasperation.

The son tried this but the donkey still wouldn’t move. He went back to his father and said, “Father, he must be sick. Please come and see for yourself.”

This time, father and son went together to fetch the donkey. The father tried to get the donkey to move, but to no avail. Then suddenly, he understood the problem. The donkey’s rope was attached to his halter but not attached to the post. The washer man wound the rope around the post, then unwound it and began walking out of the barn. The donkey, realizing he was united, followed him.

People whose minds are fully convinced of the reality of worldly objects and the bondage they create are like this donkey. This world is not capable of binding either the mind or soul; the mind is in bondage simply because it believed that it is in bondage.

13. How can the mind overcome the illusion that it is in bondage?

First, it must overcome the craving for worldly objects with the help of constant contemplation on the illusory nature of worldly pleasure. Second the mind must recognize its true nature and learn to maintain that awareness constantly. Forgetfulness of the true nature of the Self is what makes a human being subject to timidity, weakness, fear, and insecurity. It is this forgetfulness that causes us to keep searching for a heaven in the external world. Once you realize your inner Self, you become free from the charms of the world, as well as the fear of death. In this context, ponder this ancient tale:

Once there was a lion club who was separated from the pride at birth, before his eyes had opened. He never saw his real mother. He was helpless, but after a few days a flock of sheep happened by. He joined the flock and was raised with the lambs. As a result he identified himself with the sleep and learned to behave like them. He learned to follow others blindly, to be afraid of dogs, and to submit when whipped by the shepherd. He grew to adulthood, but his identification with the sheep around him was so complete that he never noticed him size or his sharp, powerful claws. He never discovered how fast he could run, how high he could jump, and how loud he could roar.

One day another lion crept up on the flock and let out a tremendous roar. The flock scattered. The young lion, who was as frightened as the other sheep, ran away too. He passed a pond in full flight and saw his reflection for the first time. To his astonishment, his reflection resembled the lion he was fleeing. Here was a puzzle: why didn’t he look like the other sheep? As he examined this reflection, his disappointment at not seeing the reflection of a sheep quickly turned into curiosity. As an experiment he tried roaring like the lion he had just heard and found that he could! This filled his mind with delight. He jumped and roared and relished the realization that he was truly a lion. He never returned to the flock, but joined the pride and lived as the king of the forest.

Like that lion cub, we create a self-image and based on that, we create a reality. If this identification is false, we become victims of falsehood. If the identifications are correct, then we are fortunate to live in the light of Truth.

14. I want to practice non-attachment, but I am distracted by the world’s pleasure. What can I do?

Learn to withdraw your senses and mind systematically before practicing non-attachment or committing yourself to an intense meditative practice. This process is called pratyahara (sense withdrawal). Through a systematic practice of pratyahara you can tame your senses and mind and bring them under your conscious control.

Practicing pratyahara requires a basic understanding of the nature of the external world so that while disciplining yourself, you don’t feel that you are being deprived of sensory pleasure. The practice itself should be a source of joy rather than a dry discipline. You must realize that people who search for joy in the external world are always disappointed. Desires and cravings begin in the mind and motivate the senses to seek pleasure in the external world. That is why trying to control the senses without placing your discipline in context will not be effective - you must first have understanding. 

15. What is a systematic practice for taming the senses and the mind and turning them inward?

The first step is to convince the mind and senses that it is necessary to withdraw. If you are attentive, you will discover that the mind and senses busy themselves in the external world - or resort to sleep - in order to escape from reality, which is painful. This external search for peace is exhausting; sooner or later, the mind stops to rest. Rest feels good. If the mind can be made to see and acknowledge the effect of rest, it will begin developing a willingness to withdraw the senses and rest.

When we pull in the mind and senses voluntarily with the thread of knowledge, we experience true relaxation. After the mind experiences the joyful stillness in the body that results from sense withdrawal, it can be successfully instructed to look within for the true source of happiness.

There are three ways of practicing pratyahara. The first is to withdraw the senses and mind from the external world and then focus them consciously on a chosen object in the realm of mind. Another approach is to see everything in the world as existing within the Atman (the Self). With this approach, nothing is outside the Atman, so there is no need to withdraw the senses. A third practice is to carry out all your activities as if they were sacred duties. In this way you bring sanctity to even the most mundane aspects of life. When a human being gives up all desires of the mind and delights in the Self, then he or she is said to be a person of steady wisdom.

16. I have practiced some of these techniques successfully, but soon I find myself back in my old habits, driven by my old distractions and urges. Do you have any advice?

If you couldn’t master your senses after a couple of attempts, please don’t be discouraged. Believe me, most of us are in the same boat. The process by which the senses move toward the objects in the external world is very subtle. It begins with thinking - you become attached to something just by thinking about it. Something becomes attractive because of an inner craving or because of latent impressions from the past that still exists in the mind. These latent impressions are called samskaras or vasanas. They are like living entities deep in the mind field. Through the windows of the senses and the conscious mind, these samskaras peep out into the external world, looking for something similar to themselves. The moment the mind finds an object that corresponds to its previous memories, a great sense of joy arises. This joy comes from the mind’s identification with the object rather than from the object itself. The mind ignorantly feels, “This is mine. I love it. It is so beautiful.” Attachment arises immediately from this feeling. 

Therefore, attachment arises merely from thinking about something. The desire to act is based on that attachment. If that action is impeded, we become angry. If the obstruction cannot be overcome, we become depressed and depression is itself a form of anger. From anger, delusion arises and, from delusion arises loss of memory. With loss of memory, the power of discrimination (buddhi) is lost. It is then impossible to decide anything appropriately and, at this point, a human being is doomed: spiritual practice is not possible.

Study yourself, because only then can you build the foundation that will enable you to withdraw your senses and mind. Examine the nature of pleasure and pain and determine for yourself the results of attachment to the world of names and forms. As a human being you have freedom to create your world you have already done this. Mastering your senses and mind and employing them for true joy is your birthright. Therefore, practice pratyahara to conserve your energies; then concentrate and focus these energies one-pointedly in the direction of true peace and happiness.

Clearing the Hurdles 




Chapter 2

Purifying the Ego

17. Is it possible to become advanced in meditation practice and still have serious ego problems?

Yes, it’s quite possible to develop an advanced meditation practice in spite of a big ego or other negative personality traits. If an egotistical student works hard and does the practices correctly, he or she may develop willpower and achieve siddhis (extraordinary abilities), but an egotistical meditator can never become a sage.

As you develop your meditation practice, you will come to understand why ego problems are serious. It is possible to use meditation as a means to overcome an ego problem, but if you have decided to love your ego and live with it, then meditation becomes a means of nourishing and strengthening your ego. In that case, meditation will help you advance in your ego problems. This kind of meditation cannot unfold the joy of the Self.

Meditation is a powerful tool. Meditation with ego is like a flower with no fragrance. But meditation that is devoid of ego and nourished by devotion (bhakti) is like an eternal flower that yields the fragrance of the Divine. An egotistical meditator can harm him - or herself and others, whereas a meditator who is free from ego and guided by devotion can be torchbearer for the human race.

18. Isn’t strong ego necessary to live successfully in the world? Don’t I also need a strong ego to do spiritual practice?

You don’t need a strong ego to live successfully in the world. What you need is a strong will and the determination to direct all your energies toward your desired goal.

Western psychology has not clearly distinguished between the power of ego and the power of will and determination. In a sense, the power of the ego is blind, but the power of will has vision, because its source is in the pure Self. Ego springs from a false sense of identification (avidya) and usually focuses on preserving self-image and self-identify. Ego is accompanied by stubbornness, selfishness, and unwillingness to compromise.

The power of ego is like a little pool. In that pool, an egotistical person lives like a frog-his world is small, his borders insecure, and from his perspective, only his own thoughts, feelings and voice are meaningful. But the power of will springs from the inner Self, from pure Being. It infuses the mind and body with enthusiasm, courage, an ever-growing curiosity to know, and the energy to act. In yogic literature, this particular force-the intrinsic power of the soul - is called iccha shakti. It is from this force that all the aspects of our personality including ego, receive energy to carry out their activities.

In order to be successful in the world, you need a strong will, but that strong will needs to be properly guided. Then you will be able to develop a strong personality and cultivate a powerful self-image, rather than developing a trivial, egotistical personality.

There is a vast difference between a strong personality and an egotistical personality. A strong personality exhibits tolerance and endurance and forgives and forgets, in spite of having the power to vanquish and punish and an opponent. But an egotistical person exhibits his or her weakness by answering a pebble with a cannon. Such people lose their composure the moment they are even slightly hurt. They have a hard time forgetting the injuries they have received from others and even harder time remembering how much they have hurt others.

All the problems in the world - at home, at work, or in government - are caused by the collision of egos. These problems are overcome, not by one ego dominating others, but by a person of strong will and clear vision coming forward and overshadowing the trivial egos of those who are quarreling.

As for the question of whether you need a strong ego to do sadhana, the answer is “No, definitely not.” The stronger your ego the bigger the hurdle it will create. However, if you kill your ego, you might kill what motivates you to embark on the spiritual path and stay on it. Therefore, do not attempt to kill your ego or even to weaken it. What your ego needs is purification, transformation, and guidance.

19. How can you purify the ego?

You purify and transform your ego by using your present level of intelligence and your power of discrimination. By meditating, contemplating, praying, studying the scriptures, and seeking the company of the wise, you make your ego purer and less confined. This inspires you to move one step ahead. From here, the purified ego, accompanied by a sharpened intellect, gets a glimpse of the next level of expanded awareness and naturally aspires to reach it. Thus, the ego becomes the tool for purifying and expanding itself. In this way, the small ego begins its journey toward an expanded, more purified ego.

Along the way, it becomes apparent that this journey must end with the ego dissolving and becoming one with the pure Self, also known as Universal Consciousness. At some point the ego of a dedicated seeker merges with the infinite, Universal Ego, the soul of the Universe. Such an ego sees the whole universe within Itself and Itself in the whole universe.

20. That’s a bit too philosophical for me. From a practical standpoint, how do you go about purifying your ego?

Although it is terse and to the point, the true answer is one I’ve already given: contemplation, meditation, prayer, study of the scriptures, and the company of the wise purify the ego. However, any obstacle that arises again should be noted, and the student should focus on removing that particular obstacle. For example, if in the process of purification and inner expansion, the student is constantly facing problems caused by stubbornness, then he or she must find a meditative or contemplative practice that provides an antidote to stubbornness. If doubt, an inferiority complex, and/or vanity are the main hurdles, a personal practice must be devised that will help the student overcome these obstacles.

Be honest with yourself, and gather the courage to face your own problems. Start working with yourself without any hesitation. However, if you are not that strong or clear and, therefore, aren’t sure that you will ever be able to identify your own problems, find a teacher. But here, too, there is an obstacle: you must be flexible and open to learning from a teacher, and those are characteristics you will have to engender by yourself.

21. How can I know if my actions are coming from my ego or from my will?

The tussle between ego and will occurs when we keep doing things that others oppose or refuse to do things that others are urging us to do. In such situations, it is important to ask yourself if you are being driven by ego or by will.

The degree of fear involved in your actions-feelings of insecurity, the sense of tarnishing your self-image, and your concern with the opinions of others- is a sign that you are acting from your ego. A defensive attitude is a symptom of your hidden recognition that your ego is being threatened. This hidden recognition drives you to take every possible measure to protect your position and defend your point of view. Also, seeking a reward for your actions is a sure sign that you are motivated by ego.

When you are operating from will, your motivation is pure, unselfish, and free from the need to protect your self-image. Your actions are not influenced by your reactions. You are affected by neither positive nor negative comments from others. You are pulled to do what you do purely by the voice of your heart. When you are pouring your mind and heart into actions without seeking a reward, you can be sure that you are acting from the strength of your will.

22. What is the cause of fear? How can fear be overcome?

Fear is innate; anyone who is born is afflicted by fear. The greatest of all fears is the fear of death. This fear springs from the human tendency to cling to life without knowing what life actually is. We humans identify ourselves with our bodies and we are terrified by the knowledge that our bodies are subject to change, death and decay. From the moment of birth to the moment of death, we busy ourselves gathering any external resources that might help us preserve our physical existence; yet all the while, we know that ultimately all our efforts will be in vain and our bodies will perish. Because we think we are our bodies, this realization is terrifying and causes intense pain.

The desire for self-preservation springs from the ego. Ego is a psychological principle through which we identify with the body and the mind, thus confining our awareness to a very limited range. We become attached to this confined sense of I-am-ness and are consumed with the desire to preserve this identify with the body and mind.

The ego does not want its boundaries to be broken, but at the same time, it feels lonely when it finds itself isolated others. The ego does not want its privacy disturbed, but at the same time it wants to receive love from the whole world. Even though isolation is painful, we isolate ourselves, primarily because of our confined self-identify.

This tendency of the ego makes us fearful, selfish, greedy, and self-centered. Internally, we become misers - we do not want to give anything to anyone and yet we expect others to give to us, but we do not want them to break through the wall of self-identify that our egos have built. This self-created misery cannot be cured by anyone else or by anything external. The only cure is to trace fear back to its roots in desire, attachment, and ego. Unless we treat the aspect of our personality that is actually sick - the ego itself - there is no hope of attaining freedom from fear.

The problem of ego arises from ignorance - mistaking the unreal for the real. A false identify is developed: I am this body. So long as a human being does not know his or her immortal, eternal, blissful nature, he or she will always be afraid of losing this self-imposed identify. The body is not soul; it is not immortal. The body dies. As long as we remain ignorant and cling to the belief “I am the body,” we will be victims of fear. Knowing the Atman, the real self, is the only way of attaining final freedom from fear.

Fear of Losing the World

23. I’ve been a little lonely since yoga became part of my daily life. My friends and I don’t have as much in common, and they seem put off by my new way of life. This sometimes makes me feel uncertain about the course I’ve chosen.

Skillful action is one of the requirements of spiritual life. You may be creating unnecessary problems for yourself by talking too much about your spiritual path. This is common, especially in the beginning before you have actually experienced the support that comes from higher truth and before the ground underneath you is solid. When you are first beginning your search, you must be very careful.

Take care not to create conflicts with your friends and family members. Don’t challenge their beliefs and lifestyles. This will cause tension in your relationships. You don’t have the time to argue with others. In fact, you don’t yet have the strength to sustain your own assertions. Instead of clarifying your own ideas and strengthening your sense of purpose, wasting precious time in these meaningless debates can actually increase your doubts.

Remember that in a war, each side can easily justify its actions. Don’t expect to strengthen your convictions through reason and logic, and don’t expect others to validate your path. The best logician in the world may also be the best liar. Intellectual understanding ultimately comes up short. Intuitive understanding is the only way to know what’s right and wrong, what’s good and bad for you.

You must find a way of living that makes the best use of your time and energy. Only then can you overcome self-condemnation and the fear of being abandoned. Every human being is always alone. You came into this world alone and you will leave it alone. You will never get inner peace and satisfaction from external objects. You cannot share your itself, not even with those who claim to love you and those you claim to love-in fact, they are the ones that make you lonely. 

