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INTIRODUCTION


IT WAS JULY, 1973, and on a hill overlooking a small lake,
a tent had been set up to provide shelter from rain and
bright sun. More than a hundred people were gathered to
listen to a series of talks by Swami Rama in the relaxed sur-
roundings of central Minnesota farmland. He sat on a low
platform, facing the length of the tent. The grassy floor of
the shelter was filled with blankets, carpets, and cushions for
those sitting in front of him. Because the day was warm, the
canvas at the sides had been raised, and a light breeze drifted
through. The timeless setting seemed an ideal complement
to this accomplished teacher's words about yoga.
Through the intervening years the ideas Swami Rama ex-
pressed then have become familiar, but on that day they
were new and challenging. "You are a citizen of two
worlds," he began, "the world within and the world with-
out. To be a successful person you will need to understand
how to build a bridge between these two worlds. Extreme
views are not helpful to the world, nor are they helpful in
your own life. It is best to gain control of your thoughts,
sensations, emotions, and urges." With these words he ini-
tiated the idea of working with one's self.
"Control does not mean stopping these things entirely, or
over-indulging," he continued. "Control means balance. To
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achieve it, calm down the parts of the mind that are running so 
fast. You will need to rest the entirety of your mind, and for that 
you should learn a new way of knowing yourself. That method 
of inner knowing is called meditation." And with this simple in-
troduction he began to describe the meditative process.
This was not the first time I had heard Swami Rama lecture 
on meditation. We had met eight months earlier at a seminar 
exploring the relationship between meditation and 
biofeedback. During the course of the seminar he spoke with 
me individually in a small room off the side of the main hall. 
When I sat down with him, a low coffee table separated us in 
the narrow space, and on the table was an EEG record—my 
own brain waves—prepared that day by seminar staff on a 
portable machine. He glanced at it as we talked.

"Do you meditate?" he asked.
"Not really," I replied, although I had tried on a number of 
occasions. Somehow I felt that my rather unorganized at-
tempts did not constitute the answer "Yes."
"You should learn to meditate!" he responded. Soon he had 
gotten me started, and I left the weekend dedicated both to 
the goals of meditation and to an elementary technique for 
learning to do it. I joined a small class of his students to 
continue my. training.
In those early years information about meditation came from 
a variety of sources—mainly books, articles, and class 
handouts prepared under Swami Rama's guidance. In addi-
tion, a few experienced teachers served as guides. As a result, 
a good deal of note-taking and sharing took place, and stu-
dents frequently revised their method of meditation as new 
techniques were introduced. In addition, general concepts 
about meditation underwent a continual shaping process. "
What is meditation, after all?" we seemed to be asking.

Swami Rama frequently referred to meditation as a chan-
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neling of consciousness. By this, of course, he did not mean 
psychic channeling. "Like the banks of a river," he said, "
meditation channels awareness to be aware of itself. As with 
other actions you perform, meditation is a systematic 
process. When you understand the process, it becomes more 
reliable and leads to deeper experiences."
The method he taught follows the plan described by the great 
Indian teacher Patanjali. This approach to meditation is 
organized so that it focuses first on the body, next the breath, 
then the senses, and finally the mind. "Do not try to skip steps," 
he would advise. "No jumping! Follow the plan in a systematic 
way and it will bear fruit in its own time. If you are performing 
the method correctly, then it cannot fail to help you."
Discussions about practice techniques often shifted to the 
focus of concentration. During lectures in Nepal in 1984, 
Swami Rama came back to this subject many times. He 
reminded students that mental identification with the 
thoughts, forms, and names of experiences in the outer 
world is a habit that is difficult to break. The mind returns 
to these mental constructs from the moment it awakens in 
the morning. It becomes bound by them.
"The task of a teacher is to help bring the mind out of old 
grooves by giving it a new focus," he explained, and then he 
pondered aloud about what that new focus in meditation 
should be. "A picture of a teacher? The name of a loved one, 
or an abstract concept? In each case the mind will forget the 
purpose and turn outward again. But mantras," he said, "are 
sounds with no corresponding outer object. These vibrations 
create a form, but the form is not external to you. Realizing 
the meaning of a mantra is a matter of becoming. Through 
listening to the mantra, the many small and disturbing waves 
of the mind will become quiet and will be drawn into the 
harmony of your concentration. Then you will be able to
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accomplish immense, wonderful things with your
Swami Rama was acutely aware of the tendency to let our 
thoughts drift in meditation. Sometimes he approached this 
problem with humor, describing the puppy-like expressions 
of those fantasizing about pleasures and the furrowed brows 
of those lost in worry. But he rarely missed the opportunity 
of reminding students to remain alert. "Do not meditate for 
the purpose of dwelling on the unconscious mind. Do it to 
form a channel for the presence of the Atman—the 
indwelling Self of all," he said. "Do not brood."
In India, two decades after his Minnesota lectures, Swami 
Rama continued to provide the same systematic training as in 
the early years. "Practice regularly every day," he reminded 
students sitting with him near his ashram along the banks of 
the Ganges. "Make your ego travel toward the center of 
consciousness. Know that you are peace, happiness, and bliss. 
Freedom is your essential nature. Experience this again and 
again so that it becomes assimilated." Then, turning 
thoughtful, he added, "In this journey there is no loss of 
existence. There is only coming and going from this visible 
world. Birth is a sort of arrival, and death is a departure. You 
are here for a time. Meditate and you will grasp the reality of 
this."
Meditation and Its Practice is an introduction to a way of 
understanding life's journey and the mysteries of existence. 
The message is timeless. The techniques are systematic. Its 
subject, of course, is your own self-transformation. I hope that 
in the course of reading this your interest in meditation will 
blossom, because with this practice, despite the occasional 
blows delivered by daily affairs, life does become tranquil.

Rolf Sovik, Psy.D1



=ACETHIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN to provide a clear, system-
atic manual of the basic techniques of meditation. It is
meant to give you a progressive, step-by-step approach that
is practical rather than philosophical or theoretical. It also
introduces the most important practices used in preparing
yourself for meditation. These preliminary practices will
greatly enhance the quality of your meditation.
For thousands of years, the science of meditation has been
studied and practiced by aspirants who sought to make
their lives more serene, creative, and fulfilling. Meditation
will give you the capacity to improve your health, your rela-
tionships, and the skillfulness with which you perform your
activities. This is because meditation can do something no
other technique can accomplish—it introduces you to your-
self on all levels and finally leads you to the center of con-
sciousness within, from which consciousness flows through
all the tributaries of life. This center or higher self is called
Atman.
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The seeker's aspirations are fulfilled when they become fully 
aware of Atman, the inner dweller, and no longer identify 
with the objects of the mind and the world. When this 
occurs, the aspirant becomes established in the realm of 
Atman, a blissful inner state called samadhi. After attaining 
this state, all questions are answered and all problems are re-
solved.
While the basic practices are simple to learn, you will find 
that the more consistently you practice, the more fully you 
will experience the benefits. At first you may notice simple 
changes, such as increased calmness and resistance to 
stress, but as you progress you will notice deeper and more 
significant developments within yourself. This inward 
journey is very pleasant, provided you are persistent and 
practice regularly.
In fact, the practical science of meditation is so profound and 
interesting that you may find yourself intrigued and challenged 
by other aspects of yoga, including asanas (physical yoga 
postures), pranayama (the science of breath), issues related to 
improving your health, and the underlying philosophy and 
psychology of meditation.
May you enjoy and benefit from the process you have begun.



C HAPTER O N E

WHAT  IS MEDITATION

THE WORD MEDITATION is used in a variety of ways, so
there is a good deal of confusion about what precisely
meditation is and how to practice it. Some people mistakenly
use the word meditate to mean thinking or contemplating;
others use it to refer to daydreaming or fantasizing. However,
meditation is not any of these, but a different and distinct
process, which is important to fully understand.
Meditation is a specific technique for resting the mind and
attaining a state of consciousness that is totally different
from the normal waking state. In meditation, you are fully
awake and alert, but your mind is not focused on the exter-
nal world or the events taking place around you. Neither is
your mind asleep, dreaming, or fantasizing. Instead, it is
clear, relaxed, and inwardly focused.
The root of the word meditation is similar to that for medical or
medicate. The root of all these words implies the sense of "
attending to" or "paying attention to" something. In
meditation, you pay attention to dimensions of yourself
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which are seldom known—your own deepest, innermost 
levels. These deeper levels are more profound than the 
processes of thinking, analyzing, daydreaming, or experienc-
ing emotions or memories. Meditation involves a type of 
inner attention that is quiet, concentrated, and at the same 
time relaxed. There is nothing difficult or strenuous about 
creating this inner attention; in fact, you will find that med-
itation is a process that is restful for the mind. In the be-
ginning, the greatest difficulty is that the mind has never 
been trained to create this inner attention.
In every society all over the world, people are educated in the 
skills needed to survive and function in their culture—how to 
talk, think, work, and investigate the objects and experiences 
of the external world. We learn sciences such as biology, 
ecology, and chemistry in order to understand the world we 
live in, but no one—in any school, college, or uni-versity—
teaches us to understand or attend to our own inner 
dimensions. We merely learn to assimilate the goals, fashions, 
and values of our society without really knowing ourselves 
first, within and without. This leaves us ignorant of ourselves 
and dependent on the advice and suggestions of others.
Meditation is a different, subtle, and precise approach. It is 
the simple technique of learning how to pay attention to and 
understand the various levels of yourself—the body, the 
breath, and the mind. As time progresses, you may find that 
you enjoy the positive results of meditation—increased joy-
fulness, clarity, and awareness—as much as you enjoy the re-
lief you will experience from releasing the physical, nervous, 
and mental symptoms of stress.
This meditation manual offers systematic guidance in the 
practice of meditation and will answer the most common 
questions about getting started. With these techniques you
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can continue on your own for some time. Ultimately, there 
are stages in meditation where external guidance from an ex-
perienced meditator is necessary and beneficial. However, 
this book will help you with the most important basic prac-
tices. You will find that you do not need to do anything 
physically different or demanding, that your meditation does 
not require you to adopt any strange or foreign habits, and 
that you do not have to be able to meditate for long or ex-
tended periods of time in order to progress and observe the 
benefits. You will find that you enjoy the practice of medi-
tation. Your body will be more relaxed, your mind will be-
come more creative and focused, and you may even notice 
significant improvements in your health and relationships.
Meditation is therapeutic from the beginning. It helps relax 
muscular tension and the autonomic nervous system, and 
provides freedom from mental stress. A person of meditation 
attains a tranquil mind, and this helps the immune system by 
limiting its reaction to stress and strain. You will find that 
even a few days' sincere effort will help you control your 
appetites—and even reactions such as anger, to a certain 
degree. Meditation will also decrease your need for sleep and 
will energize your body and mind. This is a result we have 
observed with students from all walks of life.
Those who are writers, poets, and thinkers often express 
interest in becoming more creative and developing their in-
tuition, the finest and most evolved of all aspects of knowl-
edge. Meditation is a systematic way of enhancing our innate 
talents in daily life.
Meditation also has an important influence on health. In the 
modern world, most diseases can be classified to some degree 
as psychosomatic, having their origin in or being influenced 
by thoughts and emotions. Recently, scientists
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have begun to recognize that these kinds of diseases cannot 
really be cured merely by the conventional methods of or-
thodox medicine or psychotherapy, because if disease origi-
nates in your mind and your emotional reactions, how can 
an external therapy alone restore your health? If you rely 
only on external remedies and do not seek to understand 
your own mind and emotions, you may merely become de-
pendent on a therapist or physician for help. In contrast, the 
method of meditation makes people self-reliant and helps 
them attain the inner strength necessary to deal more effec-
tively with all of life's problems.

Meditation as a Process
In the process of meditation, we ask the mind to let go of 
its tendencies to think, analyze, remember, solve problems, 
and focus on the events of the past or on our expectations 
about the future. We help the mind to slow down its rapid 
series of thoughts and feelings, and to replace that mental 
activity with inner awareness and attention. Thus, 
meditation is not thinking about problems or analyzing sit-
uations. It is not fantasizing or daydreaming or letting the 
mind wander aimlessly. Meditation is not having an internal 
conversation or argument with ourselves or intensifying the 
thinking process. Meditation is simply a quiet, effortless, 
one-pointed focus of attention and awareness.
In meditation, we try to let go of the many mental dis-
tractions, preoccupations, and fleeting thoughts and associ-
ations of our normal waking experience. We do this, not by 
trying to make the mind empty, which is impossible anyway, 
but by allowing the mind to focus on one subtle element or
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object, which leads the attention further inward. By giving 
ourselves one internal focus of attention, we help the mind 
stop other stressful mental processes, such as worrying, 
planning, thinking, and reasoning.
The student of meditation may be given an internal device 
to help concentrate the mind. Most often, a sound is used in 
this manner, although sometimes a visual image for 
concentration is suggested. The sound or image may be ei-
ther external or subtle, according to the frame of mind of 
the aspirant. Sounds which are used to concentrate the mind 
in meditation are called mantras. Mantras have powerful ef-
fects on the mental level.
A mantra may be a word, a phrase, a set of sounds, or 
simply a syllable. Concentrating on a mantra helps students 
let go of other useless, distracting mental processes, and al-
lows them to go deeper inside themselves. Many different 
kinds of mantras are used throughout the world, including 
ones such as Om, Amen, and Shalom, and all have the goal of 
helping to focus the mind. In this book we will introduce a 
basic mantra for your practice. Using that mantra regularly 
will be most beneficial.
In all great spiritual traditions of the world, ancient and 
modern, there is some system of pronouncing such a syllable, 
sound, or set of words which acts like a mantra. This is a great 
and profound science, and those who are competent in this 
inner science can lead students on the path. The preliminaries 
practiced by aspirants are simple and easy and can be done 
without the guidance of a teacher, but when an aspirant 
begins to deal with the mind, an appropriate mantra will be 
necessary. Using a mantra given by a teacher adept in the 
meditative tradition can produce powerful and effective 
results.
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Meditative texts and scriptures speak extensively on this 
subject. Patanjali, the codifier of yoga science, says that the 
mantra is a representative of the innermost source of con-
sciousness. Therefore, it becomes a bridge between the mortal 
and immortal parts of life. When the body, breath, and 
conscious mind separate from the unconscious mind and 
individual soul at the time of death, the mantra that the 
meditator had been consciously remembering continues to 
create impressions in the unconscious. These impressions are 
powerful motivators which help the aspirant during this pe-
riod of transition. With the help of the mantra, it becomes 
easier for a person to make the unknown voyage.
Mantra is the support and focal point given to the mind. 
Teachers choose a mantra according to the aspirant's state of 
mind and the extent of the aspirant's burning desire to un-
cover the innermost truth.
Just as there are many different paths one can take to climb 
a mountain, there are also a variety of seemingly different 
meditation techniques. Yet all have the same goal—
achieving a state of inner concentration, calmness, and 
serenity. Any practice that helps you achieve this is 
beneficial. Many valid techniques exist, so there is really no 
difference between one type of .authentic meditation and 
another, as long as they have the goal of helping you attain 
inner stillness and focus.
Sometimes people become caught up in comparing med-
itation methods or arguing about which tradition or teacher is 
"best." Good meditation teachers recognize and respect the 
universality of meditation and do not foster self-serving or 
cultish distinctions about their techniques. Meditation is a 
beneficial and fruitful way of exploring the inner dimensions 
and fathoming all levels of life systematically. It is
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positive and valuable, as long as teachers do not become 
egotistical and try to claim a style of meditation as their own 
or insist that their technique is superior.
In the beginning, the aspirant does not have the clarity of 
mind necessary to discover or understand the correct method 
of meditation, and may be influenced by teachers who 
promote their own type of meditation. Sadly, some of these 
teachers are dishonest and do not even really practice 
meditation themselves. Many students waste valuable time 
seeking an authentic meditative discipline, jumping from one 
teacher to another. After spending much time, energy, and 
money on this quest they may become disappointed and 
frustrated and finally stop making a sincere effort. In the 
Himalayan tradition, we sometimes say that if there is any 
such thing as sin in this world, a prime example would be a 
teacher's confusing or misleading sincere students.
If we observe life clearly, we realize that from our childhood 
onward, we have only been educated to examine and verify 
things in the external world and that no one has actually 
taught us how to look within, find within, and verify within. 
Therefore, we remain strangers to ourselves, while trying to 
get to know others. This lack of self-understanding is why our 
relationships don't seem to work successfully, and why 
confusion and disappointment prevail in our life.
Very little of the mind is cultivated by our formal educational 
system. The part of the mind which dreams and sleeps, the 
vast realm of the unconscious which is the reservoir of all our 
experiences, remains unknown and undisciplined; it is not 
subject to any control. It is true that the whole of the body is 
in the mind, but the whole of the mind is not in the body. 
There is no other method to truly develop control over the 
totality of the mind except the practice of meditation.
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We are taught how to move and behave in the outer world, 
but we are never taught how to be still -and examine what is 
within ourselves. At the same time, learning to be calm and 
still should not be made a ceremony or religious ritual; it is a 
universal requirement of the human body. When we learn to 
sit still, we attain a kind of joy that is inexplicable. The 
highest of all joys that can ever be experienced by a human 
being can be attained through meditation. All the other joys 
in the world are momentary, but the joy of meditation is im-
mense and everlasting. This is not an exaggeration; it is sim-
ply stating a truth supported by the long line of great sages, 
both those who renounced the world and attained truth, and 
those who continued living in the world yet remained 
unaffected by it.
The mind has a tendency to dwell in the grooves of its old 
habit patterns, and to imagine experiences which may occur 
in the future. The mind does not really know how to be in the 
present, here and now. Only meditation teaches us to fully 
experience the now, which is our link with the eternal. When, 
with the help of meditative techniques, the mind is made one-
pointed and inward, it attains the power of penetrating into 
the deeper levels of our being. Then the mind does not create 
any. distractions or deviations, and fully achieves the power 
of concentration, which is a prerequisite for meditation. How 
fortunate are those who become aware of this fact and begin 
to meditate. Even more fortunate are those who continue to 
meditate, and the most fortunate are those few who have 
determined that meditation is the top priority in their life, and 
practice it regularly.
To begin this path, understand clearly what meditation is, select 
a practice that is comfortable for you, and do it consistently for 
some time, every day if possible, and at the same
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time every day. In the modern world, however, students tend 
to become impatient easily and do a practice for only a brief 
period of time before they give up, concluding that there is no 
value or authenticity to the technique. This is like a child who 
plants a tulip bulb and is frustrated because he sees no flowers 
in a week. You will definitely experience progress if you 
meditate regularly—it is not possible for you to fail to 
progress if you do the practice.
At first you may see progress in terms of immediate physical 
relaxation and emotional calmness. Later you may notice 
other, more subtle signs. Some of the most important ben-
efits of meditation make themselves known gradually over 
time, and are not as dramatic or easily observed. Persist in 
your meditation and you will experience progress. Later we 
will discuss how to assess your progress and when to move 
on to the next step.
Before we conclude this discussion, we will try to clarify the 
distinctions between some other mental processes which are 
often confused with meditation.

