
		
			
				[image: Cover for The Genius of Yoga]
			

		

	
		
		
		
			
				[image: Book title, The Genius of Yoga, Subtitle, How Yogic Meditation Can Unlock Your Innate Brilliance, author, Alan Finger and Peter Ferko, imprint, Shambhala]
			

		

	
		
			Shambhala Publications, Inc.

			4720 Walnut Street

			Boulder, Colorado 80301

			www.shambhala.com

			© 2020 by Alan Finger and Peter Ferko

			Cover art: Trikona/KORIM/Shutterstock.com

			Cover design: Claudine Mansour Design

			Interior design: Gopa and Ted 2

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Finger, Alan, 1946– author. | Ferko, Peter, author.

			Title: The genius of yoga: how yogic meditation can unlock your innate brilliance / Alan Finger and Peter Ferko.

			Description: First edition. | Boulder, Colorado: Shambhala, [2020] |

			Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2019042343 | ISBN 9781611808049 (trade paperback)

			eISBN 9780834842854

			Subjects: LCSH: Yoga. | Meditation. | Mindfulness (Psychology)

			Classification: LCC B132.Y6 F559 2020 | DDC 181/.45—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019042343

			a_prh_5.5.0_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			Introduction

			PART ONE: Mindfulness and Beyond

			1. Our World, Mindfulness, and Yoga

			2. The Power of Meditation beyond Mindfulness

			3. Beyond Mindfulness

			PART TWO: The Yoga Worldview

			4. The Mind and the Universe

			PART THREE: The Elements of Yoga Practice

			5. An Individual Route to Genius

			6. Asana

			7. Pranayama

			8. Kriya Yoga

			9. Samadhi

			10. Artha Vattva Samyama

			PART FOUR: Your Yoga Practice

			11. Your ISHTA Meditation Practice

			12. The Value of a Teacher

			Conclusion

			Postscript

			Acknowledgments

			Resources

			E-mail Sign-Up

		

	
		
			Introduction

			You Can Access Your Genius

			YOGA PRACTITIONERS have been using meditation practices for millennia. These practices have evolved as tools for improving health, healing emotional imbalance, and connecting with one’s purpose and direction in life. Meditation provides a transcendence of ordinary mental activity into the realm of what is spiritually described as connecting you with pure consciousness. In colloquial terms it could be called finding your “genius,” the aspect of yourself that is full of intuition and creativity, insight and purpose, and an innate brilliance. Yogis consider it finding the whole of who you are.

			Mindfulness practices that are sweeping the world often begin the process but remain embroiled in one’s ordinary mental activity. As yogis, we see this as an unfortunate place to stop meditation training. In this book we look at the important benefits of taking meditation beyond mindfulness. Using contemporary language, we aim to demystify the traditional descriptions and practice of yoga meditation.

			The medical profession has limited its research to date on practices that are easiest to test, such as mindfulness-based stress reduction. We make the case that the rich traditions of teaching yoga meditation and observing the inspiration and wisdom that result are equally valid justifications for learning these practices, even though researchers don’t know how to test them.

			This book provides background and a starting practice that is suited to anyone, from the curious nonmeditator to the seasoned mindfulness practitioner. It is a call to the genius waiting within.

			A Note about Sanskrit in this Book

			Sanskrit is a language that has been used by practitioners of meditation for millennia. It isn’t just a foreign language, or a dead language; it’s actually a language that is made for describing and working with meditation, mental states, energy, and practices related to these things. Like the jargon that professionals use in their fields, Sanskrit has words that are specific to the topic, and translating them into ordinary language often leaves us a bit confused. One Sanskrit word can stand for a complex idea that might require paragraphs to fully clarify in English. Once a practitioner understands the Sanskrit word, he or she can draw connections and understand meditation more easily.

			Sanskrit’s unique character also extends to its structure. Sanskrit letters and words are designed as much for how they vibrate as for what they mean, making Sanskrit similar to music. Yogis have found that sound vibrations alter one’s consciousness. You can see how music does this. Different kinds of music affect us so differently. Strong beats make us move and can even make us aroused or aggressive. Classical music or jazz sometimes create more subtle emotions. Indian music is designed to bring about a range of effects from creating emotions to uplifting the spirit. Because of the unique vibratory quality of Sanskrit, Sanskrit words are sometimes used as part of a meditation technique.