Even so, at this stage, it is best not to become too adamant and say, “I don’t care whether others like my way of life or not.” Unless you got off to live in the forest or a mountain cave, you are at the mercy of the community in which you live, at least to some degree. Remain a member in good standing. That is the best way to ensure that other people will create a minimum number of obstacles for you. Maintain harmony with the external world while finding your way internally.

24. Can you give me more practical advice about how to live in the world while growing spiritually?

Worldly and spiritual life cannot be completely separated. Because you cannot maintain your existence without the help of the material world, you must learn how to obtain sufficient worldly resources and how to use these resources as a means for obtaining spiritual wisdom. The trick is to expand your consciousness without losing yourself in the material world.

In relationship to the world, be vigilant like the hawk that focuses on its prey while keeping an eye out for possible danger. The heron is another model of the right attitude toward the world: it stands still in the water, as if in deep meditation, but when the right moment comes, it catches the fish in a flash.

Be still and patient when there is no need to be active. When it is time to act, perform your actions effectively and on time, and again return to a state of stillness. Learn how to relax like a dog relaxes. A dog falls asleep quickly, but if anything moves, it’s awake in an instant and ready for action. When the moment has passed, the dog falls asleep again. Work hard, but take it lightly. Perform your duties to the best of your ability, but with as little attachment as possible. 

Don’t get lost in an endless round of worldly duties and obligations. No matter how skillful you are, or how selflessly you carry out your duties, there will still be an endless number of things left undone at the end of your life. If you don’t learn how to balance duties and your personal spiritual practice, you will be lost.

Regulate your life Go to sleep on time and get up on time. Maintain a schedule-when it’s time to sleep, sleep; when it’s time to get up, get up. After 10 p.m., even a five-minute deviation from your schedule makes a difference. For example, a close friend calls you after 10 p.m. and you feel you have to talk to him or her. Conversations with those who are close to you affect you deeply, so you may not be able to sleep for a while after the conversation is over. If your sleep is disrupted, it will be difficult to get up on time morning. If you sleep late, your schedule is in shambles. From the perspective of your practice, this conversation with your friend is not constructive.

When you are developing the habit of practice, everything counts. You have to consciously make a strong commitment to your practice and resolve that while you will not ignore the world, you will not let it get in the way of your sadhana either.

25. My husband and I are long-term practitioners of meditation. We are concerned that our son, now two, will be unduly influenced by the cultural emphasis on the external and the material. How can we nurture a love for spiritual values in our son? Should we adopt formal teaching methods or simply trust that he will pick them up from the atmosphere we create in our home?

You will create and nurture a great deal of love for spirituality in your children when you allow your own spirituality to manifest effortlessly in your thoughts, speech, and actions. Your children expect love and affection from you; the last thing they will accept is the imposition of rigid discipline.

Make sure your method of inspiring and guiding your children in spiritual matters doesn’t create a bad impression in their minds. Excessive preaching and lecturing and overt attempts to control their behavior will make a negative impression, and they may rebel. Instead, let them notice how much value you place on spiritual principles compared to all other components of your daily life. Through observation they will figure out the connection between the brighter and loving part of you and your spiritual practices.

Children are smart - their minds are like sponges, especially in the early years. They gather information by comparing and contrasting. They process this information and assimilate only that which makes sense. I have heard children talking about their homes, making astute comments about why their parents or their friends’ parents talk and behave in a particular way. If you are maintaining a spiritual environment in your home, your children will automatically figure out why, compared with their friends’ parents, you are so wonderful. That much realization will be enough. 

26. What constitutes a spiritual environment and how can we maintain one in our home?

The foremost component of spirituality is love for inner truth. Creating a spiritual environment means working toward that inner truth, using all worldly objects and achievements as means. Meditation is a system through which we shift our search for truth from the external to the inner world.

To create a spiritual environment, therefore, you need only to maintain a regular schedule for your spiritual practice and let all your other schedules center around it. You may not be able to alter the time that you must leave for work or the time you get home, but leave for work only after you have attended to the core of your life - your formal meditation practice. It doesn’t matter if your practice time is relatively short. Your children will come to understand that the ten minutes you spend in meditation are more important to you than the ten hours you spend at your job. This concept gradually sinks into their minds and, one day, they automatically find themselves drawn to spiritual practice.

If, as in your case, your child is quite young, simply sit down at the same time every day and do your practice. If possible, let your partner take care of the child during that time. If isn’t feasible, let the child occupy himself with some other activity while you meditate. But be warned - because you are quiet and not paying attention to your son, he will want your attention. To get it, he may cry. If that doesn’t work, he may pull your hair or pinch you. If this happens, manage the situation by lovingly ignoring him. Let your son know that you love him very much, but that these ten minutes are very important to you and you will attend to him only when they are over. For a week or even a month, he will try his best to get you to acknowledge his right to your attention. But gradually he will see that you cannot be swayed and he will be trained. This childhood training is more important than any other spiritual training you may provide later on. 

This is how I managed my practices while raising two children. I kept an extra pillow and blanket and a bottle of milk next to my meditation seat. When my son was two years old, he always woke up at exactly 5 a.m. and walked sleepily from the bedroom to the meditation room. He would cry if the door to the meditation room was closed, so I left the door open. I knew that he would be coming, so when he arrived, I extended my hand, and gently laid him on the pillow, put the bottle in his mouth, and covered him with the blanket. While he drank the milk, he fell asleep and I continued my practice.

My teacher used to tell me that a young child can be taught during his sleep. Before having children, I never knew how this was possible. Now I know that my son learned meditation while he was sleeping next to me as I did my practice.

27. The Devi Mahatmya states that “although there are bad children, there can never be a bad mother.” Yet some mothers abuse, abandon, and even kill their children. How do we square this with the scriptural statement?

The Devi Mahatmya is a Shakta scripture, which means it comes from a tradition that regards the Divine Mother (Shakti) as the highest reality. The scripture is referring to the sublime form of motherhood that transcends the imperfection of human relationships. The mother spoken of is one who knows only how to give, love, and sacrifice herself for her children. These virtues do not grow in the contaminated soil of the four primitive urges (the desire for food, sex, sleep, and self-preservation), nor are they products of our biochemistry. These are divine virtues and they manifest more spontaneously in women than they do in men. That is why in the Vedic tradition, a dwelling is considered to be a home if a woman is at its nucleus. In her absence, it is merely a house.

The Devi Mahatmya is referring to a mother who loves her children unconditionally. She doesn’t care how good or bad her children are, but only for what they need and what will make them happy. Thus, in the mythology of the shakta tradition, the mother gladly severs her own head so that her children can drink her blood as wine and eat her body as bread. Such a courageous and compassionate mother is known as Chinnamasta and the followers of this branch of yoga say with confidence that Christ himself was a manifestation of Chinnamasta.

Because your question is specific to mothers, I will stick to mothers, but it should be understood that fathers also have these problems. The spiritual virtues of humankind have declined through the ages, along with many other virtues such as moral strength, truthfulness, and selflessness. That is why the statement that there can never be a bad mother seems far-fetched and unrealistic today. Negligent and abusive mothering is a chronic problem that has been passed on from one generation to another. If a girl is not raised with wisdom, love, and attention, she will have a hard time spontaneously exhibiting these virtues toward her own children, and her children will have similar difficulties. But if this cycle can be broken by cultivating an awareness of the virtue of Divine Motherhood, a woman’s inherited emotional injuries will be healed. As the pain she has undergone in childhood is eased, the positive virtues of Divine Motherhood will manifest in her, and she will give the best to her children without caring whether or not they are perfectly well-behaved or live up to her expectations for them.

The trauma visited on children by their parents is a hot topic these days. These are many, many counseling and therapeutic paradigms for healing this trauma, but so far 100 percent effectiveness seems to be rare. The spiritual approach advocated by yoga’s shakta tradition is to forget what has happened in the past and create a bright future for ourselves instead. However, these old memories cannot simply be forgotten, for they are powerful and push their way into our mind-fields. The only way to let the past be the past is to forgive our mothers. But forgiving implies that the mother was at fault, and as long as this thought remains in our minds, we are simply acting out a drama of forgiveness. Thus yogis advise that even if we were abused in childhood, it is still important to develop the attitude that “there can never be a bad mother.”

This can be done by contemplating on the truth that human nature is essentially Divine hurting others is not part of our intrinsic nature. No one deliberately sets out to harm others for the sake of harming them. This is especially true of mothers and their children. Mothers harm their children when their minds and emotions have been distorted by stress and their perceptions distorted by their own pain and confusion. People who do not realize this - that only those who have been hurt themselves can hurt others - and still try to get help from a therapist or a spiritual teacher usually are stuck struggling with the bitter image of a “bad” parent they are holding in their minds. Often such people see the therapist or teacher as the parent, and sooner of later they try to even the score with that image. That is when they turn on the therapist or the teacher, an occurrence that is becoming quite common.

28. Yoga philosophy seems to concentrate on individual transformation, but says little about the crucial issue of transforming the world around us. What about world peace and other pressing issues? Does yoga advocate withdrawing into meditation and ignoring the external world?

By no means. But yoga philosophy recognizes that communities evolve from individuals and that external peace evolves from internal peace. Any meaningful transformation of humanity must begin with the individual and proceed from there.

According to yoga, individuals are beings of light. If a humankind is to live in peace and harmony, this light must manifest and radiate from a significant number of individuals. The relationship between individuals and humanity is like the relationship between the trees and the forest. Just as a large group of individual trees viewed collectively is a “forest,” groups of individuals form families, communities, societies, and ultimately, humanity.

At first glance, it might not be obvious how a forest deteriorates when individual trees are diseased, yet it is impossible to have a healthy forest without healthy trees. Likewise, it is impossible to have a wise and just society without wise and just individuals. That is why the sages, whose concern and compassion for humanity are boundless, have always emphasized the enlightenment and self-transformation of individuals. As the quality of each individual’s life improves, the lives of those around her or him automatically improve, and this improves the quality of life for society as a whole.

Overcoming Obstacles

29. The four greatest obstacles to spiritual life are said to be anger, hatred, jealousy, and greed. But knowing this doesn’t help me get rid of these feelings. I don’t want to be angry or jealous, but telling myself not to be doesn’t work. How can I overcome these obstacles?

Teachers describe many techniques for dealing with these problems. The most common suggestions are: witness these emotions as if from a distance and let them go; analyze the nature of these obstacles, understand their causes, then deal with them appropriately; cultivate a positive attitude, which automatically will counteract these negative feelings; meditate and pray more; avoid situations in which these obstacles arise, and so on. But in my experience, none of these solutions work in the long run. They sound good in theory, but when we are caught in the throes of these powerful obstacles such advice is not very helpful. These solutions seem to work only as long as we are teaching them to others.

I will tell you what works for me, although I don’t know how easy it is for others to cultivate and live with this concept. What works for me is maintaining the constant awareness of my Ishta Deva (the completely personal concept of God). To give you a clear understanding of what I mean, I will relate one of my experiences.

Once my gurudeva gave me a japa practice (repeating a mantra a specific number of times). I was supposed to complete the practice in thirty-six days and to observe certain disciplines during that time. But I broke the disciplines and had to start all over again. This happened several times. Frustrated, I finally decided to do the practice in solitude while observing silence. Also decided to triple the practice so that I could do it in twelve days rather than in thirty-six.

It was January and I had lectures scheduled every weekend. All but one were in cities distant from my home at the Himalayan Institute. During that one weekend, I was scheduled to lecture at a seminar at the Institute. I asked my colleagues if it was possible to schedule my lecture for an evening so I could walk quietly over to the main building, give my lecture, and resume my silence. They kindly scheduled me for Saturday night. I moved to a secluded cottage on the Institute grounds and began my practice.

On Thursday, one of my colleagues heard that an ice storm was forecast for Saturday. Thinking it would be inconvenient for me to walk to the lecture hall in such conditions, she sent a note asking if I could lecture Friday evening instead of Saturday evening. I wrote “yes” and sent it back. A day later, she sent another note, asking, “Is it all right if you lecture Sunday morning?” Again, I wrote “Okay.” But Saturday morning she sent yet another note saying “I think it would be better if you lecture tonight.”

I lost my temper. Seething with fury, I thought, “She is deliberately trying to disturb me. She’s a bad person. She doesn’t like me . . . “ The anger and hatred occupied my mind so strongly that I could not do the japa of my mantra. Usually it took three minutes to complete one round on my mala, but looking at my watch, I noticed that fifteen minutes had passed and I was only halfway through a single round. I got scared and thought, “If I can’t overcome my emotions, how will I complete my practice?”

I took a shower to change my mood, but it didn’t help. I went for a walk hoping the frigid air would cool me off, but that didn’t help either. I didn’t want to be angry, but I didn’t know how not to be. I tried to witness my turmoil from a distance and let it go, but I couldn’t get any distance. I tried my best to analyze the nature of my upheaval and understand its cause, but my mind was so unsteady and scattered that it failed to focus on the process of analysis and self-observation. I also told myself, “Hey, be positive. She must be doing this for a good reason.” None of these techniques helped, probably because I was already in such a frame of mind that I could not apply them properly. I even went so far as to put into practice my childhood beliefs in purifying the meditation room, removing obstacles by reciting purificatory and protective mantras, and drawing a line around my meditation seat with another set of mantras. Nothing helped.

Now my frustration was complete. With a deep sense of despondency, I picked up my favorite scripture. The Ramayana, and begged for help. “You are a gift to seekers from the wise and compassionate sage Valmiki. You embody the noble deeds of Rama, who walked among humans in the flesh to uplift those who were stuck in the mind of affliction. Today, I am stuck. Come forward, O light of the sages, and uplift me.” So praying, I opened the book at random and saw the couplet in which Shiva is speaking to his wife Parvati. Roughly translated, it goes like this: “O Uma, how can one who has surrendered at the feet of Rama and consequently is free from ego, desire, anger, and greed, and who sees this world as though it is a manifestation of the Ishta Deva, maintain any anger or animosity toward anyone?” 

I was awe-struck. I realized that my faith in my Ishta Deva was not complete. My surrender was not complete. As a result, I was still under the influence of anger, hatred, jealousy, and greed. I was certainly unable to see this world, worldly objects, and people including the friend writing those notes - as a manifestation of my Ishta Deva. What a low-grade aspirant I was! This realization lifted the veil from my ego and transported me to the realm where automatically I surrendered. My anger dissolved and I resumed my practice.

Only a person who has surrendered has the courage and ability to acknowledge his or her faults and still remain free from guilt. Only such an aspirant can pray with feeling, receive guidance, and overcome these four obstacles, which are otherwise indomitable.

30. My biggest obstacle is procrastination. I can’t seem to get around to establishing my practice the way I know I should. Why do I keep procrastinating?