What Meditation Is Not
Meditation is not contemplation or thinking. Contem-
plation, especially the contemplation of inspiring concepts 
or ideals such as truth, peace, and love can be helpful, but it 
is different than the process of meditation. In con-
templation, you engage your mind in inquiry into a concept, 
and ask the mind to consider the meaning and value of a 
certain idea. In the system of meditation, contemplation is 
considered a separate practice, although one that also may 
be useful at times. When you engage in meditation, you do 
not ask the mind to think about any concept,
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but rather to go beyond this level of mental activity.
Meditation is not hypnosis or autosuggestion. In hypnosis, a 
suggestion is made to the mind, either by another person or 
yourself Such a suggestion may take the form "You are get-
ting sleepy (or relaxed)." Thus, in hypnosis there is an attempt 
to program, manipulate, or control the content of the mind, to 
make the mind believe something helpful or make it think in 
an ordered, particular way. Sometimes such suggestions can 
have useful effects, as the power of suggestion is powerful. 
Unfortunately, negative suggestions also commonly have de-
structive effects on various levels of our being.
In meditation, you do not make any attempt to give the mind 
a direct suggestion or to control the mind. You simply 
observe the mind and let it become quiet and calm, allowing 
your mantra to lead you deeper within, exploring and 
experiencing the deeper levels of your being. In the medita-
tive traditions, a practice such as hypnosis is thought to have 
some potential liabilities. For example, it may create conflict 
in the mind because of subtle resistance to the external in-
fluence used in the suggestion. Practices such as hypnosis or 
autosuggestion may have some therapeutic effects, but it is 
important not to confuse them with meditation. The sages 
say that meditation is actually the opposite of hypnosis; it is a 
state of clarity and freedom from suggestion or outside 
influence.
Meditation is not religion. Meditation is not some strange or 
foreign practice that requires you to alter your beliefs, reject 
your culture, or change your religion. Meditation is not a 
religion at all, but rather a practical, scientific, and sys-
tematic technique for knowing yourself on all levels. 
Meditation does not belong to any culture or religion of the 
world, but is a pure and simple method of exploring the
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inner dimensions of life and finally establishing oneself in one'
s own essential nature. Some schools call this innate nature 
samadhi, others nirvana; some call it perfection or en-
lightenment. It can also be called Christ-consciousness. Such 
words and labels do not matter at all. The system of medita-
tion promotes inner spirituality, not any particular religion.
Some people promote practices they call meditation, but 
which are really a mingling of meditation with religion or 
other cultural values. This makes students anxious that med-
itation might interfere with their religious faith, or that they 
will have to give up their own culture and take up another 
culture's customs. This is definitely not the case. Religion 
teaches people what to believe, but meditation teaches you 
how to experience directly for yourself. There is no conflict 
between these two systems. Worship is a part of religion, as is 
prayer, which is a dialogue with the Divine. Certainly you can 
be both a religious person who prays and a meditator who 
uses the techniques of meditation, but it is not necessary 
either to belong to or to reject an orthodox religion in order 
to meditate. Meditation should be practiced as a pure 
technique, in a systematic, orderly way.

In order to meditate, you will need to learn:
• How to relax the body.
• How to sit in a comfortable, steady position for medi-
tation.
• How to make your breathing process serene.
• How to calmly witness the objects traveling in the train 
of your mind.
• How to inspect the quality of your thoughts and learn 
to promote those which are positive and helpful to your 
growth.
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• How to remain centered and undisturbed in any 
situation, whether you judge it to be bad or good.

This book will systematically cover all these points, so that 
your meditation becomes enjoyable, deep, and effective. If 
you practice meditation with a clear understanding of what 
it is, and with the appropriate techniques and attitude, you 
will find it refreshing and energizing. Now that you un-
derstand this basic background material, you are ready to go 
on to the next step—preparing to meditate.



CHAPTER TWO

PREPARATION FOR
MEDITATION

THE MOST IMPORTANT and most often overlooked step
in meditation is that of preparation. Without the appropriate
preparation, physical, mental, or emotional distractions will
create obstacles that prevent your meditation from becoming
deep or profound. And while the physical body does not
itself produce the meditative state or help you meditate,
physical problems or discomforts can certainly create
barriers or distractions in your meditation.
The most common physical problems are: illness; physical
discomfort caused by tension or an inability to relax so that
you can sit comfortably; fatigue or drowsiness; being physi-
cally agitated, jittery, or restless from the day's stressful
events; and problems with food—either being hungry or
having eaten excessively. Most of these common physical
barriers to meditation can be eliminated by becoming in-
creasingly aware of how you manage your lifestyle. Of course
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it's true that prevention is better than cure. While you can 
certainly continue to meditate if you have a cold or other 
minor physical problems, you will probably find that the dis-
comfort, pain, or inability to concentrate that accompany any 
severe illness is a real obstacle to meditation. Fortunately, 
meditation tends to make you more sensitive to many physi-
cal processes, helping you prevent illness by becoming more 
attuned to what your body needs in order to stay well.
Recommendations for how to remove these problems will be 
given in this book. Special practices will be provided for the 
removal of physical tension and stress. In addition, the issues 
of food and adequate sleep, and how they affect meditation 
practice, will be addressed later in this chapter.

Some Basic Guidelines
An advanced meditator can sit in meditation almost any-
where. For most of us, however, paying attention to some 
basic guidelines will greatly increase the ease of meditation. 
There are no special or unusual prerequisites for medita-
tion—you can meditate at home, in the country, in the city, at 
the shore, or in the mountains. It does help, however, if the 
place you have chosen for meditation is relatively quiet, 
peaceful, uncluttered, and restful.
Ideally, a small corner of your room or home can be set aside 
as your meditation space. This should have good air 
circulation and not be stuffy, musty, or uncomfortable. A 
clean, quiet place is all you need. It is best if this space is apart 
from the main "busy-ness" of your life, away from the 
kitchen, television, or telephone, and not where others will 
interrupt you. Similarly, it may be wise to avoid a place like an 
office, which may have associations that distract you
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mentally. Choose a quiet, pleasant corner or area of a room. It 
is not recommended that you meditate on your bed because 
your mental associations with sleep may make it hard to stay 
alert and awake there. Whether you sit on a chair or on the 
floor as described in the next chapter, it helps to select a 
special place and reserve it for meditation.
Meditation can be done any time, night or day, but tra-
ditionally the best times—when the environment is most 
conducive to meditation—are said to be early morning and late 
evening, when the world around you begins to quiet down and 
you are not likely to be interrupted by others. You may be 
naturally freshest and more alert either in the morning or the 
evening, so that may be your own best time to meditate. 
However, your schedule and your personal responsibilities will 
also have a great impact on when you can meditate.
If you are a parent with small children, it will probably be 
easiest to meditate when the children are in bed. At first, try 
to select one or two brief periods (5 to 15 minutes) when you 
can meditate without inconveniencing others, being 
disturbed, ignoring your duties, or feeling rushed or preoc-
cupied by other tasks. The easiest way to adjust your routine 
may be to rise a little earlier in the morning or to meditate just 
prior to bed at night.
You will find that your meditation progresses most rapidly if 
you create a regular time you can reserve for meditation every 
day. Establishing this habit and making it a reliable, 
predictable part of your schedule is extremely beneficial in 
deepening practice. Even if your schedule shifts from day to 
day, try to find a suitable time and be as consistent and reg-
ular at that time as possible. This helps to eliminate the 
mental resistance caused by laziness and the tendency to 
procrastinate.
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First  s tep:  c l eansing
First, prepare the body physically. Meditation is easiest 
when the body feels fresh, comfortable, relaxed, and clean. 
Taking a shower or even simply washing your face, hands, 
and feet will help to give you a fresher feeling. In the morn-
ing, your body will feel most comfortable meditating if you 
empty your bladder and bowels before you prepare for 
meditation.

Second s t ep :  s t r e t ch ing
Some people find that their body feels stiff and achy after 
sleeping all night. In such cases a warm bath and gentle 
stretching exercises will help to prepare the body to sit in 
meditation.
The hatha yoga asanas (postures) were specifically devel-
oped to maintain physical health and to help the body be-
come strong and supple enough to sit comfortably in 
meditation. Some basic postures that are beneficial in 
preparing for meditation are taught in Yoga: Mastering the 
Basics. Ideally, however, asanas should be learned personally 
from a qualified instructor.
Stretching and limbering the back and legs can significantly 
increase your comfort in meditation. Even a few minutes of 
stretching or yoga asanas can create a vast improvement in 
the quality of your meditative experience. Unlike strenuous 
aerobic exercise, these hatha yoga postures will not tire you 
or overly activate your body. Instead, they gently energize 
you, relax your muscles, help you let go of mental stress, and 
focus your concentration. In the beginning, consider 
spending at least 5 to 10 minutes stretching and preparing 
the body before meditation.
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Third step: relaxing
After you complete your stretching exercises you will find it 
beneficial to do a brief relaxation practice. Lie comfortably, 
with your back flat on the floor or on a padded surface. Use 
a thin cushion under your head. Cover your body with a 
sheet or thin shawl. Lie with your arms slightly separated 
from the body, palms turned up. Place your legs a 
comfortable distance apart. Make sure that your body weight 
is evenly distributed and that you are not twisting or leaning 
to either side. Your head should also be centered and not 
tilted in either direction, as this will create tension in the 
neck. This relaxation position is called the corpse posture, 
shavasana, because you are lying completely still and very re-
laxed. Let your eyes remain gently closed and take several 
minutes to become aware of your breath, exhaling and in-
haling through your nostrils slowly and smoothly, without 
any interruptions or pauses.
Lying in this posture, you can lead yourself through a brief 
relaxation exercise, systematically paying attention to each 
major muscle group, moving progressively through your 
body. A complete description of this practice is given in the 
appendix. You may also be interested in using a guided 
relaxation tape. Relaxation practices should be brief, and 
should not last longer than about 10 minutes. You will need 
to ask your mind to remain alert, because for many people 
the tendency for the mind to drift off to sleep will become 
evident.

Fourth step: calming the mind and nervous system
The breathing process is a powerful variable, which has an

enormous impact on the tension level of your body, as well
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as on the calmness and clarity of your mind. Before medita-
tion, special yogic breathing practices are done in a meditative 
sitting posture in order to help create a calm mental state 
conducive to an inward focus, concentration, and serenity. 
Some students may initially feel a little resistant to spending 
time on these practices. However, once you have done them, 
you will notice that they aid immeasurably in deepening 
meditation. The breathing process and its role in emotional 
balance and mental clarity are fascinating. Later we will 
describe several specific breathing exercises that have a vital 
and beneficial effect on meditation.

Fifth step: sitting in meditation
After you complete your breathing practice, you are ready to 
meditate. Sit in your meditative posture (a variety of such 
postures will be described in the next chapter) and simply 
allow your mind to become aware of your own mantra, or of 
the universal mantra so hum, a sound that is coordinated 
with the breath in a special way. As you exhale, mentally hear 
the sound hum; as you inhale, mentally hear the sound so.
Let your breath lengthen and become smooth. Sit quietly and 
allow your mind to focus on the mantra. Continue to sit 
comfortably in your meditation posture, letting your mind 
become quiet and centered. You may sit for as long as is 
comfortable or for whatever time you have available on that 
occasion. When you are ready to end your meditation, first 
bring your awareness back to the breath and then to the 
body. Make the transition from the state of internal aware-
ness to external awareness a gradual one by gently covering 
your eyes with cupped hands and then opening your eyes to 
look first at the palms of your hands. What happens with the 
mind in meditation, and how you work with the mind, will be 
discussed in detail in the following chapter.
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Thus, the order of practice is as follows: first, bathing or 
preparing; second, stretching exercises or yoga postures; third, 
relaxation exercise; fourth, breathing practices; and finally, 
meditation itself.
Before we complete this general discussion, there are other 
important issues related to the preparation for meditation 
that deserve special attention.

Other Factors Influencing Meditation
Yoga psychology describes four "primitive fountains," the 
four primary drives that motivate us all. These are the urges 
for food, sex, sleep, and self-preservation. Each of these urges 
needs to be skillfully managed if our meditation is to progress. 
Imbalances in these four urges have physical and emotional 
consequences that may interfere significantly with the ability 
to concentrate and meditate.
From the meditative perspective, a healthy diet is composed 
chiefly of fresh, simple food that is not overcooked, 
overprocessed, or greasy, nor excessively roasted or toasted. 
These tend to cause digestive problems which interfere with 
meditation. Fresh, simple, natural food that is nutritious and 
easy to digest is most beneficial.
The atmosphere in which food is eaten should also be 
pleasant and joyous. In our modern society husbands, wives, 
and children are busy away from home all day; they only have 
the opportunity to come together and discuss the day's events 
at the dining room table. But this time should not be made 
unpleasant or negative; the family should have the under-
standing that no unpleasant discussions should occur at this 
time. Cheerfulness is traditionally said to be the greatest of all 
physicians. Those who are aware of this important secret of 
good health know that while they are eating they should
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be happy. A pleasant, cheerful state of mind has a powerful 
effect on the efficiency of the digestive system and the se-
cretion of the endocrine glands.
Many diseases and physical problems can be prevented once 
we understand the functioning of our body and its language. 
When good food is eaten in pleasant surroundings and in a 
good mood, our body produces saliva and gastric juices 
effectively, aiding in the digestion of food. Eating in a 
depressed mood, or during heated, negative discussions, can 
create digestive disorders.
All food should be thoroughly chewed. It is best to fully 
enjoy your food by eating slowly and taking time to taste it. 
To promote good digestion, there should also be an adequate 
amount of liquid in the food. Fresh fruits and salads should 
also be a part of your diet.
Overeating should be avoided because of the many problems 
it causes. After a meal, rinse and clean the mouth and teeth, 
and then allow the digestive system to rest, without snacking 
between meals. Food should always be taken at least four 
hours before meditation, sex, or sleep. Eating food and then 
immediately retiring to bed is not a healthy habit.
The process of digestion and your body's reaction to foods 
can have powerful influences on your meditation. In fact, 
one cannot really meditate for three to four hours after 
eating a large meal. For this reason, the early morning hours 
are ideal for meditation. Your body should have finished di-
gesting the previous day's meals and should feel light and 
fresh. In the evening, you will find that if you eat a late, 
heavy dinner, you will have to wait until fairly late at night 
to be able to really concentrate or meditate.
Obviously, the kinds of foods you eat will cause a range of 
different results. A light, fresh meal of vegetables, fruits,
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and grains may not take much time to digest, while a heavy 
feast with rich, fatty foods may take hours. Further, you will 
probably find yourself increasingly aware that certain foods 
help you feel clear, relaxed, and centered while you meditate. 
Conversely, foods may also cause a variety of interferences. 
Some foods will make you restless, agitated, and tense, cre-
ating a jittery feeling. Others may make you drowsy or slug-
gish, creating so much heaviness you can barely remain awake 
in meditation. As you continue to experiment with your 
reaction to foods, you will become increasingly aware of how 
particular foods affect your mental state.
It is not necessary that you become a vegetarian in order to 
meditate. In fact, if you don't know how to create a well-
balanced vegetarian diet, an abrupt change in your eating 
patterns could cause you some significant difficulties. So be 
gentle with yourself. A well-balanced vegetarian diet, with 
fresh fruit, dairy products, and well-cooked vegetables, 
grains, and legumes, may be helpful, particularly if it is low 
in fat. If you decide to make changes in your diet, you may 
want to first consult a resource book, such as Transition to 
Vegetarianism, to guide your efforts.
The effects of food and beverages on the depth of medi-
tation are powerful. As you continue your meditation prac-
tice, your attraction to food (as well as many other things) 
may gradually evolve in a healthier direction, and you may 
become increasingly skilled in noticing the subtle effects of 
what you eat or drink. Many people who initially drink large 
amounts of coffee, tea, or other caffeinated beverages begin 
to notice that doing so creates physical and mental agitation. 
The topic of food and its effect on meditation and con-
sciousness is so important that it actually deserves an entire 
book. Some basic suggestions:
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     Just Before you meditate , allow  3 to 4 hours 

