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AUM

GAJANANAM BHOOTAGANADI SEVITAM

KAPITTHA JAMBOO PHALASARA BHAKSHAKAM

UMASUTAM SHOKAVINASHAKARAKAM

NAMAMI VIGHNESHWARA TAVA PADAPANKAJAM

AUM

Elephant-faced, worshipped by bhootas and ganas,

taster of the juice of kapittha (wood apple) and jamboo (jamun) fruits, son of Uma, destroyer of grief, I worship your lotus feet.
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THIS BOOK STARTED as just a few pages that I wanted to write on the subject of jnana yoga, the yoga of true knowledge. Surprisingly, the pages kept coming. About thirty of them appeared in a very few hours, which I then showed to some friends who encouraged me to write more. More came out. Afterward, when I read them myself, they appeared as if new. They are not mine.

So truly, I have nobody to thank for this book but truth itself. I merely tried to note it down as it came. There is nothing new here. Everything I wrote has been written before. Every thought in this book can be found in other books, though the wording is different. Perhaps it is an expression that suits this moment in time, that may suit some people of this time. It brought me so much happiness to write it—maybe some of that joy will also come to those who read it. I can hope for that.

I have dedicated this book to my teacher Harish Johari to thank him for guiding me to this time and this state of mind. If there is any true author of this book, then it is he. When I think back on his teachings, much that is in this book was also there, in some form or other. I also wish to thank the jnanis Nisargadatta Maharaj and Ramana Maharishi, whose words and lives have been a direct inspiration for writing this book. Thus this book is based on the teachings of many, even though Harish Johari is and will always remain my main source of inspiration and truth.

The truth this book carries is the product of a long lineage of teachers that is truly sanatan, original, eternal, and universal. My name is on the cover only because of the responsibility I bear for any errors in it and for these I offer my humble apologies to the teachers.

I thank everyone who has supported me in writing this book, and especially those that read through the draft version and provided me with so many interesting comments: Christine Grünwald, Dominique Van Gerven, Elliot Isenberg, Ganga Puri, Gauri Chopra, Heidi Rauhut, Joe Baxter, John Marchand, Marijke Meeuwissen, Mohit Johri, Monique Marchand, Narmada Devi, Patricia Baxter, Pieter Weltevrede, Rudy Kuhn, Thomas Marchand, and Wil Geraets. Special thanks also are due for the moral support given by Christina Richã Devi. More than thanks are due to Maa Narvada Puri, Sri Avadh Behari Das Kathia Baba, and Swami Avdheshanand Giri Ji Maharaj for their blessings and wise answers. Thanks also to Sapna Johari for her beautiful renditions of the Hindu symbols. I thank the people at Destiny Books for their enthusiasm, their improvements, and obviously, for the publishing itself.



I thank the self for being and the divine mother for this game of life. And the reader, for the reading, of course.

Ram Ram.

Note on the Use of Sanskrit Terms

Converting the Sanskrit language to English is difficult because the Sanskrit alphabet has many more characters. It is particularly difficult to convert the Sanskrit characters that combine vowels and consonants to English without creating spellings that appear strange to some Indian readers. For example, the word yoga is actually written yog in Sanskrit, and a short final a sound is implied in the g. We have included such vowels in order to come as close to the correct pronunciation as possible, but we would like to apologize to our readers who are Indian-language speakers for the factual incorrectness of this practice.
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The Yoga of True Knowledge
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THERE IS A YOU, experiencing a world outside of you. Is that not one of the few things that you are rather sure about?

Apparently also, you are reading this book, which is supposed to bring you true knowledge about this miracle called life. Of course, truth is not written in words, though some truth may be found in between or beyond them. Neither is truth invented by authors; it just is, so authors can only do their best to come somewhat close to it.

Jnana yoga, also called gyana yoga, is the yoga of true knowledge. It is based on the Hindu philosophy of nondualism, called advaita (nondual) vedanta (Vedic knowledge). A similar nondualistic view of reality is held by many branches of Buddhism, including Zen, by Taoism, by Islamic Sufism, as well as by some branches of Christianity that follow the Gospel of Thomas. Some of its best-known Hindu teachers are Vashishtha, Adi Shankara, Ramana Maharshi, and Nisargadatta Maharaj.



Jnana yoga looks into the truth about who we are and what we are experiencing. The full realization of this truth brings enlightenment. Of course, all yogas offer a direct road to enlightenment if followed fully. Whether a particular road is suitable to reach this goal is a personal matter, largely depending on where you are coming from.

Jnana yoga can serve all people, whatever path they take. It keeps the true objective of yoga in sight and offers the blessing of truth getting closer at every step. But that does not make it the only or even the best yogic path for everyone. Most yogis will combine jnana yoga with other yogic paths, such as bhakti yoga, karma yoga, and tantra yoga, as explained in chapter 21.

Jnana yoga is not based on any preliminary idea or dogma that you have to accept. It starts from direct experiences that anyone can have, even though these experiences may sometimes require deep contemplation and meditation.

But how to recognize truth? When we want to know the truth about something, we do not want to be fooled by appearances, by that which only appears and then disappears. Knowing truth cannot mean to know now that this is that, only to become something else later, depending on circumstance. So truth is that which lies beyond appearance and thus is never changing. If truth were changing all the time, how could it be truth? If a person tells you one day that he went on a vacation trip to China, only to tell you the next day that it was Switzerland, what can it tell you at all? Truth requires consistency.

Of course, appearances also have some truth, some reality. They may be called relative, temporary, or partial truth. In jnana yoga, however, the objective is to know the absolute truth about life, the truth that is never changing, eternal.

To come to the absolute truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth about yourself and your experiences, you have to look beyond the mere aspects of you and your experiences that change all the time. You have to find that which is essentially you and is essential to all your experiences. To find it, you may need to ask yourself a lot of questions, some of which are included in this book.

On my part, an apology is in order for talking to “you” so directly, as if knowing all about you, which of course I do not. The objective is to reach a you that is your very essential you, your greatest teacher or inner guru, who may bring you a confirmation that goes beyond the words.
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Experiences
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EXPERIENCE A CHAIR standing nearby. That should be rather easy, as there is hardly a room left on the planet that does not contain one. You can see this chair with your eyes; maybe you can also smell it when you bring your nose really close. You can touch it with the skin of your hand and feel the texture. Tapping it with your fingers may produce some sound that you can hear with your ears, and—if you wanted to—licking it might produce some taste on your tongue. Is not your experience of this chair solely based on your five sense organs: eyes, nose, skin, ears, and tongue? As you experience other objects in the world outside of you, can you conclude that this is true for all of them? Or do you find another way to experience the world around you?

To properly understand the truth about our experience of the world, we need to study the sense organs through which this experience so exclusively happens. The first thing to realize is that the power of perception of our senses is extremely limited. A dog could smell that chair from quite far away and could probably know who was sitting on it a few days ago just by using his nose. A cat could see the temperature of the chair because its eyes can see infrared heat rays. An X-ray machine can make an image of the inside of the chair.

When you touch it, what happens is merely that the spaces around the atoms of the chair brush against the spaces around the atoms of your skin. That is what touching is, of course; but what this means is that you are not even able to really touch anything, let alone get a precise idea about textures or structures.

There is no need to dig into this topic any further to understand that what we experience through our senses is only a fraction of what might be there. Though you may not be blind, you are definitely not seeing all there is to see. Though you may not be deaf, you are really not hearing all there is to hear. Compared to all that you might experience in theory, what you experience in practice is just a tiny, quite inconsequential fraction of whatever really seems to be out there.

Our experience is limited by many things. For one, consider time. Did you see who made that chair, and how? What wood was used to make it, and what tree did that come from? Do you know who will sit on it tomorrow, or who might fall through its seat twenty years from now? And still, the actual degradation of the chair material is happening all the time, beyond our perception. So our perception is very limited to the moment. Can you name the color of a chameleon? In the same way, we might puzzle over the ever-changing properties of this chair.

Our experience is heavily colored by our changing moods. This is another wide subject that modern scientists have been analyzing to some degree in recent decades, as they have found numerous biochemicals in the body that are created by our moods and that can alter sensory perception in ways not unlike the effects of hallucinogenic drugs. Yogic science has known this for millennia. So, will your perception of the chair change as you look at it, as you think about it, as you think about somebody you love, as you read this book?

Our perception also depends on our desires. Do you need a chair or not? Can you afford this one or not? Do you like sitting in chairs or not? If you needed a chair and this one was free for the taking, how much more beautiful would it look? If you were not at all interested in the chair, how would it look then? And if you were feeling very hungry at this moment, what might that do to your perception of the chair?

Our perception of any chair very much depends, too, on the other chairs that we have experienced before. If you think this chair is old, doesn’t that depend on the ages of other chairs you’ve known? Likewise, whether you experience this chair as comfortable or uncomfortable, light or heavy, dark or light in color, ugly or beautiful, will it not also entirely depend on the other chairs in your experience? Is there anything that you can say about this chair that does not depend on your past experiences with chairs? How much of an expert in chairs are you? Are you a chair dealer? Do you have a shop that sells antique chairs? How many chairs exist that you have never seen?

Now consider: were you the one who first named this type of thing a chair? Do you know who did? Do you even remember who told you a thing like this is a chair? This chair name or concept is in fact totally abstract. It was given ages ago to some “thing used to sit on, with back support.” That makes chair into just a name based on other names like sitting or back support, which in turn are based on other names. Still, when we perceive a chair, we label it chair, though actually that is a grouping of just a few letters that have no connection to a chair at all, let alone to this chair. So our sensory perception includes a lot of labeling things based on other labels of things, on conceptualization. If you happened to come from a culture that uses no chairs at all, how would you look at this chair? Might you not have a hard time deciding what it is for? And might you not find some use for it that another person who has known chairs from childhood would never think of? And would you then not give it an entirely different name, too?

How does this chair relate to the king’s throne, the great grandfather of all chairs, copies of which have come down the social ladder throughout the ages? That process is still going on, as the influence of the West permeates into other cultures. Does the back support—which is part of its definition as a chair—weaken people’s back muscles and thus destroy their ability to sit on their spine without effort? Might this chair thus represent a major pitfall in the striving for higher meditation and the spiritual evolution of humankind?

When we perceive a chair, it seems to rise up out of the background. The very focus of our attention on it separates it from the universe of our experience. And yet, is it not very much a part of this universe, a product of this universe, totally related with and dependent on it? Can you understand this chair without understanding this entire universe? Where does it stand in the order of things? How does it relate to the other objects in the room, such as a table, other chairs, the light from the window, and so forth? Doesn’t your focus on it create a fragmentation of the whole, telling you less about this chair rather than more?

When you move a little to the side, how does it look now? Draw the curtains, or put a light on. Does it still look as clean or as dirty as before? How would it look next to a throne? If you tap it using the flat of your hand instead of your fingers, how does it sound? Would it look different if it smelled bad? What does it mean that your experience of this chair changes so radically depending on how you use your senses, on the interaction between your senses, and on changes in the environment?

Move away from the chair and close your eyes. What happened to the chair? Is it still there? How can you be absolutely sure it is not some magical chair that pops out of existence whenever no one is looking, and vice versa? If its very existence is so strongly questionable the moment you turn off your sensory perception, how responsible are your senses for this existence? Without sensory perception of the chair, its existence or nonexistence is not even worth considering.

So, our experience of the world through sensory perception is vastly incomplete in quality, quite limited in time, and highly colored by our moods, past experiences, and past naming of things. Our experience is affected as well by our desires, our focus, the interactions between things, the ever-changing nature of things, and last but not least our senses themselves. What can you say or think about this chair that can be called “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth”? And is this question not applicable for every other object and person in the world around you? Thus, when trying to find the truth about ourselves and our experiences, the experiences simply cannot provide it. Would the answer then lie in the “you”?
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You
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THEN, WHO ARE YOU, essentially, in truth, beyond appearances, beyond change?

First of all, you can only experience your body through your highly limited senses, which are themselves a part of that body. Just as for the chair, your experience of your body is highly limited and colored. The real you cannot be described as tall or small, fat or thin, black or white, pretty or ugly, because those are relative terms depending on your senses, your past experiences, your mood, and so forth. Isn’t your body also always changing? So how can it be the true you that is beyond change? Is the true you young or old?

Look at your hand: if it were accidentally cut off, would you still be there? Now close your eyes and feel your body from within. You can feel every part of your body; but do you find yourself in any of the parts? While you may feel yourself to be inside your body, does it not actually exist separately from you, outside of you? Can the body think, “I am the body,” or are you needed to make a statement like that? If so, how can you be it?

Neither can the true you be your personality—sorry to say. Is your personality not just as changeable and entirely based on past naming through past experiences? Today you may be a mother or father; but weren’t you just a child not that long ago? Do you not feel that you are the same one you were as a child? You may have this or that profession; but isn’t that just a temporary role you have learned to play? You may think of yourself as a good (or bad) person; but does that mean you’ve never done anything bad (or good)? In fact, doesn’t your opinion about your own personality change all the time?

Can you fully define yourself through some belief, opinion, religion, or philosophy? Are you a Hindu, a Buddhist, a Christian, a Muslim, a Jew, an atheist, a socialist, a hedonist, a liberal, an ecologist, a humanist? Valuable though all such belief systems can be, no doubt about that, can you identify yourself with every member of such a group? Does not every one of these belief systems have within it differences in interpretation and application, at present and throughout history, including your own? And did you feel you belonged to one of these groups when you were a baby? Would you live on if you were not a member of this group?

Study all that you think yourself to be today. Is it not all based on past experiences? And how much can you trust those experiences, let alone your memory of them? Whatever you experienced through your senses was only a partial reflection of that which may have truly happened. And how much do you really remember of the little you did experience? Some people are better at this than others, but even those with the best memory cannot give any totally detailed account of their life experiences. How many things do you think happened to you just yesterday, and how many of those do you actually remember? So in what way can that fractional memory of a long series of fractional experiences tell you any truth about who you are? You may have experienced many things in this life, played many roles, that is all.

Of course, you are considered to be the son or daughter of a mother and father. But do you actually have any memory of being born? Did you choose your mother and father or did they choose you? Did they know who would be coming when you came, or were you more like a surprise? Did they get to know you like you got to know them? And how well do you know them or do they know you today? How often do you surprise yourself? Did you choose your own name, or did they choose your name? Did they know you already, when they chose your name? Does your name have any meaning, and how does it relate to who you really are, or have been, or could be? Or is your name just another artificial concept, a combination of sounds you were taught to identify with?

If the past cannot tell you who you are, consider whether the future can. Perhaps you are not yet what you feel yourself to be. But honestly, if you look at the past and all the plans you made for the future, what came of them? How much of what you “are” today came to be by chance? How often did good luck and bad luck change the course of your life? And what did you have to do with that? The truth is, we know nothing about the future at all, because anything can happen, at any time. The future can be imagined, but that’s about it.

Pondering such questions, you may reach the conclusion that in essence, you are neither your body nor your name, neither your job nor your position, neither a son nor a daughter, neither a father nor a mother, neither your past nor your future. Are those not just cases of temporarily and functionally mistaken identity? And when you are here, now, reading this book, how different are you from other people reading this book, wherever, whenever?

Then maybe the answer to who you are rests in your thoughts and feelings. But do they not also constantly change, appear, and disappear? Can you witness your thoughts, and if so, how can they be you? Is not whatever you can witness something outside of you, something that cannot be you, whether it is a chair, your body, your personality, your past and future, your feelings and thoughts? Whenever you witness something, what you witness is a thing, an object. This implies that there is someone witnessing; call it the witness, the observer, the subject. As long as there is an object and a subject, whatever is the object cannot be the subject. Do you not think of “your thoughts” and “your ideas,” as in “your car” and “your home”? Does that not make your thoughts and ideas into things that are separate from you, not you? Things that you can gain, lose, or get rid off?

To more clearly experience the subject-object relationship in reference to thoughts, try out a simple meditation technique. Sit quietly in a comfortable posture and close your eyes. Try not to think anything, but witness whatever thoughts come. When they come, try not to feed them with more thoughts, just let them come and go as they please. Watch them without thinking about them. Do you now fully recognize that you can witness your thoughts? That they are objects, and you are the subject, the witness? So how can these thoughts be you?