One of the causes of procrastination is lack of desire. Without a burning desire, people tend to put things off. Small discomforts get in the way. For example, you think, “I don’t have a good room to do my practice in. next month, I’ll move and then I’ll begin my practice.” But next month, you have to paint the new apartment. Then you think, “My daughter is visiting. Once she’s gone, I’ll begin my practice.” These are all excuses, and excuses are endless.

Excuses are a from of “guilt therapy.” You collect reasons to justify your procrastination so you won’t feel guilty about it. The underlying problem is that you have not yet come to understand that your spiritual goal is the most important part of your life. Everything else is left behind at death. Only knowledge of the samskaras stored in the mind - go with you. You have not yet grasped this and may not even believe it. That’s why you continue to procrastinate.

31. Are there techniques that can help me overcome procrastination?

In our technological society, we have come to believe that everything depends on technique. Techniques help smooth the way, but when it comes to penetrating your own inner being, they are of no avail. What you need are some principles and a philosophy of life that will prevent your mind from being disturbed by the external world. You must have sincerity, otherwise you will procrastinate and your practice will be irregular. When you are sincere, you pour your whole heart into your practice, and when you do that, your practice will be so rewarding you won’t want to miss it. Your whole heart is in the practice only when you understand how crucial your practice is. If you believed that it is the most important part of your life - more important than your eight or ten hours at the office, for example-you would certainly do it.

Think about it. Why do you always get to the office on time? For one of two reasons-either because of fear (the fear of losing your job, the fear of losing out on a promotion, and so on) or because you love your work so much that you are eager to get started in the morning. If you really understand that you will lose your internal world if you neglect your practice, then you will put more emphasis on it. If you fall in love with your practice, skipping it will become unbearable. This is the role of knowledge. You must come to know what is important and eternal. Know which world you really dwell in, even in this life, even while you are in this body.

32. I value my meditation practice but I like to have fun too. I go out to dinner and the movies several times a week and often stay up late partying with my friends. I miss these things when I don’t do them, but I know they tire me out and disrupt my meditation practice. What shall I do?

The craving for sense pleasure is one of the stronger urges there is. Driven by these cravings, we continually change or postpone our spiritual practices, although at some level we know that a self-indulgent lifestyle is the breeding ground for sloth, inertia, fatigue, and procrastination. The problem lies in failing to understand the subtle line between enjoying sense pleasures and becoming victims of our sense cravings. It is the failure to recognize this borderline that causes us to repeat activities that leave us feeling tried, dull, and undernourished, so that we have no energy for higher pursuits.

To overcome this problem, we must come to realize that in living this way we are working for our senses rather than disciplining our senses to work for us. Our eyes, ears, nostrils, tongue, and generative organs are tools for nourishing ourselves physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The senses gather data form the external world and when coordinated with a properly trained mind, they are a means of gaining knowledge and attaining victory over the primitive urges and cravings. The senses are also instruments through which we can express the infinite creative force that lies within us. However, when we lose the ability to distinguish between enjoyment and indulgence, the forces of our senses make our lives chaotic, pulling us in this direction and that every time a craving arises. 

This is a source of misery and it saps our energy. Constant awareness of the highest goal of life and proper understanding of sense pleasure are the keys to mastering our cravings and disciplining our senses to serve us.

Yogis advise us to enjoy the objects of the world in a manner that does not involve us in suppression and repression, but to refrain from indulging ourselves to the point where our energy is drained from our bodies and minds. If we adopt a balanced approach, there will be no conflict between spiritual practice and enjoyment of the world’s pleasures.

The key is to be vigilant in keeping track of our subtle urges toward sense pleasures. Only a trained mind and purified heart can tell us whether we are enjoying these pleasures within the limits of our natural urges or whether we are harming ourselves. If we learn to notice how we feel afterward, we will know whether we truly enjoyed a sensual experience or were being consumed by it. Once we have developed the ability to make this distinction, the next step is contemplation. Whenever we find that we have allowed ourselves to be ordered around by our senses, we should take time to contemplate on how we are depleting our energy and weakening our ability to attend to our spiritual practices. Doing this will help prevent the memories and subtle impressions of those pleasures from causing us to remain at the mercy of our senses. This practice is called pratyahara (sense withdraw) in the yogic tradition. In Vedanta, it is called vichara (contemplation).

33. I meditate regularly. From time to time I feel like I’ve reached an expanded level of awareness. The problem is that I can’t sustain it. I don’t know how to reach firm ground so I won’t be continually hampered by these setbacks.

It is frustrating to practice without seeming to reach the goal and it’s even more frustrating to lose ground. When we take this problem to a teacher, he or she usually tells us to continue practicing or to have patience, things will work out. These directives might inspire us once or twice, but if the problem keeps recurring, such advice loses the power to inspire.

Overcoming this problem requires understanding the law of karma, the simple law that you reap what you sow. If we do something, there is bound to be a result. The law that every action bears fruit also applies to spiritual practice. If we do not see a result, it is because the time is not yet ripe. The fruit is not yet manifest, although it may already be there in its subtle form. We need a sophisticated and sensitive instrument to perceive it-the powerful microscope of the inner eyes. If we don’t have inner eyes of our own, then we have to rely on those of an experienced teacher in whom we have faith. Such a person can tell us what is happening, although this is like borrowing a microscope that is too sophisticated for us to operate on our own and to which we don’t have continual access. The other option is to develop our own inner eyes, the eyes of intuitive understanding. Intuition unfolds gradually as we continue meditating.

However, this does not answer the question of how to gain firm ground and progress from there. We are motivated to continue our meditation practice in spite of this experience of slipping backward only if we are fully convinced that we are moving in the right direction. We can discover whether or not we are moving in the right direction if we have knowledge of the theory that supports our practice. It is this knowledge that engenders interest in the practice. The more we know of the philosophical and spiritual doctrines that stand behind the practice, the more we will be inspired to renew our efforts each time we slip from the summit. Knowing the philosophical and spiritual doctrines will not give us direct experience, but it acts as an antidote to discouragement, frustration, and waning motivation. 

That is why yoga texts and experienced teachers advise aspirants to incorporate svadhyaya (the study of genuine scriptures) into their daily practice. These include the Bhagavad Gita, the Upanishads, the Bhakti Sutras, as well as books by saints and sages such as Autobiography of a Yogi, Living with the Himalayan Masters, The Story of My Experiments with Truth, and In Woods of God Realization. In this way we will be inspired to continue to make efforts in our practice, which is the only way to solidify our attainments.

34. There are so many obstacles on the spiritual path that it seems like overcoming them one at a time will take forever. Is there an all-purpose remedy?

Yes - the grace of God. We receive and retain this grace by Ishvara pranidhana, remembering the name of God and surrendering ourselves to it. From the practical standpoint, all great traditions of the world place a greater emphasis on the name of God than on God Itself.

Unless we know the profound metaphysics of the Divine World, it is hard to understand how the name of God can cure our diseases, remove doubts, solve problems related to laziness and procrastination, and help us gain and maintain solid ground in our practice. But it works! This is not just an experience of one or two yogis or saints, but of everyone who has completed the spiritual journey. That is why prominent scriptures, such as the Yoga Sutra, clearly state that if some one takes this remedy whole-heartedly, and then no other practice is needed. It is not merely a remedy, but a compassionate and omniscient vehicle that knows its own destination. You simply get into this vehicle - the name of God-and it will take you to the goal and help you remain there.

Because our minds are distracted and our hearts are polluted, we have a hard time comprehending and holding on to the name of God-the mantra - one-pointedly. That is why we do not see dramatic progress even when we do lots of japa. The scriptures tell us to have patience and assure us that success is certain if we continue our practices for an uninterrupted period of time.

Even more important than sustaining an unbroken practice is doing the practice with love and reverence. Do not allow the repetition of the mantra to become mechanical. Let it flow from the depths of your heart. Meditating successfully on the name of God requires a one-pointed mind and a pure heart. Try to understand why your mind becomes disturbed and your heart is filled with impurities. If you look carefully, you will see that the causes are anger, hatred, jealousy, greed, and attachment. A person filled with these pollutants is like a temple filled with trash; the altar is obscured and the shrine buried. Clean the temple of your body and mind; let the altar of your heart be illumined with love and knowledge and you will find the Divinity shining within. Thereafter, no obstacle will be able to stand against the brilliant, sweet smile of the indwelling Divinity.

Breathing Lessons

35. What creates blocks in the energy body?

Bad food, unhealthy lifestyle, sense abuse and, most of all, suppressed desires, feelings and lower urges. The seeds of mental and pranic disharmony are sown when we keep ignoring the voice of the heart - our conscience. This is the enlightened part of us that spontaneously tells us what is right and what is not. Because of our fears, attachment, social pressure, or simply out of negligence, we keep making the same mistakes despite the repeated warnings of our inner voice. The result is guilt and self-condemnation, which weaken us, drain our vital energy, and create mental, pranic, and physical obstacles.

To some degree, it is possible to unblock energy in the body by working with asana, pranayamas, and mudras. However, those suffering from deep mental distress must not push themselves to practice advanced yogic techniques, especially pranayama with breath retention, for it may strengthen and magnify such mental states, creating even bigger blocks in the pranic sheath.

36. If I feel a block in the flow of energy during the practice of asana or pranayama, how can I work through it?

Be gentle with yourself. Don’t push yourself to the point where you risk shattering your body and nervous system, First, work with the musculoskeletal and nervous systems. Cleansing techniques, such as the nasal wash, upper wash, complete wash, and agni sara will help you cleanse and energize your system. If you have taken drugs in the past, gentle pranayamas, such as alternate nostril breathing, and occasional juice fasts will help also be helpful.

In the beginning, stay within your capacity. Then gradually expand it, a step at a time, and see how your body reacts. Nothing you do should make your body uncomfortable. A slow and steady, regular practice will unblock and release your healing energy, enabling you to heal subtle physical or emotional injuries at the same time. As the Yoga Sutra say: “One can grasp the true intent of yoga through the practice of yoga. Yoga is the way to gain knowledge of yoga. One who is not negligent in yoga practice remains established in yoga and enjoys the highest fruit of yoga forever.”

37. How can I prepare myself to practice yoga beyond working with the body and breath?

It has to be done systematically. Begin by observing where you stand in worldly and spiritual life. Notice how strong you are physically and emotionally. How fulfilling or dissatisfying do you find the world around you? How entangled are you with your physical complaints, biological urges, emotional issues, and worldly duties and obligations? This analysis will guide you in determining how much emphasis to put on postures, breathing exercises, and basic relaxation and concentration techniques. 

Don’t forget to analyze the role that the four basic urges - food, sleep, sex and the desire for self-preservation - play in your life. Working with these urges is an important part of any yoga practice. If they are not properly regulated, they can undermine the positive effects of your practice. Therefore, know to what extent you are controlled by these urges and learn how to regulate them.

Many texts say that a student should practice pranayama only after achieving mastery of the asanas, but attaining perfection in asana is not a simple task. The purpose of asana is to create enough flexibility and strength in the body so that the body itself does not become an obstacle in meditation. This takes considerable time, and while you are doing it you can also work with the breath by using simple practices, such as deep diaphragmatic breathing and alternate nostril breathing. These will benefit anyone who practices them. There are breathing practices, such as bhastrika, kapalabhati, and ujjayi, which fall between asana and pure pranayama practices. They can be done daily, even if you have not yet attained mastery over your sitting posture. Meanwhile, keep refining your postures and preparing yourself for the practice of advanced pranayama.

38. How will I know if I am practicing correctly?

As a result of practicing asana, you begin to understand your own body language. The body develops its own sensitivity and knows whether the food you eat is “right” or not. Your internal clock regulates your schedule precisely, and your body lets you know if you’re exercising too much, if you’re sleeping too much, and so forth.

Something deep within will not allow you to indulge in unnecessary gossip or other useless sense activities. The body finds great delight in maintaining a peaceful relationship with worldly objects. A true practitioner of hatha yoga is not disgusted by worldly objects, yet feels uncomfortable with noise, in a crowd, or with the excessive company of friends and relatives. At the mental level, he or she develops a great deal of tolerance to the pairs of opposites-such as pleasure and pain, honor and insult, and so forth.

Progress in pranayama can be observed in several stages: in the first stage, the nervous system is being cleaned and strengthened so your body may occasionally jerk and tremble as the prana shakti unblocks the marma sthanas (vital points). After that, you may perspire a lot. In the third phase, the body feels light. In the fourth, the body begins to slim down, and you become radiant and energetic. The surest sign of success in pranayama is that a practitioner’s thinking is clear and, deep within; the veil of ignorance is destroyed by the radiance of the inner light. At this point, if a student has the guidance of a master, then advanced hatha yoga practices can be used to awaken kundalini. Such an awakening will bring delight without any of the side effects (shakiness, visual and auditory hallucinations, etc.) of which modern students frequently complain.

39. Is it possible to use pranayama and asana to forcibly awaken kundalini shakti? If so, what are the effects?

The aim of the classical yoga postures is to unfold the inner forces that lie dormant within. This process is accomplished first by bringing the solar (ha) and lunar (tha) energy currents to a state of harmony, and then by igniting the inner fire known as kundalini shakti. However, many of the exercises taught in yoga classes today are not standard, classical yoga asana, but preparatory practices. By doing such “warm-up” exercises, we cannot expect to awaken kundalini shakti.

Asanas that directly aim at awakening kundalini include siddhasana, matsyendrasana, paschimottanasana, and yoga mudra. These posture require a great deal of preparation, and this preparation must be completed before committing yourself to the intense practice of asana. A flexible body and a balanced nervous system are indispensable.

If you aspire to true attainment in hatha yoga, you must pay attention to regulating the four primitive urges: food, sex sleep, and the desire for self-preservation. These urges eventually come under your control when you incorporate the following principles in day-to-day life: eating moderately, in balanced proportions; living in solitude without suffering from loneliness; observing silence for certain periods of time every day; remaining free of expectations; controlling the senses; and having as few possessions as possible. As you work with them, you will come to understand how these six observances help regulate the primitive urges and how they help deepen the practice of hatha yoga.

According to Patanjali, the codifier of yoga science and philosophy, you should commit yourself to the practice of pranayama only after mastering one of the sitting postures. If asana (posture) is not correct (i.e., comfortable and steady), you should work only with simple breathing exercises while continuing to refine your posture. Powerful pranayamas, which in most cases involve kumbhaka (breath retention), should be practiced only after posture is perfected, and even then, only under the guidance of a competent master.

In addition to mastering asana, there are other prerequisites for practicing advanced pranayamas: first, eliminate jerks and noise in the breath and reduce the pause between inhalation and exhalation. Only when diaphragmatic breathing has become natural and effortless, and the spinal column has become flexible and strong, can an aspirant begin to practice pranayama to awaken kundalini shakti.