after eating Be aware of what you have eaten and how it 
affects your meditation later in the day. Select fresh, 
wholesome, easy-to-digest foods which promote the 
clarity and calmness vital to meditation.
In addition, you will soon begin to notice that alcohol and any
other mood or mind-altering substances you have been using
may cause significant interference in your meditation. No one
who genuinely understands meditation thinks that drugs are
helpful in attaining a meditative state, because drugs agitate
the body and distract the mind through their toxic effects.
Alcohol can create a sluggish, drowsy, dull state that is an
obstacle to meditation. Most people find that their attraction
to these substances decreases as they become increasingly
drawn to the tranquility of meditation.
Sleep, like food, is a physical process that may also have a
significant influence on your meditation. Too little sleep will
make you drowsy and you could have difficulty remaining
awake during meditation. However, too much sleep can be
equally disruptive, making you sluggish, groggy, or unable to
concentrate.
Sleep is a fascinating process, which is interesting to examine as
you learn to meditate. Generally speaking, as your meditation
deepens your need for sleep decreases, because meditation
creates a deep, restful state for both body and mind.
As you progress in your meditative practice and it becomes
more important to you, you will want to find ways to
meditate at a time that allows you to be alert and fresh.
Increasingly, it becomes a priority to plan your life so that
food, sleep, and other activities support rather than interfere
with your meditative practice.
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MEDITATIVE POSTURES

MEDITATION IS A SIMPLE TECHNIQUE almost
everyone can enjoy. As we said earlier, to meditate, simply
sit quietly and comfortably in a relaxed and steady position.
Still the body, make the breathing process serene, and then
allow the mind to become quiet and focused. We need to
discuss these three aspects of the meditative process in
more detail: first, how to position the body so it is at ease,
yet remains steady; next, why it is important to cultivate a
serene manner of breathing and how to accomplish that;
and finally, how to still the mind and make it one-pointed
and focused, so that meditation itself can take place. These
three stages move awareness from the most external
physical level to the most subtle inner level. We will begin
by considering the position of the body in the process of
meditation.
The requirements for a good meditation posture are that it be
still, steady, relaxed, and comfortable. If the body
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moves, sways, twitches, or aches, it will distract you from 
meditation. Some people have the misconception that to 
meditate, you must sit in a complicated, cross-legged position 
called the Lotus Pose. Fortunately, this is not accurate. There 
is actually only one important prerequisite for a good 
meditation posture—it must allow you to keep the head, 
neck, and trunk of the body aligned so that you can breathe 
freely and diaphragmatically.
In all the meditative postures the head and neck should be 
centered, so that the neck is not twisted or turned to either 
side, nor is the head held too far forward. The head should be 
supported by the neck, and held directly over the shoulders 
without creating tension in either the neck or shoulders. Face 
forward with your eyes gently closed. Simply allow your eyes 
to close; don't squeeze them shut or create any pressure in 
your eyes.
Unfortunately, some people have been told to force their 
gaze upward at a point on their forehead. This creates strain 
in the eye muscles and may even produce a headache. There 
are some yogic practices that involve specific gazes, but 
they are not used during meditation. Simply let all your 
facial muscles relax. Your mouth should also be gently 
closed, without any tension in the jaw. All breathing is done 
through the nostrils.
In all the meditative positions, your shoulders and arms 
should be relaxed and allowed to rest gently on your knees. 
Your arms should be so completely relaxed that if someone 
were to pick up your hand, your arm would be limp. You 
can gently join the thumb and index finger in a position 
called the "finger lock" (see photograph at right). This mudra 
(gesture) creates a circle, which you can think of symboli-
cally as a small circuit that recycles energy within.
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Sitting Positions for 
Meditation
There are many po-
sitions that allow you 
to keep the spine 
aligned and to sit com-
fortably without twist-
ing your legs or 
creating any discom-
fort. In fact, the arms 
and legs are not really 

important in meditation. What is important is that the 
spine be correctly aligned. The easiest way to accomplish 
this is a posture called the friendship pose, maitri asana (see 
photograph on p. 26).
In the friendship pose, you sit comfortably on a chair or 
bench, with your feet flat on the floor and your hands rest-
ing gently in your lap. The friendship pose can be used by 
anyone, even those who are not flexible or who aren't com-
fortable sitting on the floor. This posture allows you to 
begin the process of meditation without creating any diffi-
culty for the body.

The easy pose (sukhasana)
If you are somewhat flexible, you may want to begin sitting 
in an alternative position called the easy pose, sukhasana (
see photographs on p. 27). In the easy pose, you sit in a 
simple, cross-legged position. As you can see in the 
photograph, each foot is placed on the floor under the op-
posite knee, and the knees rest gently on the opposite feet. 
Sit on a thick, folded blanket, so that your knees and ankles 
do not receive too much pressure.

Finger lock ( j l iana mud; a)
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•


Friendship pose (maitri asana)

If your legs are. not flexible or your thigh muscles are tight, 
you may find that your knees are fairly far off the floor. A 
cushion or another folded blanket placed beneath your 
buttocks will help you. Doing several warm-up stretching 
postures will also be beneficial in developing greater 
flexibility, so you can sit more comfortably in this position. 
Whatever position you select, practice it regularly and avoid 
frequent attempts at new postures. If you work regularly 
with developing one sitting pose, it will become 
comfortable and steady over time.



Easy pose (sukhasana)

Making your sitting posture more comfortable

MEDITATIVE POSTURES
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The auspic ious pose (swast ikasana)
The auspicious pose, swastikasana (see photograph below), 
offers several advantages for those who can sit in it 
comfortably. If your legs are fairly flexible, you may actually 
find it more comfortable than the easy pose for longer peri-
ods of meditation. Because the position has a different, wider 
foundation, it distributes your body's weight more evenly over 
the floor, and is somewhat steadier and less likely to lead to 
swaying or other bodily movements.
As you can see in the photograph, in the auspicious pose the 
knees rest directly on the floor rather than on the feet. One 
advantage of this posture for some students is that the ankle 
bones receive less pressure.

Auspicious pose (swastikasana)
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To assume swastikasana, begin by sitting comfortably on 
your meditation seat, and then bend the left leg at the knee 
and place the left foot alongside the right thigh. The sole 
or bottom of the left foot should be flat against the inside 
of the right thigh. Next, bend the right knee and gently 
place the right foot on the left calf, with the bottom of the 
foot against the left thigh. Gently place the outside surface 
of the right foot between the thigh and the back of the left 
calf, tucking in the toes. Finally, use your hand to gently 
bring the toes of your left foot up between the right thigh 
and calf, so that the big toe is now visible. This creates a 
symmetrical and stable posture, which is quite helpful for 
meditation. While the above description may sound com-
plicated, you will find that if you follow the directions, it is 
not difficult.

Other Considerations
For some beginning students, the auspicious pose may not 
be comfortable initially because they lack flexibility in their 
legs. You can certainly sit in any individual variation of a 
cross-legged pose that allows you to be steady and keep your 
body still without jerkiness or swaying, or you may begin, as 
we said earlier, with the friendship pose. This vital point is 
worth repeating: It is more important to keep the head, neck, 
and trunk correctly positioned, so that the spine is aligned, 
than to put your legs in any particular position.
Some students become competitive about advanced po-
sitions, assuming them before they are properly prepared. As a 
result, they may sit incorrectly because they hunch their 
shoulders over, creating a curve in their spine. This is
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a bad habit to develop, as it will create physical discomfort 
and obstruct your breathing. It will also interfere with the 
subtle energy channels in your body, which become in-
creasingly important in deeper meditation.
Modern people tend to have poor posture because of bad 
habits they developed as children while walking and sitting. 
Because of this, the muscles which are meant to support the 
spinal column are underdeveloped, and the spine tends to 
curve with age, distorting the body. When you first begin 
sitting in meditation, you may notice that your back muscles 
are weak and that after a few minutes of sitting you tend to 
slump forward.
Actually, this problem can be solved rather quickly if you 
begin paying attention to your posture throughout the day 
while sitting, standing, and walking. Adjust your posture 
when you notice that you are slouching. In this way, your 
back muscles will begin to do their job appropriately. 
Certain hatha yoga postures—the cobra, boat, bow, and 
child's pose—are also helpful in strengthening your back 
muscles so that they can support the spinal column.
Some students with poor posture ask if they can do their 
meditation leaning against a wall for support. In the 
beginning you can .do this to develop a correctly aligned 
posture or to check your alignment, but it is not good to 
remain dependent on an external support. From the start it 
is best to work attentively and consistently with your 
posture. Ask a friend to check your posture, or do it your-
self by looking sideways in a mirror. If your spinal column 
is correctly aligned, you will not feel the knobs of the 
spinal vertebrae jutting out while you run your hand up 
your back.
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Other Meditation Postures
Several other positions are often considered appropriate for 
meditation. We will briefly discuss some of the issues relating 
to these postures.

The thunderbolt pose (Zen sitting position)
Some people who have had hip or knee problems may have 
difficulty sitting in the cross-legged positions. They may have 
heard they should sit on their legs with the hips over the 
ankles in a position known as the thunderbolt pose.
Unfortunately, trying to sit directly on the floor in this 
position places excessive strain on the feet and ankles, and 
may cause problems with the muscles or nerves. If you prefer 
this kind of position, it is better to use one of the wooden "
Zen benches" that are commercially available. You then sit 
directly on the bench or seat, removing your full weight from 
your ankles and feet. There are other drawbacks to this 
position: the posture tends to be less stable for longer 
meditations, and is more likely to allow the body to sway or 
shift sideways. For some students, however, physical limita-
tions may make this pose their best option.

The accomplished pose (siddhasana)
Traditionally, the accomplished pose (also called the adept'
s pose) was taught to certain advanced students, although 
it is not recommended as a posture for general use (see 
photograph on p. 32). This is because, like the lotus pose, 
the accomplished pose requires the ability to put the body 
into a particular position which is only helpful if it is done 
precisely and correctly. If you do not have the ability to sit 
in the posture perfectly yet comfortably, you will not get 
its benefits and can even create problems for yourself.
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Accomplished pose (siddhasana)

Siddhasana was never a position recommended for beginners or 
for those who intended to live in the world.
However, those who are adepts, or who have decided to lead 
a deep meditative life, should gradually learn to sit in this 
posture. Those who have decided to attain samadhi, 
particularly, should practice this posture during meditation. 
Advanced students of meditation form the habit of sitting in 
siddhasana in order to accomplish their goal. When an ad-
vanced student can sit in this pose for more than three hours 
at a time, without any pain, then asana siddhi (perfection of 
posture) is acquired. However, it is not necessary for begin-
ners, who are not yet ready, to put their body in a position
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in which they will be uncomfortable. Trying to sit in a position 
for which one is unprepared can result in injuries due to pulled 
muscles or ligaments.
To assume siddhasana, place the left heel at the perineum (
the region between the anus and the genitals) after apply-
ing the root lock. (This is done by contracting the anal 
sphincter muscles, pulling them in.) Now place the other 
heel at the pubic bone above the organ of generation. 
Arrange the feet and legs so that the ankles are in one line, 
or touch each other. Place the toes of the right foot 
between the left thigh and calf so that only the big toe is 
visible, and gently pull up the toes of the left foot between 
the right thigh and calf so that the big toe is visible. Place 
the hands on the knees.
To repeat, we do not recommend this posture, except to 
those who learn it under direct personal guidance, because 
it can create problems for a student if done incorrectly. 
Traditionally, this position was taught to males who in-
tended to live as monks. However, it is false to think that 
men alone can sit in this posture: women meditators and 
nuns do practice this pose.

The lotus pose (padmasana)
Like the accomplished pose, the lotus pose is generally not 
recommended for meditation, because unless it is applied 
precisely, it is not beneficial. Almost no one can sit ab-
solutely correctly and comfortably in this posture, especially 
since it is difficult to perform other important practices 
called bandhas (locks) while in this position.
Padmasana is closely associated with yoga in the popular 
imagination, but advanced yogis and meditators actually use only 
siddhasana. The lotus flower is a symbol for yogic life,
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which involves living in the world yet remaining unaffected by 
it, just as the lotus lives in the mud, yet floats its exquisite 
blossoms above the surface of the water.
Presently, the lotus pose is taught as an exercise to make the 
lower extremities limber and supple, rather than being used 
for actual meditation, because for most students sitting in this 
position is too uncomfortable to allow concentration. Since 
pain and discomfort prevent most students from reaching a 
meditative state, we recommend that students sit in another 
posture which is steady and also comfortable.
In summary, for most students, using one of the first three 
positions described here will allow them to make the most 
consistent progress. Cultivate one position and regularly 
use it for meditation. If you do this, you will find that the 
posture becomes increasingly comfortable, steady, and still.

Suggestions for Making
Sitting Positions More Comfortable
You will probably find it easiest to sit on the floor if you 
use a folded blanket to provide padding over the area. 
Then, use a thick cushion or pillow placed directly under 
your buttocks and hips, lifting that part of your body off 
the floor by three to four inches. Elevating the buttocks in 
this manner relieves much of the pressure on the hip joints 
and knees. You may be amazed at the difference it makes. 
Using a thick cushion under your buttocks will also make it 
easier to keep your spine correctly aligned. Your meditation 
seat should be firm, but not too hard or shaky. The seat 
should not be so high that it disturbs your body position.
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As you become more flexible and comfortable, you may 
find that you can use a thinner cushion and even eventually 
sit flat on the floor. However, it is important to keep the 
spine aligned and not allow it to curve, disturbing your pos-
ture. At first some people find it difficult to maintain this 
alignment without a thick cushion. Be patient in developing 
your sitting posture. You will find that your body will grad-
ually become more flexible and you will eventually be able 
to sit for longer periods more comfortably.
Stretching exercises and hatha yoga asanas can be beneficial 
in helping you to make your body more flexible and 
comfortable in meditation. For further information or help 
with hatha practices, you may want to take a hatha yoga class 
or refer to Yoga: Mastering the Basics.
It is not recommended that you meditate while lying down. 
There are several reasons for this. One of the most important 
is that most people rapidly fall asleep in a reclining position, 
or have difficulty maintaining any alertness or awareness. 
Obviously, if you are dozing or asleep, you won't be able to 
meditate.
Actually, there is also a more subtle reason. At deeper lev-
els of meditation it is important to be able to sit with the 
spine correctly aligned, since this allows a certain type of 
subtle energy to move upward through the body. This in-
teresting topic is dealt with in detail in several advanced 
books on meditation, such as Path of Fire and Light.
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MEDIITATION, MIND 
AND MANTRA