Now try to stop your thoughts, to stop thinking altogether. Unless you already have quite some experience with meditation, the thoughts will still come. Do you not sometimes in life very much wish you could stop thinking this or that, or feeling this or that? Who is wishing that?

And if you already know how to stop thinking, then you are also quite aware that when your thoughts are gone, you are still there. Even if you do not know how to stop your thoughts, moments come when you are quite naturally not thinking anything, when there is a tiny pause in your stream of thoughts. The pause may last longer as the result of surprise, or simple tiredness. During those moments, are you not still there? Most drivers have had the experience, on a quiet highway, when for a while thoughts simply go, driven to sleep by the monotony of driving. Who was watching the road and guiding your hands then?

Are you now becoming more aware, as it were, of your witness consciousness? Is the one you that is never changing, and ever around, this witnessing you? Is this the you that is independent of what you experience or think about? Have you now discovered the real you by removing that which cannot really be you?
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The Witness
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SOME PEOPLE HAVE DEVELOPED more awareness of the witness consciousness by going through some dangerous situation or accident. They remember that during those mere seconds that seemed to last for ages, they felt completely detached from what was happening. Even though their life might have been at risk, even though they might have been screaming at the top of their lungs, they remember at the same time being simply present as a peaceful witness, entirely unconcerned. This happens because of the extremely strong fear that threatens the very sanity of a person, and thus that person completely withdraws toward that witness consciousness. It is also a basic reason why some people get addicted to danger, bungee jumping from high bridges and all that. They are not only pursuing the rush of adrenalin, but also enjoying the inner experience of deep peace that spontaneously occurs. A similar phenomenon of withdrawal may occur sometimes in cases of extreme sadness or depression, though at those times it is more common to be absorbed by the thoughts and feelings that whirl around chaotically.

Throughout your life, this witnessing you has been present. It is you, but you cannot say much more about it, other than saying what it is not. This witness is not your body, not your personality, not your past or future, not your thoughts or feelings. . . . It is your witnessing presence, your most essential awareness. You simply are, always, witnessing. It is the one you that you are—and you can find nothing else to be than that, at least not in any permanent, absolute, true way. You can feel that you are that, even if you cannot define what that you is.

You cannot witness yourself; how can a witness witness itself? That is like trying to touch yourself in a mirror—it will not work. You cannot be in the mirror; otherwise, how could you see your image? The subject can only witness the object. You indirectly know you are there because the witnessing is there, because you feel yourself witnessing. No witnessing of the witness is needed to prove its existence—to witness is to be. Your life, thoughts, actions, and so forth, may be seen as a mirrored image of your witness, providing some relative truth about who you are. Nevertheless, the mirrored image will always be imperfect, temporary, nothing like permanent or absolute truth, not a 100 percent true reflection of you.

It is also quite clear that you are not nothing; otherwise, who would not know who he or she is? Nothingness cannot ask such questions. The answer to “Who am I?” may be uncertain, but the question is not. As some witnessing is going on, a witness must be there. Only one who exists can say, “I am not.” To be conscious of the world, or of anything, or of nothingness, you first have to be.

Think about why you literally do not know who you truly are. If you could be Mr. or Ms. Such and Such, then the question would be easy to answer. You would really be that name, and there would be no doubt about it. If you were something that had form, with a particular quality or flavor, would you not easily get to know that form and be able to name yourself accordingly? Therefore, isn’t it obvious that the witnessing you is without form? This is one reason why this witness is so easily overlooked, even though it is always there. Because it is no thing, no object with form, but just simply, undeniably you.

The witness consciousness is sometimes symbolized as the screen on which the movie of your life experience is playing, while staying untouched by that experience at all times, remaining as impartial as a court witness should. Having neither form nor quality, this you also has no sad or happy past, no hopes or worries about a future, no ideas or opinions to defend, no mood swings, no pain to bear, no hands nor feet. When you can feel the witness to be you, all those just drop off, revealing themselves as separate from you. Isn’t that a relief?

As the witnessing you exists without having form or quality, it cannot change. Without form or quality, what could change? The witnessing you is ever at rest, ever in the now, ever at peace. It ever is and you are ever that, at peace, without any problems or opportunities. In the search for the never-changing truth about you, is it not obvious that that truth which can be found has to be without form, since forms are always changing, impermanent, appearing and disappearing?

Try to imagine doing anything, saying anything, thinking anything, without this witness being present. It is impossible to imagine, because how could any of the things that you usually do happen without someone inside you—that is you, dear you—watching the progress of what happens? How could the constant adjusting that is essential to any process happen? Without the witness, nothing can happen and nothing can be experienced. Just try moving your hand without it. You can do things without thinking about it, or think things without doing anything. But you as the witness are separate from your thoughts, essential to everything, the essence of everything, the only player that can never be absent. You cannot even be unaware about it without it being there.

In conclusion, you are the witness consciousness, ever at peace, never changing, without form, always an essential part of what happens, but never involved. This witnessing you is often called the self, a good enough name for the nameless entity that is at our very center.
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The Universal Witness
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THINK BACK TO HOW your sensory experiences of a chair and the rest of the universe did not allow you to decide without doubt what it is or even whether it truly exists. Suppose that it does not exist; then the only thing that truly exists without changing is this witnessing you, the self. Or suppose that, regardless of your highly limited and colored perceptions of it, the universe actually does exist, independent of your experience. How could, for example, the other people within it function without such similar witness consciousness inside of them? How could they sense anything, think anything, do anything, say anything? In yourself, the witness consciousness is easily recognizable as an essential party to whatever you are doing. Why would it be any different for anyone else? And how could animals or plants or any being exist without such a witnessing entity? They cannot, just as you cannot.

As the witnessing you is without name or form or color or quality, will that not also be the same for all those witnesses that you thus may expect to exist in the universe? And if those are all without name or form or quality or change, how can you differentiate between them and you? Isn’t the witnessing you exactly the same as the witnessing them? We are more used to comparing things with form, where some differences can always be found. Two grains of sand are very similar, but still, not exactly the same. But how could two things without any quality or form differ from each other at all? In what way would you thus define your witnessing consciousness, your impersonal awareness, as any different from that of all the others? Are you not identical to them? Isn’t that wonderful?

Imagine what would happen if you were to add up two of those absolutely formless and fully identical witnesses? Would you end up with two—or would they merge into one? Being formless, would they even need to merge, in order to become one? Are they not simply one formless consciousness, wherever they are? As every being in the universe has such an absolutely identical witness within, does this not mean that the universe has just one witness, looking through many eyes, hearing through billions of ears, tasting through countless tongues . . . ? Are not the many, in essence, just one?

So, whether the world outside of you truly exists or not, all that truly exists as unchanging, ever present, is you, the overall sense of presence, cosmic consciousness, the universal witness that is present in each and every thing. Yes, you and it, or they, are you and only you. You are everything, anywhere, anytime. In the Vedic traditions, you are called brahman, atman, Shiva, Vishnu, or purusha (consciousness). You are infinite oneness. You are me and us and everything, dear you.

Think of how you define what you experience of this universe with your senses. So it is you—within this current form and in the countless forms throughout this universe in which you are the witness also—who defines this diversified universe. There is nothing or no one else that can define it. As you cannot exist or do anything without your witnessing consciousness, how could the universe exist or change without this cosmic you? How could anything appear and disappear without you? Does this not mean that your universal witnessing causes universal creation? If you as the witness in each and every thing were to stop functioning, how could the universe continue? Does not everything exist in you, rather than you existing in everything? The seed has all the potential for the roots, branches, leaves, flowers, and fruits of the tree—even though these cannot be found inside the seed. Does not also the cosmic witness that is your essential you contain all potential forms of the universe, without being any of these forms, being formless? Is not this entire universe created by the universal witness that is you, which is thus also called the creator or—if you prefer the name—God?1
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Energy
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THAT WHICH SEEMS TO BE the basis for your experience can at best be defined as “the stuff of existence,” or essential energy. Thanks to scientists like Einstein, Western science now sees matter as just a form of condensed or materialized energy, in theory if not in practice ever convertible to free energy. This essential energy or power is what the Vedic seers call prakriti. This energy is also known by the name of Shakti, Devi, Durga, Uma, and many others—all Hindu names for the mother goddess. Like the witness consciousness, this essential energy is found in all of the manifested universe.

Without you as the universal witness, this universal energy cannot be experienced; and without the energy, the witness cannot even indirectly experience itself. Without you, the energy is without form; and without form, what can energy be? The energy takes form through you, but the form is not you, it is just a matter of experience, a partial reflection of you. So neither the witness nor the energy have existence by and of themselves—there exists only the experience, also called beingness, which requires both and includes both, a subject and an object, a witness and a thing to witness.

The universal energy can only emerge from your witnessing. And this is you also: a natural attribute of the universal witness and as eternal as you are. So consciousness and energy or power, like two sides of the same coin, can never exist separately. Unconscious energy or unenergized consciousness are just intellectual concepts. Purusha and prakriti, consciousness and energy, together are what you are. You cannot be limited to either one of them, even if the you that you naturally identify with, after seeing through the illusions of form, is your awareness, the witness of the universal energy experience, the real you we have been talking about all along.

All this still leaves you with a double definition or duality about yourself: as the witness consciousness and the energy. What is beyond this duality is an absolute being that is beyond words, beyond descriptions or names, because it is entirely beyond form and beyond the formless as well. It is both consciousness and energy with neither coming first nor dominating the other. It lies way beyond conscious energy. It cannot be reasoned out, it can only be experienced by consciously being it. That experience is usually named enlightenment.

Your energy aspect, by itself, by definition, has no awareness. So it cannot realize itself or anything without the help of your awareness. Only your witness consciousness can realize itself, which is why the search for enlightenment is by definition focused on the witness only. The universal energy can be known, loved, and controlled in order to facilitate life with form, and even in order to prepare the being with form for enlightenment (see also section on tantra yoga in chapter 21). But this knowledge, love, or control itself does not bring enlightenment. Once enlightenment is reached, however, there is only nondual being, including consciousness and energy while those are no longer experienced as opposites, the final two becoming realized as one.

As beings with form, we may call universal energy the mother and cosmic consciousness the father, preferably without turning the issue into a battle of the sexes. As a man puts his seed into the body of a woman to produce a child, the father puts a formless seed of himself, which is the self, into the formless energy of the mother, and thus beings with form are created. When a being with form becomes enlightened, it fully realizes the self as being the father. Then it looks upon the universal energy from the point of view of the self and cosmic consciousness. Thus the mother becomes the beloved, the Shakti of the Shiva. Even though this universal energy is ever changing—producing enjoyment and suffering in nonrealized beings—the one who is self-realized is above all that; and thus the love for the beloved becomes pure, without any conflict, without duality. His nature is peace, her nature is movement. He can have his peace and she can have her movement. They naturally love each other because of their essential difference rather than in spite of it. Their true relationship is beautifully expressed in this story:

Shakti invites Shiva inside: “Hey, will you come?”

Shiva says, “Sure, but I cannot live in you, because you are ever changing and I am never changing. So what should I do?”

Shakti replies, “If you come inside me as the center of everything, the center never changes, only everything around it changes. You are always surrounded by eternal bliss; you can remain in your bliss. Around you, I will put a network of my powers that will intermediate between you and the outside world. That way, you will not have to do anything. You can remain never changing and I can remain ever changing and together we will have fun.”

Shiva agrees, and the game of life begins.

You are Shiva and Shakti both; but as long as enlightenment is not reached, your confusion about their essential natures brings you enjoyment and suffering. If you believe yourself to be ever changing, as every being with form seems to be, then you remain caught in duality and your happiness will ever change into unhappiness and back again. When you want everlasting happiness, you need to realize that the you that is experiencing is the Shiva—whether you are a man or a woman—and that your awareness or Shiva never changes, is never anything but peaceful. Then only the ever-changing, ever-moving essential energy or Shakti, eternally yours and you but not you as the one who is experiencing, becomes a joy to be with, a pleasure to experience, a beloved to love. You can only truly love life, and everything life brings you, when you are entirely free from it. Which likewise means you are entirely caught by it, in whichever form it manifests. Then its changing nature no longer fools you. So, in order to truly know and love your Shakti, your Shiva first has to discover himself. Then you can be beyond both, ever moving in peace.
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Why?
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WHY? IS A CHILD’S QUESTION. Things do not need a reason to be. We just want reasons to help us accept the existence of things. Still, we are all children, so trying to find some reasons for this existence can be satisfying, and a good exercise. The following three questions seem to present themselves in relation to what we have considered thus far:


	Why is this duality needed, this universal witness ever at play with its universal energy?

	Why do we not simply see through the illusion of life, instead of feeling like separate entities while in truth we are all and only one?

	Why have we not made this universe more fun and left out all the unpleasantries that life brings?



First, all the jnanis and other wise men and women seem to agree that the whole reason for creation is enjoyment. Being just pure consciousness, if it were possible, would be quite boring. It would be like watching a blank television screen for eternity. Thus the creation of various consciousness/energy beings is for the purpose of entertainment, to have something to witness. Only through the interaction with universal energy can universal consciousness know itself. For the universal witness, creation is like a mirror, the only (if imperfect) image it can get of itself. So we might say that the universe is supposed to be a theater, a play, a game that in Sanskrit is called leela.2 And the desire to play this game is the cause of creation. This may be a concept proposed by the scriptures that you just have to accept; but think: is it not also the desire for experience that lies at the base of your every action? Whatever the result is of any action, is it not something you wish to experience? And do you not always seek some enjoyment from that experience, enjoyment of the senses, of the mind, of existence, and so forth? Life is an interactive theater, with everyone being at the same time actor and spectator, energy and consciousness.

As for the second question, imagine a theater piece where every actor acts the part of a character who knows it is just a play—saying, for example, “Why am I to die for this unworthy cause?” and then winking to reassure the audience that he is not going to die. That would not be much fun—in fact, it might take the fun out of the whole play. Light comedy is only fun for a while, after which some reality is needed, illusionary though it may be. So the delusion of being a separate entity, a real Mr. or Ms. So and So with a role to play, is essential for a satisfactory entertainment factor in the game of life. And that is a reason why consciousness takes on various personalities and identifies with the various bodies by which it is “contained.” How would a child grow to maturity if he or she did not have the desires that come with feeling that one is an individual? The actors need to take their roles seriously, to make life a real game, real fun, till the end of time.

And then, of what use is enlightenment, if delusion is required to play the game? As in all games, once a level is mastered only the next level brings the enjoyment of a new challenge. Enlightenment is nothing more or less than the final level of the game of life. Until then, delusion is required. Enlightenment can only grow out of delusion. Outside of the delusion, it simply is.

Fun starts only where drama ends, and this is the basic answer to the third question. Delectable cannot be appreciated when detestable flavors are unknown. Water is a heavenly drink only when one is thirsty. Companionship is valued by the one who knows about loneliness. Wisdom has meaning only against a background of ignorance. How can anyone be “good” without a choice between good and bad? Why would anyone seek enlightenment when not in darkness? Don’t kids also enjoy playing games that are challenging, even involving some real suffering, and knowing they might lose? And we’re adults. A child’s heart is easily filled; but ours? Up to a level, we choose to take the pain that comes along with every enjoyment. If this were not so, would you not have stopped seeking enjoyments long ago?

It’s worth remembering that all lovely things as well as all dreadful things, all pleasure as well as all pain, are illusions, only relatively true. The real you is never affected, but simply watching the show that you yourself are performing. There is no God creating a game for us to play and suffer in. God is not sitting out there enjoying the show, like a decadent Roman emperor once enjoyed watching people kill each other. This God is playing the game all by himself and he is you and his suffering and enjoyment are also yours, because you are him/ her/it. This game and all that goes with it is your choice, and you continue the game because you have the desire to do so.