Moving Inward





Chapter 3

The Practice of Meditation

40. What is meditation? Why is it important?

If you want to learn about meditation, you first need to know something about concentration. According to yoga, concentration means focusing the mind on one object. An undisciplined mind - the kind most of us have - tends to shift continually from one object to another. Steadying the mind by focusing it on one object helps you to gradually overcome this ever-wandering habit of the mind. After prolonged practice, the mind is able to focus on one object for longer and longer intervals. When the mind remains concentrated on one object for a period of twelve breaths, this is called meditation. Thus, meditation can be defined as the uninterrupted flow of concentration. 

The human mind has an infinite capacity to think systematically, to grasp things that seem to be beyond ordinary perception, and to gain knowledge instantly. It has the power to command not only the body and senses, but also the events that take place in the external world. Poor concentration - which stems from the mind’s own habits of unrestrained anxiety, craving, and attachment to its previous experiences - robs the mind of its infinite power. Without the ability to concentrate, the mind becomes weak and loses self-confidence and willpower. Meditation seems to be the only way to train the mind thoroughly and to bring it back to its natural state.

Meditation practice enables a human being to attain control gradually over the mental modifications (or thought constructs) that continually disturb the mind-field. Meditation is a systematic discipline for working with all faculties of the mind and organizing them in a manner that allows the meditator to become more efficient and creative, as well as more calm and peaceful.

Because the mind is connected to the body and the external world, any valid method of meditation also includes other disciplines, which may seem unrelated at first glance. These include a healthy diet, exercise, and a disciplined approach to interactions with others. That is why practicing the following principles in a balanced way is said to be part of a meditation practice:

Yama: the five restraints-non-harming, non-lying, non-stealing, moderating sensual gratification, and non-possessiveness.

Niyama: the five observances - purity, contentment, practices that bring about perfection of the body and the senses (acts that increase spiritual fervor), self-study, and surrender to the Ultimate Reality.

Asana: physical exercises or postures.

Pranayama: breathing exercises.

Pratyahara: withdrawing the senses and the mind from unwholesome objects.

Dharana: concentration.

Dhyana: meditation.

Samadhi: spiritual absorption, the culmination of meditation.

41. How can I begin to practice meditation?

The first step is to acknowledge that you want to be happy and healthy. Learn to distinguish temporary pleasure from real happiness, and then decide that you are going to attain happiness, maintain it, and enjoy it. When you have made that decision, examine your body and explore your physical strengths and weaknesses. This will give you some idea of where you need to work on yourself.

In the beginning, you may search for some support or instruction from others, but ultimately you must do this work by yourself. On the path of meditation, you must not lean on others, not even your teacher. Meditation is self-therapy, and the aspirant must attain freedom from the teacher right from the start.

Once you begin to overcome your body’s stiffness and learn to relax, you will notice that your breathing pattern is irregular. So the first step is to work with your breath and replace shallow, chest breathing with deep diaphragmatic breathing. Deep diaphragmatic breathing will relax and soothe your body, because when you regulate the motion of your diaphragm, it regulates the function of your lungs. This in turn affects the function of the heart and the entire circulatory system. Ultimately, diaphragmatic breathing will bring the functions of the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems and the left and right hemispheres of the brain into harmony.

When you have mastered diaphragmatic breathing, your body may still be stiff in places, but this discomfort will not disturb your breath. Rather, the disturbances in your breath can be traced directly to your mind. Every single ripple of thought that arises in the mind-field creates a jerk in the breathing pattern. When your awareness becomes refined enough to notice this, it is time to begin to learn the more subtle aspects of meditation-that is, how to deal with the mind and its modifications.

Before jumping into the practice of sitting in meditation, it is advisable to learn a systematic method of relaxation. Lie on the floor. Survey your body and relax it one point at a time. For example, first think of your forehead. Notice the tension you are holding there; relax and release it. If you are unaware of the tension or don’t know how to release it, deliberately create tension in your forehead, notice how it feels, and then release the tension and observe the contrast.

Using this technique, go from your forehead, to your jaw, throat, shoulders, arms, chest, stomach, hips, thighs, calves, ankles, and toes, and then reverse the direction and bring your awareness back to your forehead, point by point, beginning with your toes. Then bring your attention to your navel center and notice your abdominal muscles rise and fall as you inhale and exhale. When your breath has become completely calm and tranquil, come into a seated position slowly and gently.

You will notice that the effort of sitting up has disturbed the calmness of your breath to some degree. Reestablish that calmness by again watching your abdomen move in response to your breath. Continuing to maintain that tranquility, be aware of your spinal column, and keep your head, neck and trunk straight. If you are sitting on the floor, arrange your legs so that you are comfortable and rest your hands on your knees. If you are sitting in a chair, be sure to sit forward on the chair, rather than leaning against the back. Place your hands palms down on your things and allow both feet to rest flat on the floor.

To withdraw your mind from unwelcome thoughts, simply resolve to watch your breath. Observe your breath as it flows from your nostrils to your heart center and from your heart center back to your nostrils. This is called breath - awareness meditation. It is the simplest and most effective method of meditation in the initial stages of practice and will help you calm your mind and balance the active and passive energies in your body.

Beyond this point of practice, it is important that you receive instructions from an experienced teacher to reduce the chance that you will be wasting your time.

42. Why is it so important to sit with your head, neck, and trunk straight when you meditate?

There are three main reasons why it’s important to sit with your head, neck, and trunk straight when you practice meditation.

1. This is the healthiest and most comfortable way of sitting. In this pose, the spine is stretched up, the chest is expanded, and the head is held in place effortlessly. Due to the straight spine and expanded chest, the lungs, heart, and the diaphragm work efficiently and in a relaxed manner.

The weight of the whole body is centered on the base of the spine and distributed through the buttocks. This creates pressure on the bottom of the spine and the pressure, in turn, creates heat. As the heat increases, the pranic force at the base of the spine expands and rise. Because the spine is straight, the pranic energy flows freely upward along the spinal column toward the head, burning up sloth and inertia while providing nourishment to the organs located between the base of the spine and the top of the head. as a result, anyone sitting in this pose will be relatively free from sloth, heaviness, and inertia, yet will remain relaxed.

2. At the base of the spine, between the first and second chakras, an energy channel called the kurma nadi originates. It runs all the way to the hollow of the throat and regulates the stability of the body and mind.

According to yogic mythology, there is an enormous and powerful kurma (tortoise) on whose back sits shesha naga (the cosmic snake). This snake has a thousand heads and it holds the earth on one of them. When it shifts the earth from one head to another, earthquakes occur. The most powerful earthquakes come when the tortoise-who holds the snake who is holding the earth-moves slightly.

The root of the kurma nadi is the tortoise. The stability of the spine (the shesha naga) and all that is centered around it depends on the strength of the kurma nadi. By keeping the head, neck, and trunk straight and sitting in a meditative pose, one attains firmness in the energy that is controlled by the kurma nadi.

3. Sitting in the same pose every day is a way of training our bodies and minds to be aware of the Truth on which we meditate. The pose and the practice that goes with it are instrumental in the formation of a fruitful meditative habit. The following story illustrates the point.

Once upon a time there was a student. He was sincere, hardworking, and quite intelligent. But his teacher was somewhat bewildered because this young man seemed completely incapable of giving the correct answers in the classroom. The teacher spent extra time with him, reviewing each lesson again and again and asking, “Do you follow? The student would always say, “Yes sir.” But the next day, his mind again seemed blank. Finally one day the teacher lost his temper and kicked the student so hard that the poor fellow fell down. (Thank God this didn’t happen in the West-a lawsuit would have been filed.)

As the student rolled on the ground his memory returned and he recited the entire lesson flawlessly. The teacher immediately understood the problem and admonished him: “Son, study your lessons sitting with your head, neck and trunk straight, not reclining on your bed.”

Time, space, and causation are basic conditionings of the mind. How we sit and where we sit creates a deep groove in the mind. It is important; therefore, to sit for meditation every day and to sit in the same meditative pose each time. The best pose is the one in which the head, neck, and trunk remain in a straight line.

43. Does what I eat affect my meditation practice?

Yes, food has a great effect on the quality of our meditation. Only food that is sattvic is conducive to meditative awareness. Sattvic food is fresh, light, and nutritious. It is cooked and seasoned so that it still retains its vitality. Heavily processed food is not sattvic. On of the indications of whether food retains its vitality is if it keeps its original fragrance, flavor, color, and texture after it has been prepared. It should not lose its identity during the cooking process. However, even fresh food that is light, properly cooked, and nutritious, remains sattvic only if it is eaten in the right proportion, at the right time, and with the right attitude of mind.

Just as we carry the subtle impressions (samskaras) of our deeds, food also carries samskaras. Food assimilates samskaras from a variety of sources: fertilizers, water, soil, and air. The most powerful samskaras are created by how food is harvested and how it is handled from the time it leaves the field or orchard until the time it reaches your table. When food is mass - produced and we get it from super-markets, we have very little control over these conditions. It is difficult to get reliable information about how the food has been grown, harvested, and handled. Thus, it is almost impossible to determine whether the food is sattvic. The best solution is to eat organic fruits, vegetables, and grains and to try to get your dietary needs met as close to the source as you can. Two ways of doing this are buying from local farmers and growing some of your own food. With packaged food, my experience is that the shorter the list of ingredients and additives, the better the quality. 

If we want to live happy, healthy, and spiritually productive lives, we must overcome our taste for modern luxuries and learn to live on a diet of rice and other whole grains, dahl (legumes), vegetables, dairy products, and fruit. Reducing our intake of soft drinks, fake juice, and popular snacks that are loaded with sugar and salt will automatically increase our intake of sattvic food. 

Eating sattvic food makes the body light and bowel movements regular, and improves the function of our liver and kidneys. When the body is comfortable, the mind feels good. A cheerful mind is needed for meditation.

44. Is it possible to have a good meditation practice and still eat meat?

Meat is not something terrible. A vegetarian diet is not the sole - or even the most important - criterion for being a yogi. However, the type of meat that is available in markets is not pure meat it contains chemicals that have come either from the animals themselves or from the butchering, processing, and preserving process. When we eat this meat, we are also taking these chemicals into our bodies.

Because animals have a more evolved consciousness than plants, meat products carry more powerful samskaras, and eating them invites these animal tendencies into our system. Plants are also alive, but because their self-identity is less evolved, their samskaras are less powerful. Therefore, with a vegetarian diet we get vitality from the food we eat, but are less affected by the samskaras of what we eat. If you read about the origin of the meat that is available today - how the animals are raised and fed, and how the meat comes to the market - you will not eat meat, regardless of whether or not you have any interest in meditation.

But to answer your question directly, depending on how sincerely you practice and how you arrange other factors that are an integral part of meditation, you can have a good meditation even if you eat meat. However, just as the food we eat is the most important factor in our health, it is also crucial to spiritual development. A balanced vegetarian diet, one that provides enough protein and vitamin B12, is more conducive to meditation than a non - vegetarian diet. Compared to most components of a vegetarian diet, meat is not sattvic.

43 A. Famous texts, such as the Hatha yoga Pradipika, advise practitioners to include an ample amount of ghee, other milk products, fruit, and sweets in their diet. But today we read everywhere that to stay healthy a person should avoid fat and sugar.

We have abused ourselves so much by indulging in excessive eating and other unhealthy habits that we no longer deserve to eat good, sweet, rich, delicious food. But the time many people become health-conscious, they have already consumed enough sugar, fat, and salt to last several lifetimes! That is why in modern times, students who start their yoga practice late in life must confine themselves to low fat milk, skim milk, or perhaps even whey. To make up for the damage they have caused to their kidneys, liver, heart, and circulatory and nervous systems, they must stick to a pure, sattvic diet-one that contains the least possible amount of fat, salt, and sugar.

Some people have been fortunate enough to have missed all these luxuries or, driven by Providence or by their innate inspiration, began leading a healthy, yogic lifestyle at an early age. The ancient dietary prescriptions still apply to such people. It all depends on your physical condition. For someone with a normal, healthy body and mind, yogic prescribe three different sets of dietary rules at three different stages of practice. Swami Rama has distilled the essence of the dietary instructions found in the ancient yoga manuals and presented them in Volume 1 of his book, Path of Fire and Light, as follows:

Diet During Beginning Levels of practice. Normally, this is a balanced vegetarian diet, based on grains with legumes (dhal), fresh-cooked green vegetables, fresh milk products and fresh, raw fruit. Ghee is used sparingly as a cooking medium. A variety of seasonings and spices may be used, but harsher spices, such as chili peppers, raw onions, or garlic, are avoided.

Diet During Intermediate Levels of Practice. At this level, diet will be based on specific grains, usually wheat and barley, which are often friend in ghee with mild spices, such as ginger, and which may be cooked with sugar. Legumes are used less frequently and may be restricted to fresh (not dried) beans such as chana (which is similar to garbanzos). Fruits and milk play an increasing role.

Diet During Advanced Intensive Practice. When advanced practices are being done, most solid foods are dropped, though fresh fruit may still be taken in moderation. Milk, especially milk rich in butterfat, becomes the focal point of the diet, and is taken, as always, after boiling. It may be combined with water, spices, or sugar.

45. When should I meditate and for how long?

The best time to meditate is in the early morning. Wake up before sunrise. Before beginning your meditation, empty your bladder and bowels and brush your teeth. Take a bath or shower, if you wish, and spend a few minutes stretching or doing some gentle asana.

In the beginning, meditate only as long as you enjoy it. Don’t push your self beyond your capacity or make meditation a chore. Simply form a habit of meditating regularly - ten or fifteen minutes a day is a good start.

Later, try to meditate in the evening as well as in the morning. It’s best to meditate at a set time, but if this is not possible, make a habit of meditating just before you go to bed. Again, ten or fifteen minutes are enough in the beginning. Once you are accustomed to meditating for a short period, gently begin to expand your capacity by gradually lengthening the time that you spend in meditation.

46. Where should I focus my attention during meditation?

If you have a weak constitution, suffer from digestive problems, fatigue easily, or have a weak immune system, then the manipura chakra (the navel center) is the best focal point. The anahata chakra (the heart center) is good for those students with a predominantly emotional orientation who want to transform and channel their emotions for communion with the Divine. Concentration at the vishuddha chakra (the throat center) can be beneficial for those inclined toward the creative arts. For those with a primarily intellectual orientation, focusing on the ajna chakra (the center between the eyebrows) is best.

But of all these places, the best focal point is sahasrara chakra (the crown center). However, leading the mind systematically to the crown center and maintaining your attention there is an exact method that requires precise instruction from a competent teacher. Don’t focus at the crown center unless you have received clear instruction to do so, or you feel a natural and spontaneous pull toward that chakra.  

Remember that these are just general guidelines; various systems of meditation provide specific guidelines. For example, in certain Buddhist and Zen schools of meditation, the breath is used as a focal point. In mantra meditation, the nature and unique characteristics of the specific mantra into which you are initiated usually determine the center on which to focus.