ONCE YOU KNOW how to sit in a meditative posture, you
will probably wonder what to do mentally; how exactly does
one begin to meditate? People wonder if they should think
specific thoughts, or if they should try to make the mind
completely empty, or if they should just allow the mind to
drift and let associations flow into the mind. Actually, med-
itation does not involve any of these alternatives.
Thinking is a different process than meditating and, as we
noted earlier, even contemplating on an inspiring ideal, such
as peace, is a different process. Trying to make anything
happen in the mind in meditation is fruitless—you will sim-
ply become frustrated, because the mind seems to fight at-
tempts to control it. The motivation to achieve some specific
state is actually of little help in meditation. It's usually better
not to create pressure for yourself about how your med-
itation should be or what to expect. Ironically, the less you
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fight with yourself or force yourself to meditate, the more 
you will relax and reach greater stillness, which is what 
progress in meditation really means.
Similarly, it will not work to try to make the mind empty. By 
its very nature the mind changes, processes memories, makes 
associations, and takes in new information. In fact, usually the 
only time the mind becomes even somewhat still is in the 
state of deep, dreamless sleep. The rest of the time it tends to 
drift like a sailboat without an anchor.
Because of these mental processes, many meditative tra-
ditions seek to quiet and focus the mind by allowing it to 
concentrate on one object or stimulus at a time. Thus, the 
goal is not to make the mind empty, but rather to quiet the 
mind by giving it a single focus. In many meditative tradi-
tions, a word, phrase, sound, or symbol is used to give the 
mind this one-pointed focus on which to concentrate. Some 
meditative disciplines favor the use of visual symbols, while in 
our tradition the emphasis is on the use of a mantra—a word, 
sound, or set of words that one uses to give the mind an 
object of concentration.
Concentration is an important prerequisite for meditation. 
When we use the word concentration, sometimes we mean 
the sense of effort necessary to think carefully or analyze, a 
process which may even sound a little stressful. However, 
the word concentration, as we use it here, certainly does not 
imply effort, tension, or mental strain—it simply means 
focused attention. This is in contrast to a scattered, 
distracted state of mind. Concentration means an alert, yet 
relaxed, focus of attention, and if you are relaxed and com-
fortable, this kind of concentration should not be difficult. 
When you cannot concentrate, it means your ability to 
choose to direct the flow of your mind has been impaired.
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Many yogic techniques aid in the development of concen-
tration, and some of these will be discussed in detail later in 
this book. For now, it is important simply to understand that 
concentration is a prelude to meditation.
Many meditative traditions use mantras. As we pointed out 
earlier, the words Amen, Shalom, and Om are all mantras. In our 
tradition, mantras are heard mentally, coming from within, 
rather than spoken out loud and heard with the physical ear. 
The science of mantra is a unique discipline and area of study; 
in the yoga tradition these sounds are not used lightly or 
trivially. Mantras are special sounds that have particular 
characteristics and effects. Not just any word can be a mantra.
Sounds vibrating in themselves have no literal meaning and 
are known only as vibrations. When they affect material 
substances, these vibrations create forms and their forms 
have names. Yet, actually, all forms and names result from 
the pure vibrations of sound. There are particular sounds 
which vibrate in silence and are very powerful and beneficial 
in their effect on the entire human being. In ancient times 
sages, who devoted their lives to meditation, heard these 
sounds within, which are now used as mantras. These special 
sounds have different effects on different aspirants; receiving 
a mantra from an authentic teacher is like receiving a pre-
scription given by a physician.
There are numerous sounds, syllables, or words which are 
used as mantras, and each has effects on different levels of 
the personality. These effects of the mantra are conveyed 
through an inner feeling generated within the meditator. 
This feeling is not the result of the literal translation of a 
mantra, but arises from the pure vibration of the sounds 
themselves. Aspirants allow the word or mantra given by the 
teacher to become part of their life.
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Many students try to coordinate the mantra with their 
inhalation and exhalation; however, not all mantras are 
intended to be coordinated with the breath. There are 
even a few mantras which can create jerks or a rhythm in 
the breath that could be injurious to the motion of the 
lungs, and thus, to the heart and brain. Therefore, do not 
try to coordinate all mantras with the breath. The sounds 
that are used with the breath include So Hum, Om, and 
Omkar, but other mantras should not be coordinated with 
the breath.
Mantras should only be imparted by experienced, competent 
teachers. Using mantras from books is not at all helpful. The 
technique of how to use a particular mantra is imparted 
directly to the student by the teacher. Only teachers 
thoroughly trained in an authentic tradition understand how 
to convey and appropriately use a particular mantra. If a 
teacher is unqualified and cannot transmit this proper under-
standing to the student, the benefits of the practice may not 
occur. Ultimately, mantra is a powerful tool—a compact 
prayer. Constant prayer creates awareness, and constant 
awareness leads to self-realization.
In the modern world, the science of mantra is difficult to 
understand because we have come to believe that only 
words, not apparently meaningless sounds, have truth or 
value. Mantras operate at a deeper level. A mantra has an ef-
fect because of its qualities of vibration and sound rather 
than because of its literal meaning. Meaningfulness is a 
property of words, yet the goal in meditation is not to deal 
with meanings, using the analytical part of the mind, but in-
stead to experience ourselves at much deeper levels. The en-
tire science of meditation and mantra is fascinating, and 
interested readers may want to further pursue their study of
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the use of mantra in meditation. See, for example, The Power 
of Mantra and the Mystery of Initiation.
All sounds have certain qualities. Some are soothing, others 
are energizing. The purpose of the sounds we call mantras 
is to help us focus the mind so we can attain a deeper 
experience than that created by thought alone. While many 
traditions use mantras, in our tradition we encourage 
students to begin by using the natural and universal sound 
so hum. This is a general practice which can be used by most 
students. So hum is used in a particular way. As you sit qui-
etly in meditation, calm and quiet the breath. Let your 
breath become slow, smooth, and regular. Then, allow your 
mind to mentally hear the sound so hum. Mentally hear the 
first part, the softer sound, so, with the inhalation, and the 
second part, hum, during the exhalation. Simply sit quietly 
and let the sound repeat itself with each breath, allowing the 
flow of breath to remain serene.
There are several important points to note here. The first is 
that the mantra is only heard mentally; it is not repeated aloud 
or with the mouth and vocal apparatus. As you continue to 
allow the mantra to repeat itself, you may find that the mind 
will create fewer distractions. In our normal waking 
awareness, mental activity usually consists of chains of 
associations or related thoughts and feelings. Some of these 
are intentional or goal-oriented, while others simply seem to 
pop up in our minds. In meditation, as we allow this mental 
noise to quiet itself, we keep the mind focused on the sound 
so hum. You will note that other thoughts do enter your mind, 
and your awareness will shift to other issues. When this 
occurs, allow yourself to "witness" or nonjudg-mentally 
observe the associations in the mind, and then gently bring 
your awareness back to so hum.
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It is important not to create a mental tug-of-war during this 
process. When thoughts arise in the mind, simply witness 
them and bring the mind back to the sound so hum. In this 
way your meditation will deepen most easily. It is not 
helpful to engage in mental arguments or become angry or 
judgmental with yourself about mental distractions. Such 
emotional reactions consume even more energy. Thoughts 
will continue to arise, but most will dissipate if you witness 
them in a neutral way, without creating an internal conflict. 
This process of witnessing is different from suppressing or 
repressing thoughts, because you are not seeking to keep 
certain kinds of thoughts from coming to consciousness.
II When they do occur, however, notice their existence 
without dwelling on them or intensifying them.
It is important to remember that not all mantras can be 
coordinated with the breath in quite this way. In fact, you 
actually want to first calm and relax the breath and then let go 
of that awareness. Your goal is not to keep on paying at-
tention to the process of breathing itself. Most mantras will 
not coordinate with the exhalation/inhalation rhythm, and if 
you try to force the mantra to follow the waves of your 
breath, you will create a distraction for yourself and disrupt 
your breathing. However, so hum meditation can be used ef-
fectively as a practice by almost everyone.
It is equally important to understand that as your medi-
tation progresses, you may want to expand your mantra 
practice by receiving a personal mantra from a qualified 
teacher. These practices should be given personally by 
someone who is qualified to do so; mantra practices should 
not be self-prescribed from books. Mantras do have power-
ful effects, but in order for a student to obtain the benefits,

lIl the practice must be appropriate for the student's level of
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experience. This can be determined by a competent teacher 
who is trained to impart these techniques.
The mantra so hum, like all mantras, has an effect because of 
the way sound affects us. While we might literally translate 
so hum as "I am That" ("My inner self is united with 
universal consciousness"), it is not due to the meaning of 
these words that the mantra has an impact. It is the effect of 
the sound that helps the mind become still and eventually 
go beyond sound, to experience the silence within.
Sometimes students who come from religious backgrounds 
worry that their mantra comes from a foreign tradition. As 
we said earlier, mantra as a technique is used in many 
traditions, but mantra meditation itself is not a religious 
process. A qualified teacher, however, will be able to help 
you develop a practice that does not create resistance or a 
sense of conflict within your mind. So hum does not belong 
to any religion. It is a pure technique that helps to quiet 
and focus the mind.
At first, when you are able to sit in meditation for only a few 
minutes, you will find that your mind may be somewhat 
distracted and noisy. However, as you create greater mental 
and physical stillness by paying attention to the foods you eat, 
the breathing process, and the kinds of mental influences you 
take in, you will find that mental noise and distractibility tend 
to decrease. As you gradually increase the length of your 
meditation, you may also notice that your mind tends to slow 
down and become quieter as the session of meditation 
progresses. In the chapter on breathing we will specifically 
address the link between mental serenity and the breathing 
process.
To sum up, the actual technique of meditation is simple. Sit 
quietly, allow the breath to become even, and allow the
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mind to become calm and quiet. Attend to the mantra arising 
within yourself, and keep bringing your mind back to the 
mantra when it wanders. While this process is not hard to 
describe, you may find it challenging to accomplish, because 
the mind is agile and tends to maintain a certain level of 
internal chatter. Often we are not aware of how noisy the 
mind is until we begin the practice of meditation. Our goal is 
to allow the noise to still itself. In part, we do this by letting 
go of things which create conflict or mental turmoil.
The issue of progress in meditation becomes an important 
question for many people. In most of our activities, we can 
reassure ourselves that we are making progress by observing 
the external aspects of our behavior. We notice that we can 
go farther, faster, or for longer periods of time. Meditation, 
however, presents a new situation: we cannot simply equate 
sitting for longer periods with meaningful progress. 
Sometimes we may sit for a long time, but our mind is 
scattered, distracted, and anything but peaceful.
Because of this insecurity about progress, and uncertainty 
about whether one is meditating correctly, some people be-
come victims of a sensationalized view of meditation. They 
think that if their meditation is truly going well, they should 
have some dramatic mental experiences, such as perceiving 
visions, lights, or colors. The simple truth is that, as medi-
tation progresses, there should be a deepening sense of quiet 
and stillness. No dramatic phenomena are required.
Some people may experience physical sensations—twinges, 
twitches, or other kinds of impressions. These generally indi-
cate that there is either tension somewhere in the body or the 
presence of mental and emotional reactions, which should not 
be mistaken for experiences of deeper states of con-
sciousness. Whatever phenomenal experiences arise, students
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are encouraged to let them pass and keep their attention focused 
on the mantra, which will slowly and gradually take them to 
deeper levels of their own inner nature.
As your meditation practice becomes deeper, you will also 
probably become aware that certain types of experiences lead 
to distractions. If you observe the kinds of experiences which 
preoccupy your mind, you will generally find that pleasant, 
happy feelings seldom create problems, although negative 
emotions or cravings can demand so much attention that all 
your mind wants to do is obsess about them.
At this point, you begin to notice that the kinds of thoughts 
you have, and the experiences you seek out, create either 
inner peace or inner chaos. You become increasingly aware 
of what kinds of experiences facilitate or disrupt your 
meditation later in the day. This opens up a whole new area 
for observation and spiritual development. You begin trying 
to live your life in such a way that you do not constantly cre-
ate unpleasant experiences that dominate your mind or tie 
up your mental energy. Cultivating experiences that lead to 
harmony and stillness is a valuable aspect of preparing for 
meditation.
In this sense, the meditator becomes an internal explorer and 
investigator, who is studying the internal reactions and 
processes of the mind on both the conscious and uncon-
scious levels. The meditator is an interior researcher whose 
findings help bring out levels of creative intelligence which 
can be useful in the external world. Meditation helps one to 
fully know and understand all the capacities of the mind—
memory, concentration, emotion, reasoning, and intuition. 
Those who meditate begin to understand how to coordinate, 
balance, and enhance these capacities, using them to their 
fullest potential. Then, through the practice of meditation,
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they go beyond the usual states of mind into the highest 
realms of consciousness.
As you begin to observe the beneficial effects of medita-
tion on your body, your mind, and the whole of your per-
sonality, you may become interested in the deeper practices 
and techniques that form the more advanced part of the 
system of meditation. If you sincerely and conscientiously 
do your meditation practice, you will definitely perceive 
many gradual changes. Don't give up out of impatience or 
laziness. You will make steady progress if you continue 
your practice.
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BREATHING PRACTICES

BREATH AWARENESS is an essential part of the practice
of meditation, yet it is often misunderstood or underesti-
mated by beginners. The most well-established schools of
meditation teach breath awareness before introducing stu-
dents to advanced techniques of meditation. In the practice
of meditation, students first learn to still their body, having
become aware of physical twitches, tremors, and move-
ments. Next, they learn the breathing techniques, which
help them become. aware that they can develop conscious
control over the body, breath, and mind.
All of the yogic breathing exercises are part of the science of
pranayama, which helps the student regulate the motion of
the lungs. Without such regulation, the respiratory system,
heart, brain, and autonomic nervous system do not function
in a coordinated way, and disturbances in these physical
processes limit progress in meditation. Understanding the role
of pranayama practices is important. Prana means "the first
unit of energy," a subtler level of energy within the
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human personality that is the link between the body and mind. 
Pranayama practices allow the student to channel and balance 
the flow of this subtle energy, which is responsible for the 
well-being and coordination of all the body's functions.
Whenever any emotional strain is experienced in life, we can 
immediately observe its effect on the body by noticing how 
the breathing process changes. When we are shocked or 
surprised, we may unconsciously hold our breath; when we 
are anxious or stressed, our breathing becomes rapid and 
shallow. Our breath reflects the state of our mind at all times.
When life is chronically stressful, we may develop the habit of 
rapid, shallow breathing, which further disturbs our body and 
agitates our mind. In fact, the more rapid and shallow the 
breath, the more difficult it is to think clearly or allow the 
mind to become quiet. Thus, the breathing process can have a 
powerful effect on the depth of our meditation.
Learning about the science of breath and how to work with 
our own breath is vital for anyone who wants to learn 
advanced techniques of meditation. Once we have learned to 
sit in a quiet place in a comfortable, steady posture, and gross 
physical tension or tremors are no longer a source of 
disturbance, we may notice four irregularities in the breath. 
These are: shallowness of breath, jerks in the breath, noisy 
breathing, and extended pauses between inhalation and ex-
halation. These problems create disturbances in the mind and 
prevent concentration. They need to be eliminated to allow 
meditation to deepen.
In the ancient tradition of meditation, teachers did not impart 
the advanced techniques of meditation until they had 
determined that the student had attained stillness of the body 
and serenity of the breath. Sitting still is important—the less 
movement, the more steady the mind will be. All of
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the movements, gestures, tremors, and twitchings of the body 
are caused by an untrained mind. When we observe our 
behavior, we find that there is not a single act or gesture that 
is independent of the mind. The mind moves first, then the 
body moves, and the more the body moves, the more the 
mind is dissipated.

The Science of Breath
The breath is the bridge between the body and the mind. 
Inhalation and exhalation are like two sentries in the city of life, 
and their behavior changes instantly according to our thoughts 
and emotions. Inhalation and exhalation are the vehicles 
through which prana—the vital force—travels in the body.
The sages observed that the breath is a kind of barometer, 
which registers the conditions of the mind and the influence 
of the external environment on the body. For example, the 
breath can warn us of impending illness. Patanjali, the 
codifier of yoga science, explains that we can coordinate and 
quiet the mind by practicing the science of breath. 
According to our school of meditation, after we have 
established a still and comfortable posture, breath awareness 
is the next important step. Breath awareness allows us to 
create an undisturbed and joyous mind. When the breath 
begins to flow freely and smoothly through both nostrils, 
the mind attains a state of joy and calmness. Such a mental 
condition is necessary to allow the mind to travel into 
deeper levels of consciousness, for if the mind is not 
brought to a state of joy it cannot remain steady, and an 
unsteady mind is not fit for meditation.
When we start to meditate on the breath, we can observe the 
four defects in its flow that were mentioned earlier: shal-
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lowness, jerkiness, noise, and (that which disturbs us the 
most) an extended pause between inhalation and exhalation. 
Much has been said in the meditative scriptures about these 
obstructions, but practice makes us increasingly aware of the 
importance of dealing with them. When we begin to medi-
tate on the flow of the breath, we notice that jerks and 
pauses correspond with mental distractions. Therefore it is 
important to learn pranayama practices that allow us to elim-
inate these problems.
Those who do not want to do pranayama exercises can still 
practice meditation, but without breath awareness a deep 
state of meditation is impossible. The breath and the mind 
are interdependent. If the breath is irregular and jerky, the 
mind is dissipated. After we attain steadiness in our posture, 
breath awareness is the next natural step in the movement 
toward tranquility. It strengthens the mind and makes it 
much easier to turn our attention inward. It is advisable for 
beginners to start by becoming aware of the breath. This is 
the simplest, most natural, and most essential step for at-
taining a deeper state of meditation.
Those students who are prepared for an advanced medi-
tation technique realize the importance of breath awareness. 
When the mind begins to follow the flow of the breath, we 
become aware of a deeper reality within, for there is a link 
between our innermost self and the center of the cosmos, 
which supplies life energy to all living creatures. As long as 
the body receives the vital force called prana through the 
breath, the body/mind relationship is sustained. When this 
connection is disrupted, the conscious mind fails, and the 
body is separated from the inner unit of life. This separation 
is called death.