So the why of life can be found in your desire to play this game, a game that can only be truly entertaining in a “win some, lose some” situation and where, up to a point, you also believe it to have truth. That truth is not in the forms, the pieces used to play the game, neither is it in the winning or the losing, but in the simple happiness of playing, of doing, of living. It is the juice of life, also called rasa3 in the Vedic tradition. It is the truth of beingness, the bliss of being alive.

For the one who truly identifies with the self, this life that originates in the self becomes a joy without end. Then love flows like a powerful wave toward all those fellow players with whom the self can share this joy. Then wonder and mirthful surprise at the magic of the smallest of things arises all by itself. Then courage comes as and when needed, to make this life as enjoyable as can be, whether your determination brings bread or wisdom to the table. How then can there be anger at anyone who is but a reflection of oneself? How can there be sadness at whatever goes away, just to come back somehow or other? How can there be fear of losing anything when you understand that you are everything? When all those disagreeable emotions dissolve, then love, joy, wonder, courage, or whatever form of bliss you prefer, becomes your very beingness. Will not then life’s true objective be reached?

Of course, as long as one cannot truly identify with the self, negative feelings will still arise through attachment to things that are impermanent, even if temporarily enjoyable. Like children, we so easily forget that we are just playing a game. Then we just cannot accept losing anymore, even though we know that winning does not matter, that only playing matters. Then we feel we have suffered enough and become detached from our enjoyments as a result. That is when the path of yoga may temporarily require stopping the game and looking at what is real about it and what is not. That is when the true purpose of life seen from “inside” the illusion of maya becomes the learning, the study and experience of truth, conscious or subconscious. That is when pain gets a deeper meaning, as a stimulus for change and growth, rather than a meaningless suffering. And that is when enlightenment becomes an asset in the game—a requirement even—allowing us to bring it to absolute perfection, to eternal bliss, the final level.

And then what?
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Enlightenment
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THE WITNESSING YOU as the real, unchanging, ever peaceful, universal, original, eternal, dearest you is the most basic concept of jnana yoga. This yoga is based on the direct experiences of reality that anybody can have. Its basic objective is the full realization of this real you, the self. That is the only true union that the word yoga stands for: the union of all into the one that is you.

The one who has fully realized this truth is called a jnani, an enlightened or realized being. The jnani no longer identifies with body or personality and always dwells in a witnessing state of peace and bliss.

Jnanis may withdraw from the world or they may embrace it. They may continue to reincarnate, as realized beings who simply cannot help helping others along the way, while they also have a good time. Some may take up a particular role and be fully dedicated to that role, while others may simply wander about, entirely free of any roles except those that emerge from the moment. Some may feel like taking a break and so will stop all thought, action, and time, which also means they cannot truly leave the game even for a second. This is a mystery to others, but not to them.

While these enlightened beings may continue to act out their parts so that other people do not immediately notice any big difference, they are truly fearless, desireless, and egoless. Some aspect of their original character may remain on the surface, and they may seem to promote the particular spiritual path that they themselves have followed. In truth, they are beyond personal character or any particular path. The love they feel for everyone and everything may lead to an interaction that requires some identity, but they are not deluded by it.

If you have fully realized the truth of your witnessing you and are fully identified with it, you are a jnani, an enlightened being indeed. In that case, there is no need for you to read any further. You might close this book and do whatever feels natural to you.

REALIZATION

You are still reading. Perhaps you are just having a good time doing so? Or maybe you feel that you are not a jnani, quite yet? Or maybe you are feeling uncertain about it? While you may intellectually understand the truth, you may feel that you are not yet liberated by it, that you are still bound by the illusionary you and by the diversity of this apparent universe. True enlightenment, true realization does not occur on an intellectual or conceptual level, though that level of understanding may precede it. Don’t worry: once the seed has been planted in the ground, it will grow into a mighty tree.

Some true realization comes as a flash of intuitive feeling or unconceptualized thought. Truth is felt in the heart, the seat of true knowing. The moment you put it into words, duality naturally arises. The word unity itself implies duality. Once you are on this track, flashes of realization may appear now and then—for example, during meditation, or as you read between these lines. These flashes will disappear when you try to put the feeling into words, to analyze it in an effort to save it, to reproduce it. Still, every split second of enhanced awareness of truth changes you. This is the ancient path of silent knowledge, of wordless wisdom. Such realization can be triggered by words, but in itself it is wordless and thoughtless, silent inside and out.

Prolonged repetition of this purifying process of self-realization may be required because the case of mistaken identity has reinforced itself throughout your lifetime, perhaps much longer. The spell of illusion woven by your senses, your personality, the impressions of your past, your desires for the future, the universe, and everything in it, is so powerful that it has bound you in ways that are hard to even imagine. To unbind yourself requires effort.

While the fruit may take ages to ripen on the tree of life and yoga, the same fruit falls from the tree in an instant. Only the last step leads you to your destination. Yoga describes many paths that lead to the same ultimate goal (see chapter 21, “Other Paths”). In truth, all paths are taking you in circular motions around your self, which is at the center of them all. You need to take just one step to reach it. Drop the illusion and surrender to your peacefully witnessing, divine self, your dearest you, which was never even apart from you. Nothing else is needed. Yes, enlightenment is both the easiest and the most difficult trick to pull off.

As long as you feel that enlightenment has not happened, study the illusion in all its aspects, until nothing remains to be discarded and you naturally end up as the one that cannot be removed. This process is often described as neti neti, “[I am] not this, nor that.” Such self-inquiry through contemplation and meditation is the essence of jnana yoga. For the sake of better understanding, it divides your consciousness into four parts, called antahakaran: mind (manas), intellect (buddhi), ego (ahamkara), and self (chitta). Likewise, the universal energy can be divided into prana or life force and the elements (tattvas) of matter or body, which together create the illusions of time and space. These are all just names, of course, concepts that should not be taken too literally. They are ancient and time-tested concepts, however, highly valuable for understanding the illusion of this universe and the case of your mistaken identity.




[image: image]




9

Space and Time
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SPACE AND TIME ARE the foundation stones of the universal illusion because they both appear to be infinite and eternal, which gives them a strong appearance of realness. They create the illusion of you being somewhere at some time, as a result of having been somewhere at some time and going somewhere, sometime. Time always seems to move on, and space always seems to be there. Like the self, they are essential to whatever happens, even though we usually forget about them or take them for granted without questioning. However, they have no existence of themselves. Time and space only exist as far as the universe exists, and vice versa.

Without space, it seems there would simply be no room for anything to exist. Space seems necessary prior to any creation. However, that perception is based on a space-concept of emptiness. But how can true empty space have any existence? Wouldn’t it just by definition collapse into nothingness, like a vacuum? We certainly cannot experience empty space, entirely devoid of content. Space always contains something or other. The vast space of the galaxies contains multiple stars and planets and beings, like us and unlike us. The expanding cosmos that our telescopes can observe as a result of some big bang is not expanding into empty space, it is creating space as it expands. The space in between all those stars is not really empty but filled with energies, rays, and particles, even if we can detect only very few of them. Vedic science regards the element of space (akasha) as etheric, which basically means containing fine, barely perceivable stuff, and this is the minimum requirement for the existence of “empty” space. The term ethereal oils is used in a similar way, but even when evaporated, ethereal oils are not as evanescent as true ethereal space because they can be detected by our sense of smell. With the much more subtle ethereal space “in space,” we need to enhance our senses with all kinds of detection equipment in order to perceive any of it at all.

Distance, which is an essential attribute of space, always requires two or more points of reference. From the point of view of the Milky Way, the distance between Europe and India is negligible, as good as zero. From the point of view of an electron, however, it approaches infinity. Depending on our points of reference, we can experience space as infinitely large or infinitely small.

The moment two particles exist, space exists, and only through them can it exist, so space can never be empty. On the level of atoms, huge spaces exist between neutrons and electrons, allowing their existence, and thanks to these particles, the spaces exist. So, then, space is not a self-existing background for things, but the emptiness in between things. It cannot truly exist except in reference to the things that define it. The only place where empty space is relatively real is in our imagination—and even then, our imagination is still there. Thus, space is not always there; it is only there as far as things are there. Since things are never eternally there, but are always changing, appearing and disappearing, the element of space is not eternal, infinite, or nonchanging, even though it so readily appears to be.

So space is never empty and the more dense it becomes, the more the element of space condenses into less subtle elements, which are still largely “empty.” From subtle space, the element of air is created. From air, fire; from fire, water; and from water, earth (see also chapter 10). Therefore, all that exists is nothing but a distortion of space, a condensation of a space that, as such, is not empty to begin with. Space is in truth the same as everything else that we can experience in the universe—it is entirely illusory.

Things are there only because you, the witnessing self, are there. Without you, what things can exist? Etheric space is there only because we can witness it through our senses, enhanced or not. When we have learned to withdraw the senses, we can only imagine space to expand around us as our awareness expands around us. Whatever space we can imagine out there, we can imagine it only as far as we can feel our self reaching through it. When, instead, we try to focus only on the atomic sense of self, then space becomes smaller than the smallest of spaces. In samadhi, the state of nondual consciousness that is the final objective of meditation (see chapter 18), the sense of space entirely ceases as one is filled to the brim with the light of the self that encompasses all space without needing space for its existence. Awareness is the only thing that does not require space, because it is one, not two or many. Still, wherever it reaches, space appears and that space is not empty, but filled by awareness.

What does all this mean to your experience of being somewhere? This somewhere exists only because of you. When you withdraw from it, it disappears. When you expand into it, this somewhere is as infinite as you are. You are not somewhere in space; only your body seems to be. So it is only all the things in the universe, including your body, that define places in space and distances between them. So then, forget about being somewhere, because this somewhere is only where you are—which is everywhere. Don’t think of going somewhere, because this somewhere will come along with you wherever you go, as you are already there. Wherever you are, you are in your own place, at home. That address never changes.

Space also needs time to exist. Without time, there is no change; and without change, what can be perceived? Like space, time seems to be unlimited. All the same, it seems to place your existence at some particular time. So what is the truth about it?

The major illusion created by time is that of change through past, present, and future. These delusions are major building stones for the creation and maintenance of our self-constructed personality as well as for the illusionary universe. However, the past is based only on memory and that memory is very limited. And the future is based only on our imagination. All things that seem to have happened in the past actually happened in a now. And all things that might happen in the future will happen in a now. And all thoughts about our past or future can only happen now. The only time that truly exists and ever continues to exist is the present, the eternal now. Because only now you are present. Now is the only time anything can happen. And now, if ever, is also the only time when the past can be amended and the future can be created.

Clock time is arbitrarily based on seconds, minutes, hours, and so forth, fabrications that have no existence of themselves. The ticking of the clock does not depict time moving forward in any other way than every change in the universe does. Time is not dependent on any clock but rather on your perception. When you are having a good time, then time seems irrelevant; it may not seem to last long, because you are not thinking much about what is happening as you are enjoying it. When you are having a difficult time, then it seems endless, because you are thinking a lot in order to try to stop the suffering or to find a way out of it. The intensity of your thinking, linked to your level of happiness, defines the speed of time.

So be happy; stop thinking and time will stop ticking. In samadhi, when fully centered in the self, thoughts stop and time stops. The more one advances in meditation, the more one can learn to slow down thoughts, and the more what appears as a short meditation may take a long time. You might even need to set an alarm clock to rouse you from your meditation, if you have other duties to attend to on time.

Time and space seem to be without form, but actually they are purely defined by the forms of other things. They are pure concepts, not objects in the material sense of the word, but still entirely dependent on objects. The entire universal play is based on these concepts, while in truth they do not exist. They only exist in you, as you define them. As body or form you create space. As mind or movement you create time. If you can go beyond body and mind, then you will be beyond time and space.

Clearly, there is no need to feel like you are running out of time or space. That feeling is purely based on your illusionary you, not on the real you. If you can be here and now, centered in the self, eternity and infinity are yours. All sadness, anger, or disgust only relates to the past. All fears are only for the future. All that truly matters is that you are here and now, and never, nowhere, are not. Even an old wound from the past will give you only a moment of suffering as you focus on it now. There is no need to wait for your peace and happiness to come to you in the future. It already exists now. Acceptance of and focus on the here and now give you direct access to the self. Such focus removes all problems of the past and brings you all delights of the future, no longer merely anticipated, here and now.
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Body, Elements, and Life Force
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THE UNIVERSAL ILLUSION of time and space is created when the essential energy (prakriti) of the universe takes form through interaction with consciousness. Its most powerful trick is the creation of gross bodies that give an apparition of ultimate reality to the universe. And yet, even for modern science, it has been clear for a long time that this apparent reality is based upon more subtle elements and energies, divisible ad infinitum.

BODY AND ELEMENTS

The illusion of you being your body is rather a flimsy one, as your body is nothing more nor less than a really great bag of meat and bones and some other tissues. It requires a constant source of food to stay alive, the food itself made out of tissues that your body breaks down into more elementary particles and then uses to create new tissues. So your body is made of tissues that are themselves made out of food elements.

Without food, your body can only survive for a few weeks. Without water, the lifespan of your body becomes a matter of days. Without some form of heat, your body can only sustain itself for a few hours, and without air, your body would probably die within minutes. Without space, not even seconds are available. In conclusion, without food, water, heat, air, and space, your body cannot continue to exist. Your food itself contains all of these, and that which makes it different from water, heat, air, and space might be called the solids. In Vedic science, solids are considered the earth element; the other elements are simply water, fire, air, and space (called akasha or ether). As concepts of vital elements, they are easily recognizable through the direct experiences just described.

As you cannot imagine your body’s survival without the elements, so it goes for any body in the universe, the whole of which is also made out of these five elements. Both a beautiful man or woman and an image of a beautiful man or woman are made out of these five elements. All elements out of which your body is made originate in the universe and will some day return to it. The exchange of elements with the universe happens all the time, through assimilation and secretion. When your body dies, all tissues will resolve into these elements. Thus, there is nothing about your body that you can call your own—unless you call all elements in the universe your own, which in truth they are. Your true body is the universe, nothing less.

THE LIFE FORCE

One essential illusion that makes people think that the body is not just a collection of elements is the fact that it seems alive, as opposed to other things like rocks that seem nonliving, or you might say, rather dead. It is not so difficult, however, to see through that veil of illusion.

What makes living beings appear to be different from nonliving beings? Your body can move, for sure; but would you call a plant that is not moving “dead”? Is it growth, then? Plants grow, but cannot mountains also grow? Rivers grow, fires grow, galaxies grow. Stalactites are growing, worries are growing. If your body stops growing somewhere between the ages of twenty and thirty, does that mean it is dead?

A rock might not seem very much alive because your senses are too limited to see any kind of movement or change. But if you were to enhance your senses by using a really good microscope, you would see that at the molecular, atomic, and subatomic levels, that rock is vibrating, pulsating, moving. Is it not true, then, that the distinction between that which is living and nonliving is, at least in part, a matter of more or less movement? Think about a virus, one of the most simple “living” things humanity has yet discovered and whose body is made out of just one long molecule. Viruses are able to survive in a crystallized, “stony” form for a very long time, after which they can again go about their lives like any “living” thing. We only look upon a stone as a “dead” thing by superficial comparison to ourselves.

What is it that causes this movement, of which less or more creates the illusion of nonliving things and living things? We might call this movement energy. And to make the distinction between the energy that appears to be enclosed in all matter and this energy of movement, we might call it the life energy or the life force, for which the Vedic term is prana. This life force makes elements move and thus creates the illusion of life and death. That illusion may rest upon other aspects also, but the life force is surely a major part of it.

Scientifically speaking, this life force is a very complicated issue. It may manifest in many forms. Relatively dead beings like rocks seem to simply possess some of it, all by themselves, on the level of the particles they are made of. Relatively living beings seem to constantly take it from the universe, through exchanges involving food, water, air, heat, and so on. As everything contains this life force to some degree or other, it can come from anywhere. Yogic science sees air as its most important source. Most living beings breathe air. Western science describes how this energy may be present as electrical energy that charges the air particles, a phenomenon called ionization.