In traditions that use mantra meditation, the most appropriate center for focusing your attention is the one to which you are directed by the grace of the master or the grace of the mantra. If you are initiated by a teacher who has been blessed with the living wisdom of a spiritual tradition, then the mantra itself becomes your guide.

Mantra is a self-conscious, self-illumined force. The eternal flow of love and Divine compassion in the form of sound knows which mantra is best for you and why. If you have not received clear instruction from your teacher about where to focus, simply allow your mind to be led by the power of your mantra.

47. People talk about psychic experiences in meditation. What is the meaning of these experiences?

Psychic experiences are a signal that you are moving in the right direction. They come and go. Such experiences can inspire you and reassure you that you are making progress. Like any experience, they last for a specific period of time-two minutes, five minutes-and vanish. But before they vanish, they leave a strong and delightful impression on your mind. It is important to assimilate these experiences and use them to strengthen your faith. This will help keep you moving along the path.

However, many people cannot distinguish between truly spiritual experiences and hallucinations. No matter how unusual or supernormal an experience is, if it does not add to the purity of your heart or the one-pointed ness of your mind, then it should be ignored. A spiritual experience is always illuminating and uplifting. If you do not find these characteristics in your so-called psychic experiences, then simply disregard them. And even if you do find these characteristics, do not become complacent. Keep practicing and keep yourself open to the next and higher level of experience. This is an ongoing journey. You are infinite, your journey is infinite, and the experiences you gain along the path are also infinite. Don’t get stuck with the experiences you have had; there are many more to come.

48. How do I know whether I am making progress in meditation? How can I progress faster?

There are two ways of knowing. The first is to observe how much mastery you have gained over your thoughts and emotions both in meditation and in your daily life. Do you become agitated and disturbed as easily as you did before you started your meditation practice? When you are disturbed, how long does it last?

Let’s say that before you started meditating, if you had a fight with someone in your office, you would still be upset when you got home. That feeling might have lasted the whole evening, making it difficult for you to enjoy your family. Now if you have an unpleasant encounter with a colleague, you wash your hands of it when you walk out of the office and are fully present with your family when you get home. That is progress.

When you sit for meditation, distracting thoughts from the day may flit through your mind. If your automatic response is, “Oh, who cares? This is my meditation time,” that is a good sign. But if you find yourself caught up in your thoughts, turning events and conversations over in your mind instead of paying attention to your object of concentration, you are not making much progress. In that case you need to practice non-attachment to further vitalize your meditation. Remind yourself that all these events and objects are parts of the material world and are ultimately not valuable. Cultivate the knowledge that life is not confined to the realm of the material. When this knowledge becomes vibrant and alive, you are making progress in meditation.

The second sign of progress is that you miss it you don’t do it. Let’s say you begin your day without meditating. All day long you hear a whisper from the depths of your heart, “I have not done my meditation.” When you sit down in the evening to meditate, the intensity of your meditation is markedly increased, and you think, “Thank God, I have time to meditate.” This is a good sign. If you miss you meditation, but the thought of it lingers in your mind, it means you have fallen in love with meditation and are making good progress.

Unlocking the Secret






Chapter 5

The Sacred Sound

49. Why is a mantra considered to be Divine?

The mantra is a word, a syllable, or a series of sounds revealed to the sages in deep states of meditation. These sounds were neither uttered not head. Rather, they emerged from the center of silence, from the center of consciousness, and the sages “saw” them through the eyes of intuition. That is why the sages to whom these mantra were revealed are called rishis (seers).

According to the scriptures, these mantras do not belong to a language that humans speak with their tongues. Mantras come from the realm of universal language and still exist there. However, when the seers communicated this revealed knowledge to their students, they had to speak in a language that the students could understand and replicate. So at this point, mundane language became the vehicle for the revealed mantras. Languages such as Sanskrit, Prakrit, or Tibetan were used to create an external approximation of what the rishis heard internally.

There is an important subtle distinction here: intellectually we may call the external manifestation of the mantra an approximation. However, according to the tradition of mantra shastra, the mantra you receive from your teacher during initiation is the actual sound that was revealed to the first seer.

The power of a mantra lies in its ability to lead a meditator to the same state of consciousness as that attained by the seer of the mantra. In that state, the meditator will be blessed with the same revelation. But according to the scriptures, the true form of a mantra is not contained in what we see when it is written or what we hear when it is articulated. Rather, the essence of a mantra is nada-the pure, unstruck, eternal sound. Nada contains everything, not just words and meanings, but the entire universe in its unmanifest form.

The principle of the mantra or the Word is the only common link among all of humankind’s many spiritual traditions. Some traditions use it as a tool for focusing the mind; others use it as a means of channeling love and devotion towards God. When such sounds are used silently for focusing the mind and turning it inward, it is called meditation. When these sounds are spoken aloud, it is called prayer.

50. Do I need a mantra to practice meditation?

It is not absolutely necessary to meditate on a mantra, but meditators from all traditions have found the mantra to be the most effective object of concentration. From a spiritual perspective, the object of meditation is more important than the process of concentration itself. If gaining concentration is your only goal in meditation, you can achieve that by focusing your mind on any object that attracts you. But if the inward journey to the source of consciousness is the goal, then having a divine object, which is intrinsically connected with the source, will lead your mind to that source.

Yogic literature contains hundreds of instances of meditators who gained enormous powers of concentration, either by practicing trataka (fixed gazing) or by focusing their minds on an object that they found compelling. But even though such meditators attained great powers of concentration, they were not transformed. They remained prey to ignorance and all the pains and miseries that originate from it-egoism, attachment, aversion, and fear.

If you meditate on a mantra, you may not notice an instantaneous improvement in your concentration (although your concentration is bound to improve to some degree). But self-transformation and the unfoldment of higher virtues, such as love, compassion, and tolerance, are inevitable.

51. Why not choose a mantra for myself instead of seeking a formal initiation?

There are thousands of books on any subject you can think of, yet people undergo formal education. Similarly, it is necessary to undergo proper training and discipline in the practice of yoga. Proper training begins with formal initiation.

It is impossible for a novice to figure out which mantra is best. That is one reason for not choosing your own mantra. Another is that the teacher directly sows the seed of spiritual wisdom in the heart of the student through the process of initiation. With the passage of time, as the student practices, the seed sprouts, grows, and yields its fruit. If some works very hard, it is possible to gain some intellectual knowledge of mantra science, but when a mantra is received through proper initiation, it illuminates the whole being, not only the intellect.

In most traditions, mantra initiation is a process, not a one-time event. The scriptures call this krama diksha. Often a teacher will give a bija mantra, a seed syllable, as the first step. Then as the student practices, the teacher will impart additional bija mantras or a specific mantra central to that particular tradition.

Initiation also is a way to establish the intimate relationship between student and teacher, which is necessary in the ongoing process of spiritual unfoldment. Mantra initiation is a big commitment on the part of both teacher and student. Therefore, I suggest that before undertaking this commitment, you first overcome your own skepticism and doubt. Watch your natural inclinations and study the intensity of your desire to know your true Self. That will help you know when the right time has come for receiving a mantra. If you’re honest with yourself about what you’re looking for in life, the voice of your heart will tell you whether you’ve found the right tradition and the right teacher.

Techniques for Practicing Mantra

52. Should I coordinate mantras other than “so hum” with the breath?

If you are an ex-smoker or have in some other way found the habit of shallow breathing or chest breathing, it is better to coordinate the mantra and breath, thus regulating the motion of the lungs. This will help you establish a natural pattern of deep, diaphragmatic breathing. You’ll notice a cleansing effect, as well as increased physical and emotional stability. While coordinating the mantra with the breath, however, make sure that the sound of the mantra is not creating jerkiness in the flow of your breath.

For mantras other than ‘so hum’, you have to be very careful about breath mantra coordination. Although some mantras must be coordinated with the breath in order to take the mind inward, most mantras will create some jerkiness in the breath if you try to coordinate the two. Many mantras are too long, or their vibratory pattern does not match the pattern of the breath. Therefore, it’s best to seek advice from someone knowledgeable in the science of mantras, or from the person who initiated you.

53. What’s the difference between meditation and japa?

The process of meditation and japa are similar but not the same. During meditation, you are not aware of the number of neither mantra repetitions nor the pace at which you are repeating the mantra. In fact, if you are meditating, you don’t repeat your mantra; you simply listen to it. Deep within, you just stand still. The sound of your mantra is already there and you simply listen to it quietly. You listen so attentively and peacefully that you are not aware of any thought other than the continuous flow of your mantra. That’s the ideal, or let’s that’s what should be happening during mantra meditation.

But an untrained, undisciplined mind as a hard time standing still and attending only to the mantra. The mind begins making excuses: “Oh boy, I forgot to write that letter” “I should look at today’s stock market report,” and so forth. It finds a reason to do other than what it has been told to do, and to be somewhere other than where it is supposed to be. In the beginning stages of self-discipline and self-transformation, it’s best not to fight with the mind. Rather, skillfully give it more than one object to contemplate.

Japa remembering the mantra with mala beads is a way to constructively provide your mind with more than one object. During japa you use the same pose that you would use for meditation. Sit in a chair or cross-legged on the floor, with the head, neck, and trunk straight. Place your hands on your knees, and hold your mala with your fingers. Hold the mala in such a way that, while you are moving the beads, your fingers, palms, hands arms, and shoulders are free of tension. Usually you move to the beads only with the thumb, middle, and ring finger, because this seems to be the most relaxing method.

Remember your mantra as silently as possible while you move the beads. The pace at which you remember the mantra and move the beads should be fully coordinated. After a few days or weeks of japa, your fingers become adjusted to the beads and move them effortlessly. Remember, you don’t move a bead unless you repeat the mantra, and you do not repeat the mantra without moving a bead if the mind starts wandering, the mala is sure to stop or at least slow down. This immediately reminds you that your mind is wandering. On the other hand, the moment you become lazy or drowsy, your fingers become less active, while the call of your mantra turns your attention to the beads.

Mala and mind form a partnership; they help and motivate each other. The result is that you remember your mantra with fewer distractions and disturbances, although moving the beads does create some degree of distraction. However, this is still better than having the mind wander from one object to another ceaselessly.

While doing japa you might start touching a deep state of meditation, so that moving the beads seems to be a lot of work. If your posture is correct and the mala and fingers are really familiar with each other and do not require even the slightest attention from your mind, then japa with the mala continues, although you are neither aware of the beads nor of the process of moving them. However, it is rare to experience such a meditative state of mind while doing japa.

Usually, before the mind slips into deep meditation, it goes through a state of natural disinterestedness in moving the beads. In that case, let your mala drop and allow your mind to dive into the depths of that meditative joy and stillness. This state may not last long, and your mind may soon start travelling to other thoughts. The moment you realize that is happening, gently pick up your mala and resume your japa.

This journey - from japa to meditation and back to japa-is that best way to train and discipline the mind for the inward journey without fighting with your habit patterns. In your own personal practice, observe yourself and see whether it is better to concentrate on japa or meditation.

54. Is there a particular way to hold a mala? Does it make any difference if I hold it in my left hand or my right hand?

Make a circle by lightly touching the tip of the thumb to the tip of the ring finger. Hold the mala with the thumb and the third finger, while gently supporting it with the ring finger. You may use any of these three fingers to turn the beads. However, turning the beads with the thumb seems to be the easier. For some reason, the scriptures advise us not to use the index finger for doing japa.

If you are doing japa for a short period of time, hold the mala in front of the region of the heart. In a prolonged practice, this method becomes tiresome and can create tension in your shoulders. When this happens, part of your mind automatically goes to the shoulder and upper arm so you arm no longer focusing one pointedly on the mantra. Furthermore, if your mala is made of heavy beads, the weight will be a distraction. Therefore, keep your hands on your knees or some where on your thighs and do your japa comfortably.

This principle of being comfortable and minimizing distractions also applies to the question of whether to hold the mala in the left hand or the right. If you are left-handed, it is usually easier to hold the mala and move the beads with your left hand; otherwise, use your right hand.

55. I’ve heard of people doing japa in specific numbers, such as 33,000 repetitions, 125,000 repetitions, or even more. How do I know what level of japa I should undertake?

Completing a specific number of repetitions of a mantra in a designated period of time is called purascharana. Undertaking a purascharana requires regularity and discipline. A self-imposed discipline, such as that of a purascharana, helps one remain free of the deceptive tendencies of the mind. Without a purasharana, the mind might say, “Well, I did enough today” or “I have lots of work today; I’ll catch up tomorrow.” With a purascharana, you don’t allow your mind to play such tricks on you. This way, you attend your purascharana and your purascharana attends you. As a result, one day you and your mantra become good friends. As to how large a purascharana you should undertake, that depends on how long your mantra is, what your capacities are, and how much time you have at your disposal. An experienced teacher can guide you.

When I’m in a good meditative state, I feel like I’m not repeating the mantra clearly. Some syllables seem to be missing. Is it important to remember every syllable of the mantra distinctly, with the same clarity as it is pronounced verbally?

In a deep state of concentration, only the feeling of the presence of the mantra remains; the individual syllables may be blurred. Your logical mind, which perceives things in a linear order, merges into pure, nonobjective awareness and comprehends things spontaneously in totality, rather than in segments. That’s why, in this state of awareness, mantra remains, but the mind, absorbed as it is in nonobjective awareness, doesn’t register every single syllable or phoneme.

If this happens, it’s wonderful, but make sure this experience comes from deep meditation and is not simply the result of spaciness. There’s a subtle line between merging into non dualistic, nonobjective awareness and getting lost in oblivion. The sense of delight - the feeling that the burden of your mind is being lifted - is a sign of deep meditation. During deep meditation, your whole body is charged with the divine energy of your mantra. Afterwards, you feel like a child of bliss - a princess or prince of freedom. If you were just spacing out, your head will feel completely empty. You do not again knowledge from a spacy state and you don’t return a wiser person, as you do from a deep state of meditation.

Until you have reached a deep state of meditation, make a conscious effort to remember every single syllable of your mantra distinctly. Gradually, articulation of the mantra becomes secondary, and bhava (pure feeling) takes over. Just let it happen.

56. I have heard you and other teachers speak of the joy that comes in meditation once the mind begins to be absorbed in the mantra. I have been meditating for five years and my mind shows no signs of being led by the mantra. I doubt that I have been able to remember my mantra for more than ten or fifteen seconds at a time without other thoughts intruding. For me, meditation is not a joy, but a losing battle. Willing myself to concentrate on the mantra when I sit for meditation every morning doesn’t work. Are there techniques I can practice to improve my concentration and strengthen my resolve to remember my mantra?

A. You are not the only person facing this problem - this is an experience a great number of seekers have in common. There is no need of abandoning your mantra meditation and trying other techniques because this virus of frustration will infect those techniques too. It is better to try to understand the basic cause of this problem and resolve it.