			Our goal in this book is to provide an introduction to the whole of meditation, and we think getting a little understanding of Sanskrit will help clarify what people are talking about when they use the English words mindfulness and meditation. We’ll share why there is value in some use of Sanskrit and in understanding certain words as carriers of vibratory energy rather than simply seeing them as antique or religious ideas. That way you can test for yourself, instead of getting a version of meditation that is sanitized for westerners just on principle.
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			Mindfulness and Beyond

			
				FOR THE PAST FEW DECADES, the popular press has been reporting on a kind of meditation practice called “mindfulness.” This name is actually shorthand for a protocol that was designed by researchers in the 1970s and is very specifically defined so those researchers can collect data. For thousands of years before that, yogis had been practicing meditation using a variety of techniques based on the teacher, the student, and the culture of the time. The goal of this yoga meditation is to find one’s whole self, to move past the mundane mental activity to experience consciousness itself. It does not lend itself as easily to today’s Western data collection methods because of the many variables involved, but practitioners have experienced the benefit of yoga meditation practice and express it using descriptors like “bliss,” “self-realization,” “purpose,” “oneness,” “love,” and “unbound potential.” In this book, we’re calling it “genius.”

			This idea of genius emerged from an experience Alan had as a teenager. He had started yoga and meditation practice under the guidance of his father, who was a yoga teacher. Alan’s initial practice was intensive. His father would wake him at 4:30 in the morning and guide him through a three-hour practice. After three months, Alan started to experience a transformational state during meditation, where his mind was not present in the ordinary way, and his consciousness would expand. One morning, after this experience, he opened his eyes to see if his father had finished his own meditation. The sun had risen and was shining through a lace curtain and was falling on his father. It was a magical moment. Alan closed his eyes to meditate a little longer, and he clearly saw the image of his father with the sunlight. Alan realized, that’s how film works. He saw in his mind how light landed on film, and chemicals reacted to light. He realized the process of reversing the image by printing from a negative onto paper.

			Up to this moment, Alan had never touched a camera or even thought about photography. When his father had finished meditating, Alan told him that he had worked out how film and photography worked. His father gave him a puzzled look, but then he realized what had happened. He said to Alan, “I told you how everything in the universe is already there in the etheric patterns, and what humans do is unfold it in the process of evolution. One’s ordinary mind can’t tap into this knowledge, but when the mind is quiet and becomes still, it accesses this source of what we call genius. Inspiration and understanding flow from there.” To further demonstrate the point, Alan’s father took him to a local camera store and bought him a camera and darkroom equipment. As soon as he set up everything, Alan just knew what to do. The whole process excited him and within a month he was doing the complex work of chemical-based color photographic shooting, processing, and printing. All without any further instruction.

			This newfound talent led Alan to start a photographic advertising business through some of his yoga students. After nine months, though, he realized it was a conflict with what was becoming his priority: teaching yoga. After this example of tapping his inner genius, Alan then continued to use the yoga method—aligning with genius through meditation—to approach everything in life with knowledge, inspiration, and insight.

			Peter found yoga meditation in the 1980s, when he was in his twenties. He left a government job and his traditional life in Washington, DC, and landed in Los Angeles, right in the middle of an explosion of New Age and Eastern thought. Peter had been trying to reconcile the dogmatic religious teachings of his childhood and the conventional path of life everyone back home followed with his passion for the arts, his thirst for philosophical understanding, and his attraction to the atypical. He had experienced great bliss, often leading to tears, when he would encounter certain music or a particular painting or a moment in a movie, and he longed to understand and find more of those experiences. He was finding them in art, so in Los Angeles, he played music and made paintings, while taking odd jobs to make ends meet. His pursuits were rooted in a thirst for the experience of life as profound and transcendent. But while he came to Los Angeles for art, he found his answer in yoga. Peter read about how our minds and emotions worked and how to find happiness. He came upon Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda. It talked about the dramatic power of kriya yoga meditation, but in keeping with the classical method, the book insisted that the techniques must be learned directly from a teacher. So Peter went to the Yogananda Self-Realization Fellowship Lake Shrine near his home in Santa Monica, and began the kriya practices. A few years later, when Alan opened a yoga studio in Santa Monica, Peter took classes there. Peter continued to explore meditation and to learn an important part of yoga called svadhyaya “self-study”—through yoga meditation and other meditation practices, such as A Course in Miracles. Svadhyaya aids us in repatterning the mind to help us transform and evolve, so we can connect with our inner genius.

			Thanks to his meditation practice, Peter had an open channel to inspiration in music, art, and theater and also the non-arts work he did to support himself. He found ease and gracefulness in his dealings with others and confidence in tapping into inspiration whenever he needed it.

			In 1999, life lead Peter back to Alan’s guidance, this time in New York. Peter studied intensively with Alan over the next fourteen years and now writes about yoga, teaches classes and workshops, and trains teachers of ISHTA Yoga.

			We have found the way to access our inner genius through yoga meditation, and now you can learn how, too.
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			Our World, Mindfulness, and Yoga

			GROWING UP IN WESTERN COUNTRIES gives us a powerful orientation to the world. We have the medicine, physics, psychology, engineering, and many other disciplines trying to explain our world and help us live happier, healthier lives. We have prolonged life, increased prosperity, and created powerful technology.