Breath awareness enables us to experience deeper levels of
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consciousness that are normally beyond the reach of the 
conscious mind. The truth is that we cannot develop a deeper 
state of consciousness without working systematically with 
the breath. The first step in this process is the development 
of breath awareness.
Most of the time we are totally unaware of the breathin 
process. The goal after establishing our physical posture is to 
turn our attention to the flow of the breath, noticing how it 
flows, its quality of smoothness, from where in the body the 
breath seems to arise, and finally, the rhythm of the breath 
itself.
For example, you may notice that you breathe with your 
mouth slightly open or that your breathing is rapid, shallow, 
and irregular, or that your breath makes a soft wheezing 
sound. The goal is to reestablish the body's natural respira-
tory pattern, which is even, diaphragmatic breathing. In this 
breathing pattern all inhalations and exhalations flow through 
the nostrils rather than the mouth, and the entire process is 
silent. If you are breathing rapidly and shallowly, you are 
probably chest breathing, which means that you are not 
allowing your breaths to be full and complete and you are 
probably only using part of your lungs' natural capacity. When 
you establish diaphragmatic breathing, you allow the lungs to 
expand fully with the inhalation and to be emptied more 
completely on the exhalation.
When you breathe evenly and diaphragmatically, breathing 
becomes more efficient; you will breathe more slowly 
because each breath carries more air and life-force. 
However, it is impossible to breathe diaphragmatically 
unless the head, neck, and trunk of the body are correctly 
aligned. To understand this it may be helpful to look at the 
diagram on page 51.
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INHALATION

DIAPHRAGM

EXHALATION

Movement of the diaphragm during
inhalation and exhalation.

Your lungs are actually elastic and expansive, and when they 
are efficiently filled, their capacity is far greater than when 
we breathe shallowly, as in chest breathing. The lungs are 
separated from the lower abdominal cavity by a horizontal 
muscle called the diaphragm, which moves up and down
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within the torso. As the diaphragm moves up, the lungs are 
emptied; as the diaphragm comes down, the lungs are al-
lowed to fill more completely. You cannot observe the di-
aphragm directly, but when you breathe diaphragmatically 
you may notice that the lower ribs flair out slightly on in-
halation, and the abdominal area may also move out a bit. 
On exhalation, the abdominal area moves back in toward 
the spinal column.
If your posture is poor and your spine is curved, you will be 
unable to breathe freely and will.unconsciously constrict the 
movement of diaphragmatic breathing, resulting in rapid, 
shallow breaths. This is one reason why your sitting posture is 
so important. If your spine is poorly aligned, you cannot 
breathe freely, and when the breathing process is disturbed, 
the mind will become agitated.
The first step in practicing diaphragmatic breathing is to 
become aware of your posture, and to learn to be comfort-
able in an erect, correctly aligned position. This allows di-
aphragmatic breathing to develop. Then you begin to notice 
whether your exhalations and inhalations are equal in length. 
While there are some breathing exercises that intentionally 
alter the length of the exhalations or inhalations, most people 
do this unconsciously, and this is damaging to the body.
One way to reestablish an even pattern is to mentally count 
the length of the inhalation and exhalation, allowing them to 
become equal. However, in counting the duration of the 
breath, you may notice that there is a tendency to pause 
slightly as you think each number. A better way to do this is 
to exhale as if you were breathing down to your toes and 
inhale up to the crown of your head. It is important to keep 
the entire process even and smooth in flow, without any 
jerkiness or irregularity. At the conclusion of the
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smooth exhalation, you begin another inhalation, and con-
tinue on in this manner. If you begin to pay attention to the 
breathing process when you are not meditating, you can 
learn to correct this problem, and then when you meditate, 
the breath will be naturally smooth and even.
The next point is also important. Many people uncon-
sciously hold the breath between exhalation and inhalation. 
This is an extremely bad habit because it tenses the body, 
disrupts the normal breathing rhythm, creates an imbalance 
in the nervous system, and, by throwing off the healthy res-
piratory rhythm, is said to be damaging to the heart. 
Eliminating this unconscious tendency to pause or hold the 
breath is an important goal. The entire breathing process 
should be smooth and natural, without any breathlessness, 
gasping, or feeling of being forced.
When the breath is smooth and there is no force or con-
striction, then it will also naturally be silent. Noisy breath 
means either that you are using force to breathe or that there 
is some obstruction or congestion in your respiratory 
passages.
The breathing process has become fine and subtle when 
your breathing is deep, even, and diaphragmatic; when the 
lengths of your exhalations and inhalations are equal; when 
your breath is silent; and, finally, when there is no pause be-
tween the inhalation and the exhalation and between the ex-
halation and inhalation. When this occurs, meditation can 
go to a deeper level.
Because the stress and strain of daily life has distorted your 
natural breathing rhythms, you have to consciously 
reestablish this normal process. At first this will require at-
tention both during meditation and during the day's other 
activities. Although most students do not want to be told
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this, you should actually plan to spend four weeks con-
sciously attending to the breath—learning how to breathe di-
aphragmatically before you turn your attention to other 
aspects of meditation.

Perfecting diaphragmatic breathing
There are several techniques which will help you to perfect 
your diaphragmatic breathing. First, lie on your back on the 
floor in the relaxation pose known as the corpse posture, 
shavasana. If you place one hand on the chest and the other 
on the abdomen at about the navel area, it will be easy for you 
to tell whether you are breathing diaphragmatically because 
you will feel a gentle movement at the navel as the abdomen 
rises with inhalation and falls with exhalation. If you are 
breathing diaphragmatically, you will not feel much 
movement in the chest.

Establishing diaphragmatic breathing



BREATHING PRACTICES 55

You can also do a breath awareness practice in this posi-
tion using a sandbag weighing about 6 to 10 pounds, which 
is placed across the abdomen. Simply lie in the corpse pos-
ture and pay attention to the movement of your abdominal 
area. This exercise will also gently strengthen your di-
aphragm muscle.

Using a sandbag

Lying on your stomach in the crocodile pose will also help 
you become aware of your diaphragmatic breathing. In the 
crocodile pose, you lie face down with your feet pointing 
outward. Rest your forehead on your crossed forearms and 
breathe deeply. In this position it will be easy for you to 
feel the movement of the abdomen against the floor. 
Breathing and relaxing in this posture for 5 to 10 minutes 
twice a day, morning and evening, can help you to make di-
aphragmatic breathing a habit. Once you can comfortably 
maintain diaphragmatic breathing while lying down, and 
have learned to maintain it in your daily activities, it will 
become normal to breathe this way while sitting upright in 
meditation.



Crocodile pose (makarasanct)

Two-to-one breathing exercise
When you have mastered diaphragmatic breathing, you will 
notice that your meditation changes. There are also several other 
practices that will be helpful to you. Two-to-one breathing will 
help you to relax, eliminate waste gases from the body, and 
increase your stamina and endurance. You can do it while sitting 
or while walking, and you will find it energizing.
To do this practice, make your exhalation twice the length of 
your inhalation. For example, you may exhale to a count of 
eight, and then inhale to a count of four. Do not hold the 
breath; let the exhalation and inhalation flow into one 
another without jerks or pauses. Experiment with this 
exercise for 5 to 10 minutes a day for two weeks and you will 
notice that you feel more energetic.

Pranayama and the Nervous System
The science of pranayama is closely connected with the 
autonomic nervous system. Pranayama techniques are in-
tended to help balance the functioning of the nervous system, 
and bring these usually involuntary processes under conscious 
control. They are important preparatory practices for 
meditation, and if you experiment with them and observe
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their effects, you will find that they have significant benefits: 
calming and relaxing the body, and stilling the mind.
Long before our modern knowledge of the nervous system 
was acquired, the ancient yogis were aware of the flow of 
prana energy through channels called nadis. The nadis are not 
the same as nerves, but are the subtler coordinates of the 
physical nerves. There are thousands of nadis, three of which 
play a particularly important role: sushumna, ida, and pingala.
Sushumna is the central channel, and corresponds to the 
physical spinal column. The other two nadis, ida and pingala, 
are associated respectively with the left and right sides of the 
central column. Ida and pingala originate at the base of the 
spine. Ida terminates in the left nostril, and pingala in the 
right. Normally energy flows through these two side columns 
in alternation. The goal of many pranayama practices is to 
allow pranic energy to flow upward through sushumna, which 
engenders a state of joy, serenity, and higher consciousness.
Modern physiological research has confirmed what the 
ancient yogis experienced long ago—that the predominant 
flow of the breath shifts back and forth between the left and 
right nostrils. Although the average person might be sur-
prised to discover it, one nostril is always more open than 
the other; air flows more freely through it than through the 
other, more obstructed nostril. This more open nostril is 
called the active or dominant nostril, while the less open 
nostril is considered to be passive.
In a healthy person, this process of nostril dominance will shift 
about every ninety minutes to two hours, as the active and 
passive nostrils exchange roles. The physiological process that 
makes this possible is fascinating. The tissues in the nasal passage 
on one side engorge with blood, becoming more full, and slightly 
closing the airway. At the same time, the
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passage on the opposite side becomes more open, to allow a 
greater volume of air flow.
It is easy to determine which of your nostrils is active at this 
moment: simply exhale slowly through your nostrils, placing 
your fingertips in the flow of the exhalation. The side from 
which you feel the greater and easier volume of air flow is the 
active or dominant nostril at this time.
If you have difficulty perceiving a difference, you can use a small 
pocket mirror to do a test. Place the mirror under your nostrils 
and notice the vapor pattern that condenses on the glass of the 
mirror. One pattern is usually somewhat larger, indicating the 
active nostril. Even when your head is badly congested, neither 
side is ever really completely closed. As indicated, about every 
ninety minutes this pattern will shift, so if you check later, it is 
likely that you will notice the opposite pattern.
According to ancient yogic texts, this is just the beginning of 
the science of breath, swarodaya, an intricate and precise science 
that is intriguing. If your interest in this amazing subject 
deepens, you may want to study other texts, such as Science of 
Breath or Path of Fire and Light, to increase your understanding. 
However, to return to the main point, the goal of the 
pranayama practice is to develop the skill to voluntarily 
control the respiratory process and to create a joyful, deep 
state of mind that is conducive to meditation by learning to 
open both nostrils simultaneously. For this purpose, a series of 
pranayama practices are taught, one of the most important of 
which is called nadi shodhanam or alternate nostril breathing.

Alternate Nostril Breathing (Nadi. Shodhanarn)
There are many variations of alternate nostril breathing and 
each has a particular purpose. As the name implies, they
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all share the process of alternating the flow of breath be-
tween the two nostrils. You will find this breathing practice 
to be an effective tool for helping to calm the nervous sys-
tem. It is said to purify and balance the nadis, to balance the 
flow of breath in the nostrils, and to create a state of clarity 
and serenity suitable for meditation. It also helps balance the 
functioning of the autonomic nervous system.
As your practice of alternate nostril breathing advances, there 
are more subtle and extensive variations, including some that 
involve retaining the breath. In our tradition, however, we do 
not encourage students to begin with breath retention. 
Holding the breath should not be done unless the student 
has a profound knowledge of bandhas (locks) and mudras (
gestures), so only advanced students are taught retention. 
Retention intensifies the mind's focus, and if the mind is not 
serene and balanced, this may not be beneficial.
Alternate nostril breathing is a simple practice to learn. There are 
three versions taught in the beginning to intermediate stages of 
practice. One round of each version is diagrammed on the 
following pages. Select one of these and practice it for about two 
months, until it has been refined. Then other variations may be 
added to your practice or substituted. After a period of practice 
it is best to select one pattern for regular daily use and not to 
vary this pattern unnecessarily.
Nadi shodhanam is done sitting upright in a meditative 
posture. It is done after asanas and relaxation, and is a 
preparatory practice for meditation. It should be done at 
least twice a day, morning and evening. It can also be prac-
ticed midday, but only on an empty stomach—before meals. 
(Note: the midday practice pattern is determined by identi-
fying which nostril is active and which is passive at the time 
of practice. See the diagrams that follow.)
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Basic procedures for alternate nostril breathing
Select the variation of alternate nostril breathing you will
use for your practice.
Variation I is the most refined method of practice. It is
often learned first and may remain the primary practice
method. It does require, however, the most frequent ma-
nipulation of the nostrils and may not be the best method
for some beginners for that reason.
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method that is somewhat easier to remember and

monitor. The alternation of the nostrils corresponds

with the completion of each full breath.

MORNING MIDDAY NIGHT
Left Right Active Passive Left Right

Nostril Nostril Nostril

   
                         

                        
                                        

                            
              

                          
                    

                                      

11.3x 143x 11.3x
through both through both through both

nostrils nostrils nostrils

      
         

E=Exhale I=Inhale
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Variation III requires the least amount of manipulation of
the nose, and for that reason it is an easy method to learn.
If the other methods prove somewhat difficult at first, this
method may prove to be a good starting method.

MORNING MIDDAY NIGHT
Left Right Active Passive Left Right

Nostril Nostril Nostril

       
      
     
      
                                                      

           
      
     
      
       
       

ti3x t1.3x 1.1.3x
through both through both through both

nostrils nostrils nostrils

E=Exhale     I=Inhale

1. In a seated meditative position, check the alignment of
your head, neck, and trunk, so that your spine is correctly
positioned and you can breathe freely.
2. Determine whether to begin by exhaling through 
the right or the left nostril. The choice depends upon the 
time
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of day and the method being used (see the diagrams).
3. Breathe diaphragmatically. In this exercise all the exha-
lations and inhalations should be of equal duration and 
should be smooth, slow, and controlled. Do not allow the 
breath to be forced or jerky. Allow the eyes to remain gently 
closed.
4. A special hand posi-
tion is used to gently 
close the nostrils in alter-
nation. Bring the right 
hand tip to the nose, and 
fold the index and mid-
dle fingers to the palm, 
so that you can use the 
thumb to close the right 
nostril, and the ring fin-
ger to close the left nos-
tril. Be sure that you are 
not bending over to 

bring the head down to your hand. Also be aware of how 
much pressure you use with your thumb and ring finger in 
closing the nostril. Very little pressure is needed. You can 
simply rest the thumb or finger against the side of the nos-
tril; this does not require more than a gentle touch.
5. To begin the practice, gently close one nostril and exhale 
smoothly and completely through the other.
6. At the end of the exhalation, following the pattern of the 
variation you have chosen, inhale smoothly and completely. 
The duration of the inhalation and exhalation should be equal 
and there should be no sense of forcing your breath.
7. Continue exhaling and inhaling until you have completed 
one full round of the variation you have chosen. Thcn

Alternate nostril breathing
(nadi shodhanam)
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breathe deeply and smoothly through both nostrils.
After you have worked with your chosen variation and 
achieved the ability to keep your exhalations and inhalations 
smooth, even, and noiseless, you will notice that the length of 
your breath tends to increase. Allow yourself to progress by 
letting the process become slower, smoother, and more 
consciously focused. When you can do that, you are ready for 
the next level.

Intermediate level of alternate nostril breathing
At the intermediate level, students should practice three 
rounds of nadi shodhanam, taking three breaths through 
both nostrils at the end of each round to rest and recover 
the natural internal rhythm of breathing. More than three 
breaths may be taken, if needed. (Note: When practicing 
three rounds in one sitting, the second of the three rounds 
begins with the opposite nostril, and the pattern of alterna-
tion is therefore the reverse of rounds one and three.)
As you progress in this practice you will want to give it 
more time and attention. Always keep the breath smooth 
and even. Do not force yourself to go beyond what is com-
fortable. There should not be any need to gasp or force the 
breath. Your goal is to achieve a subtle, smooth serenity in 
the breath.
Both two-to-one breathing and nadi shodhanam can be 
practiced twice a day, and other breathing practices can also 
be done after completing hatha yoga postures. However, 
breath retention should be done only under the supervision 
of a competent guide who has practiced it and who trains the 
student in the use of bandhas and mudras. Otherwise a 
disturbance in your vital force can create breathing disorders 
that are injurious for the heart, brain, and other systems.
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There are numerous breathing exercises; just a few of the 
subtle practices have been explained here to help students 
attain a meditative state in which the breath flows freely in 
both nostrils. This opening of the breath is called the awak-
ening of sushumna, and it is important for the higher stages 
of meditation. When sushumna is awakened, a particular 
clarity is realized, and the mind does not roam around but 
remains in a state of joy. Such a joyful mind is fit for medi-
tation and attains a state of tranquility.



CHAPTER SIX

A PROGRAM FOR PROGRESS 
IN MEDITATION

THIS PROGRAM FOR PROGRESS in meditation is the
result of thorough examination and experimentation by the
tradition of the sages. Many sincere students of meditation
have experienced its benefits. If you really want to attain the
highest state of meditation, you should commit yourself to
following this system, which is simple.