We also look upon things like rocks as being unconscious, in contrast to our own consciousness. As far as we know, rocks do not think. The same goes for plants—though science has demonstrated that plants feel things, using the same biochemicals as we do in the process. But are not feelings some part of our own thinking process? Animals are believed to have some thinking faculty, though we generally feel they are not conscious of themselves as we are. According to Vedic scriptures, however, the witness consciousness exists in everything, even in “nonliving” things like rocks or rivers. This is precisely because they do have life force, some inner movement, and because it is this consciousness that holds the integrity of their structure. The rocks and other so-called nonliving things are full of applied mathematics which implies awareness as the background required to allow the mathematics of their natures to apply. This awareness is a consciousness free of concepts or thoughts and thus it is hard for us to accept it as consciousness. A rock does not know how to be a rock, nor how not to be a rock, let alone how to be something else. But it knows it exists and that is why it can remain a rock. Without consciousness, what could exist? It is an interesting subject, though not all that relevant to our present search for the self.

All of this means that, apart from a body made up of the five elements, you also have a body consisting of energy or life force. This energy body may take different forms or qualities, and this again is a complicated matter not really suitable for lengthy discussion here. Usually, we are said to have a subtle body that includes all mental, emotional, and psychological activities. We are also said to have a causal body, where every part of us is present in seed form. These bodies are believed to be either electrical or magnetic—and in fact, scientists can detect such energies in and around the physical body—though obviously interpretations differ widely. It seems logical to assume that an energy body exists, whatever form it may take, as the life force in and around the body might be seen as creating a body of its own. And when most of the life force goes, your elemental body can no longer survive.
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Mind
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THE WORD MIND in English has a meaning quite different from the one we speak of here. In English, when we ask, “What is on your mind?” or say, “I changed my mind” and “I don’t mind,” we are understanding mind as the entirety of our thinking and feeling, including for example memory, reasoning, feeling, sensing, liking, disliking, and so forth. In the Vedic tradition, that entirety is called consciousness, while mind is defined as a part of consciousness, one aspect of the internal dialogue whose entirety consists of mind, ego, intellect, and self. There is no need to argue about these definitions—they are just concepts. For our analysis of the illusionary nature of consciousness, the Vedic definitions are quite useful.

According to the Vedic tradition, mind (manas) is the part of consciousness that links consciousness to the body. It is your mind that receives and processes information from the senses, and processes and sends decisions made by the ego to the body. If your body were a country, mind would be its administration. The brain, the nerve cells, the sense organs, and the work organs are its most obvious physiological tools. Both Vedic and Western science agree that the processing of information also happens in and between every cell of the body, through physical, electrical, and molecular signals. So every body cell has a mind of its own; and the body is sometimes called the sixth sense.

The increased understanding of tools of consciousness in the body has led some people to believe that consciousness does not really exist, that all our thoughts, feelings, ideas, and so forth, are nothing but illusions of an electrochemical soup. To some extent that is true, of course, and part of what this book is about. A lot of what is experienced in mind is nothing but a play of elements and the life force. But body and mind are really two sides of the same coin; and we have already established that without the one witness consciousness behind them, neither the body nor the mind could exist. This witnessing self is not found in any particular part of the body, nor in any specific body molecules, even while it is aware of any experiences these may have.

Mind automatically brings you all kinds of information from your environment. It also handles many body functions without you being aware of it, like breathing, blood circulation, digestion, and so on. Thus the mind runs largely on automatic pilot, which makes it a very handy tool, but not so easy to control.

Mind is like an ever-jumping monkey that easily makes an elephant out of a mouse. Whatever happens outside of you, mind spontaneously computes all possible consequences, based on the information stored by the intellect (which we consider in the next chapter). Your emotions play an important role in the functioning of your mind, as emotions are a main link between body and mind. What you feel as anger, love, fear, joy, and so on, happens not only on the mental level, but very much on the body level also. Every emotion produces a cocktail of molecules in the body that interacts with your very thoughts. When your emotions are running high, stopping your thoughts is even more difficult than usual. For thought control, emotional control is essential.4

Because of its function and design, one might say that mind is equipped with “a mind of its own.” Mind has a playful nature, often compared to the playfulness of a child, and this is a reasonable comparison, as in children mind is a more dominant aspect of consciousness than in adults. Mind enjoys imagination, fantasy, diversity. Mind always likes to experience new things and easily gets bored. When the mind is bored, it can become very destructive, creating all sorts of problems where there are none. If mind finds no other entertainment, it may worry, cry, and complain without end. The more excited mind gets, the more input it craves, which is the basis of TV addiction, a problem that is further stimulated by trivial content, a boring lifestyle, emotional identification, and a lot more.

Mind is the creator of illusions par excellence. You have only to remember a dream to understand that power. In a dream, whatever you experience seems as perfectly real as what you experience upon waking. And yet, it happens only in the dream world, created by your inner senses, the purely mental essences of the senses. Likewise in the waking state, your mind can see things that are not there, like mistaking a rope for a snake in the night, when fear runs heavily in your veins. Or like mistaking a polite little smile for an expression of love, or a simple straight answer for a declaration of war. Given our highly limited and colored perception of the universe in the waking state, we should wonder whether it really has more reality than the universe we experience in our dreams. Do we just wake up to another dream?

In any case, when you are in control of mind, it is a very useful tool that provides you with some experience of the universe. However, when you let it get out of control, your life experience comes into the hands of a rather spoiled, crazy, and dangerous conjurer. All too often we are being used by our mind, rather than vice versa. Mind is like the computer of science fiction movies that has its own agenda—which makes it essential to know which button can switch it off. That button is called meditation.
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Intellect
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THE INTELLECT (BUDDHI)—as defined in the Vedic tradition—represents your memory of the past and also your ability to name things, or conceptualization. In order to store your past experiences and the conclusions that you have drawn from them, you have to name and categorize them. Imagine an internet search engine, like Google, that did not allow you to use keywords in your search. It simply would not work.

In part, the intellect stores the experiences of this life. The Vedic tradition says that the intellect gets some part of the information of seven generations from the father and seven generations from the mother. It also says that the intellect stores information gained in past lives. Modern science says that the intellect partially consists of genetic information and thus goes back to the very origins of life. Some of our instinctive reactions originate in the oldest parts of our brain, sometimes called the reptilian brain, which evolved in the stage of fish and reptiles.

Whatever you perceive through your mind gets meaning through your intellect. If something lives in water and has fins and a tail, it is probably a fish. Since it is small and seems to have no teeth worth noting, nor any other strange or unknown features, it is probably harmless. The task of the intellect is to provide the background data on which to base this kind of conclusion, while the mind actually draws these conclusions. The intellect thus deals with the classification of things as potential problems, opportunities, or things without consequence.

Like the mind, the intellect runs largely on automatic pilot. Whatever input it gets, the output follows automatically. Mind and intellect are always running hand in hand and cannot properly operate without one another. Without intellect, whatever mind perceives is just a blur. Without mind, the intellect gets no input.

While the mind creates the illusion of the universe through the senses, the intellect creates the illusion of understanding it. As we saw when we began this exploration using the example of the chair, the problem with naming things is that the names we come up with are based on other names and nothing else. As long as the naming by intellect is purely based on the experiences of mind, how can its understanding go very far?

Another problem with the naming of things by the intellect is that, though we share a common language, we each have a different understanding of the words we use. Every word has an image behind it and while the words may be the same for all of us, our images may be very different. If I say that I am sitting here in front of my computer writing this, you will probably see me sitting in a chair of your imagination, behind a computer of your imagination. In actuality, I am not sitting in a chair (I dislike chairs); and though my computer is nothing special, it is most likely different from yours, or from whatever computer you imagined.

So, what happens when we use words like conceptualization, enlightenment, or mind? What smoky images do you have for those words, and how much do your images look like mine? The problem caused by the wording function of the intellect is that in this storehouse, the past experiences color the way it stores new experiences. The more abstract or intellectual those experiences become, the more profoundly this coloring occurs. This phenomenon is also the main cause of problems in communication, whether in talking to other people or in reading and writing books.

Yet another problem with the names created by the intellect is that you can get stuck in them: they may prevent you from understanding something that goes beyond your past experiences, or they may even prevent you from accepting the very existence of this new thing. All that the intellect has is a storehouse of past experiences, and any opinion it might have is based on that. It is not that the intellect resists information that it cannot name or classify—it will simply classify it as “unknown.” But this “unknown” quantity may become frightening to mind and ego. In that case, this resistance can become very strong and even lead to denial. But the intellect is basically neutral, like a scientist or scholar should be. “Facts” are all it cares about.

So your intellect is a great tool for interpreting what happens to you. But while it is impartial in character like a computer, it is limited and colored by past experiences or programming.

When you are reaching out to something new, you are required to keep a critical eye on your intellect and the information it gives you. And that, itself, is a piece of vital information that should be stored in the intellect, attached as a warning, as it were, to every other piece of information. Just as any book, fiction or nonfiction, should somewhere say, “Whatever you read here might be entirely untrue.” . . . Consider that true and done, for this book too.
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Ego
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YOUR EGO (AHAMKARA) is the one that identifies with the body and the one with whom most people identify themselves. Ego sees itself as the sum total of body, mind, and intellect. It identifies with its body, age and strength, past experiences and future plans, current knowledge and opinions, job descriptions and social status, thoughts and feelings, pleasures and possessions, problems and pains, names and fames.

Your ego is a self-constructed person, always aiming at its own survival. Ahamkara literally means the “I-maker.” It feels responsible for itself and for everything with which it associates itself. Its largest fear is the fear of death, that is, the death of the body with which it identifies—its most tangible proof of existence. It also fears for every bit of straw and mud from which it has created its illusionary personality. Hence it easily feels threatened and disrespected. Ego is often in doubt of itself, so it is ever seeking reassurance. It continually tries to solidify itself, enlarge itself, and strengthen itself. Frantically trying to be something, it also continually limits itself to appear more credible. It likes to show off, expressing itself, both through strengths as through weaknesses.

The ego does not like to be called by that name, because it blows his or her cover. He is Mr. Such and Such with a big moustache, big wallet, big muscles, a big past, and an even bigger future. She is Ms. So and So with the fabulous figure, the envy of all. Or he is Mr. Such and Such with nothing to chew on, a past to forget, and a future to dread, so much in need of pity, attention, and love.

The ego can bend like a straw in the wind, if it thinks changing will save it. It will change your views of past and future, your opinions, the very registration of your experiences, if it believes that such is necessary to survive. It is the usurper king that occupies the country that is your body, and it can rule mind and intellect like a tyrant. It can ruin body, mind, and intellect by sticking to pleasures that serve only its own glorification.

All attachments and detachments are the game of ego. It attaches to wealth and possessions as a security for the maintenance of the body. It attaches to pleasures and addictions because they allow the ego to gratify itself if nobody else does. It attaches to name and fame and position because they give justification to its very existence. It attaches to our loved ones because they seem to love, respect, help, and uplift us and give importance to our existence. The ego also attaches to knowledge because it makes us feel safely in control of life. And the ego may also attach to the quest for enlightenment when it hopes or understands that enlightenment will bring it eternal happiness, even though it is the most essential barrier against enlightenment. And the ego dislikes everything that threatens all of that to which it is attached.

Some attachment quite naturally occurs with any enjoyment that the mind experiences; but it is the ego that truly clings to its pleasures. When the ego becomes attached to this or that, it seeks to keep it for eternity as a basis for its own desired immortality, as a part of its assumed identity. That is the principal cause of unhappiness, which the ego brings on. The truth is, nothing in this illusionary universe lasts forever. Change is inevitable. So, the attachment that happens in the pursuit of happiness is the main source of unhappiness.

The ego may also seek to strengthen itself through a negative kind of detachment. In this case, it complains about its problems, weaknesses, and enemies, while actually identifying with them, using them to uphold the illusionary personality. Thus the ego may even obsessively strive for suffering in a desperate attempt to prove its existence. It prefers tears to apparent emptiness.

Usually, mind and intellect largely run our lives and ego does not get too involved. Only when something important to the ego happens does it intervene. Even though it can be deluded by a playful, exaggerating mind and by a limited intellect, it always stays in control, unless it gives up control. When mind gets all emotional and out of control, it is because ego allows it to do so, and by confirming it, strengthens it. And the ego allows it because the ego identifies with it—because whatever mind is so excited about relates to something ego thinks is important. Likewise, when the basically impartial intellect seems to resist some new concept, it is because the ego forces it to: that new concept seems to threaten something that the ego holds dear.

Of course, the ego is also a vital tool in this game of life. Ego provides courage, willpower, and coordination. Any being in the universe requires the ego to some degree to make independent action possible, as the true self is without desire and thus has no impetus to action. As discussed in chapter 7, the delusion through the ego is required to make the game of life truly entertaining, and the recognition of this delusion is the culmination of the game.
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Self
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THE SELF (CHITTA) IS NOT the one who says, I see something here and I smell something there. That is the body-mind. The self is not the one who says, I remember a similar something, and according to my statistics that is not a good sign. That is the intellect. The self is not the one who says, I am like this, and I want that or I am like that and don’t want this. No, that is the ego. The self is the one who just is, the one who can feel “I am” without any concern for what, where, why, how, or who. The one that never changes. The one that is ever experiencing but never identifying with its role within the experience, which means that the experiences are not of true significance. The self is the one that is truly you.

Whatever you can identify with or dis-identify from cannot be you. You are the one in front of whom the identifying and dis-identifying, attaching and detaching happens. It is your ego, itself just a complex pattern of identifications, that is identifying and dis-identifying with things as it sees fit. You are the one that can never be absent, even if you can be forgetful about your true self, your attention held by the pranks of the ego. That forgetfulness involves no dis-identifying, because it happens unconsciously by the you that does not care about itself nor think about itself. And neither does any identification with the self happen by the self. It just is.

There are many names we can use to represent the self: the witness consciousness, awareness, beingness, the observer, I-am-ness, knowingness, the heart, the unborn, the eternal . . . All are somewhat interchangeable—though we might understand and define these names in differing ways. For example, we might say awareness is more absolute and consciousness more relative to something. We might see awareness as having less involvement, less conceptualization. The diverse names for the self are interesting in that each points to a particular manifestation of that which is beyond words and beyond manifestation. In the more detailed study of the self that follows, we have to keep in mind that whatever name or description we use, it will always be limiting that which is unlimited.

But what is so great about that you, that “self,” anyway? It is the only one that you can always feel to be in existence. Whenever you reach out to it, it is there. And it is totally free and absolutely connected to everyone and everything. It is home. It is peace. And its only vice is happiness and love, eternal, unconditional. It doesn’t blame life for being so changeable, moody. It knows that this is just energy following its nature. And that nothing really happens. That everything is as it should be, under absolute, divine control. You cannot lose this silent inner peace, as it is always present. You can only forget about it by identifying with all the noise you make.

DREAMS AND DEEP SLEEP

We have looked at various ways to become more aware of the self. Another way is to examine what happens in the states of consciousness called deep sleep, waking state, and dream state. In both the waking state and the dream state the mind, ego, and intellect are usually active. In the state of deep sleep, mind and intellect are largely resting, and the ego is entirely at rest. Is the eternal self still there while we are in deep sleep? The obvious reply is that you do not know. You have no memory of it, precisely because the aspects that would provide memory are your mind, ego, and intellect, which are largely inactive at that time. The reason you do not know is thus easy to understand, and offers no clue as to whether, in deep sleep, the self remains or not. No one is keeping track of what the self might be experiencing during deep sleep.

The self is always at peace, always at rest. So why would it need rest? In deep sleep, with mind and intellect taking care of only the basic needs of the body, and with the ego turned off, what else would the self experience but deep peace? Can it actually experience anything else, being desireless?

Sometimes when we wake, we are coming out of the dream state. But it also happens that sometimes we have no recollection of dreaming at all. At those times, it is important to try not to start thinking about the day to come, but instead, witness the experience in a more or less thoughtless state. Do you feel as if the real you—which is the self—has been away? Or is it the world, along with your life and roles, that seems to now be coming back? Do you feel peaceful upon waking, as long as you are not thinking of the world, and the day ahead, or yesterday? Do you sometimes feel like returning to that peaceful state? Do you sometimes feel sad upon waking, for that very reason? Why would you go to sleep so trustingly if you believed you would disappear during deep sleep?