You have not yet been convinced of the importance of going inward because you do not understand the value of the everlasting wealth within. Nor have you grasped the role of mantra in leading you inward and unveiling that wealth. Because of the shallowness of your knowledge regarding your mantra, you have not yet fallen in love with it. In the back of your mind, you still feel that the mantra is merely a device for focusing your mind. You are not fully convinced that the mantra is actually the Lord of life, the Word that existed in the beginning of creation, was with God, and is God.

There may be several reasons why you do not feel that the mantra is a living reality in the form of sound. These days there are many people running around giving mantras, and there are numerous books cataloguing mantras. You can easily get a mantra from a book, from a tape, or from mantra initiators for somewhere between $ 10 and $ 1,000. So what’s the big deal?

In the commercial atmosphere that has developed in the yoga community, it is quite natural to treat a mantra superficially. When we do that, meditation on a mantra does not transform our attitude, but forces us to remain active in the process of remembering the mantra on a technical level. This prevents us from cultivating bhava (feeling).

A meditation without bhava is too weak to face the challenges posed by our conscious and unconscious minds. When you understand that the Divine Being has entered the inner chamber of your heart in the form of the mantra and that you are fortunate to be there to attend that Divine Being, who has blessed the cave of your heart so graciously and lovingly, you will not entertain other thoughts, feelings, and memories during your meditation.

57. Is a mantra effective even if it is repeated without feeling? How do you get the feeling if you don’t know what the feeling is?

Feeling and the purification of the heart go together. You need both. They appear together, like a sprout and the shadow of a sprout. The mantra is the seed that sprouts. The feeling is the shadow that follows the sprout of purification. Keep doing your mantra meditation sincerely and regularly. It will sprout naturally one day: both the purification and the feeling will grow together.

You are already inspired and have a somewhat purified heart; that’s why you started practicing mantra meditation. But keep making efforts to purify yourself further by cultivating sattvic qualities in your thoughts, speech, and actions. Try to slow down and eliminate useless talk. Do your best not to hurt yourself and others. Even in your jokes, try to eliminate foul language. Watch your diet. This is the way to purification.

A purified mind and heart are like a blossoming flower. Feeling is the nectar. They go together. When the flower blossoms, it sends an invitation to all the nectar lovers. Thus mantra meditation, accompanied with feeling and purification, sends an invitation to the lord of Life, the Supreme Being. The moment of union that comes when the mantra fully blooms is called samadhi, the state of ecstasy.

Breaking Cycle






Chapter 6

Karma: The Maker of Destiny

58. The word “karma: is used loosely these days. What is its actual meaning?

Karma is the law of cause and effect, action and reaction: as you sow, so shall you reap.

59. How does karma come into being?

Subtle impressions of all our actions mental, verbal, and physical – are stored in the mind in the form of memories. When we keep performing the same actions, we reinforce these memories. At some point, they become so strong that they turn into habits and start dictating our behavior.

As long as we remember the cause of these habits and the consequences of giving in to them, we can change them. If our power of will and determination is strong desire to overcome our habits, we can gradually erase the habit patterns until they again become simple memories.

But through constant reinforcement some habits become so strong that they create deep grooves, not only in the conscious mind but also in the nervous and glandular systems, our musculature, and the senses, and reach all the way into the unconscious mind. These strong impressions of actions, having the unconscious mind as their domain, influence the entire personality. When powerful impressions are created by taking potent substances, such as psychoactive drugs, we use the term “addiction” We call other strong impressions, which we have forgotten about with the passage of time but which have become part of the personality, “unconscious material.”

In yogic literature, the name for this unconscious material is samskara. Samskaras are subtle impressions of our previous actions that normally are not known by our conscious mind, but which influence our present activities. Depending on the nature and characteristics of a particular samskara or group of samskaras, we find ourselves inclined toward a particular lifestyle, environment, academic discipline, type of entertainment, and so forth. For example, two children in a family have the same upbringing and exposure to the world, but one child seems to be more interested in art and music and the other is more interested in science. Although we cannot find a direct causes for these differences, yoga philosophy says that they are due to the children’s samskaras.

Samskaras seem to be more powerful than the forces of our conscious mind and intellect. From deep within, the samskaras influence our mind and intellect. As a result, we often know what is right and yet do not find ourselves fully motivated to do it, just as we know what is wrong and yet, under the influence of an unknown and irresistible force, we do it anyway. Such situations reveal the conflict between our conscious understanding and our samskaras. We find ourselves being impelled by our samskaras in spite of our conscious awareness that we are failing to do something that ought to be done or doing something that ought not to be done.

The progression from action to memory, from memory to habit, from habit to compulsion, and from compulsion to samskara finally results in the formation of karma. At this stage, the samskaras (which have now become karma) are so subtle and so deeply imbedded in the recesses of the unconscious that they are completely outside of our awareness. Because we do not even know they are there, we have no means of bringing them into our conscious awareness. They have survived so long and have been so well nourished that they are the most powerful aspects of our personality. In fact, they are the makers of our interior being. Karmas keep influencing and manipulating our bodies, senses, mind, ego, and intellect as long as we are alive, even though we are blind to that influence.

When the bond between the body and the mind is severed by death, they become the sole motivating factors. The journey of life after death is carried on by our karmas.

60. On a practical level, how do our karmas affect our lives?

Our karmas influence not only our behavior but also our surroundings and the circumstances of our relationships. Karmas are the makers of our destiny. This is why the scriptures say, “It is karma that brings us into the world.” It is karma that makes us feel that someone is our soul mate. Karmic factors stir the subtle realm of providence, resulting in such events as winning a lottery or becoming the victim of a natural disaster. The most satisfactory answer to the question of why one person seems to be prosperous, healthy, and lucky while another suffers from poverty, disease, and misfortune can be found in the law of karma.

According to this law, everyone is responsible for his or her actions. No one can reap the fruits of another’s actions nor escape the fruits of his or her own actions. When we do not know the exact cause of a particular event, we call it an accident, but nothing happens accidentally. We sowed the seed of that so - called accident in the form of our previous actions, whether in this life or in a previous one.

There is no reason to blame anyone for our current problems and circumstance. Whether we know it or not, we are bound by the ropes of our own karma. It is through our karmas that we reward or punish ourselves, bind or release ourselves. Our karmas are also innate guides: they guide us in the form of our inner inclinations, tastes, and interests.

61. Are we totally at the mercy of our karmas?

The answer is both yes and no. by virtue of being born as humans, we possess a more evolved body, brain, senses, and mind than do other creatures. Our innate abilities and intelligence enable us to build comfortable shelters, move from one place to another, and explore ways of improving the quality of our lives. Plants and animals don’t have that privilege. But how we use this privilege is totally up to us. Making the best use of the unique gifts that distinguish us from the other forms of life here on earth can free us from being the victim of our karmas, at least to some degree.

However, we must not forget that our knowledge, capacities, and resources are limited. Even the most knowledgeable, powerful, and resourceful person has limitations. No one has complete freedom to choose, change, and transform the circumstances that are the result of his or her karmas.

We have very little freedom when it comes to working with our karmas. The greatest limitation is that our knowledge of the unconscious mind is insufficient and we do not have the means of attaining perfect control over it. We also lack knowledge about how to withdraw our senses and mind from the external world and turn them inward to penetrate the subtle mystery of karmshaya, the realm of the mind-field where all karmas are deposited. Even our inclination to gain knowledge about our own mind, withdraw the senses and mind from the external world, and turn them inward is influenced by our karmas. This is the classic chicken-and-egg dilemma.

Friends if you like to read Panditji thoughts on the subject, in Q & A section have converted his book on Karma & Reincarnation into an FAQ.

Outrunning Death

62. Yoga tells us that the world is illusory and atman alone is real. What does this mean?

The world is unreal in the sense that everything in it is constantly changing. Objects of the world are transitory: they are all subject to destruction, death, and decay. It is one thing to say this, however, and quite another to really grasp it. Lack of knowledge about the real nature of object is the source of disappointment. Usually we forget that the objects we ourselves possess are subject to destruction and decay. For example, your own body is an object and is subject to nature. When you are young, you don’t really believe you will become old, although you see those around you age. When your own old age approaches, you are surprised and disappointed. You try to escape this disappointment by using herbs, medicines, and cosmetics, or by keeping yourself busy. But nothing really helps. That which you think you are is constantly slipping through your fingers.

In your relationship with others, the situation is even worse. The person who seems to love you today doesn’t care for you tomorrow. Your children say they love you, but eventually they marry and devote themselves to their spouses and children. You are left alone with your own I-am-ness-which is undependable because it is constantly in flux. It is in this sense that the scriptures say the world is illusory. This fact should not dishearten you or make you sad. Simply accept the nature of the world as it is.

While you are trying to assimilate the knowledge that worldly objects are illusory, contemplate on the Truth that is immortal and not subject to destruction, death, and decay. The Truth remains unchanged and witnesses the changing states of all worldly objects, including your body and mind. Once you know this eternal Truth, life’s successes and failures, losses and gains will no longer be disappointing. Instead of viewing this stream of change as destructive, you will see that is the source of continual renewal. You will appreciate the process of change, for you will understand that without it the world would become stale and stagnant-a boring place to live!

63. If the soul doesn’t go through the cycle of birth and death, then what does? And why?

The soul is eternal, all pervading, and omniscient. In its pure form it is subject to neither birth nor death. It is unitary consciousness. In this state of consciousness, the sense of individuality does not exist. According to the yoga tradition, what we call an individual soul is a state of consciousness that identifies itself with the mind and ego, and thus isolates itself from the universal pool of consciousness. Such an individuated soul is called jiva and it is the jiva that goes through the cycle of birth and death.

That leaves the question of why this individual self identifies itself with the mind and ego and becomes separated from the universal consciousness in the first place. Does it separate itself first and then become identified with the mind and ego? Or is its identification with the mind and ego the cause of this separation?

The answer the scriptures give is itself the source of numberless question: the Supreme Self or the Universal Being throws the blanker of illusion over Itself and simultaneously veils Its true nature, projecting a multitude of images. Each of these images now contains only a fragment of the Universal Self. Because a veil covers the self-shining glory of the Universal Truth, these images now appear to be born in time and space. They also seem to die.

Why the Universal Being throws this blanket of illusion over itself and projects a multitude of images is another question. The scriptures tell us that this is an eternal process. Evolution and involution, manifestation and dissolution are intrinsic attributes of the transcendental Truth.

From the standpoint of individual souls who already happen to be separated from the Universal Consciousness, it is the law of karma that dictates that they must go through the cycle of birth and death. In the long journey of life, individual souls-jivas-have accumulated a vast range of karmic impressions. They cannot go back to their pristine state of unity with Universal Consciousness unless their karmic impurities have been removed, their minds have become transparent, and their egos have been dissolved. This process of washing away the karmas cannot begin if the individual soul remains suspended in death. Primordial nature-prakriti-pulls together all the conditions necessary for an individual soul to be reborn. Nature is stirred by the force of compassion to bring the souls to birth. Birth is the only way to attain freedom not only from death but also from the entire cycle of birth and death.

This purpose can be accomplished only by making the best use of all the resources that come with being born as a human. If we somehow fail to use these resources correctly, or if we abuse them, we remain caught in the wheel of karma and perpetuate the cycle of birth and death. Therefore, scriptures such as the Isha Upanishad tell us “krato smra, kritam smra….” “Know what you are doing now and know what you did in the past. By knowing that, decide the right course of action for the future and attain freedom in this lifetime.

64. How does an individual soul, which has just sparked from Universal Consciousness, incur karma? If it doesn’t have karma to begin with, how can it be involved in paying off karmic debts?

This may seem like a clever question, but according to the scriptures, each jiva has some karma, which is why it sparks from Universal Consciousness in the first place. The manifestation of the universe is not a one-time phenomenon. There is nothing like creation and annihilation. Instead, consciousness is constantly expanding and contracting. Through mortal eyes, this is seen as creation and annihilation, birth and death.

Life is an eve-flowing stream of consciousness. When and how it started, no one can say. This current creation had its beginning somewhere in the dissolution of the previous cycle of creation. During the time of dissolution, individual souls - which are numberless-fall into cosmic slumber. When under the will of the Divine, nature comes out of this slumber; these individual souls also wake up. We call this the beginning of creation. Just as a night’s sleep does not dissolve yesterday’s unfinished projects, the long sleep between cycles of creation does not clear up our previous karmic debts. When we wake up, our karmas wake up along with us and we start the cycle all over again. Those who break this cycle are fortunate.

People who are unfamiliar with the boundless domain of knowledge and consciousness may still argue that there has to be some beginning. But trying to find a beginning of the beginningless is a fool’s errand. That is why in regard to these questions, a great master like Buddha remained silent and why the sages of the Upanishads simply smiled and said, “This is a wonder.”

65. Once you have a direct experience of Truth, are you really free from the bondage of birth and death? Do you become immortal, as the scriptures say?

A knower of the eternal Self, Atman, becomes immortal. This does not mean that you will never die; rather, you transcend your attachment to worldly objects, including your own body, and maintain the joy of simply being. Death is a habit of the body, which is composed of different elements and so must decompose one day.

While we are alive, we are motivated by our desire to undertake certain actions. In most cases, these actions are goal-oriented. Attachment to the fruit of an action leads to disappointment and misery. If we fail to achieve the fruits of our actions, we are depressed. If we succeed, we become attached. This attachment is a source of fear, because sooner or later, we lose what we have gained. Either we must leave those objects we worked so hard for or they are destroyed. But desire itself is never destroyed. Insatiable desire forces us to perform actions, which create misery. To overcome these self-created miseries, we perform more actions, thinking this will liberate us. Many desires for performing actions and receiving the fruits of our actions are not fulfilled in this lifetime. Those unfulfilled desires create the psychological conditions for continuing the cycle of birth and death.

To free yourself from this cycle you must cultivate an attitude of non-attachment toward worldly objects. This is possible only when you know that there is a higher Truth. Then you will no longer be tempted by the charms of the world. After knowing the higher Truth (para vidya), lower truth (apara vidya) loses its binding power. In the light of higher Truth, lower truth is seen as provisional. An enlightened person knows that the external world is like the water in a mirage. It is a waste of time to run after such water; it cannot quench your thirst. Ignore such appearances and seek the oasis of peace and happiness-Brahman, the highest Truth.

66. After knowing Brahman, do you really experience oneness with the Universal Consciousness?

Yes. The knower of Brahman becomes Brahman (brahmavit brahmaiva bhavati). If you know only the lower reality, that is the reality you believe in. For you, it is the only reality. Your concepts of pleasure and pain, loss and gain and bondage and freedom are confined to the objects in your field of knowing. In this tiny, illusory world, you fashion your self-image: you find yourself poorer than someone else, richer than someone else, and so forth. Because of your limited vision, you become the victim of numberless, self-created complexes.

If you identify yourself as a merchant, you derive delight from becoming richer than other merchant, and you conceptualize heaven as a place where you will be able to enjoy those riches you were not able to attain on earth. For those who live in the desert, heaven is filled with oases, and hell has no water. Such concepts of heaven and hell and bondage and freedom parallel our self-image, which itself is a reflection of the circumstances of our little world. In this world, we either love our self-image or hate it. In either case, we are afraid of losing it because we believe in it ourselves. People with superiority or inferiority complexes appreciate or depreciate themselves but, in the final analysis, do not want to lose what they are.  