• Learn to sit at .the same time every day, and allow this
to become a habit.
• Develop a good sitting posture for meditation. There
are only a few postures that are appropriate for
meditation. These include the easy pose, the auspicious
pose, and the accomplished pose. Choose one pose and
regularly practice that same position for meditation.
Your body will adjust accordingly.
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Guidelines and Goals for the First Month
The first one or two months should be devoted to at-
taining a still, comfortable posture. A meditative posture 
should be steady and comfortable. Steadiness of posture 
means that you are able to sit still and can keep the head, 
neck, and trunk aligned. Allowing the posture to become 
comfortable means that you are not uneasy or disturbed in 
any way. The cushion you use as a meditation seat should 
be neither too high nor too hard, and it should never be 
spongy or unstable.
For the first month, you may use the support of a wall to help 
you tell whether you are keeping your head, neck, and trunk 
in a straight line. After that, learn to sit independently of any 
external support. A good meditation seat can be made from a 
wooden plank or board covered with two blankets that are 
folded into quarters.
At the first level of practice, obstacles may arise in several 
dimensions. First, the body may shake, perspire, or become 
numb. Next, the subtler muscles, such as the cheeks or eyes, 
may twitch. You should learn to ignore all this. At first the 
body rebels when you try to discipline it. If your throat gets 
dry while you are doing meditation, you can take a few sips of 
water. In certain cases, you may notice that there is excess 
saliva in your mouth. Both of these symptoms may be due to 
overeating or consuming unhealthy food.
When you begin to sit in meditation, you should not try to sit 
for a long time. To start, 15 to 20 minutes will be sufficient. 
Every third day you can expand your practice by 3 minutes. 
Gradually, when your posture becomes steady, the time will 
extend itself. Developing a still, steady posture will
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bring you great joy. Discomfort is not a good sign; massage 
your toes, legs, and thighs when you get up from your medi-
tation seat.
Pray to the Lord that your meditation will continue to be-
come better, that you will remain motivated to sit in medi-
tation, and that you look forward to your meditation time 
with great desire. But remember that you are praying to the 
Lord of Life, who is seated in the inner chamber of your 
own being. This sort of prayer strengthens your awareness. 
Do not pray for anything else except to strengthen your 
meditation. Selfish prayers feed the ego and make the aspi-
rant weak and dependent. Prayer should be God-centered, 
not ego-centered.

Exercise 1
As you begin your meditation, survey your body mentally. 
Check to see that your eyes are gently closed, your teeth are 
gently touching, your lips are sealed, and your hands are 
placed lightly on your knees (or as near your knees as you can 
comfortably reach without slouching forward).
Complete this survey of your body systematically, from the 
crown of the head downward. In the forehead, let there be no 
tension; in the cheeks and jaw, no tension; in the neck and 
shoulders, no tension. From the arms to the fingertips there 
should be no tension.
Mentally return to your shoulders, allowing no tension. Let 
there be no tension in the chest. "While your attention is at 
the chest, inhale and exhale within your comfortable 
capacity. This will help you relax your body. Take several 
deep breaths through your nostrils and mentally surrender 
any tension. Do not make suggestions to your body, but 
rather observe it and allow any tension to subside. Let your
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attention move on to the abdominal area. Survey the pelvic area, 
the hips, thighs, knees, calves, ankles, and feet.
Now inhale and exhale at least 5 to 10 times. Visualize your 
body and again systematically come back through the body 
in the reverse order, returning to the crown of your head. 
Survey your body thoroughly; if you find that a certain part 
of the body has any aches or pain, gently ask your mind to 
go to that spot to heal the ache. The mind definitely has the 
inner capacity to correct such discomforts. Do not doubt 
that.

Understanding the Mind
The mind is the master of the body, breath, and senses, for 
it is charged with the power of the center of consciousness, 
the individual soul. All our thinking processes, emotional 
power, capacity for analysis, and the functioning of the 
different modifications of the mind are due to the power of 
the innermost soul. One simply has to become aware of this 
fact, that the mind is in direct control of the senses, breath, 
and body. It is the mind that influences the senses and 
causes them to function in the external world. It is the mind 
that desires to perceive the world through the senses and to 
conceptualize and categorize those sensory perceptions. The 
mind stores its impressions in the unconscious, the 
storehouse of merits and demerits, and then recalls them 
whenever it needs them.
All sadhanas (spiritual practices, techniques, and disci-
plines) are actually meant to train the mind. And the fore-
most part of the training is to make the mind aware of that 
reality which lies beyond the mind: the immortal soul. The 
mind is a separate, individual entity, but it does not have a
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separate existence. It exists only because of the existence of 
the soul.
The mind is the finest instrument we possess. If it is un-
derstood well, the mind can be helpful in our sadhana. 
However, if the mind is not well-ordered and disciplined, it 
can distract us from our goals and dissipate all our potentials. 
Anything within the domain of the mind can be healed by the 
mind, once we know our deeper nature. When we become 
aware of our inner self, we can consciously heal, or prevent 
the occurrence of, many diseases.
There are four distinct functions of the mind: manas, buddhi, 
ahamkara, and chitta. These four should be understood and 
their functioning should be coordinated. Manas is the lower 
mind, through which we interact with the external world 
and take in sensory impressions and data. Manas also has 
the tendency to doubt and question, which can cause 
difficulties if this tendency becomes excessive.
Buddhi is the higher aspect of the mind, the doorway to inner 
wisdom. It has the capacity to decide, judge, and make 
cognitive discriminations and differentiations. It can deter-
mine the wiser of two courses of action, if it functions clearly 
and if manas will accept its guidance.
Ahamkara is the. sense of "I-ness," the individual ego, which 
feels itself to be a distinct, separate entity. It provides us with 
our sense of identity, but also creates feelings of separation, 
pain, and alienation.
Chitta is the memory bank which stores our impressions and 
experiences. While it can be useful, chitta can also cause 
difficulties if it is not coordinated with the other functions. 
These four functions are described in greater detail in The Art 
of Joyful Living.

Just as aspirants should care for and pay attention to these
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different functions of the mind (manas, chitta, buddhi, and 
ahamkara), which have different abilities and duties, so also 
should they take care of their external behavior, so that they 
do not acquire the diseases transmitted through unhealthy 
food, sex, or Unbalanced ways of living.
Cleanliness is valuable, but we should not become ob-
sessive about it, because in order to function effectively, the 
immune system also requires a healthy mind. Purity of mind 
is achieved by ridding ourselves of negative, passive, and 
slothful mental tendencies. Such a healthy mind acquires 
self-confidence, and then buddhi can better discriminate 
and decide things on time.
To establish coordination among the various faculties of the 
mind, we have to learn to watch how the mind functions 
through our actions and speech, and at the same time ob-
serve the thinking process itself. Ignorance is the mother of 
all disease, discomfort, pain, and misery. A purified, quiet, 
and serene mind is positive and healthy. The process of med-
itation helps the mind remain a useful and constructive in-
strument.
A clear mind, which has been purified and trained to be-
come one-pointed, can in many cases bring about healing. 
Self-healing is one of the natural physical capabilities of 
every person's mind. For example, suppose you are peeling 
an apple and cut your finger, and it begins to bleed. You'll 
notice that the cells of the body act as if they have a kind of 
understanding, and take immediate action at the site of the 
cut to stop the bleeding and protect the injured cells. In 
time, depending on the condition of the body's immune 
system, the body heals itself. But in a body whose mental 
and emotional processes are not coordinated, excessive cell 
activity may occur, which may even eventually create a
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growth. Due to such a lack of coordination and balance at a 
subtle level of mental functioning, diseases may arise and 
disturb our sadhana.
I believe that if we become emotionally attached to the ex-
ternal objects of the world, and remain unable to unfold our 
highest potential, then life is incomplete and we become vic-
tims of discontent and dissatisfaction. Therefore we should 
apply all our present resources to make the body, breath, 
senses, and mind healthy tools, so that sadhana is facilitated.
When you attain a state of meditation in which the body 
has become perfectly still and quiet, and doesn't move, 
shake, tremble, or twitch, then there is a feeling of unusual 
joy that is quite different from the other joys of worldly ex-
perience. Then you can begin to watch your breath, and 
enter the next stage of meditation.
Remember that practicing breath awareness is vital for 
meditation. Observe your breathing to see if you notice any 
problems with the four common faults we discussed earlier: 
jerkiness, shallowness, noise, or extended pauses. The body 
should be still, with the head, neck, and trunk aligned, so that 
your breathing can flow smoothly.

Practice for the Second Month
In the second month, you can extend your practice as follows.
After you have done your stretching and limbering exercises, 
then do your breathing exercises. To relax the gross muscles, 
physical exercises are helpful, but to create a deeper level of 
relaxation in the subtle muscles and nervous system, 
breathing exercises are even more useful. Alternate nostril 
breathing and even breathing are beneficial preparatory
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practices, but during meditation itself, the only exercise rec-
ommended is breath awareness. Breath is one of the great 
focal points of the mind. The mind and the breath are in-
separable associates. It is easy and natural for the mind to 
focus on the breath.
As we said earlier, for the first month the aspirant should 
focus the mind on the flow of the breath, watching and ob-
serving one's inhalations and exhalations, and seeking to re-
move the four main problems with the breath. In the next 
step of breathing practice, the mind should be carefully 
focused on the exercise described below.

Exercise 2
This will be a delightful experience, but remember that you 
will experience this pleasant state only if you first learn to 
make the posture steady, still, and comfortable, so that your 
body will not distract you from the inner delight of this 
breathing technique. This particular exercise is subtle; it is 
more advanced and refined than the other experiences you 
have had with breath awareness. It has been the focus of ex-
periments done for thousands of years by a line of sages and 
teachers.
Inhale as though you are breathing from the base of the 
spine to the crown of the head, without creating any distur-
bances in the breath. Exhale as though you are exhaling 
from the top of the head to the base of the spine. It will be 
helpful if you can visualize three cords in the spine: in the 
center, the channel physiologists call the centralis canalis, and 
on the sides, the subtle channels yogis call ida and pin-gala, 
two of the main nadis described earlier.
Inhale and exhale through the centralis canalis, which is an 
extremely fine milky-white tube. Feel the subtle current
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of energy that flows between the medulla oblongata (at the 
base of the brain) and the pelvic plexus. Observe your mind 
and see how many times it becomes distracted. The moment 
the mind is distracted, you will find that there is a slight jerk 
or irregularity in the breath. During this practice it is rec-
ommended that you continue the gentle flow of the breath 
without jerks, noise, shallowness, or extended pauses.
After you inhale and exhale with awareness of the spine, 
become aware of the breath as it comes and goes through the 
nostrils. You may notice that one nostril seems blocked and 
the other may seem more open. You can easily inhale through 
one but not the other. In such cases, pay attention to the 
blocked nostril, and you may be surprised to notice that in a 
few moments' time, the blocked nostril opens.
For example, you might first pay attention to the right 
nostril. When it opens and becomes easy to breathe 
through, then pay attention to the other nostril, in order to 
open it simultaneously. If you practice this systematically, it 
will not take much time to develop control over the flow of 
the breath.
The breath and mind are twin laws of life. They are close to 
each other and easily influence each other. Although they 
have a separate existence, they register each other's influence. 
Try to establish the awareness that the flow of your breath 
can be directed by your conscious will, through the simple 
attention of your mind. Soon you will find that the moment 
your thoughts change, your breath also shifts.
After experimenting with the subtle electrical potentials 
associated with both nostrils, the sages discovered that these 
two aspects of breath have different natures. Breathing 
through the left side has a cooling effect, while breathing 
through the right side has a warming effect.



A PROGRAM FOR PROGRESS 75

According to this advanced science of breath, when you 
notice that one nostril is more active, one of the tattvas (
subtle elements) is active and becomes prominent, which 
creates a disturbance in the mind. This is what causes the al-
teration in the flow of your breath. The tattvas are affected 
by the manner in which the breath flows through the left 
and right nostrils, and your breath is affected by the pre-
dominant tattva. However, once you gain control over the 
breath, it can also give you control over the shifts in the 
tattvas, according to your level of discrimination and depth 
of concentration as a student of meditation. This is a pro-
found science discussed in much greater detail in Path of Fire 
and Light.

Su shumna  awaken i n g
Now let us go on to the next step, the process of making the 
mind calm and joyous, so that it experiences delight in 
practicing meditation. This method is called sushumna 
awakening. The aspirant who has the patience to proceed ac-
cording to this program will surely benefit. Those who are "
economy readers" will probably read through this descrip-
tion without ever practicing it, and they will gain only a 
glimpse of this process. May God bless them and hopefully 
someday they will also walk on this path of light.
To begin the process of sushumna awakening, the meditator 
focuses the mind on the breath as it is felt between the two 
nostrils. Mind you, this does not mean to visually focus on the 
top of the nostrils or the tip of the nose; it is not trataka (
gazing with the eyes). The goal is to focus awareness on the 
flow of the breath, at the bridge between the nostrils, just 
above the upper lip. When you focus your mind here, you will 
soon discover that both nostrils begin to flow
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freely. This is called sandhya, the wedding of the sun and 
moon, the union between pingala and ida. This is a delightful 
time in which neither worry, fear, nor other negative thoughts 
can distract the mind. However, it is important to realize that, 
because students do not have much experience in creating 
this state, it usually doesn't last long and is difficult to 
maintain for any length of time.
When you regularly focus the mind on the center between 
the two nostrils, morning and evening, you will find that the 
mind easily attains a state of joy. Then you feel eager to 
enter this state again and look forward to your meditation 
all day. When both nostrils flow freely, it means that you 
are inhaling and exhaling through both nostrils si-
multaneously, which is the sign of sushumna awakening. 
Once this experience can be maintained for five minutes, 
you have crossed a great barrier, and your mind has attained 
the beginning of one-pointedness. Now your mind starts to 
focus inward. Two to three months should be devoted to 
this kriya (special practice).

The Conscious Mind
The conscious mind is that part of the mind which func-
tions during the waking state. It is merely a small fragment 
of the totality of the mind. Our educational system—
whether at home, in school, or in the colleges and universi-
ties—has no systematic program that teaches us how to 
really understand and become aware of the whole of the 
mind, especially the unconscious mind. That tiny fraction of 
the mind that is cultivated by our educational system, from 
childhood onward, is merely the conscious mind.

The conscious mind relies on ten senses to collect data
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from the external world. These consist of five subtle cognitive 
senses (sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch) and five gross 
active senses (the hands, feet, power of speech, and organs of 
reproduction and elimination).
Most of us know only a little about how to educate the 
conscious aspect of our mind. The sages, however, with the 
assistance of deeper meditative methods, learned to dive 
deeply into the inner recesses of the unconscious and to 
make use of its capacities in an orderly way. These great 
ones are able to accomplish this with a simple, systematic 
method of meditation. Sadly, most human beings operate at 
a level of awareness barely above the level of the brute, 
because they don't know how to gain access into the deeper 
aspects of the mind. That is why we aren't aware of the 
inner treasures hidden in our deeper personalities.
There are many obstacles to overcome in order to help the 
conscious mind understand itself. The mind usually re-
mains clouded, confused, and undisciplined, focused almost 
exclusively on objects in the external world, where every-
thing seems to move and change. Because the mind itself is 
confused, even learning how to accurately perceive and as-
sess objects and events in the external world is a serious 
problem for many people. However, those who are medita-
tors learn to purify the mind and make it one-pointed. For 
them, it becomes possible to collect sense data exactly as 
they are. Such people see things clearly, rather than in the 
usual distorted or distracted fashion.
With the help of meditation, the conscious mind can be trained 
to form a new habit. The personality can be transformed when 
you learn to let go of the unhelpful, habitual thoughts arising in 
the conscious mind. Learn to witness your thoughts and practice 
remaining undisturbed, unaffected, and
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uninvolved in the scenes, feelings, concepts, and memories 
passing by in your mental train. Another three to four months 
of regular meditative practice will allow you enough time to 
learn to deal with the conscious aspect of the mind.
Sometimes people feel that they already have control over 
their mind, but that isn't usually true, because even if they 
can control their conscious mind, they cannot control the 
unknown unconscious mind, which is powerful and exten-
sive. The unconscious is a vast reservoir of the impressions 
resulting from our deeds, actions, desires, and emotions. 
These latent levels of the mind remain a mystery to the av-
erage person. Even when the conscious mind has seemingly 
become calm, a single impression (such as a memory) that 
arises from the unconscious can suddenly disturb the mind, 
exactly the way a pebble's splash disturbs the smooth sur-
face of a lake.
Human emotion is an immense power, which usually op-
erates below the surface of the lake of mind, like a shark 
swimming under water. If that emotion is not guided, it can 
contaminate the whole lake. In this endeavor you need to 
learn to be patient with yourself. To be afraid to try to ex-
amine your thought process is a serious mistake to make. 
You should examine all your fears, and then you will find 
that most of them are imaginary and irrational. From this 
point you then begin the process of contemplation with 
analysis. Gradually you will acquire the ability to inspect 
your thinking process while remaining undisturbed. Such a 
mind attains clarity and is then prepared to attain samadhi. 
There are many levels of samadhi, which is a state of deep, 
absorbed meditation. When you can focus your mind for 
ten minutes without any disturbance, you have nearly 
attained this goal.
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All human beings who are aware of the underlying reality of 
life, and who have already examined the joys and pleasures of 
the world and found them wanting, will realize that they 
cannot remain content or truly satisfied without practicing 
meditation. Meditation creates the highest of all joys. Medi-
tation creates fearlessness.
The final step of meditation is to remain in silence. This 
silence cannot be described; it is inexplicable. This silence 
opens the door to intuitive knowledge, and then the past, 
present, and future are revealed to the student.