TRUTH, BEING, BLISS

The utterly peaceful nature of the self is sometimes hard to grasp. Prolonged meditation and contemplation can, however, greatly strengthen the recognition of that nature. And jnanis promise that when meditation skills have brought you to a point where the total and prolonged cessation of thoughts occurs, the peace of the self will shine forth like a sun. That is called the fourth state of consciousness, samadhi or turya. In Vedic literature, the threefold nature of the self is described as truth, being, and bliss: sat, chit, and ananda. At the core of the self is peace—its expression in energy, in nature, is the peaceful bliss of being in truth.

So how can the self be so much at peace, so self-assured as it were? It is said that the self is self-illuminated, that it knows independently of knowledge. By being entirely merged with the one most essential knowledge, from which all other knowledge is but a reflection, an extrapolation, it contains all knowledge without having a need for it. This most essential knowledge can never be truly put into words; but to describe it as the “greatness of the absolute unity behind all relative diversity” points us in the right direction, even if it cannot bring us to the silent knowledge that is. It is through that knowledge of absolute unity that the self is ever at peace. Thus, the self is the one without a need to survive because it is ever unconcerned about dying, because it is unattached to life, unattached to itself. It exists only for, by, and through itself. From the point of view of the self, even if the entire universe ceased to exist, it would still be there. That point of view is difficult to fully experience, probably requiring nothing less than enlightenment.

For the one who is fully centered in the self, universal love becomes self-evident. The self connects us all, makes us one. All together, we are complete. It is the playful variety of this universal love that lies at the basis of the game of hide and seek that is life. And it is the finding of this universal love that makes the game enjoyable for eternity, that produces the bliss associated with the finding of the self. The true you really loves all, and in truth you are loved by all. While out there we may seem many, in here we are one.

REINCARNATION

Does the self die when the body dies, or does it have more lives to live? Can the self change bodies like we exchange old clothes for new ones? Most jnanis consider the question to be entirely irrelevant. When one is centered in the self, what happens to it is of no importance. All questions about next or former lives are in fact asked by the ego, not by the self. The self could not care less; it has no questions. However, some jnanis, when pressed for an answer, support the concept of reincarnation. Noteworthy, also, is the fact that Saint Vashishtha often discusses reincarnation in the ancient treatise on jnana yoga called Yoga Vāshiṣṭ.5

The Vedic tradition as a whole largely accepts the belief that the self travels from one body to the next, accompanied, or “embodied,” by the ego and intellect, both in seed form. The seed is said to contain certain memories, desires, and tendencies, which come in the form of a subtle energy body, called the jiva, soul, or causal body. There is usually no memory of past lives, but the lessons of past lives are said to be remembered, and as such, certain skills and some wisdom may travel from one life to the next. When one sees this universe as a learning experience, having more than one life to become wiser certainly makes sense. It would also explain why, even beyond genetics, people seem to have some sort of essential personality, talent, and objective from the moment they are born. People with children of their own can easily confirm that this is true.

In the game of life as seen by the jnani, the death of body and mind makes as perfect sense as the reset button on a computer, used whenever the computer gets stuck. Death and rebirth are the logical answers to the natural exhaustion of the form and its purpose. While man is a bio-electronic computer that is technically able to press the reset button of its own form, resetting the form will not bring an escape from the self’s purpose. Hence suicide is rather ridiculous, while death is not. To the jnani, life and death are one.

The question of past lives is a truly puzzling one because we have no memory of such lives. Some people do claim to remember their past lives and have even been able to provide some evidence. But such proof can always be doubted. And we will only have an experience of what really happens at death when our body actually dies, which thus should make it a truly enlightening moment. A jnani looks upon death fondly for that reason, seeing a great opportunity for learning. Quoting Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj: “I cried when I was born and I will die laughing.”6

But if we do have past lives, why do we have no memory of them? For a start, the logical answer seems to be the same one we came up with earlier, when pondering the reasons for our delusion of separateness: it would spoil much of the fun. And how would we learn our lessons, with all sincerity? And if we knew ourselves to have been a man in our last life, how could we convincingly take on the role of a woman in this one—without becoming that actor winking at the audience? While remembering, how would a past-life deer be able to function now as a lion, whose natural behavior is to kill deer?

From the point of view of the jnani and of the self, the question is truly unimportant. Maybe the game of life is played in such a way that when the body dies, ego and intellect get a chance to evaluate whatever happened and develop a new set of desires in a new life accordingly. Some may come back for love, others for power, some for understanding or even enlightenment, and others quite simply for marzipan. The game of life is so miraculous in itself that just adding this special feature of reincarnation does not seem like a big issue, though it makes perfect sense for good gaming. But perhaps there is no such pause in the game; perhaps the lessons we learn in our lives only serve others and thus, through them, our self, as we are all one anyhow.

In any case, the self is self-evident and thus “lives on,” carrying some baggage from past lives to the next life if the transport of old baggage actually occurs. Certainly such baggage could not exist without the self, which is essential to everything. But it also does not truly belong to the self, which has no desires, tendencies, or qualities whatsoever. So whether that baggage travels with you to the next physical body or not is irrelevant. The desires that may cause rebirth have never been yours to begin with.

THE I-THOUGHT

Nothing can truly exist outside of the witnessing self and thus the self, the body-mind, ego, and intellect are truly one. So even this self that you can feel to be you, the witnessing you, the most essential “I-thought,” is, in its self-consciousness, an illusion. Truth lies beyond the self. It is the spark of cosmic consciousness that has been caught in this game of form called life, this game of mistaken identity, this association with a body, mind, intellect, and ego. Nevertheless, the self is the closest thing to “you” you can get to, without losing a separate identity altogether, without entirely merging into cosmic consciousness.

The I-thought, which is the self, is the source as well as the end of all delusions and problems. It is the seed of the universe, creating the ego as a reflection of the self in the mind. It is through this thought that we entered the game, and it is through this thought that we can finish it.

The realized being that is still in the body can be fully established in the self, fully identified with the self. But all jnanis confirm that it is only upon death that his or her self leaves the body-mind, ego and intellect and can truly merge in cosmic consciousness, as a drop disappears in the ocean to become the ocean. Then the I-thought disappears altogether. So, the I-thought is the front gate to realization, but not realization itself, which lies beyond.

THE COSMIC SELF

Cosmic consciousness and the self are exactly the same; there is no difference between them. The self is like water in an open pot, with the pot submerged in the ocean that is cosmic consciousness. There is no difference between the water inside and outside. As there is no lid on this pot, the water of the ocean and the water in the pot are always connected, really one. The pot seems to shape the shapeless self, but it is not changing the self any more than it is changing cosmic consciousness. The pot consists of essential energy and manifests as the ego and intellect, further manifesting as a body-mind upon birth. The self is cosmic consciousness, as the drop truly contains the ocean, given the relativity of size in space and time when submerged in infinite continuity. As the I-thought, it is limited, as the I it is not.

When we understand that the self is in no way different from cosmic consciousness, then surely it is easy to understand that it never dies. Though it may entirely merge and disappear into cosmic consciousness when its role is completed, that does not mean it is in any way diminished or gone; quite the contrary. The self may be seen to be free then, even though that freedom will no longer have any particular meaning and even though the self was never truly bound to begin with.

DIVINE MANIFESTATION

The self and cosmic consciousness are basically desireless, but still it might be said that they have the desire to manifest. This divine desire is, however, so different from our own desires that it is hard to even call it by the same name. The divine desire is not only entirely selfless, but also has no relation to our desires that require fulfillment with a certain goal in mind, and that produce disappointments when not fulfilled. It is so pure that it is without any thought. It simply is, because cosmic consciousness and the self are. Because of, rather than in spite of, the formlessness and desirelessness of the self and cosmic consciousness, their natural manifestation in prakriti, in the energy aspect of creation, has the qualities of pure truth, pure being, pure bliss. Similarly, the sun shines without needing a reason for it. It is this very power of divine manifestation of cosmic consciousness in energy that in turn guides us toward more divine desires. Wherever this power or nature of the self and cosmic consciousness to manifest divine qualities finds fertile ground, these qualities blossom.

That manifestation in prakriti is also the enjoyment of cosmic consciousness and self, enjoyment that likewise is pure, thoughtless, undesired but naturally occurring. In cosmic consciousness and the self, harmonious desires and enjoyments are naturally and eternally divine, because they are not in opposition to any of the more demonic desires or enjoyments that originate in the delusion of creation, desires that cannot tempt or blind the self nor cosmic consciousness. Thus the self is the you that expresses itself as eternally good, peaceful, and loving, because that is just your true nature, never changing. It is your very dear you, your loving you, your wise you, your peaceful you. These qualities you have, precisely because in essence you have none. When you feel no need to claim these qualities, nor any others, they are yours.
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Your Path
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IN TRUTH, WE ARE ALL enlightened beings. We have just forgotten this truth for the sake of the game of life, which is the true ignorance. To attain enlightenment means to remove the darkness of ignorance, the spell of illusion, by fully identifying with our witnessing, cosmic self. That is more easily said than done, or, at any rate, simply saying it does not make it happen. Still, there is nowhere you need to go, no path to take, no knowledge to master. There is only you, and nothing but your self to find.

The main task lies not in finding the real you, which is actually quite easy, as the self is always there and you can truly find nothing except this witnessing consciousness. No, the true challenge lies in releasing your illusionary you; in accepting that the real you is a much greater you than the one that you have constructed for yourself; in believing that this ultimate you is the ultimate solution to all your illusionary problems and desires.

In meditation, when you try to focus on the self and nothing but the self, automatically all elements of the universal illusion start screaming for attention: the ticking of the clock; sounds from outside of your inner space; aching limbs; your cell phone; a nervous gasp of breath; dreamy mental images of delight or terror; thoughts of past and future; concepts to measure and define whatever you are experiencing; and, last but not least, the vanity of achievement taking you back two steps for every step taken forward. Enlightenment itself requires no particular spiritual path, but the destruction of your ego and all other aspects of your belief in this universal illusion does. Body, mind, and intellect must be brought under the control of the ego—and then the ego itself must be dissolved or merged with the self. That is where spiritual science comes in, where paths must be tried out and, most of all, taken.

As the destination is the same for all, it is easy to assume that the path must be just as universal. However, nobody should conclude from this book that there is one particular path to enlightenment, jnana yoga included. We all have our own path to follow, though our paths may repeatedly crisscross and run parallel for a time. Our paths are all different, because we all have a unique ego, mind, intellect, and body. You have unique memories, one-of-a-kind neural patterns engraved in your brain, a unique body temperament, unique likes and dislikes, attachments and roles. And everything that is distinctive about you has to go, done away with by custom-made techniques that likewise have to go after serving their purpose. So please feel free to choose your own path, because you require freedom to unravel your uniqueness.

Any path will lead you to enlightenment, because where else could it ultimately go? Even the actions that move away from the self will bring you back to the self, out of boredom if not out of any other more acute suffering. As we saw in chapter 7, suffering finally brings the desire to play the last level in this game of life, to find everlasting happiness in enlightenment.

Choosing a particularly rapid technique is only required as your desire for enlightenment grows. Jnana yoga offers a rather direct route to enlightenment, removing the veil of illusion and eliminating the ego through direct contemplation and meditation on the self. Whether direct means “fast” depends only on your readiness to follow this path. If you are not ready, you will be able to do nothing more than sit on the side of it.

According to Hindu philosophy, we are now in the Kali Yuga: the age of iron, conflict, ignorance, and darkness. It is said that in this difficult age, jnana yoga is a very difficult yoga to follow. Most feedback you get from society will point in the opposite direction; and if you stubbornly continue on this road, it may not be taken lightly by most people around you, even those who are near and dear to you. However, that is true for most spiritual practices nowadays. And in this modern rational age, jnana yoga does offer a path that is based on direct experience and the truth that can be rather rationally derived from it.

There can be no harm in trying out the path of jnana yoga, to follow it for a while and see what happens. All yoga traditions have some elements of this original yoga integrated within their practices, and your unique path might likewise benefit from it. It will surely help you to keep your ultimate objective in mind, even though you may require a lot of sidetracking along the way.
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Your Teacher
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AS IN ALL ASPECTS OF YOGA, the role of the teacher leaves room for a lot of variation. The guru traditions are often highly mysterious, while on the other hand, a spiritual teacher can be simply a teacher who imparts spiritual knowledge or guidance. In India, even a math teacher or an art teacher can be called a guru. On some paths, the spiritual guru may become an example of the divine, where the enlightened being serves as the most concrete, visible, touchable, and living embodiment of the divine. Thus the image of the guru is often used as an object of concentration on the divine in meditation. In a true guru-shisya (or guru-chela) relationship—a relationship between a guru and his or her disciple—the disciple places his entire life in the hands of the guru and will have no desire left but to please, worship, and serve the guru. Thus, the ego of the disciple is dissolved into love for the self, the true teacher.

The self is often called the inner teacher and the guru the outer teacher. The self pulls the mind from within, while the guru pushes the mind from without, toward the self. When the self is realized, the outer guru is no longer different from the self. It is the self that creates the outer guru within the disciple, not the outer guru that creates the self. Nevertheless, as long as we are still identified with the body and with sensory perception, a guru represented by a body that can be sensed is a requirement for most of us. But from the point of view of a realized guru, the only guru is the self.

The word guru literally means “remover of darkness.” The guru brings light to those who remain in the darkness of self-ignorance. In most people, this darkness is still so deeply rooted that they require an outer light to reveal the inner light. Those who do not need such guidance in this life are believed to have received it in former lives. Still, the grace and light of the guru is none other than the grace and light of the self. While the guru is an outer manifestation of the self that comes when needed, the self is always guiding us from within.

Thus, progress on your path can be enhanced through the input of spiritual teachers old and new, whose awareness of the self is greater than usual, even if not absolute. You can also make progress through the study of spiritual scriptures, ancient and modern, as these originate from such enlightened teachers. While neither gurus nor scriptures are an absolute requirement on the road to enlightenment, they can certainly make the traveling easier.

There is, however, no comparing the power of books to the power of the guru. The guru will carefully study the temperament and needs of the student and adapt the teachings accordingly. The teaching through words is the least of a guru’s powers. A true guru generally teaches through silence and example. The silent power of the guru automatically quiets the mind of the disciple who is willing to listen to it. A wise teacher shows economy in the use of words and also uses stories as teaching tools. Being a living example of the self, the guru provides the student with a physical form for the concept of the self. Having this model, the student can more easily trust and appreciate the truth behind the concept of the self. This technique is very similar to using the form that is an apple to teach children the abstract concept of the character A. By experiencing the guru, the disciple obtains information through words that becomes true knowledge beyond words.

The guru also imparts such experience by giving the disciple certain tasks. To serve the guru is usually but not always a requirement. And serving helps the student to surrender the ego. Truly accepting someone as one’s guru is in itself death of the ego. The main service is to sincerely live the teachings by acting upon them. Merely listening without practicing may even have adverse effects, as the distance between knowing and doing may grow into contempt.

The service rendered by the teacher goes quite beyond any service asked of the student. Paying the debt to the teacher has little to do with paying the teacher for classes taken. Whether a spiritual teacher needs to be paid depends on the means and needs of both teacher and student. The real debt paid to the teacher is to live the teachings and to pass them on to others.

Every student in turn must at some point become a teacher and pass on the teaching, preferably adding his or her own experience to it. This is the basic principle upon which long lineages of teachers have been founded. Those who keep the knowledge to themselves and dislike sharing it with others shall not attain any real peace. On the other hand, there is not much value in the blind leading the blind. That does not necessarily mean that a student should be enlightened before starting to teach. But one should be humble regarding what to teach, and to whom, and how to present the teaching and the teacher. Even a realized being will take on the role of the student if his or her own guru is present, so one is never beyond a teacher.