Nevertheless, as circumstances change, our self-image changes and falls apart in spite of all our efforts to sustain it. Because we can’t stop this process of change, we are insecure and fearful. This process becomes a continuous death, which we experience before the actual death of the body. Thus, the knower of the lower reality remains in the lower reality.

You are whatever you know yourself to be - this is a simple law. Thus, the knower of Brahman becomes Brahman. The moment you know you are inseparable from Universal Consciousness, you become that Universal Consciousness. Your faith in that Consciousness will grow, and your self-image will be transformed. You no longer feel superior or inferior to anyone else. You are free from all complexes, for in you all complexes and diversities find their rightful place. They become an integral part of you. Their diverse and seemingly contradictory appearances beautify your unified awareness. You understand that you are not part of collective consciousness. Rather you are collective consciousness.

All changes taking place within the realm of consciousness are natural and have no effect on the eternity of consciousness. For example, in a forest there are plants, shrubs, vines, animals, insects, rocks, and so forth. If we look at every thing that exists in that forest individually, we will not see the forest as such, although we can’t deny the existence of the forest. From the standpoint of an individual tree in the forest, the destruction of a particular plant or insect may be significant but from the perspective of the forest, it is all part of the process of growth. Even if the entire forest were to catch fire and burn down, it would still exist, because the potential for regeneration would remain.

When you identify yourself with Universal Consciousness, you experience oneness with all and find great delight in witnessing the changes taking place in the external world as well as in yourself. Fear of destruction, death and decay vanishes. You become fearless, loving all and rejecting none, for you know that everyone and everything in the universe is simply an elaboration of yourself. In this state of realization, love alone is your spontaneous expression because that has become your nature.

67. But why practice? Why not just study, contemplate, and gain the conviction that you are the pure Self and become That?

Through study and contemplation on the truth described in the Upanishads, you transcend false identification with the non-self, which is destroyed by knowledge of the true Self. You experience yourself as a pure, unalloyed, totally independent wave of consciousness. This can be achieved by virtue of your contemplative knowledge. But in what sense are you perfectly free being? The unlimited grandeur, knowledge, and bliss within can be brought forward only by awakening and unfolding the infinite power of Atman. You awaken it through sadhana.

It is as if you are a billionaire who has completely forgotten about the money you have in the bank and have come to think of yourself as poor. You cannot claim your wealth if you don’t know it exists. If you remember you are a billionaire, you no longer think of yourself as poor. But you still need to know which bank your wealth is stored in, how to withdraw it, and how to find your way to the bank. For that purpose, you need convincing knowledge that cannot be contradicted by arguments. You gain that knowledge through spiritual practice.

The experiences the sages have recorded in the scriptures, confirming the existence of Atman and its infinite power-atma shakti-is like a passbook. Your unshakable conviction, fully supported by reason and logic, is like recognizing your name on the passbook, opening it, and reading the balance. On the ground of this knowledge, desire grows to find the source of your wealth. Learning the proper system of sadhana is like acquainting yourself with the route to the bank. Seeking direct guidance from a teacher is like overcoming doubts about which way to turn at the crossroads. Reaching the source and gaining access to that which was already yours is called spiritual accomplishment - the realization of who you are and how great and infinite you are.

Establishing Personal Practice 



Chapter 7

 The Starting Point 
68. How can I prepare myself to establish a personal practice?

The first and most important step in preparing for the spiritual journey is knowing why we are undertaking it. We must come to a clear understanding of why our inner peace and spiritual prosperity can no longer be ignored. We develop this understanding when we realize that something precious is missing in our lives. Think about it. Have what you have achieved so far given you complete satisfaction? Have you found the real meaning of your life?  

Most of us have been working all our lives to make ourselves secure and comfortable. We are also seeking emotional satisfaction. But instead we find only fatigue and disappointment. We spend our entire lives meeting the demands of the body and mind, yet even those who have been the most successful in attaining material comfort are not satisfied. Everyone wants more, but most people do not quite know what it is that they want more of.

If we listen, we hear the voice of the soul from deep within asking, “What about me?” If we heed it, we realize we have not been attending to the needs of the soul. That is when we start thinking about spirituality. Not knowing exactly how to undertake our spiritual search, we begin browsing in book-stores; attending lectures; listening to tapes; visiting holy shrines; or searching for swamis, pandits, medicine men, kung fu teachers, or tai chi masters. In the beginning, it I hard for us to know why one path is more appropriate than another, why certain practices are more fruitful than others, and most importantly, which practice is most suitable for us at this stage in our spiritual development.

We can successfully begin our quest only if we know where we stand, physically, mentally, and spiritually. Therefore, we must first look at our lives as a whole and understand that we are neither body nor mind alone. Neither can function smoothly without the help of the other. It is also important to understand the force connecting the body with the mind. This is the vital force, the life-sustaining energy known as prana, chi, or hara. A person whose pranic energy is depleted cannot maintain either physical or psychological health. A person with an unhealthy body and a confused mind is not fit to follow any path. Such a person is always dependent on others, whereas spirituality is a quest for freedom on every level. Therefore, no matter which path we eventually choose, the second step is learning how to balance the body, breath, and mind.

Once we have begun working with the techniques of bringing the body, breath, and mind into a state of harmony, the next step is learning how to recognize and heed the voice of the soul. Because it is not possible to be happy unless our lives have spiritual meaning, the forces of our body, breath, and mind have to be brought into the service of the soul. To be complete, a spiritual path must encompass techniques for creating harmony among the body, breath, and mind, and ultimately connecting them with the Soul. Once this connection has been made and our actions are guided by the light of the Soul, our relationships are no longer complicated or difficult. Our vision of life becomes clearer and we are able to choose the appropriate path, the one that will lead us to our goal. Unless our vision is clear, we are in danger of choosing a path at random and staying on it only until we meet obstacles and become frustrated. Then we will switch to whatever path next presents itself and stay on it until our excitement again peters out.

69. How can I decide which part of myself to work on first?

The task of choosing the right path and following it consistently until we reach the goal requires an assessment of our physical, pranic, and mental capacities. We can avoid wasting our time if we get a complete picture of our lives before deciding where to begin the process of self-transformation.

All of us have strength and weaknesses. Take the time to consider whether it will be more fruitful for you overcome your weaknesses by enhancing the stronger parts of yourself, or whether you can best strengthen yourself by overcoming your weaknesses. The tendency is to identify with the weak and messy parts of yourself, but this leads to self-condemnation, which damages your willpower. Usually it is better to invest your energy in further cultivating the strong, healthy, and beautiful parts of your personality. By doing this, you will eventually create such a reservoir of self-confidence, self-trust, and inner strength that working with the weaker parts of yourself will be much easier.

However, there are instances where the weak and dark parts of the self have put down such deep roots that each time you attempt to work toward self-transformation, you turn into a wall of obstacles such as illness, procrastination, doubt, laziness, lack of motivation, and so on. In such cases, it’s better to work on eliminating the weaknesses that are the source of these impediments. With the help of self-analysis and self-observation, and under the guidance of a competent teacher, you can discover where you are stuck and identify the weaknesses that are at the root of your frustration.

Once you find out where you are stuck and have decided whether it’s best to begin working with the stronger or weaker parts of yourself, you must take charge of your body and mind. No one else can walk the path of spiritual unfoldment for you. This is the path of self-mastery and self-discovery. Unless you find yourself, you will remain lost, so must learn to resolve your fears, insecurities, and other psychological complaints by yourself. In the beginning, you may seek help from therapists, counselors, teachers, and gurus, but ultimately what counts is your own commitment to help yourself and to turn your mind inward.

70. How can I turn mind inward?

If you think about it, you will realize that you have been searching for happiness all your life. You have tried every-thing-fine clothes, gourmet food, various sensual gratifications, exercise classes, stress management technique, counseling, and so on. But your mind has remained filled with anxiety and negative thoughts. At some point, you will discover that transformation takes places only when you work with yourself and that happiness comes only from within. Remind yourself of the moment when you realized how important it was to heal your body, to protect your nervous system, and to nourish and revitalize your senses. This reminder will inspire you to withdraw your mind from the stressful activities of the world and to turn it inward to find the peace, which cannot be found anywhere else.

Remember, too, how painful and frustrating it is to be caught up in the worldly mess. Remind yourself of all the disappointments you have suffered trying to find lasting peace and happiness in the external world. A mind that does not have a firm understanding of the unsatisfactory nature of the so-called pleasures of the world falls prey to disturbing thoughts, emotions, memories, and anxieties during its inward journey. Such a mind tends to go back to its old grooves. Turning your mind inward requires firm knowledge that this is the only way you will find peace and joy.

71. If a mind turned inward is the real vehicle for completing the spiritual journey, why is it necessary to spend so much time working with my body and breath?

Turning the mind inward is the most important step, but the body, breath, mind, and soul are intertwined. That is why your spiritual practice will be more fruitful if it includes techniques for working with your body, breath, mind, and soul simultaneously. A productive practice is one that is designed to enable you to penetrate the deeper layers of your being, while reducing the obstacles you encounter on the outer layers - the body, breath, and mind.

A tired body, an erratic breathing pattern, and a scattered mind are not fit tools for the spiritual journey. That is why yogis invented physical postures (asanas) to energize the tired body, a system of relaxation to restore the vitality of the nervous system, and breathing exercises (pranayamas) to regulate the breath and to revitalize the body and mind. By incorporation of yogic exercises, breathing practices, and relaxation techniques into your daily routine along with your meditation practice, you can reach the summit faster and more easily. Working with the body and breath while training the mind is the best way to prepare a solid foundation for an ever-advancing spiritual practice.

72. What is the key to a fruitful practice of yoga postures?

There are four primary points to keep in mind when practicing:

1. Watch your breath. Coordinate your movements with your breath. Pay attention to your breath and make sure that your physical movements do not interfere with your breathing pattern and vice versa. Inhale each time your torso expands in a posture and exhale when it contracts. Breathe deeply and smoothly.

2. Stay within your capacity. Be aware of your level of strength, flexibility, and stamina each time you practice. These may change from day to day. Stop before you feel fatigued. The object is to feel good while you are doing the postures and to feel refreshed and energized after you are done.

3. Follow a balanced practice. Any exertion on a particular limb, organ, or muscle group created by an exercise should be counterbalanced by another exercise. For example, the plow posture stretches the back of the neck and should be followed by the fish posture, which stretches the front of the neck.

4. Take time to relax. Begin and end each exercise session with a systematic relaxation.

73. The books I’ve read on yoga and holistic health indicate that breathing plays an important role in our physical and mental well being. Can you explain why this is so give me a sequence that can help prepare me for yogic breathing practices?

The scriptures say that “breath is life and life is breath.” Through the breath, you receive vitality from the atmosphere. Further, the breath is the link between the individual and the Cosmic Being, as well as between the body and the mind. Yogic breathing practices are called pranayama, which literally means expanding the vital force, or gaining control over the activities of the vital force within.

In a healthy breathing pattern the breath flow is deep, smooth, and silent. There is no pause between inhalation and exhalation, which are of approximately equal duration. Even though the breath is deep, there is little movement of the upper chest. This is an indication of diaphragmatic breathing, which is basic to yogic breathing practices. Diaphragmatic breathing enables you to balance and control your emotions. It also reduces fatigue and stress and helps you feel your best.

74. The air where I live is polluted. Is there a breathing exercise that will help keep my lungs clean?

The 2; 1 breathing practice is an absolute necessity for people living in cities where the air is polluted. This practice cleans the lungs and purifies the blood. In addition, the practice is relaxing and has the effect of increasing your vital energy.

You may practice 2;1 breathing either in the corpse pose or in a sitting posture. Being by establishing a pattern of even breathing. You can count to make sure that your inhalations and exhalations are of equal length. This may take several practice sessions.

Once you have established a comfortable pattern of even breathing, begin to exhale longer than you inhale. For example, count to ten while inhaling and to twelve while exhaling. After a period of days or weeks, try lengthening your exhalation by a few more counts until you are inhaling for ten counts and exhaling for twenty. This may take two or three months of daily practice. As with all yoga practice, be sure to stay within your comfortable capacity.

When you have been breathing at a rate of ten inhalations and twenty exhalations for several weeks, begin expanding the length of the inhalation while continuing to make the exhalation twice as long. For instance, if you inhale for twelve counts, exhale for twenty-four counts. Take your time and expand your capacity until you are inhaling for fifteen counts and exhaling for thirty. If you spend five minutes at least once a day breathing in this manner, you will be ridding your lungs of toxins from the polluted air around you. You will also find the practice very relaxing.

75. There are many days when I can’t manage to find more than five minutes for relaxation. What is the simplest, quickest relaxation exercise I can do?

The word “relaxation” may be somewhat misleading. If you “try” to relax, you will fail. This is doubly true if you try to relax in a hurry. Relaxation is the art of letting go. It must be learned systematically and then allowed to progress naturally. There are many methods of yoga relaxation. This one, which is done in the crocodile pose, is the simplest and takes only five minutes. As noted above, in this pose you will naturally begin to breathe diaphragmatically. As you lie in the posture, observe your breathing. Let the breath become deep and smooth. While inhaling, feel the abdomen gently press against the floor; while exhaling feel the abdomen contract. Let the body relax completely and keep your attention gently focused on your breath for the next five minutes.

76. I’m under so much pressure that I rarely even have time to sleep enough at night, let alone time to do any hatha yoga practices. What do you suggest?

Tension and stress are the breeding ground for many physical and psychosomatic ailments. If you keep yourself so busy attending to endless jobs and obligations that you do not have a few minutes to rest, your body will eventually force you to slow down by becoming ill. What is the point of staying so busy that you do not even have time to enjoy yourself or to use any of your energy for accomplishing the higher purpose of life? No matter how little time you seem to have, it is essential that you manage to reserve some of it for resting and relaxing. The following method of relaxation takes 15-20 minutes, but will leave you feeling more rested and refreshed than several hours of sleep.

This exercise is done in the corpse pose, a posture that relieves tension and helps to bring the mind into a state of relaxed concentration. Lie on your back with a thin cushion under the head. Cover yourself with a sheet or thin shawl. Place the legs a comfortable distance apart and separate your arms slightly from your body with the palms turned up. The spine should be straight, not bent to either side. Take the time to make yourself comfortable in this posture, then become still.

Close your eyes, and be aware of your body, the space around you, and the place on which your body rests. Observe your entire body from head to toe. Cultivate and enjoy the perfect stillness of your body.

Now bring your attention to your breath. Observe each exhalation and inhalation, and let the breath become deep and diaphragmatic. Breathing out, release all tension, fatigue, and anxiety. Inhale a sense of energy and well-being. Do not pause between the breaths.