Once upon a time, a student of meditation went to see a sage. 
The student began discussing philosophical concepts, such as the 
nature of God, but the sage didn't say anything. The aspirant 
talked on and on and asked many probing questions, but still 
the sage kept still. Finally, in frustration, the aspirant asked 
why the sage wouldn't answer his questions. Then the sage 
smiled and said gently, "I have been answering, but you are not 
listening: God is silence."

In the course of my search and study in the Himalayas and 
other parts of India, I met a fortunate few who enjoyed this 
deep state of silence and also helped those who are pre-
pared to meditate. Beyond body, breath, and mind lies this 
silence. From silence emanate peace, happiness, and bliss. 
Meditators make that silence their personal abode. That is 
the final goal of meditation.



Q Why isn't "meditation music" considered helpful in deepening
meditation?
A: Music is an external stimulus, which takes your sensory
system and mind in the direction of external awareness,
rather than toward the inward focus of meditation.
Concentration on some pleasant, external stimulus—such as a
rose or soft music—can be quite soothing, but it doesn't lead
you in the direction of the highest state of consciousness
within. Enjoy music at other times, but do not confuse this
with meditation.

Q What about using incense or candles? Are they necessary
or helpful?
A: For the same reason, burning incense while meditating isn't
recommended, because the scent or smoke can be a
distraction. If you wish, burn a little incense before you med-
itate to establish a pleasant atmosphere, but we recommend
that you put the incense out when you begin to meditate.
Candles that flicker can also be quite a distraction, even
though your eyes are gently closed. If you can obtain a good
quality, nonflickering candle, you'll find it less
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bothersome, but again, since your focus is not meant to be on 
the candle, an external light is not essential.

Q.• There seem to be many di f f erent meditat ive tradit ions 
and techniques .  What accounts for these di f f erences? How do 
I know which technique is  best  for me?
A: All authentic meditative traditions seek to help students 
know their own innermost nature. These seemingly different 
techniques can be compared to many different paths up a 
mountain. Along the paths the view may differ, but from the 
mountaintop the ultimate experience is the same.
Some techniques of meditation use mantras (as discussed in 
this book), while other traditions use different practices, 
often involving focusing on the breath. Whatever practice 
you choose, it is important that you do it regularly and 
conscientiously. Different techniques are appropriate for 
different students, who may have varying personalities, incli-
nations, and capacities. Learn one method, apply it consis-
tently over time, and observe what response you seem to be 
having to the practice.
The practice of meditation using breath awareness alone is 
not sufficient, because the aspirant should learn to go beyond 
the conscious and even the unconscious mind. Some 
traditions lead students beyond them, while other methods 
are limited to breath awareness alone. It is essential to 
develop a comfortable, still posture, and then to become 
aware of the breath, but a human being is also a thinking 
being, and cannot ignore dealing with the various levels of 
the mind. Therefore a technique that leads aspirants beyond 
all the levels of the mind is a higher method of meditation. 
We do not condemn other meditation techniques, but some 
are complete and some are incomplete.
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Eventually aspirants have to become aware of their essential 
nature, the source of consciousness, from which 
consciousness flows through various degrees and grades. The 
center of consciousness lies beyond the body, senses, breath, 
and mind. Therefore a method that is comprehensive and 
leads to the removal of all barriers to the experience of one's 
innermost being is the best method.

Q. Not only are there many different techniques, but there are 
different paths of yoga, such as the path of devotion and the 
path of action. Which should I follow?
A: There are many diverse paths, but the goal is only one. The 
path in which you find inner satisfaction is your own path. 
Become aware of what path you fed is right for you.

Q Should I use an alarm clock to time my meditation?
A: From the beginning you should learn to strengthen your 
sankalpa shakti (power of will) by resolving that you will rise 
on time and meditate for 10, 15, or 20 minutes. The mind is 
the greatest of all timekeepers, and as you progress, you will 
find that the mind wakes you up for your meditation. 
Nothing external is really needed when you have decided 
that you want to awaken and meditate at a particular time.
Generally it's not necessary to use an alarm clock to time 
the meditation itself, since in meditation, unlike the state of 
sleep, you will not lose consciousness of the passage of 
time. It's also rather unpleasant to end a tranquil 
meditation with the jarring tone of an alarm clock. If you're 
concerned about the time, keep a clock within view so you 
can check the time, or better still, try to set up your 
meditation session so that you don't feel so much time
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pressure. Meditate earlier in the morning, or in the evening 
when there are no more duties or responsibilities awaiting 
you.

Q; What do I do if my legs begin to hurt or fall asleep?
A: This often happens when the aspirant does not do enough 
physical exercise, but if you begin to do stretching exercises 
before and after meditation, you will notice a difference after 
a few days. If you still experience discomfort, or if your feet 
fall asleep, stretch out your legs and shift position for a few 
minutes. You can massage or stretch your muscles and then, 
when your legs feel comfortable, resume your original 
position. You will find that the length of time you can sit 
comfortably will gradually increase as you form a habit of 
sitting regularly, and in a few months the body will not feel 
the way it did in the beginning.
Most modern people don't spend much dme sitting on the 
floor, so initially some postures may be uncomfortable. 
However, you will probably find that as you become 
accustomed to your meditation posture, it feels increasingly 
natural. While it is commonplace for the body to have some 
initial difficulty adjusting to sitting on the floor (or any other 
new exercise), remember that you should never push your 
body to the point of pain. Physical exercise before and after 
the practice of meditation is important in helping to maintain 
good blood circulation.

Q Sometimes my meditation is good and sometimes it is full 
of disturbances. How can I deal with this situation?
A: When your mind remains preoccupied by worldly concerns 
and desires, it interferes with your experience during 
meditation. In such cases, you should cultivate a firm
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determination to let go of all the thoughts that are coming 
forward in the mind asking for your attention. Therefore, 
before you sit in meditation, it is important to have a deter-
mined mind and to elevate your awareness by doing breath 
awareness. Decide not to be disturbed no matter what type 
of thoughts come into the conscious mind from the store-
house of merits and demerits, the unconscious mind. When 
you learn to witness your thinking process without becom-
ing involved with its images, feelings, thoughts, and inter-
ests, then no thoughts—good or bad, helpful or 
unhelpful—can disturb you.

Q Sometimes the body itches, the head tilts to one side, or other 
symptoms—such as yawning, spontaneous tearing of the eyes, or 
the need to 5-wallow—occur What is the correct way of dealing 
with these disturbances?
A: Such disturbances occur during the preliminary stages of 
meditation. If one does not overeat, learns to keep the mind 
free from preoccupations, and observes the body, these 
things can be checked easily.

Q.• Why do I feel afraid during meditation?
A: This problem often occurs in those who have avoided 
becoming aware of certain desires and suppressed thoughts, 
as well as those who wish to escape from self-awareness, not 
wanting to analyze or understand their thinking process.
Actually a student is always safe during meditation, because 
the closer one is to the innermost, immortal reality, the safer 
one becomes. It is true that in meditation, hidden motivations 
and repressed feelings do become conscious, but the aspirant 
should cultivate inner strength and allow
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these things to come to awareness, and then learn to let go 
of them so they do not continue to distract the mind. 
Sincere effort and practicing meditation consistently and 
regularly, with firm determination, eventually help the stu-
dent overcome such hurdles.

Q What is japa? How does it help to deepen meditation?
A: Japa is the continuous mental repetition of one's mantra. 
It is a helpful tool for keeping the mind focused on 
maintaining awareness of the center of consciousness. One 
can do japa all the time, in all situations and conditions. One 
of the best ways of doing japa is the silent technique of recit-
ing the mantra without moving one's tongue. The mind has a 
habit of always thinking of and obsessing about both the 
desirable and undesirable objects or events of the world. 
Keeping the mind busy doing japa is a useful accomplish-
ment which counteracts this tendency. When japa becomes 
ajapa japa (spontaneous and effortless, going on by itself), it 
creates inner comfort, joy, peace, and happiness. If japa is 
done with feeling, and not mere mechanical repetition, it 
helps the student in attaining mahabhava (ecstasy).
In all spiritual traditions of the world, some form of japa is 
recommended. It is one of the great supports and aids for an 
aspirant of meditation. Japa can be done using a mala, which is 
a set of beads much like a rosary, or it can be done only 
mentally. If you use a mala, you move one bead each time you 
repeat the mantra.

Q What i s  the  d i f f e r ence  be tween medi tat ion and
mental japa?

A: Japa leads the meditator like a constant companion,
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helping the meditator cross all the intervening barriers to 
reach a state of silence. Silence is the greatest of all 
attainments. It is an experience in which one remains fully 
conscious and aware of the inner reality or Self, which is the 
Self of all, the universal truth.

Q.• Do diet and sexual activity affect one's meditation?

 A: Of course these factors affect meditation, so the mind 
should not be encouraged to roam and obsess in sexual 
grooves all the time. Sex is a biological and emotional 
necessity to a certain age, although this appetite should be 
regulated. This should not become the most prominent and 
dominating purpose of one's life.

As far as food is concerned, simple, fresh, nutritious food 
that is not overcooked is best for the student of meditation. 
However, even though foods that are rich in nutrients are 
most healthy, overeating is neither healthy nor conducive to 
meditation. Meditation should not be done either when one 
is hungry or just after one has eaten.

Q How do I know when I need a teacher and how do I find one?

A: When aspirants begin to examine the momentary and 
transitory nature of the objects of the external world, they 
find they are no longer fully satisfied with them. They begin 
questioning the purpose of life and then try to understand 
their own internal states. Often, such students
study the sayings of the sages. It is during this period of 
seeking that students find they need a guide. 

There is an an- cient saying-which is true-that when a student 
has a burning desire to know the innermost truth, is sincerely 
searching, and is prepared, then the teacher appears.
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All aspirants should know that an authentic teacher is always 
selfless and knows the state of mind of the aspirant and 
guides them accordingly. Do not search for a teacher, but 
prepare yourself first, and your teacher will come. Those 
teachers who are selfish and dominating or who exploit their 
students can never really guide anyone. Teachers who are 
selfless, experienced, and who practice meditation know 
whether aspirants are actually prepared to tread the path. It is 
true that a competent teacher is a gift of grace from God.
I advise seekers not to run here and there in search of teachers, 
but rather to prepare themselves by watching their own mind, 
action, and speech, for there is a teacher within everyone, and 
that is their own conscience. If we ignore our inner teacher, 
then a teacher outside will be of no use to us. Learning to 
listen to one's conscience is a great preparation for the path of 
spirituality.
Sometimes the ego comes forward and misguides us. The mind 
is a magician which can play many tricks, but the sincere 
aspirant will learn to recognize when the inner guidance received 
comes from their conscience or from a deluded or egotistic part 
of their personality. I advise students to pray to the mighty Self 
within, for heartfelt prayers are always answered.

Q How do students know that they are progressing?
A: Progressing on the path of spirituality is not like 
progressing in the external world. On the inner path, pro-
gressing means developing a peaceful and joyous mind. The 
student does not feel agitated or excited. This inner experi-
ence is a sufficient indication of the progress of the aspirant. 
The aspirant is also bound to meet others on the path of 
spirituality who share similar goals, for the law of nature is 
that similar attracts similar.
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Q Can meditation cure emotional problems?
A: Meditation is the highest of all therapies, provided it is 
practiced systematically. Gradually aspirants learn to deal with 
their problems, fears, and habit patterns. Every human being 
has the capacity to advance and is fully equipped to deal even 
with gigantic problems, provided they follow their path with 
firm determination and sincerity. If when your human efforts 
are exhausted you still do not find peace within, then 
surrender yourself to the Self of all, the Lord of Life. Such 
self-surrender is the highest of all methods.

Q• Are there any dangers in practicing meditation?
A: Meditation is not at all dangerous, but if we are not 
prepared, then sitting with closed eyes and hallucinating is a 
sheer waste of time and energy. We should understand the 
whole method and gradually train ourselves to be "insiders.
" Most of us are taught to learn, watch, and verify things 
only in the external world. Learning to look, find, and see 
within is an entirely different path. Therefore learning to 
practice meditation systematically is useful.
Many teachers claim that their methods are a shortcut, and 
that other methods are lengthy. There is no such thing as a 
shortcut.or a lengthy process; the path depends entirely on 
the student's capacity, sincerity, and determination. Do not 
be swayed by such propaganda, publicity, or promotions. 
Work with yourself.

Q ;• What are the symptoms of deepening meditation?
A: Meditation makes the mind one-pointed and inward. 
When you have learned to arrange your worldly duties so 
that they don't create any obstacles, and when you practice 
meditation regularly and punctually, then you will
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find it rewarding in a special way. The mind becomes pen-
etrating and one-pointed, and starts to fathom the subtler 
dimensions of life. These are the symptoms of deepening 
meditation.

Q How does one develop a feeling for the mantra?
A: In the beginning, simply follow the technique of 
mantra repetition. Later on, as this habit becomes a part 
of your life, you start to experience joy. You actually love 
your habits, and when the japa becomes an irreplaceable 
habit of your life, you feel attracted to and delighted by 
the mantra.

Q• What is the final outcome of meditation? What can we expect?
A: The books all say that the final outcome is the attainment 
of samadhi. There are various types of samadhi, but I can tell 
you that a meditator is fully capable of attaining the highest 
state of wisdom, in which the mind cannot and does not 
pose any questions, because all questions are answered and 
all problems are resolved. This delightful state of mind 
brings tranquility in the external world and permanent peace 
within. Such meditators remain aware of truth at every 
moment and become fearless, for they remember the Lord 
of Life in every breath, and live in the world unaffected by 
worldly turmoil.

Q. How long will it take a sincere student to attain the final goal?
A: This depends on the quality of the students' internal 
states and the intensity of their determination, as well as 
the punctuality and regularity they maintain in



meditation practice. Some students become excite!! 
emotional about wanting to attain the highest state. They 
practice enthusiastically for a few days, but then their in-
terest wanes and they stop practicing. However, those who 
persevere, practicing their meditation with regularity and 
full determination, surely attain the highest wisdom in a 
short time. Aspirants have many fantasies, desires for inner 
experiences, and expectations of miracles, but when they 
understand that these are not helpful, then they abandon 
them and step beyond the mire of delusion, treading the 
path of light.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  FOR 
FURTHER STUDY

The following will be especially helpful in advancing your
understanding and practice of meditation:

The Art of Joyful Living by Swami Rama

Creative Use of Emotion by Swami Rama

Inner Quest by Pandit Rajmani Tigunait, Ph.D.

Living with the Himalayan Masters by Swami Rama

Path of Fire and Light, Volumes I and II by Swami Rama

The Power of Mantra and the Mystery of Initiation by
Pandit Rajmani Tigunait, Ph.D.

The Royal Path: Practical Lessons on Yoga by Swami Rama (
formerly Lectures on Yoga)

Science of Breath by Swami Rama,
Rudolph Ballentine, M.D., and Alan Hymes, M.D.
Superconscious Meditation by Usharbudh Arya, D.Litt.

Transition to Vegetarianism by Rudolph Ballentine, M.D.

Yoga: Mastering the Basics by Sandra Anderson
and Rolf Sovik, Psy.D.
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You may also find several relaxation and meditation tapes to 
be useful, including:

Guided Meditation for Beginners
A Guide to Intermediate Meditation

First Step Toward Advanced Meditation
Learn to Meditate
31 and 61 Points

These and other books and tapes on meditation are available 
from the Himalayan Institute Press. For a catalog or further 
information, call 800-822-4547 or 717-253-5551, e-mail: 
hibooks@epix.net, or fax: 717-251-7812.

For students interested in practicing japa, a Japa Kit con-
taining full instructions and a mala (yoga rosary) is also avail-
able.

mailto:hibooks@epix.net,
mailto:hibooks@epix.net,


ARENDIX A:

RELAXATION EXERCISES

Tension/Relaxation Exercise
This exercise is done for three minutes at the beginning of
your hatha yoga session. It can be practiced for several
weeks or until your body and mind have started letting go
of tension through the practice of hatha postures, breathing
exercises, and meditation.