Though your search for spiritual truth is always valuable, a true guru is not found by seeking; when you are ready, the outer guru will seek you. You will recognize the guru mainly by the peace of mind you find in his or her presence, and by the ease with which you can reach a meditative state. Studying how the guru lives is another good way to evaluate the guru, though you should be careful when doing this: disciplines that are required for the student may be no requirement for the guru at all. The plan that the guru has in mind for the student usually goes well beyond what the student can imagine.

A guru does not need to be a renunciate. In Vedic times, many gurus were married and had children, so their teachings connected directly to normal life. A guru also does not need to have magical powers—and those are certainly no proof of enlightenment. Whether the guru has and displays such powers depends on his or her spiritual path and tradition. No guru has the power to magically transmit enlightenment to you if you are not ready for it. Initiation rituals have power, but not that much power.

Whenever you are under the impression that no outer guru is present, your inner guru remains available as always. Whatever life brings you is brought to you by the self. Whatever happens to you is your teaching. All beings are your teachers.

If your guru has left the body, he or she still remains your guru and will continue to guide you. Keeping mental contact is most important. Whether the guru is embodied or not, he or she may send you to other gurus to receive some teaching that suits your particular ego, body, mind, and intellect.

So, in any case and whenever we can, we should spend time in spiritual company. And if we are blessed with the opportunity, we should stay in the presence of enlightened beings (satsang), because their universal love and highest consciousness will both nurture and teach us. Meditation near such holy people or in a holy place strongly enhances results. Satsang, the company of saints, can also occur from a distance, by our feeling near to the teacher and the teaching. Satsang as true company teaches us that pure love is our natural attribute.
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Contemplation
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CONTEMPLATION ON THE NATURE of the self and the universal illusion is a basic technique of jnana yoga. The purpose of any contemplation on truth and the self is to slowly and gradually change our deepest conceptualizations. The awareness this brings can change our perception of truth right up to the level of our neural patterns. In this way, contemplation affects how we live and think, how we do things.

On the level of our thoughts, the more we know, the more refined our ignorance becomes. Thinking about things never truly helps us to understand anything, it just makes us scurry from one name to the next, from one concept to another. Thoughts just naturally multiply without solving anything. Words are only vague concepts, and the larger the truths they try to describe, the more vague these concepts need to become to still hold some truth. Whatever is said about truth should breathe the knowledge of ignorance.

More often than not, words are barriers rather than bridges toward truth. Only when we understand the worthlessness of all these words and labels does the reality of that which is nameless and formless reveal itself. That is the true objective of any intellectual search for the truth—and of any book on truth.

Thus it becomes more important to read between the lines. This applies to the words of the scriptures and the words and even the actions of teachers. Listen to the words of the scriptures and of the guru with a quiet mind, letting them do their work, while also remaining receptive to the deeper nonverbal communication and teaching. Do not let your confusion about the names of things shield you from the arrows of truth that are released behind the words of the teacher.

Contemplation can be enhanced by expression. Talking about the nature of truth, teaching it, writing poetry or books about it, creating art and music that express it—all these help to bring out a sample of truth. The teacher always sits in the front row of his or her own class, getting firsthand the knowledge of truth from the teacher within, which is the self. Truth delights in expression, and thus divine inspiration comes to those who venture to express it with a purity of mind and heart. The seeds of our thoughts originate from beyond the mind in any case, so when we can stop mind and let the self communicate, then enlightened thoughts may emerge without distortion. Do not think, let the thought happen.

Contemplation can also take place in a more meditative state, by focusing on one aspect of truth or illusion for a while, again without too much thinking. This does not mean you cannot think about it, but rather that you should not become too absorbed in thinking about it. Any thinking should happen circularly, around the subject, rather than linearly, jumping from one subject to the next. Truth does not need to be concluded or reasoned out, it just is—so let it be, let it express itself.

As an exercise in contemplation, you can mentally repeat a particular phrase of wisdom and then wait to see what thoughts arise in response to it, without adding to them. You can also try to feel those phrases, and to see their reality, rather than thinking about them. As topics for contemplation, the following phrases serve as examples that are meaningful to jnana yoga:


	I am.

	I am witnessing my thoughts.

	Past and future only exist now.

	I am eternal.

	Truth is never changing.

	Who is the me that is never changing?

	My experience depends only on my senses.

	What I see is what I can see.

	Perception requires memory.

	Concepts are based on concepts.

	Even awake I am dreaming.

	I am not this body.

	I have no past or future.

	I am not my object.

	I am nobody’s daughter or son.

	I am, even when not thinking.

	I am infinite.

	I have no desires.

	I have no problems.

	I am without form or quality.

	I never change.

	I am everything everywhere always.

	I am God.

	Consciousness and energy are one.

	All I want is happiness.

	Wisdom requires ignorance.

	White requires black.

	All my problems are mine.

	The joy of life is mine.

	We are all one.

	Nothing can be lost.

	Space is never empty.

	I am nowhere and everywhere.

	Desires are not mine to begin with.

	I am here and now.

	The universe is my body.

	Everything lives, nothing dies.

	Everything that is not me can be changed.

	The problem is not to understand truth, but to accept it.

	To search for happiness means to be unhappy.

	I am no body.

	I am happy.

	I am desireless.

	There is no path for me but mine.

	All paths lead to the self.

	I am free.



The best-known method of self-inquiry is to follow each thought to its source, which is the I-thought. “I am” is the first concept of all. There is always some “I” involved in our thinking, and when it is revealed the thoughts disappear. To know, the knower must be known. Feel your eternal you, your peaceful you, your loving you, your dearest you. The most important object of your contemplation should be that you.

Contemplation also means to keep an awareness of truth every second of your life. Whatever happens, whatever you are doing, whatever you are thinking can be seen against the ultimate truth of your witnessing cosmic self. Such prolonged contemplation in action will dissolve your false identifications and establish you firmly in the light of the self. All knowledge is useless unless you use it, by living accordingly. Try to live in truth or forget about it. To know truth but not to respect it in your life will only make you unhappy. As respecting truth is not always easy, at least exercise is a requirement, so that it may gradually become easier and you can be at peace with it.
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Meditation
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TO MANY, MEDITATION SEEMS a synonym for contemplation. In the yoga tradition, meditation is entirely different from contemplation. Dhyana, or meditation, means “the complete cessation of thoughts.” So when you have stopped thinking, you are meditating; and that which remains is the witness consciousness. That is why meditation is so essential in finding the self.

People who have never tried to meditate often believe that they can stop thinking whenever they want. If this belief is strong enough, then really they can. But most people have a hard time even slowing down their thoughts, let alone stopping them. Most meditation techniques have been developed to help us achieve this task. In the same way that a dog chasing its tail will only be able to catch it when it stops and sits still, you can only catch the self when the mind is still.

Most yoga traditions to some degree or other follow the techniques described as ashtanga yoga, the “eight-fold path.”7 Dhyana or meditation is the seventh step on this path, followed by samadhi, or enlightenment, the final goal. While each step prepares us for the next, they also remain essential all along, as the building blocks that the path of yoga and meditation is made of. The different yogic paths have various ways of working with these eight steps, and jnana yoga pays relatively little attention to them, being so enthusiastically focused on the self and nothing but the self.

1. Control of action (yama) includes practicing the following “ten yamas”: nonviolence, truth, honesty, sexual continence, forbearance, fortitude, kindness, straightforwardness, moderation in diet, and bodily purity.8 Through this harmonizing control of daily life, the body and mind become more tranquil and the inner strength increases. Without controlling our actions in these ways, achieving a true meditative state is difficult, as disharmonious actions always create restlessness in mind and body. In other words, if you try to meditate after a day of violent, dishonest, exhausting, harsh, elusive, greedy, impure actions, it would be perhaps not a total waste of time, but you should do it without much expectation. (Of course, any meditation that is entered into with too much expectation will lead to nothing.) From the point of view of jnana yoga, the yama disciplines are valuable, but they naturally flow from continuous self-awareness and thus do not necessarily need separate focus. Moderation in diet and bodily purity are perhaps the most often promoted by the jnanis, because they less obviously result from a focus on the self.

2. Control of attachment (niyama) includes disciplines such as austerity, contentment, faith, charity, worship, study, modesty, alertness, prayer, and sacrifice. Through these regular practices the ego loses its attachments, because these actions are not ego-centered but self-centered or God-centered. When our day has been entirely ego-centered, then our meditation will probably have similar poor quality. Attachments serve only to keep our self-constructed personality alive and keep us away from the self. Thus niyama prepares us for full concentration on the witness consciousness, or the divine. In jnana yoga, direct focus on the self is seen as more valuable even than most of these practices, though contentment and alertness are important measures of this focus.

3. Control of posture (asana) has a variety of functions, but the central objective is to develop at least one position in which one can sit without movement or pain for a prolonged period, several hours at a time. Without that basic posture control, true meditation becomes very difficult. The posture should be exercised daily on a flat surface, without back support, keeping the spine straight. If you really cannot sit like that, you can still meditate; however, losing body consciousness will become much more difficult, as tension will be located more intensely in a limited area.

The easiest way to develop such independent and erect posture is to compel yourself to sit on a flat surface in that same posture every day for gradually increasing lengths of time while you work, read, paint, watch TV, or do whatever you do on a daily basis. People who grew up using chairs will usually require quite a lot of exercise to develop the lower back muscles before they can “sit on their spine” without effort. Just taking a few yoga classes will not be enough. People with small buttocks can use a small cushion to compensate for their lack of inbuilt cushioning—others should try to do without.

The most commonly used postures for meditation are the lotus posture, the semi-lotus, the simple cross-legged posture, and a posture of sitting on the heels. There are many good books on this subject, providing a variety of asanas. These can also be of great help to prepare the body for prolonged maintenance of one posture, to release tension, to improve health, and to promote the flow of energy in the body, a valuable tool in achieving the higher stages of meditation. For the jnani, the main asana is to sit comfortably in the self. In jnana yoga, meditation is maintained rather continuously throughout daily life, so sitting in meditation is of less importance. That does not mean it should not occur, of course—quite the contrary—so developing some comfortable posture for sitting remains essential.

4. Control of breath (pranayama) means, at the beginning, to develop slow and deep breathing as opposed to rapid and shallow breathing (though true pranayama will be defined in a moment). As breath supplies oxygen to the brain, to slow down breath means to slow down mind. This is easy to experience: just hold your breath for about ten seconds and then continue holding it while trying to do some calculation or other that you normally could do quite easily. You will find it to be a lot more difficult. Some deep breathing techniques are, on the contrary, aimed at saturating the brain with oxygen, as a way to go beyond rational thinking into more intuitive thought. This is more useful for contemplation than for meditation. Through the technique of alternate nostril breathing it is possible to balance the solar and lunar hemispheres of our brain. Again, a variety of good books exists on the subject of breath control.

True pranayama includes prolonged breath suspension (kumbhaka), which literally stops mind and causes the upward flow of the kundalini energy (see also tantra yoga in chapter 21) in the central energy channel of the spine (the sushumna nadi). This includes the use of blocks (bandhas) that contain pranic energy in certain parts of the body in order to enhance this flow of kundalini energy. Breath is one of the most obvious body-mind tools, and its use before and during meditation is quite logical. Nevertheless, in jnana yoga, breath control is largely achieved through mind control, rather than the opposite. Once again, jnanis find that techniques that use the prana or life force to promote the flow of kundalini energy through the central spine channel may indeed work; but they do not find these necessary. When the focus on the self is held strongly enough, the flow of kundalini energy happens on its own, naturally.

5. Control of the senses (pratyahara) basically means to withdraw the attention from all sensory input. With sound, for example: it is not so much that you stop hearing, but that you stop listening. With sight: closing the eyes is an obvious move; but still you might see a nice light show going on behind closed eyes, as long as you are looking. Keeping the teeth clean may be important to avoid being unconsciously annoyed by unpleasant tastes. Burning some incense or heating some essential oils may serve you to unify the input of smells and then to withdraw from that sense as well. The most difficult input to lose may be the sense of touch, as your body may protest being held in one position for so long; hence the importance of developing a comfortable meditation posture. Here, you need a touch of will in order to disregard the aches and pains, and in this you will be aided by the concentration exercises described in the next step. Breath suspension also helps to block out sensory input. For the jnani, pratyahara mostly means witnessing the input through the senses without liking or disliking, without naming or interpreting. Whether the eyes are open or closed does not matter, only the self matters. However, the more the energy is directed outward, the less is available for directing inward.

6. Control of attention (dharana) means to concentrate the mind, to become one-pointed. Concentration does not mean “to think about” the object of concentration, but rather, to fully direct your attention toward it. It is like looking at a book without reading it, or reading it without thinking about it. If the mind is fully focused on the object, thoughts will stop, just as they will stop when you are fully focused on doing some difficult task, like walking over a narrow, dangerous mountain path.

The many yoga traditions offer a wide variety of objects for concentration, such as postures, breathing exercises, mantras and seed sounds, yantras and other uplifting visuals of divine energies, rituals, and concepts. The more these objects of focus are used in a simple, slow, and repetitive manner, the more they allow the mind to be quiet. However, to master an agitated mind, more complicated and/or faster exercises work best, because they provide enough variety to engage the mind in the first place. As one progresses along this step, one may move from more complex rituals and practices to more simple objects of focus. A good example is to move from a number of longer mantras toward one short mantra. As long as thoughts still heavily interfere with your concentration exercise, the object of concentration must be made more complicated, more captivating. In any case, the concentration should not be forceful, but peaceful. Whenever the facial muscles become rigid, a headache develops, or a sensation of heat is experienced in the head, you should relax and use a more gentle hold on the object of concentration.

For the jnani, there is only one really valuable object of concentration, which is the self. A major focus of attention is the I-thought, which lies at the base of all thoughts. It is not an “I am this” or “I am that” but a simple “I am”—as in existence, beingness. It is the focus on the witness consciousness, the only you, the unchanging you without name or form or quality. The thought “I am” brings us closest to the self, and hence, in jnana yoga it is preferred to reach straight toward that goal, toward the truth.

Still, everything holds the self because the self contains everything; so anything can become a vehicle for concentration on the self. The here, the now, the breath, the silence behind all sounds, the light behind all colors—all may represent the self and hold our attention on the self. Mantras have the added benefit of the energy patterns that have been created around them throughout the ages. Inner mantra recitation (japa) is held in high regard by jnanis as well as most other yogis. Jnanis prefer mantras that are directed toward the self—like the gayatri mantra presented at the end of this book—because they do not create a duality between oneself and the divine.

7. Control of thought (dhyana)—which is meditation—starts when one reaches true dharana and thoughts are stopped. True dharana creates a kind of thoughtless void in the experience that allows full concentration on the object. The mind has been brought to rest by being bored or chanted to sleep. At this stage, the consciousness of “I am concentrating” may disappear along with the object of concentration. For example, when reciting mantras using a mala (rosary), once the mala is finished and the mantra stops, it is possible to reach a state where thoughts are no longer coming and one also loses focus on the object of concentration. In the beginning of learning such practice, this profound inner silence may last only for a few seconds. Gradually, however, the duration will increase. After prolonged exercise, the memory of that thoughtless state may be powerful enough to recall it at will, without need for any concentration exercises to reach it. But even then, it may be necessary to concentrate on a mantra or some other object before starting the meditation, to more deeply quiet the mind in advance and to gradually expand the duration of the thoughtless state.

And in whatever way you do reach the full concentration that is dharana, it is just the beginning of true meditation, not the end. And it is also not because the mala ends that the mantra must end. When you have reached a true void in the thoughts, the opportunity arises to fully focus on the object of concentration. The void itself will lead you nowhere—concentration on the final goal remains a requirement if you are to move to the next stage. The focus is then fully on the object of concentration, surrounding and capturing a thoughtless void. Both the object and the void are part of that experience. This state should be held for a long period of time, during which it may become truly effortless and may bring you to the next and last stage of ashtanga yoga, the full manifestation of the divine self.