After several breaths, gently scan your body mentally. You will naturally release tension in the places where you observe it. This “letting go” is the relaxation process. Systematically survey your body from head to toe and then back to the head, in his sequence:

Forehead, eyebrows, eyes, and nose. Pause for two breaths. Then proceed to your cheeks, month, jaw, chin, neck, shoulders, arms, hands, fingers, and fingertips.

Again pause with your attention resting in your fingertips for two breaths before shifting it gently back to the fingers, hands, arms, shoulders, chest, and heart center.

Pause at the heart center for four breaths. Then shift your awareness to your stomach, navel region, pelvic region, legs, feet, and toes.

Pause at your toes for four breaths, then reverse the order and proceed upward, this time without any pauses.

After progressing through the whole body, gently relax your mind. Turn your attention to the quiet flow of your breath, and observe the entire breathing process. Rest for a few minutes and entertain the feeling that this subtle stream of breath is linking you to the cosmos. Then roll onto your side and sit up.

Some practice will be required to complete this exercise without a lapse of attention. If your mind wanders, simply bring it gently back to the relaxation process. If you do this practice every day for a week, the benefits will become so obvious that you will find way to fit this 20 -  minutes break into your hectic schedule.

Advancing on the Path

77. Can you give me specific instructions on how to do a meditation practice?

There are many methods of meditation. In all of them, the most important thing is to be systematic. Even the best method of meditation, if not done systematically, is of little use. The following nine points are indispensable in a systematic practice:

1. Before practicing, freshen up and prepare yourself psychologically. Wash your hands and face and put on loose comfortable clothes. The room where you meditate should be clean and the temperature moderate. 

2. Do a relaxation practice and several rounds of alternate nostril breathing to overcome fatigue before sitting for meditation.

3. Make a mental resolution that for the next 20-30 minutes you will entertain neither your memories of the past nor your anxiety about the future.

4. Either sit on the floor in a comfortable cross-legged posture or sit in a chair with your feet flat on the floor. Make sure that your head; neck, and trunk are aligned. Relax shoulders, and let your hands rest on your knees or things.

5. Close your eyes and withdraw your mind from all directions. Mentally draw a circle of light around yourself, separating yourself from all external affairs. Fill your mind and heart with the feeling of divine presence. Remind yourself that the Divine Light pervading the universe is present within you and that it is a privilege to attend it. After establishing the presence of the Divine, bring your attention to your breath.

6. Breathe gently and naturally without jerks, pauses, or noise. Make sure your breath is flowing smoothly, evenly, and soundlessly. As soon as you have completed your inhalation, begin exhaling; being inhaling as soon as you have completed your exhalation. Thus you inhale and exhale as if the breath were an unbroken circle. To make sure that you are breathing diaphragmatically, be aware of the gentle outward and inward motion of your abdomen as you inhale and exhale. Your chest should move only slightly or not at all.

7. Focus your breath and watch how it flows from your nostrils to your heart center as you inhale and from the heart center to the nostrils as you exhale. Notice the breath as it passes the point where your nostrils meet your upper lip.

8. Now deepen your concentration on your breath. Allow your mind to follow the flow of your breath. With each inhalation, try to feel that your mind is traveling between you nostrils and your heart and, with each exhalation, back from the heart to the nostrils. Thus your breath and mind are flowing together as one inseparable stream of awareness. Go still deeper into your breath and you will heart in your mind a sound that naturally emerges from the breath. That sound is “So Hum.”

9. Focus mentally on the sound “So Hum.” While you inhale, listen to the sound “So-o-o-o-o,” and while you exhale, listen to the sound “Hu-u-u-m-m-m-m.” Let your mind, breath, and the sound “So Hum” flow together. Stay with this practice for as you find it enjoyable.

The next step, for those who have received a personal mantra through formal initiation, is to focus on that mantra. If you have received mantra initiation, follow the meditation instructions given to you at that time, even if they conflict with these general guidelines.

78. What can I do when I can’t get negative thoughts out of my mind?

Let such thoughts comes and go through the back door of your mind, but do not involve yourself in entertaining them. Letting your thoughts and emotions go requires no effort. You make neither an effort to let them come nor an effort to let them go. If you do, you are participating in the process of letting go rather than the process of meditation. Another way of looking at it is that letting go is a by - product of meditation, but meditation is not a by - product of letting go.

By cultivating the habit of letting go, you pass through the phase of being disturbed by memories and anxieties during meditation. Ordinary emotions will not be able to distract you. But some of the more powerful emotions will not leave your mind alone, regardless of how diligently you apply the formula of letting go. It seems that some emotions springing from totally unknown sources hover over the mind, and you can’t ignore them.

When you cannot let go of thoughts and emotions, you must learn to witness them. This means acknowledging the thoughts and emotions without adding any interpretations and elaborations. Instead of denying them or remaining indifferent toward them, try to understand what they are, what is causing them, and how meaningful they are in the present moment.

As you cultivate this skill, you will find that no matter how pertinent these thoughts and feelings were in the past, they are now virtually meaningless. Only your attachment gives life to thoughts and emotions connected to the past, thereby allowing them to influence the present. By witnessing these powerful thoughts and emotions in a detached manner, you will nullify the influence they have on our mind. Remember, witnessing does not mean involving yourself in a mental debate, but simply letting the facts present themselves objectively. When done skillfully, the practice of witnessing induces a sense of non-attachment and non-involvement. Once this feeling intermingles with the stream of meditation, thoughts, emotions, memories, and anxieties lose their power to entangle your mind.

79. I’ve read that meditation deepens in stages. Can you tell me what they are?

The first three stages are outlined in the answers to the previous two questions. The fourth stage begins when we have mastered the skill of witnessing. At this time, meditation becomes deeper. We begin to experience an inner joy that cannot be found in any other source. The mind has become more one-pointed and subtle. Now it can see through the dark night of the soul.

Now and then during the meditation, the mind gets a glimpse of an ever-lasting life. I can clearly feel that the kingdom of the soul is more pervasive and richer than any worldly kingdom. It can clearly see the Divine Light, but can’t reach it. A thin but mysterious veil hangs between the kingdom of the soul and the mind, yet that curtain is enough to create a barrier between our little self and the glorious universal Self. A seeker yearns to tear that evil away. He or she tries more meditation, more prayer more selfless service, more study, and more purification, but nothing really seems to work. As the longing and frustration mount, there comes a desperate cry from the soul, which spontaneously results in self-surrender.

Self - surrender means surrendering all your actions and their fruits to the Divine. You still continue to do your practice but you no longer feel that you are the “doer” of the practice. Now the internal conditions of the practice are totally different. At this stage you feel that the practice is being done by the Divine being who dwells within you and that you are just witnessing it. You no longer have the feeling that you are working hard to penetrate the veil that stands between you and the Divine; rather, it’s grace of the Divine that lifts the veil. At that instant, the lover and the Beloved become one. The experience of this union is ecstasy. After attaining this state of ecstasy, there is nothing else to be achieved. Here the process of meditation is transformed into a state of meditation, and a meditative remains in the meditative state even while living in the world.

80. I long for spiritual bliss when I’m surrounded by pain, misery, and grief, but once the conditions in my world become better, I lose my spiritual fervor. How can I keep it alive?

To keep your spiritual fervor alive, you must be skillful. This is also part of sadhana - to kindle your desire and keep making it stronger and stronger.

The company of like - minded people is a driving force in your practice. Those of us who are not yet perfect can easily be influenced by the company we keep. In the company of saints, we behave like saints, but in negative company our animal tendencies manifest quite easily. We do not intend to drop our spiritual quest and get caught in the concerns of the mundane world, but until our desire for spiritual advancement becomes strong, people and objects can easily distract us. Think of how affected you are by your friends and family. How often do you delay or miss meditation practice to entertain and please the people who are closest to you?

Friends bring forth in you desires that are similar to theirs. You have to be careful, even in a spiritual environment. Through introspection, analyze your thoughts, speech, and actions, and try to understand to what degree they are affected by your environment. This self - study and self - analysis will minimize the negative effect of company and help you keep your spiritual desire kindled.

Also try to discover methods of expanding your capacity. This entails growing emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually, cultivating fortitude, forbearance, forgiveness, kindness, patience, sincerity, openness, and a deeper understanding of life itself. An ever-increasing physical, mental, and spiritual capacity brings stability in practice. A stable practice is what pushes us toward the goal and acts as a magnet to pull the goal toward us. Create an environment in which you can maintain a constant awareness of your spiritual life. This will keep your spiritual fervor high. Practically speaking self-analysis, self-observation, self-study, regularity of practice, and right company are the key factors in helping you maintain a constant awareness of your inner life. Without them, the help you receive from books and teachers is of little use.

In addition, try to create and nurture a sense of connection with the greatest source of strength - Divine Grace. No matter how satisfying or unsatisfying your practice is, be aware of the Lord of Life within. The awareness that the true guide is within will help when you become discouraged, doubtful or frustrated. The power of surrender supersedes all powers because it draws forth Divine Grace. The effort that you put into your practice is like a budding flower and grace is like the fragrance of the flower. If you cultivate this flower and wait patiently until it blossoms, you will receive its fragrance.

The Journey’s End






Chapter 8

The longing of the soul sets us on the path and keeps us there until we realize our true identity. We may occasionally get sidetracked, our pace may slow to a crawl, but even so we remain curious about who we are, where we have come from, and where we will go after we die. It doesn’t matter whether we are atheists or theists. All of us are under the influence of an invisible inner force that will not let us rest until we have unveiled the mysteries of life and attained a state of spiritual revelation, which frees us forever from fear, anguish, and loneliness. It is the longing for this freedom that impels us to undertake the spiritual journey and will not let us rest until we know ourselves on every level.

We can reach the goal only if we broaden our understanding of life and stubbornly refuse to settle for anything less than spiritual revelation. We must understand the difference between developing psychic powers and attaining spiritual wisdom, and strive for the latter even at the cost of the former. As we have seen in the preceding pages, we must not ignore our bodies and minds, but it is a folly to focus on these to the exclusion of the more subtle aspects of our beings. Gaining access to our true Self requires penetrating the outer layers of our beings, one after the other, but while doing this, we must take care not to become ensnared by the charms and temptations of the external world or by our own multi-level personalities.

Finding a Focus

Success in spiritual endeavors requires a one-pointed mind. But before cultivating the skill of one-pointedness, we must be sure we have our sights set on the highest Truth. Spiritual revelation comes only from spiritual absorption or samadhi. Samadhi requires a spiritual object into which the mind can be absorbed. Selection of this object is all-important. A mind absorbed in a nonspiritual object may gain great powers of concentration and may even exhibit miraculous powers, but it cannot open our hearts and connect them with Divine. Such practice and the experiences they induce have nothing to do with spirituality.

Traveling in Stages

As part of the systematic journey, we must discover the hidden wealth in our bodies. The body is the vehicle in which we undertake the spiritual journey. Even when it is bogged down in experiences of pleasure and pain, the body is a key to finding our lost treasure. We must learn how to enjoy the gift of the body while using it to serve the purpose of the soul. To discover our hidden wealth, we have to learn to stop crippling the extraordinary abilities of the body and recapture and restore what we have lost. Understanding the principles of a healthy diet, how to keep the body strong and flexible, and how to breathe properly are all indispensable to our spiritual unfoldment. Making sure that we do not turn the living of the body into a landfill is an integral part of our spiritual practice.

The next stage of the journey requires us to pay attention to the pranic sheath, the subtle body that is made of pure vital energy. This vital energy, known in yogic literature as the pranic force, stands between the body and mind and regulates the activities of both. Other traditions call this force chi or hata. It not only sustains the body and mind, but also maintains a harmonious balance between them. If this energy is deranged, the health and well being of both the body and mind are jeopardized. According to the masters, therefore, a system of spiritual practice will be incomplete and ineffective if it does not include techniques for working with this force.

Having gained some proficiency with the body and breath, the spiritual aspirant next seeks to free the forces of the mind. The mind can be the cause of bondage or liberation. As we come to understand the working of the mind, we begin to notice how an unstable mind disturbs the harmony of both the physical and pranic bodies, as well as the environment around us. We acquire first - hand experience of how useless thoughts and emotions prevent us from plumbing the depths of our inner selves. At this stage, the spiritual journey consists of practicing disciplines that help us discover and overcome problems embedded in our totally personal world - the world of our mind. A well-designed meditation practice is the vehicle for understanding the dynamics of the mind, as well as the causes of mental tranquility and mental turmoil. Such a practice gradually trains the mind to turn inward, and as it does the practitioner begins to notice how the concentrated force of the mind penetrates its own sheath and unveils its own mystery.  

Eventually, we discover something even more subtle than the ordinary mind-our own personal realm of intelligence. As we journey inward, we notice that the powers of discrimination, self-trust, self-confidence, and determination flow from the center of our own intelligence. Because we have not gained access to this realm, we are dependent on the shallow aspects of the mind, which know only how to argue, doubt, and be confused. A sincere seeker goes beyond the mysteries of the body, pranic sheath, and mind, reaching the domain of pure intelligence. Here we lift the veil and experience the brilliance of higher intelligence in its full glory.

The key to completing this stage of the journey successfully lies in refusing to be distracted by the bogus advice of the lower mind. We must turn away from the charms and temptations of the conscious mind, and refuse to be frightened by the contents of the unconscious mind. We must heed our inner voice. Firmness of conviction is a sure sign that we have reached the realm of our intelligence. Here our experiences become so clear and so satisfying that we have no need to verify their validity. Glimpses of pure bliss, known as intuitive flashes, begin to occur spontaneously. They are so intoxicating that we no longer care about the previous rules governing out journey. We rush headlong toward the center of bliss.

When this happens, worldly people may call us insane; others may call us mystics. Driven by this spiritual insanity, we cannot rest until we pierce the thin wall of duality veiling the boundless bliss. Having penetrated this mystery, we understand how those who have not done so cling helplessly to moral life, while those who are fully enlightened go beyond and attain immortal, infinite bliss. Thus the journey ends.

Here at the summit, differences between Universal Consciousness and individual consciousness vanish. The aspirant becomes an adept. Secular and sacred, human and divine become one. The mystery of birth and death, the law of karma, and the dynamics of reincarnation stand revealed. Inebriated with the Love Divine, the child of infinity lives in the world and yet remains above it. For such a blessed one, success and failure, loss and gain, honor and insult, pleasure and pain, birth and death have no meaning. Far above such distinctions, the realized being builds a dwelling and disperses the light of love and knowledge to all those still trapped by the narrow confines of caste, creed, nationality, and cultish religious values. Such beings are the true light in the world, for darkness cannot stand against their brilliance. These realized souls enter and leave this world at will.

Although this is where the journey ends, those who have reached the goal may continue on the path as a means of helping and guiding others. They are the true givers, for they have found everything and need nothing.

Three Cheers to Pandit Rajmani Tugnait for sharing these pearls of wisdom. 
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