Technique
Lie in the corpse posture, relaxed and breathing evenly.
Tense all the muscles of the face, pulling them toward the
tip of the nose. Then release the tension and relax.

Gently close the eves and keep them closed throughout the rest
of the exercise.

Gently roll the head from side to side several times.
Pull the shoulders forward. Gently release and relax.

Tense the right arm in a subtle manner, without making a fist or
lifting the arm off the floor. Do not focus exclusively on tensing
only the external muscles; take your mind deeper within the
muscle structure. Then release the tension and relax.
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Repeat with the left arm.
Tense the hips and the buttocks. Then release the tension

and relax.
Tense the right leg in the same manner that you tensed

the right arm. Then release the tension and relax.
Repeat with the left leg.
Starting at the toes, relax the body from the toes through

the legs, torso, arms, neck, and head.

Complete Relaxation Exercise
Before meditating it is beneficial to do a concentrated re-
laxation exercise. There are many such techniques. The one 
described here relaxes the skeletal muscles, eliminates any fa-
tigue or strain following the hatha yoga postures, and ener-
gizes both the mind and the body. During this exercise, keep 
your mind alert and concentrated on your breath as you 
progressively relax your muscles.
In the beginning you should practice this technique for 
only ten minutes, because beyond that time the mind usu-
ally begins to wander and you may find yourself drifting to-
ward sleep.

Technique
Lie in the corpse posture with your eyes gently closed. Inhale 
and exhale through your nostrils slowly, smoothly, and deeply. 
There should be no noise, jerks, or pauses in your breath. Let 
your inhalations and exhalations flow naturally, without 
exertion, in one continuous movement. Keep the body still.
Mentally travel through your body and relax the top of the 
head, forehead, eyebrows, the space between your eye-
brows, eyes, eyelids, cheeks, and nose. Then exhale and
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inhale completely four times, breathing diaphragmatically.
Exhaling, relax your mouth, jaw, chin, neck, shoulders, 
upper arms, lower arms, wrists, hands, fingers, and finger-
tips. Feel as if you are inhaling from your fingertips, up your 
arms, shoulders, and face to your nostrils, and then exhaling 
back to the fingertips. Then exhale and inhale completely 
four times.
Relax your fingertips, fingers, hands, wrists, lower arms, upper 
arms, shoulders, upper back, and chest. Concentrate at the 
center of the chest, and exhale and inhale completely four 
times.
Relax the stomach, abdomen, lower back, hips, thighs, knees, 
calves, ankles, feet, and toes.
Exhale as though your whole body is exhaling, and inhale as 
though your whole body is inhaling. Expel all your tension, 
worries, and anxieties. Inhale vital energy, peace, and 
relaxation. Exhale and inhale completely four times.
Relax your toes, feet, ankles, calves, thighs, knees, hips, lower 
back, abdomen, stomach, and chest. Concentrating at the 
center of the chest, exhale and inhale completely four times.
Relax your upper back, shoulders, upper arms, lower arms, 
wrists, hands, fingers, and fingertips. Then exhale and inhale 
completely four times.
Relax your fingertips, fingers, hands, wrists, lower arms, upper 
arms, shoulders, neck, chin, jaw, mouth, and nostrils. Then 
exhale and inhale completely four times.
Relax your cheeks, eyelids, eyes, eyebrows, the space be-
tween your eyebrows, forehead, and top of your head. Now, 
for 30 to 60 seconds, allow your mind to be aware of the 
calm and serene flow of your breath. Let your mind make a 
gentle, conscious effort to guide your breath so that
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it remains smooth, calm, and deep, without any noise or 
jerks.
Slowly and gently open your eyes. Stretch your body. Try to 
maintain this calm, peaceful feeling throughout the day.



-APPENDIX  B:
BREATH TRAINING

There are many breathing exercises designed to help beginning
students. Here is a review of the basic practices leading to
relaxed, diaphragmatic breathing in a meditative pose.

The Standing Complete Breath—a preparatory stretch
The standing complete breath helps in expanding the ca-
pacity of the lungs and is excellent for physical and mental
energizing. During the exercise breathe through the nose,
not the mouth. If possible, practice in front of an open win-
dow or outside in the fresh air.
When doing the exercise it may be helpful to picture a glass
of water being filled and emptied. As the glass is being filled,
the water level rises from bottom to top. When water in the
glass is emptying, the water level descends from the top of
the glass to the bottom. Similarly, as you inhale, imagine that
the breath is filling your lungs to the top, and as you exhale,
the lungs are emptied to the bottom.

Technique
Assume the simple standing posture.
Inhaling, slowly raise the arms to the sides, extending and
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. t '

Location of the diaphragm in relation to
the ribs and internal organs.

DIAPHRAGM
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lifting them gradually overhead until the palms are touching, 
in a prayer position. As you raise the arms, fill the lower 
lungs, then the middle lungs, and then the upper portion of 
the lungs.
Exhaling, slowly lower the arms back to the sides. You are 
emptying the upper portion of the lungs, then the middle of the 
lungs, and finally the lower lungs.

Repeat the exercise two to five more times.

Diaphragmatic Breathing
The training needed to learn diaphragmatic breathing can be 
accomplished in three steps. These steps are briefly summarized 
below, followed by exercises for practice.

I. Lying on the back in shavasana (the corpse pose)
Lying on the back, the rib cage is virtually motionless, while 
the navel area rises prominently with the inhalation and falls 
with the exhalation. This type of breathing is sometimes called 
"belly" breathing. It is not the final stage of diaphragmatic 
breathing, but it does help to eliminate the unhealthy habit of 
breathing with the chest and makes one aware of the effects of 
contracting the diaphragm. During this stage of practice you 
can begin to develop the various qualities of good breathing, 
making your breath deep, smooth, even, without sound, and 
without pause. To strengthen the diaphragm, practice sandbag 
breathing in this posture.

Technique
Lie on your back in shavasana (the corpse posture). Support 
your head and neck with a thin cushion. Rest your legs about 
twelve inches apart; place your arms a few inches from your 
torso, with palms turned up.
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Close your eyes and let your body become still. Rest the muscles 
of your rib cage until the chest and ribs become almost 
motionless. Then begin to observe the flow of your breathing. 
Notice the rise and fall of your abdomen with each breath. Do 
not try to push the abdomen upward. Simply let it rise as your 
diaphragm contracts and descends naturally, creating the in-
halation. As you exhale, observe the fall of your abdomen.
At the end of each phase of your breathing, relax and let the 
next phase begin. Each inhalation flows naturally into the 
exhalation without pause; each exhalation flows into the 
inhalation, again, without pause.
Let your breath become deep and smooth. Breathe 
without jerks and without "trying" hard to control the 
breath. Each inhalation and exhalation is approximately 
equal in length. In addition, as the breath becomes deeper 
and slower, let it flow without sound.
Finally, observe the breath over and over as if the body 
breathes and you are simply watching it. Let your mind relax 
as you watch the breath for an additional five minutes.

w r A

2. Lying on the stomach in the crocodile pose
Lying on the stomach in the crocodile posture, you will notice 
that the ribs at the lower sides of the rib cage are free to move 
with breathing. They expand with the inhalation and contract 
with the exhalation. When lying on the stomach, the back 
also rises and falls with each breath. By bringing awareness to 
the sides and back, in addition to the abdomen, this stage of 
breath training introduces a more complete feeling of the 
dynamics of diaphragmatic breathing.

Technique
Lie on your stomach. Fold your arms on the floor above

your head, and place your forehead on your forearms. Your
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legs may be together, or apart—the toes turned in or out. Let 
your whole body rest.
Observe the flow of your breathing, feeling the rise and fall of 
your lower back with each breath. The back rises with 
inhalation and falls with exhalation.
Next observe the movement of the sides of the rib cage. The 
ribs expand with each inhalation and contract with the 
exhalation.
Finally, feel the abdomen press against the floor as you in-
hale and contract as you exhale.
Watch your body breathe, observing these movements 
around the entire lower part of your torso—the back, sides, 
and abdomen. Continue for an additional five minutes, let-
ting your nervous system and mind relax as your watch the 
breath.

3. Sitting erect (in any meditation pose)
In an erect sitting pose the muscles of the abdomen and 
lower back are moderately active in order to maintain the 
posture. This affects the breathing. As in the crocodile pos-
ture, the front, sides, and back all expand with inhalation. 
The sideward expansion of the lower ribs is most noticeable, 
while the movement of the abdomen is somewhat less 
marked, and the back moves only slightly.

Technique
Sit erect in one of the seated meditation postures. Let your 
body rest and become still. Relax the muscles of the chest, 
lower back, and abdomen, while maintaining an erect 
posture.
Observe the flow of your breathing, feeling the lower torso 
expand with each inhalation and contract as you exhale. 
Notice how your breathing results in a quiet expansion
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of sides, front, and back—each balancing the role played by 
the other.
The abdominal movement is not nearly so prominent while 
sitting as while lying down. The movement of the sides is 
much more noticeable.
Continue to watch the breath for another five minutes, 
relaxing and learning to recognize the feel of dia-
phragmatic breathing in a sitting posture. During that time, 
let thoughts come and go while maintaining your awareness 
of the breath.
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Ahamkara Loosely translated as "ego." Together, manas,
buddhi, chitta, and ahamkara comprise the four functions of 
the mind. It is through ahamkara that one identifies oneself 
with the objects of the world, feeling, for example, "I am this 
body." It refers to a faculty of mind through which pure 
consciousness falsely identifies itself with non-self, that is, the 
mind, physical body, and material objects.

Ajapa Japa The constant spontaneous awareness of one's
mantra.

Asana Literally, "sitting," "position," or "posture." The
fourth of the eight limbs of raja yoga, which emphasizes 
attainment of a steady and comfortable posture. It later evolved 
into the science of physical culture called hatha yoga in which 
the word means one of the systems of postures.

Atman Pure consciousness, the true Self, the unchanging,
eternal truth which is beyond the entire manifest world.

Aum (or Om) A sound which represents the Absolute. 
According to the yogic scriptures called the Upanishads, the 
word Aum consists of three letters—A, U, and M—representing 
the waking, dreaming, and deep sleep states. After the word 
Aum is pronounced, there comes a moment of silence, which 
represents the absolute or transcendent reality beyond these 
three ordinary states of awareness. The highest of mantras, Aum 
is a symbol of the highest realization and knowledge.
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Bandha "Lock." An internal bodily constriction or contraction
applied for the purpose of stopping or directing prana.

Bhava Emotion, mood, devotional state of mind, feeling. ■

Buddhi The mental faculty of the intellect. Buddhi has three
main functions: it knows, evaluates, and makes decisions.

Chitta The pool of the unconscious mind in which all the
impressions gathered by the senses are deposited, and from the 
bottom of which they arise to create a constant stream of random 
thoughts and associations.

Dhyana Meditation; a one-pointed state of mind that is not
disturbed by any thought constructs.

Hatha Yoga The science of physical health that developed out
of the third limb of raja yoga—asana. It attempts, through 
physical postures and cleansing exercises, to prepare the student 
for higher practices in yoga.

Ida One of the three principal energy channels flowing in the
spinal cord. It controls the breath in the left nostril.

Japa Repetition of one's mantra. Constant japa is an excellent
technique for making the mind one-pointed. Japa as a practice is 
complete in itself, provided it is done with knowledge and full 
devotion.

Kundalini The inner fire or fundamental life-energy. Kundalini
in its dormant, coiled state resides at the base of the spine. By 
following a systematic discipline of pranayama, meditation, and 
mantra japa, one prepares oneself for kundalini awakening.

Kriya Action, activity. Kriya yoga in this context means the
path of action.

Mahabhava The state of ecstasy.

Maitri Asana Friendship pose, a meditative posture involving
sitting on a chair or platform.
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Manas Mind. One of the inner mental instruments. It 
receives

information from the external world with the help of the senses, 
and presents it to the higher faculty of intellect. This particular 
faculty is also characterized by doubt.

Mantra A combination of syllables or words corresponding to
a particular energy vibration. The student, when initiated by a 
qualified teacher, utilizes the mantra as his object for meditation. 
As he practices over a period of time, the mantra gradually leads 
his meditation deeper and deeper. Through constant mantra 
repetition, both during meditation and in active life, the power of 
the mantra and its inner significance will gradually unfold as its 
latent mental and spiritual energies are released.

Mudra Certain bodily gestures, like the finger lock, that are
used to deepen meditation.

Nadi Energy channel; one of the subtle channels of the body.

Nadi Shodhanam Literally, "purifying the nadis." A breathing
exercise that purifies the nadis in preparation for the higher 
practices of pranayama. Also known as channel purification or 
alternate nostril breathing, it attempts to quiet the mind and 
regulate the breath by establishing a slow, even rhythm, without 
a pause between the inhalation and exhalation.

Om See Aum.

Padmasana The lotus posture. A seated posture for breathing
exercises.

Patanjali A sage who was the codifier of yoga science.

Pingala One of the three nadis or energy channels running
parallel to the spinal column. It controls the flow of breath in 
the right nostril. When this channel becomes active, one's 
behavior is characterized by rationality, activity, and energy.

Prana The life-force. In the yogic tradition, pram is said to
take ten forms, depending on its nature and function.
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Pranayama Voluntary control over the pranic force; the fourth 
rung of raja yoga. The science of gradually lengthening and 
controlling the physical breath in order to gain control over the 
movement of pram through the subtle body in higher stages of 
yogic practice.

Raja Yoga Literally, "royal path." The eightfold path of yoga
as described by Patanjali in the Yoga Sutras.

Sadhana Practice, spiritual endeavor. Literally, "accom-
plishing" or "fulfilling." Sadhana is the word for a student's 
sincere efforts along a particular path of practice toward self-
realization.

Samadhi Spiritual absorption; the eighth rung of raja yoga.
The tranquil state in which fluctuations of the mind no longer 
arise.

Samskaras Subtle impressions left in the mind by past actions.

Sankalpa Shakti The mental power of dynamic will o 
resolution.

Shant i  Peace .

Shavasana The corpse posture. A posture involving lying on one'
s back for relaxation.

Siddhi Accomplishment, perfection, achievement. In 
practicing yoga, as one progresses toward the center of 
consciousness, advanced human potentials may unfold 
which can be very attractive and distracting. The goal of 
yoga is not to become caught by these supernatural 
abilities, but to go beyond.

Siddhasana The accomplished posture. A sitting posture used
for breathing exercises and meditation.

Sukhasana The easy posture. A sitting posture used for
breathing exercises and meditation.
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Sushumna The central energy channel or nadi that runs along
the spinal column from its base to the crown of the head. The 
goal of preliminary breathing exercises is to open this central 
channel so that both nostrils are flowing equally. Then the 
mind enters a joyful state in which it easily attains a deep state 
of meditation.

Swarodaya The ancient science of breath through which the
sages learned much about human functioning and subtler 
energies.

Swastikasana The auspicious posture. A sitting posture used
for breathing exercises and meditation.

Tattva Element. There are five physical elements: earth, water,
fire, air, and space, and numerous subtle elements.

Trataka The practice of gazing in order to strengthen
concentration.

Yoga The word yoga is generated from the Sanskrit root yuj, 
which means union. It is the systematic application of certain 
practices with proven effects and benefits.

Yoga Sutras A manual on raja yoga compiled by the sage Patanjali 
around 200 B.C. It describes the basic outline of yoga philosophy 
and practice.
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of women in meditation. He renounced the dignity and 
prestige of this high office in 1952 to return to the 
Himalayas to intensify his yogic practices.
After completing an intense meditative practice in the cave 
monasteries, he emerged with the determination to serve 
humanity, particularly to bring the teachings of the East to 
the West. With the encouragement of his master, Swami 
Rama began his task by studying Western philosophy and 
psychology. He worked as a medical consultant in London 
and assisted in parapsychological research in Moscow. He 
then returned to India, where he established an ashram in 
Rishikesh. He completed his degree in homeopathy at the 
medical college in Darbhanga in 1960. He came to the 
United States in 1969, bringing his knowledge and 
wisdom to the West. His teachings combine Eastern 
spirituality with modern Western therapies.
Swami Rama was a freethinker, guided by his direct expe-
rience and inner wisdom, and he encouraged his students to 
be guided in the same way. He often told them, "I am a 
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Elmer Green of the Menninger Foundation of Topeka, 
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voluntary control of involuntary states. He participated in 
experiments that helped to revolutionize scientific thinking 
about the relationship between body and mind, amazing sci-
entists by his demonstrating, under laboratory conditions, 
precise conscious control of autonomic physical responses 
and mental functioning, feats previously thought to be im-
possible.
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Swami Rama founded the Himalayan International Institute 
of Yoga Science and Philosophy, the Himalayan Institute 
Hospital Trust in India, and many centers though-out the 
world. He is the author of numerous books on health, 
meditation, and the yogic scriptures. Swami Rama left his 
body in November 1996.
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