In jnana yoga, the objective is to move beyond a subject-object meditation as quickly as possible. You cannot look at or for the self, you can only merge into it. To achieve that, you have to stop looking altogether. You cannot see the self; you can only be it. Be alert. You must not get bored with the peace of the self; but dive deeper into it, surrender to it, be it. There is no need to look for the bliss and love that is associated with the self. The more you become centered in the self, the more these will flow. One final obstacle is precisely the ecstasy and bliss that emerges when one becomes more and more aware of the self. You must move beyond it to the source, to the great and yet tiny peace that generates this bliss.

8. The state beyond control (samadhi) then brings full absorption, superconsciousness, self-realization, complete balance, supreme truth, eternal bliss, enlightenment. All diversity disappears, all duality ceases. The objective of unification with the cosmic self, the central objective of jnana yoga and of any yoga, has been reached. Already during dhyana, glimpses of samadhi may be experienced and will enlighten you, even though they will not make you an enlightened being yet. As long as you try to be, while waiting for the self to pop up, you can wait forever. The being is in the being. To be is the most primary desire—only to release even that desire brings enlightenment. As long as one clings to the ego’s idea of being the doer, samadhi will appear as a kind of sleep, a loss of control. Only when the desire to stay in control goes, the ego goes, and one realizes, without really caring, that awareness is still there without being held. A lesser samadhi—a profound self-awareness—can be reached, but as long as it is not entirely effortless the ego will return when the meditation ends. To release control one first has to have it, but it is the release of control that is the true objective, not the controlling itself. Once one has experienced true samadhi, one remains in this state even without meditating, whatever one does, without any effort, without any ego.

Samadhi also means that one moves from the small atomic self that still has some association with the body, to the universal cosmic self. It includes a merging of the solar and lunar energies, of prana and kundalini, of purusha and prakriti. But for all this, no conscious effort is needed—it happens quite naturally. True samadhi is the ultimate state of full absorption in the self and cosmic consciousness, which cannot be put into words, but once it is reached there is no doubt about it. As long as there is doubt about it, it was not that.

It is possible to always practice one-pointedness, even when life prevents you from sitting in meditation all day. Your body, mind, intellect, and ego are quite capable of dealing with daily life—that is what they are for. There is no need to keep all your attention on it. Always keep some attention on the self. When trying to meditate, most people experience the coexistence of thoughts with their object of concentration. Many are surprised to have thoughts while at the same time mentally reciting a mantra, for example.

While this is an essential problem in dharana, this ability of mental multitasking also hints at an opportunity. It means we can continue mentally chanting the mantra while thinking, working, listening, and even speaking. This way, we can always keep some attention on the mantra that represents the divine self. Speaking while mentally reciting mantras is obviously the most difficult of these tasks, but nothing is impossible. With enough practice, the mantra continues to sound somewhere high up in the head. The main discipline here is, the moment we realize that the mantra has stopped, to restart it, first chanting rather fast, then slowing down to a basic rhythm that we try to keep up all day. This simple exercise gradually becomes easier and will certainly enhance the power of concentration on the mantra when we sit in meditation. Inner mantra chanting during the day helps us to more strongly develop the witness consciousness, as it promotes a sense of distance from whatever is happening. Aum is the cosmic sound, the sound that is continually produced by the divine and which produces everything else, other mantras included. Truly, mantra chanting is the natural state of the self—the main objective of inner mantra chanting is to realize that it is already happening. When you can be quiet enough inside, you can hear it. . . . It is actually quite loud.

Such twenty-four-hour-a-day practice of one-pointedness need not be limited to inner mantra chanting. There are numerous objects of focus in life that can serve to enhance calmness and promote our consciousness of the self, God, eternity, and infinity all day. While the river water is always moving, the river is always there. Likewise, time and space are ever present, even if they seem to change all the time. The sense of simple, silent presence and beingness in the here and now is another example of a focus much valued by the jnanis. What object of focus you choose is not so important. What is important is to choose just one, perhaps following a period during which you tried out a few. Only by sticking to one of them can it become second nature (if not first) to be focused on it. Full focus on one will automatically bring realization of all others.

So, whenever you can, use one-pointedness to take some energy away from the mind and to use it for true knowing, true feeling, and true creativity. Your life will benefit from this one-pointedness in practical ways as well as spiritual ways. All reactions that come as directly as possible through the self are perfect. Thinking about what you are doing often means doing the wrong thing. Be naturally spontaneous. Do not try to stop thinking—just don’t think. One way is forceful, the other peaceful. Whenever there is room for it, let go, be desireless, and your thoughts will stop. Vaya con dios, go with God.
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Your Role
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WHILE YOU MAY TRY to cultivate awareness of the self in contemplation and meditation as much as you possibly can, you still have a body, mind, intellect, and ego that live in this universal illusion. These relative truths cannot be discarded all that easily. They are bound by the natural laws that exist in this apparent universe. In truth, you are not bound by your illusionary you; but as you still partly believe in it, are caught by it, actually want it or identify with it, it does bind you through these laws.

The law of karma is the natural law of cause and effect. As you sow, you shall reap. Every action creates a reaction, and both are karma. For whatever you consume, you have to pay. Karma is about paying your debts of the past, returning the favors done to you. Without paying these debts, you cannot attain peace. As a child you were taken care of, and this is a favor to be returned to someone else in some way. For your whole life, the universe has been keeping you alive and granting you favors, and thus you are bound to protect the lives and well-being of others. Your life has taught you the road to enlightenment, and so, you should teach it as well. According to the scriptures, as the law of karma works throughout your past lives, you may have many debts you are not even aware of. Full enlightenment may clear all of these debts, but in fact, the journey is easier if you pay off some of your debts while you are still moving toward that goal.

Karma also goes beyond actions to include thoughts and feelings. All these, too, create a debt toward the self—even though it is your illusionary you who is keeping track of this karmic debt. The silent witness passes no judgment. But its very silence causes us to judge our thoughts and actions, and thus the voice of conscience speaks, consciously or subconsciously. Negative karmic impressions are a result of false identification, unfulfilled desires, and unconscious fears. They are seen as the primary cause of rebirth. Sooner or later, they will need to be expressed, asking for a reaction. These karmic impressions can be dissolved through positive action or in meditation, during which they might surface from memory. When they do, they should be met by the peaceful and kind attention of the witness consciousness, which will dissolve their illusionary power. Actions based on desire and fear will create more bondage, while actions based on love will set you free. All desires originate in a longing for the self, for real happiness. Once this is truly understood, all karma dissolves.

Dharma is the natural course of action, the natural role through which you can best deal with your karma. If you have children, then you had better fulfill the role of a father or mother. If you are paid to be a boss, then you had best take up the responsibility and behave like one, because that is your dharma. If karma has left you unable to take care of even your basic needs, then you had better swallow your pride and hold out the begging bowl. To follow your dharma means to let the truth shine through in your actions or karma.

Dharma is also the moral code of conduct upheld by society and upholding it, the dharma of human beings so to speak. Still, morality depends on circumstance and your natural role in this theater of life. Thus, your dharma is not so much about living according to some generalized, great moral rules of conduct—though doing that usually won’t hurt—but about consciously being, without resistance to your natural role in life. Accepting karma leads to true dharma.

Sometimes there are things you just have to do, things that do not seem spiritual, pleasant, or interesting. They are a matter of survival, karma and dharma, which does make them spiritual even though they appear not to be. You have a choice to make them spiritual and pleasant or not, and this purely depends on your acceptance of them. Though you may have little impact on what happens to you right now, you have all control over how you respond to it. And though you have little control over the result of that response, you have full control over your motivation behind it. Meeting your karma in perfect dharma reduces your illusionary karmic captivity right at this moment, as well as in the future. When you remain fully focused on this truth, then the most unpleasant, boring, or irritating things become your most prized and enjoyable challenges, even including death.

Understand that the one who is resisting your dharma and karma is your ego. Whenever you have questions like, “Can I do this?” “Can this be my destiny?” “Why can’t I be like that?” “Why do I have to do this?” “Who am I if I have to do this?” remember that this is your illusionary you, taking things personally. Your mind may be involved in the rebellion as well, especially if your karma is boring. But mostly it is your ego creating problems: when it needs to review its identifications with past actions and roles; or when the present does not correspond to its identification with future actions and roles that are only imaginary. Who you are, in terms of what your perfect role is here and now, is not really a matter of choice. It is a matter of acceptance of the temporary limitations and opportunities of your karma, followed by your most perfect reaction, which is your dharma. What is a matter of choice is whether you play your role perfectly; but the temporary rules of the game, karma and the resulting dharma, are not.

Sometimes you may feel dissatisfied with how your life measures up to your beliefs. When this feeling comes, do not question yourself; question the depth of your beliefs. Have you accepted them more on the surface of your being, rather than deep down? In any case, ask yourself who is dissatisfied with whom. And does that mean there are two of you? Return to the true you, and your dissatisfaction will go. If your desire for freedom and ultimate happiness becomes too dominant, it will just create more karmic debt. Be patient—you have all the time and space you need. Remember that expectation is the mother of all disappointments. Even hope is nothing but expectation in disguise. Base your confidence as well as your humbleness and patience on the realization that we are all one.

When not contemplating or meditating, behave as if nothing special is happening; just get on with your life. Nothing is gained by doing nothing. Be open to unexpected opportunities and when they manifest move forward without expectation. Play your role perfectly but without identification. If you can meet whatever happens with full attention and without obstruction, you will become freer from your illusionary you every day. To cheerfully meet whatever happens to you is the true test of your progress. The jnanis do not advocate any heavy austerities, precisely because learning to happily meet life, in full consciousness of the self, is austere enough. Meanwhile, enjoy the show.

For anyone who has a body, dharma also means that life and yoga must meet ayurveda, the ancient medical science of life. When you fully realize the body-mind link, you must also accept a responsibility to the body as your dharma. Keeping it healthy, balanced, and pure facilitates any yogic path. There are many great books on this subject,9 so there is no need for us to explore it further here. A motivating factor for pursuing further information might be the relationship between consciousness and the three gunas, the three qualities of energy that are light (sattva), action (rajas), and inertia (tamas). These qualities are heavily influenced by bodily health, the type of food we consume, our sensory input, and other such physical variables. The expression of the self in the energy field of the body-mind varies from a tamasic “am I?” to a rajasic “I am this!” to the sattvic silence of pure being, “I am.”
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Love and Desire
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WHILE ACCEPTING YOUR KARMA and following your dharma, it is essential to also find enjoyment (bhoga) in life. This is the true purpose of the illusion of life and the universe—it is why you are still here. If you still require this illusionary you, it is for the sake of enjoyment; so as long as it lasts, make good use of it. You will use it up only by using it. Yoga requires unity between enjoyment and suffering, between bhoga and yoga, even between attachment and detachment.

The illusionary you keeps itself alive through attachment to enjoyable actions, which produces your various desires. Desires are many while needs are few. Desires keep coming; the fulfillment of one desire usually leads to another and does not fill us up, any more than water poured into a sieve. At the very least, enjoy that which comes your way naturally and ignore that which does not. Desires will come and go as they please—it is your choice whether to satisfy them or not. If you desire nothing, then all your desires are fulfilled. The happiness that comes after fulfilling a desire does not so much lie in the attainment of the object, but in the moment of desirelessness that follows the fulfillment. To feel fulfilled means to be desireless. When you have no desires, there is nothing to renounce; and nothing is truly renounced until the “I am” is renounced.

Still, a desire well fulfilled is a desire gone; thus the road toward enlightenment may include some amount of exhausting desires through fulfillment. We should be careful not to become addicted to the fulfillment of the same desires again and again. But we usually should fulfill new desires if they seem very insistent. And when fulfilling a desire, it should be done wholeheartedly. Holding back just means the desire will remain unfulfilled and thus it will not be gone. Addiction often starts by “sinning” just a little, and never being able to let go, because the desire remains ever unfulfilled. On the other hand, when we keep repeating certain actions but are already bored with them, when we’ve already seen through their illusionary nature, their poor quality of enjoyment, we should let go of them rather than cultivate them; otherwise our addiction will grow. Do not give up on life. Always remember there is something new waiting around the corner.

All desires with form are a surrogate for the ultimate formless happiness that only the self can bring—so desire wisely. The highest enjoyment, the greatest desire is that of love, the union between our consciousness and that of others, which truly are one. In love, our purpose in being here is fulfilled. Recognizing the self of others, we can meet our own self. In pleasing others, we can most truly please ourselves. Is there anything more rewarding than receiving a genuine heartfelt smile? Through surrender to love, our ego becomes subdued. Through unconditional love, we learn to see through any imperfections of body, mind, intellect, or ego and direct our attention toward the perfect self that merits such love and can be found in any being or atom. Love fills the gap that mind has created between body and self, and between the universe and cosmic consciousness.

To love means to worship the divinity of creation, whether this love is directed at someone special or at the broader universe. Everything in this universal illusion is nothing but the self and equally capable and worthy of love. Our expression of this love can be truly nondiscriminating or more focused on some particular being or beings. When it is more focused on some person while still remaining conscious of truth, it can be a good rehearsal for universal love. The love that two beings have shared and developed may become so great that it expands to include the whole universe.

Whether our universal love is expressed more or less universally depends largely on our karma and dharma. When our natural role in life brings us in close connection to just certain beings, our love will be more focused as well. When our dharma brings us into connection with many, our love can be more widely distributed. There is no difference between these expressions of love, as long as attachment is not present. Love is enjoyable, and so our ego may tend to stay attached to its object. Then the love of the universal self turns into love for our own illusionary personality, supported by the love of another illusionary personality. This just takes us away from the self. True love does not produce suffering; only the desire to express it does. When it can be expressed spontaneously, naturally, without desire or attachment, love is pure bliss.

In these present times, many people would find a book that claims to talk about truth and love incomplete if it altogether skipped the subject of sex. That just might demonstrate the focus of modern society on this subject. Or maybe there is something so essential about it that discussing it is really a must? Whatever the case, there is a huge difference between making love and having sex. When the physical joining and pleasure go together with a mental, emotional, spiritual joining, then making love is one of the grandest ways to share love. Then sex can truly make love, make it grow, enhance the realization of love. But when people just have sex without making love, then it is never truly satisfying and leads to addiction, obsession, and ultimately, perversity.

How important and beneficial love-making is for a couple depends on their dharma, and also especially on their age, as it consumes rather huge amounts of vital energy. For younger couples, body chemistry can easily support it, so as outer attraction meets inner connection they can fully enjoy making love and thus see their love grow through it. As we get older, too much sex will drain the vital energies required for both life and spiritual growth. At that stage, the love that we can share with someone special may become more self-evident, more purely spiritual, and may require less physical support. In any case, some people are born saints who love without need of such support.

There is tremendous beauty in the uniqueness of each of our forms and roles, as there is in our common consciousness that lies beyond. To love that beauty of unity and diversity while also enhancing it, making it grow and stand out more clearly, in our relationships as well as in our art and decoration, is a truly spiritual task. When we see all the diverse forms in this universe simply as individuals trying to survive and be happy, it may seem like a pitiful show. But when we realize that within and behind all these forms, the same entity or consciousness stands unaffected, then creation becomes a truly amazing and lovable piece of art.

If you love only half of life, then half of your life you will be in pain. Love it fully, or turn away from it fully by following the path of austerity. Pain and pleasure are nothing but tiny waves on an ocean of peace and bliss. Exit the game of likes and dislikes. When you feel dissatisfied, do not suppress the emotion, but do not pay too much attention to it either. Such displeasing emotions are there to tell you that some problem may need attention; but once they have performed that function, they are usually a burden rather than a help in solving anything. When your emotional involvement in life is transformed toward natural contentment, your enjoyment will be everlasting. To be happy, stop being unhappy. Once your mind is free of negative emotions, the rest will come easily.10

Think about why many people enjoy watching TV. Even when the saddest or most horrible thing happens on the screen, they can stand it and even enjoy it, because they know they are not involved and thus their ego is not much affected by what happens. When you can look at your life without feeling involved, without ego, without attachment, then all will become enjoyable and lovable. The only real you, in fact, is free of all attachment.
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Other Paths
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AS MANY BEINGS AS EXIST, that’s how many yogic paths can be imagined. Besides jnana yoga, bhakti yoga, karma yoga, and tantra yoga take an important place in yoga. Most yogis will create a combination of these to suit their particular spiritual needs; that is, a mix of practices that best deals with their particular body-mind, ego, karma, and dharma, for example. Such combining is often called raja yoga or royal yoga, but in fact, most yoga traditions, whatever their name, use such combination. In any case, the chosen method is only as important as the conviction to follow it.