			But for all our growth, we are, in the West, lacking in something that is well-known in the East. And in fact, for close to a century, teachers from the East have been bringing it to a public that is more and more welcoming. That something is an inner focus, a look not outward toward more data, but inward toward an unbound source of intelligence—what we commonly think of as “genius.” This source of inspiration has been spoken of by mystics, great artists, and scientists throughout the ages, but there has never been an easy way for us to explain, using a Western model, what it means to tap our genius, to gain insight, to find inspiration—even though some of us do it all the time!

			Since our society tends to dismiss what it doesn’t understand, many of us never learn how to look inward, and we miss accessing our genius. This is creating a culture marked by superficiality, lack of purpose, depression, greed, and fear. We learn more and more details and facts about various things, but we don’t understand ourselves much better, and we don’t find happiness in all those facts.

			Scientists in physics, psychology, and medicine keep learning more details about the body, brain, and the cosmos, but they still struggle to even define words like mind, consciousness, and energy. But we use these words in our everyday descriptions of our experience and have an intuitive sense of what they are, even though science can’t explain them.

			Our purpose in writing this book has been to open the door to practices that help us have the experience of meditation. Meditation brings us the qualities of genius that we are well aware of—inspiration, creativity, insights, and wisdom. We are sharing practices of meditation knowing that science is not quite up to the task yet of describing why the practices work or what they are doing. But just because we don’t have data about something, doesn’t mean it isn’t there or that we can’t be aware of it!

			Beyond the Senses

			Most of us have a very limited view of the nature of things. We find ourselves born into a family and learn how to navigate the world using five senses and working with the objects we see, hear, taste, touch, and smell. It’s totally natural for us to assume that our perspective on things is true and all there is. In fact, common sense recommends that we “believe it when we see it!”

			Yoga proposes that this sensory level of experience is only a part of what we can be aware of. And science has been saying the same thing for more than half a century. What our senses experience as a three-dimensional universe, physicists describe as fields of energy and gravity, and there is even a current theory that everything is ultimately “strings” of energy that vibrate in eleven dimensions rather than three. Researchers witness how the result of certain experiments change when someone observes them—that what you see will change if you look at it another way. They have further discovered that the majority of the universe’s matter and energy does not follow the patterns and laws of the universe we’re familiar with, and they don’t know what it is or what it’s doing. For the time being they are calling it “dark matter” and “dark energy.” In other words, even cutting-edge physicists’ view of reality is very limited.

			As an example of just how limited our human senses are, let’s look at a wall. It’s solid, right? Yes, if you’re talking about our sense of touch, where our minds see a solid hand press into a solid brick. But here’s what’s really going on. Both the brick and our hands are made up of atoms. Atoms are usually illustrated as little solar systems. But in fact, the atoms that your hand is pushing against in the brick wall are 99.9999999999 percent space. The electrons that fill that space are in relation to protons and neutrons in the center of the atoms, but they are not anywhere in particular in the way we are used to thinking about it. Rather, they are in a kind of vibrating cloud of probable locations. When our hand—also mostly space—tries to move into the brick’s space, that event provides a momentary fixed location of the energy in both the brick and our hand that works like a collision of forces. The energy in each thing repels the other, like putting the negative ends of two magnets together. In other words, touch is really the subatomic interaction of electromagnetic energy.

			
				A METAPHOR FOR MEDITATION: THE FAN

				For a yogi, the image above of moving electrons provides an apt metaphor for meditation. Imagine a vibrating cloud of electrons in the atoms of our wall as being like the blades of an electric fan. When the fan is off, we see the individual blades with space between each one, but when the fan is on, the spinning blades look like a solid object. When the fan is still, there’s no problem moving your hand between the blades, but when it’s in motion, you encounter an obstacle that’s as solid as a wall.

				Yoga meditation is a process of bringing the mind to another state, where its normal motion pauses, and it becomes like a switched-off fan. Then we can pass through ordinary thoughts about sensory matter and focus our attention on what is beyond. We can go beyond mindfulness to genius.

			

			In our biological world, too, we can see examples of how our senses provide such limited perceptions of the world. Bees notice the electromagnetic frequency spectrum emanating from flowers to know where they will find nectar—and even which flowers have been recently visited by another bee. Dogs can parse out a variety of information about multiple other dogs who have passed a spot from the scent they each leave by urinating on a single tree. Snakes sense infrared radiation put off by warm animals as they hunt. Whales, porpoises, and bats can create sonar maps of their surroundings. Researchers are still trying to understand why animals seem sensitive to the approach of earthquakes before they occur.

			The bottom line is this: our five senses give us a very limited view of what is.