YOGA TRADITIONS

As enlightened beings and, for that matter, unenlightened beings teach their particular spiritual techniques, a wide variety of yoga traditions emerges. In India, the main original traditions passed on through the teaching lineages are mantra yoga, hatha yoga, kundalini yoga, raja or integral yoga, and kriya yoga. Modern teachers combine specific techniques with various elements of the paths of jnana yoga, bhakti yoga, karma yoga, and tantra yoga. These paths are more philosophical than technical in origin and also exist as traditions in and of themselves, having their own teaching lineages.

In these modern times, as yoga teachers discover the marketing power of unique sales arguments, it seems as if every day brings a new kind of yoga. In essence, there is nothing contradictory in all this variety. Change and innovation are only natural, even in yoga. Change is needed to offer each unique one of us the best, most unique path to getting rid of our illusionary uniqueness. Still, the genuine seeker is well advised to make the effort to understand the traditional paths developed by a long lineage of enlightened beings. Newer paths may sound more hip, innovative, easy, and interesting, but they are often just poor, unfounded reflections of the real thing.

Bhakti Yoga

In bhakti yoga, the yoga of devotion, the ego is dissolved by complete surrender to the divine. Body, mind, intellect, past and future, desires and actions, attachments and detachments, problems and enjoyments—all are submitted to God. Whether we focus on the self or on God is immaterial, as they are the same. The important thing is to not lose consciousness of the absolute unity in apparent diversity. Given that, placing God outside of us is a matter of humility, of directing our focus away from our illusionary personality. As long as that does not cause us to lose belief in our self and in our ultimate freedom and responsibility to find our own path toward enlightenment, there is no problem.

According to many scriptures, bhakti yoga is the most direct path to enlightenment, because devotion involves the powerful emotional energy of love, directing it outward and through the illusion toward God, which is the self. In bhakti yoga, life becomes a ritual in praise of God, and thus it offers the mind of the devotee plenty of spiritually purifying entertainment. The objects of focus in bhakti yoga can be seen as more concrete and diverse compared with the more abstract concentration on the “I am” of the jnani, which is somewhat more intellectual at the start. In practices such as rituals, chanting, meditative painting, and meditation on art, mind ceases to be an obstacle and becomes the beloved of the divine.

For people who have not developed strict mind control, direct concentration on the self may easily cause an inflation of the ego, rather than a reduction of it. With the focus on God, the ego is more spontaneously surrendered. When faced with the miracle of the divine, the intellect is overwhelmed, unable to fully understand it; the mind is completely immersed in the feeling of wonder; and the ego surrenders to the higher power behind it. Obviously, bhakti yoga does not offer an absolute guarantee against ego games, especially if the devotee starts seeing his or her relation to God as exclusive rather than inclusive. Sometimes the ego may create the illusion that its chosen divine form is superior to that of all others, which lies at the basis of religious wars. In Hinduism however, such delusion is hardly found as everyone seems to remain highly aware of the true formless nature of the divine and of the necessity and beauty of freedom in worship. To the advanced bhakta, everyone and everything is God and is loved as such.

In bhakti yoga meditation, the object of concentration usually starts out as the divine with form and evolves to the divine without form. This is rather logical, as it is difficult to concentrate the mind, which works with images, on something without form. None of the deities with form is ultimate reality; in this universe, everything with form is only relatively real. Since no specific object of concentration is absolutely real above all others, we are all free to creatively choose a divine form that captures our attention best. Various Hindu deities represent a variety of divine qualities—wisdom (Ganesha), austerity (Shiva), servitude (Hanuman), love (Krishna), beauty (Lakshmi)—all qualities that can be found in realized beings as well. Likewise, bhakti yoga may also focus on an enlightened human being, the guru or teacher of the devotee (see also chapter 16). The focus on divine qualities through divine examples allows the devotee to let these qualities manifest inside.

The various divine qualities are relatively as real as anything else with form. If not, how could we even think or talk about them? Thus the deities may be seen as divine energies that have some independent existence also, as the somewhat less subtle forms of these divine qualities. The fact that you may have no direct experience of these deities does nothing to prove the contrary. Remembering your highly limited capacity to experience this universe, you must accept that. One of them might be sitting next to you right now.

According to Hindu scriptures, the various deities have energy-bodies that are quite different from our own. They live in other planes of existence (lokas), along with enlightened saints and even some other souls that are not enlightened yet but have earned some time there. The energy bodies of the deities are ruled by different physical laws than ours and as such become truly magical, even when these deities incarnate in a more physical form. These divine incarnations, or avatars, manifest because of the natural law of balance between divine and demonic energies. Both are part of leela, but there should be a balance. Scriptures state that only a small portion of God or cosmic consciousness is involved in creation. Krishna for example is said to contain sixteen parts or qualities of the absolute God, Ram only eight. In the play of leela that is life, the deities are said to play the leading roles, while most human beings play only minor ones.

In any case, for the bhakti yogi, all this is of little importance. The image or statue of the deity becomes the deity as everything becomes the deity, including the worshipper. Then the concentration on the divine without form can happen on an emotional level, until all diversity ends and the true divine being without name or form is all that remains.

Karma Yoga

In karma yoga or the yoga of selfless action, the ego is surrendered to the universe at large. To practice karma yoga means to live a life of selfless service for the welfare of the universe, or some part of it. Keeping your own needs to a minimum, you work to serve the needs of other beings. Thus, karma yoga is simple to explain, but not so easy to perform. A true karma yogi has no possessions to speak of, for instance.

In true karma yoga, there should be no personal benefit. If some return is expected for help given, then it is not karma yoga, it is just business as usual, a game of give and take. If possible, we should perform karma yoga without anybody knowing about it, so that the ego derives less gratification from it. As that is often impractical, the main way to keep our ego out of it is to deny any credit for the action or the result of it, to forego doership. There is only one doer, and that is the self; and nobody has any exclusive claim on the self. Body, mind, ego, and intellect are the undoers, tending to limit the naturally divine manifestation of the self. In karma yoga, all we really do is allow the self to express its natural kindness. And even when doing just that much, it happens only because the self and nothing but the self guides us to it, as divine inspiration.

In karma yoga the focus should be on the action, not on the intended result. As explained in chapter 7, suffering exists only in contrast to enjoyment, darkness only as an absence of light, ignorance only as an opportunity for enlightenment. The help itself is quite irrelevant; only the helping matters. The helping helps the karma yogi on his path toward enlightenment; all else is just an ego game. Pure action in karma yoga is offered not only without ego but also entirely without thought.

The best help that anybody can get is teaching. All suffering happens through ignorance, as in truth no one is suffering. Most karma yogis thus combine actions that assure the basic needs of other beings (such as food and shelter) with actions that help those beings grow out of their ignorance. The “you can eat as long as you are willing to hear me preach” stance may too often be a matter of religious persuasion of a much less selfless kind. But in essence, service combined with teaching is a logical form of karma yoga—though of course, the true karma yogi would never withhold food or any other benefit, nor seek to convert another through bribes or any other tactics, subtle or unsubtle. Quite the opposite: the karma yogi lives only to serve. The selfless service given is also a powerful teaching in itself.

Tantra Yoga

In one sense, the tantric path opposes the Vedic paths of jnana, bhakti, and karma yoga, because the focus in tantra is on the energetic rather than on the purely conscious aspect of the divine. Tantra worships the goddess Shakti, the lunar, female aspect of the ultimate divine, rather than the god Shiva, the solar, male aspect. In reality, all Vedic paths as well as Hinduism as a whole incorporate tantric principles, especially in dharana, through concentration techniques such as puja (ritual), mantra chanting, and visualization of yantras, chakras, and deities. As usual, the apparent opposition between Veda and tantra is another illusion.

Tantra is a holistic approach to the study of the universal from the point of view of the individual—the finding of the real you by reprogramming rather than destroying the illusionary you. The Vedic tradition tends to see the illusion of life as illusion only, undesirable, and the cause of all suffering. Hence the Vedic tradition is more ascetic in nature, going for detachment rather than for enjoyment (bhoga). The tantric tradition chooses to enjoy the divine play, or leela. The tantric sees embodiment as a manifestation of the divine and ecstasy as a path to enlightenment. The objective of the tantric is to let the wisdom, goodness, and peace of the self express itself into the energy, body, and personality, as the divine energy goddess is always ready to receive her beloved, the divine consciousness, self, God. To the Vedics, the you that is witnessing whatever happens is the you that is to be realized, purusha or cosmic consciousness. To the tantrics also that remains the goal, though it is reached by embracing the prakriti or energy and the forms that are created out of prakriti through purusha.

Tantra yoga11 usually employs sadhana, or exercise, as a means to obtain siddhi, or power. This is supposed to be the most efficient method to reach enlightenment in this Kali Yuga age. Through more and more sadhana, the practitioner obtains powers that provide control over the essential energies of life. Thus tantra includes many of the magical aspects of yoga and of the ritual sacrifices made in order to change the energy patterns of karma. A main focus of attention is the chakras, the seven energy centers of transformation located along the spine. In kundalini yoga,12 which can be seen as a major branch of tantra yoga, the most essential energy, called kundalini, is forced upwards, piercing the chakras. Presence and spontaneity are other important elements of tantric psycho-technology. The transformation of sexual energy into pure spiritual energy or kundalini, of which the sexual energy is an expression, is the focus of another well-known tantric branch.

Not all tantrics are yogis. Some just practice tantra for the powers it may bring, intending to use these powers for worldly benefits rather than for attaining enlightenment. That may also be the case for other yogic practices, for example, some people practice yoga mainly because they hope it will lengthen their life.
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Be
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THERE IS A YOU, witnessing a world outside of you. Every second holds the potential of an eon and every atom that of a universe. Things are not just as they seem to be. Whatever happens to you in this world is not truly happening to you. You are like an actor with the freedom to invent your own script. Do not make it a burden. There is never any true danger to you. All that happens just affects your act, your part in the play. So if you feel free and flexible about your role in life, then truly you are free.

You have no need whatsoever for irritation, sadness, or worries. You can have them if you like, but they are not really your heart’s desire. They are an invention of your illusory personality, as the only alternative it sees to not getting what it wants. The true alternative is to want what you have.

If you can be very serious about not taking life too seriously, then happiness is yours, whatever you gain or lose. Happiness is your natural state and your right, too, but you are the only one who can take it or leave it. You are free—your mind just finds it hard to accept. Stop thinking about it. Stop desiring to be happy and you will be happy.

Meet your life with the same smile with which you would meet a playful child goddess, ever changing, ever surprising, just a little naughty, and so innocent, really. Worship and love life in all its forms, for you are in everything and all of it is a reflection of you. The delusion of variety is lovingly dancing around you to keep you amused. The bigger the challenge, the more you should take it as a compliment. The greater the drama, the bigger your smile should get.

Whenever you can, just turn off the TV show and be still inside. It is easy to learn how, once you set your mind to it. Let the peace that is in your heart recharge you. Forget the words; remember the truth. Tiptoe inside, don’t make a sound, don’t scare away that which cannot be found. The void is full. Feel it. Let the silent knowledge to be stop time, until even stars are no longer consumed. Dive deep.

Everything is perfect in every way. The only thing wrong was your attitude about it, and even that was only nature. As you follow your path, flashes of pure being will occur. Subtly hold on to them so they can become more and more permanent. You have all the time there is. Let go. Even though you feel that you are not an enlightened being yet, you can always be in that state, provided you claim nothing and enjoy the ride.

Be what you really are. Be that. Be you. Be . . .
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GAYATRI MANTRA

AUM BHUR BHUVAH SUVAHA

TAT SAVITUR VARENYAM

BHARGO DEVASYA DHI MAHI

DHIYO YO NAH PRACHODAYAT

Almighty One who pervades all planes,

who is the most bright and exalted

devoid of sin and divine,

inspire our intellect to follow the

righteous path of meditation.
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Sanskrit Glossary
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ahamkara: I-consciousness, ego

ahimsa: nonviolence

akasha: the element of space, void, ether

ananda: bliss

anandamaya kosha: sheath of self or bliss

anna: food

annamaya kosha: sheath of matter

apana: one of the five main pranas

asana: posture

ashtanga yoga: the classical eight-fold path of yoga

ayurveda: ancient Indian science of life for physical and mental well-being

bandha: yogic lock

bhakti: devotion, divine love

buddhi: intellect

chakras: seven energy centers, each associated with a particular state of consciousness

chit: truth

chitta: being, the feeling self

devi: (mother) goddess

dharana: concentration

dharma: code of conduct

dhyana: meditation

gunas: qualities of energy

guru: spiritual guide

japa: repetition (of mantra)

jiva: the individual soul

jnana: knowledge (gyana)

Kali Yuga: age of iron, darkness, and conflict

karma: law of cause and effect

kosha: sheath

kumbhaka: breath suspension

kundalini: the spiritual energy that lies dormant at the base of the spine until awakened

leela: sport, play, game

loka: plane

manas: mind

manomaya kosha: sheath of mind

mantra: sacred formula/praise/request addressed to a specific deity

mantra japa: mantra repetition

maya: illusion

moksha: liberation

nadi: channels of subtle energy in the body

niyama: rules of conduct in yoga

prakriti: primordial nature

prana: vital life force

pranamaya kosha: sheath of vital air

pranayama: conscious breath control

pratibha: creative intuition

pratyahara: sense withdrawal

puja (pooja): worship, ritual

purusha: primordial soul, creative consciousness

raga: melody

rajas: passion, activity, mobility

rasa: essence of emotion, taste, mood

rishi: seer or saint

sadhana: practice, exercise

samadhi: realized nonduality, complete balance

Sanskrit: ancient language of India

sat: truth (satya)

satsang: the company of saints

sattva: equanimity, lightness, purity

shakti: energized consciousness, goddess

siddhi: power, accomplishment, attainment

sushumna: the main nadi that passes through the spinal column

swar yoga: a yoga based on the science of breath

tamas: sloth, inertia, darkness

tantra: mystic knowledge and science that expands consciousness and channels divine energy within the human microcosm

tapasya: austerity, penance

vayu: air

Vedic: of the Vedas, sacred teachings

vrittis: mental modifications/afflictions

vijnanamaya kosha: sheath of ego and intellect

yantra: shape, form, pattern; a geometrical diagram used like an icon in meditation

yama: control; the lord of death yoga: to unite, join

yogi: practitioner of yoga


Footnotes



1. Warning: there are some countries in which people who claim to be God usually end up in mental hospitals.



2. There is an actual board game that one can play to better understand the game of life. See: Harish Johari, The Yoga of Snakes and Arrows: The Leela of Self-Knowledge (Rochester, Vt.: Destiny Books, 2007).



3. Find more on rasa in: Peter Marchand, The Yoga of the Nine Emotions (Rochester, Vt.: Destiny Books, 2006).



4. Find more on emotional control in: Marchand, The Yoga of the Nine Emotions.



5. Swami Venkatesananda, The Supreme Yoga—Yoga Vāsiṣṭha. (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2005).



6. Maharaj Nisargadatta, I Am That (Bombay: Chetana Ltd., 1973).



7. More information on ashtanga yoga can also be found in: Harish Johari, Chakras (Rochester, Vt.: Destiny Books, 2000).



8. Harish Johari, Chakras, 48.



9. For more information on ayurveda see: Harish Johari, Dhanwantari (Rochester, Vt.: Healing Arts Press, 1992) and Harish Johari, Ayurvedic Healing Cuisine: 200 Vegetarian Recipes for Health, Balance, and Longevity (Rochester, Vt.: Healing Arts Press, 2000).



10. For more on emotional control see: Marchand, The Yoga of the Nine Emotions.



11. See also: Harish Johari, Tools for Tantra (Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1986).



12. See also: Harish Johari, Chakras.
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