			Our goal in this chapter is to encourage you to expand your field of possibility. To create openness to practices that have been used for millennia, but that employ a model based on our inward experience rather than on what scientists are finding easiest to test. We hope that the examples above of the limitations of our senses will encourage you to look beyond what they tell you, to look for valuable new knowledge. To look inside yourself to find genius.

			Mindfulness and Yoga

			Let’s take a closer look at mindfulness and yoga and define them both, so we can see where they are similar, where one stops and the other continues, and why you want to move beyond mindfulness to a more profound yoga meditation practice.

			What Is Mindfulness?

			Mindfulness is an English word that is serving as a catch-all for an aspect of meditation. Mindfulness involves remaining present with your attention focused on something. For example, a typical mindfulness practice is noticing and staying focused on your breath or noticing parts of your body. Doing this kind of practice helps your mind break out of its normal distracted state—where you are jumping from one thing to another—and helps you experience the present moment. Mindfulness also helps you experience what is really going on, instead of being lost in mental stories and habitual patterns.

			The practices that we now call “mindfulness” came to America with yogis and Buddhist practitioners during the 1960s and 1970s. People such as Alan Watts, Robert Thurman, Sharon Salzberg, and other American seekers learned yoga and Buddhist philosophy and meditation in India and elsewhere in Asia and brought them back to the United States.

			In 1979, Jon Kabat-Zinn, a student of Buddhist meditation, created a yoga and meditation program called mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) at the University of Massachusetts. This program set the stage for much of the publicity mindfulness now receives by bringing these Eastern practices into the Western medical setting. Its simplicity made it relatively easy to study using scientific methods. For example, a researcher could ask a study sample to observe the breath and test for results.

			Because of the simplicity of its practices, MBSR provides medical and social scientists with data that they can collect. Journalists have picked up on the studies that use MBSR and have written stories that emphasize the benefits of mindfulness (sometimes without including much about the limitations of the studies). Various teachers and consultants pitch mindfulness as a cure for everything, based on the findings of certain studies. This buzz can seem to a Western mind like “mindfulness” is the kind of meditation that’s proven, and therefore it’s the only thing we should use.

			We disagree with that conclusion, but we hope that the popularity of MBSR will entice practitioners and curious noninitiated students to look further into meditation as a whole. In fact, one of the reasons we wrote this book was to encourage you to take the benefits that mindfulness studies are showing as a reason to study broader yoga meditation.

			As teachers of yoga meditation, the mindfulness craze reminds us of an old story:

			A man is looking on the ground under a street lamp when a passing friend asks, “What are you looking for?”

			The man answers, “My keys.”

			The friend doesn’t see anything on the ground and digs further, asking, “Where did you lose them?”

			The man answers, “Over there, by the gate, I think, but the light is much better here.”

			Even though there is more light being shined on mindfulness techniques, generations of yoga teachers have seen what the deeper practices we share in this book bring about. They lead to delightful and profound improvements in people’s outlook and their capacity for living life gracefully, full of creativity, wisdom, and inspiration. They lead to genius.

			What Is Yoga?

			Yoga is the name of a state of being, and it is also the name of the practice that brings about that state. In the state of yoga, we progress from awareness of our physical experience, through the mind that has that experience, to what we are when we pause the activity of that mind. To be aware of all of that makes us whole. The practice of yoga involves movement, breathing, self-study, and meditation. Buddha himself began as a practitioner of yoga. Two well-known yogis first came to America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Vivekananda came in 1893, and Yogananda came in 1920. Then in the 1960s artists and musicians like the Beatles helped popularize yogis like Satchidananda and Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. These yogis and others brought meditation practices that continue to be taught at yoga schools in their lineages. While some Western observers only noticed the postures of yoga—called “asanas”—the yogis knew that meditation was the heart of the practice.

			During the 1960s and 1970s, Alan developed ISHTA Yoga* with his father in South Africa (see the introduction to part 1 and About the Authors for more information on Alan’s early yoga experience). ISHTA Yoga is an individualized, holistic program that combines hatha yoga and its sister sciences Tantra and Ayurveda and includes the following:

			
				○ Asanas—the postures that we see in yoga. These are not gymnastic tricks but ways to balance the mind and nervous system, the muscular-skeletal system, and the body’s subtle energy.

				○ Pranayama—work with breath energy, which balances the nervous system and allows transition into the states of meditation

				○ Ayurveda—the Indian health approach that provides an efficient system for personalizing practice to work quickly and effectively for each individual

				○ Meditation—practices that train the mind to transcend our outward sensory focus to reach genius

				○ Samyama—a Tantric practice that leaves us full of inspiration and weaves genius back into our lives

			

			Alan came to America in 1978. He began teaching in Los Angeles, where he created two popular yoga centers: the Yoga Tantra Institute and Yoga Works. After more than a decade teaching profound meditation techniques to TV, music, and other professionals, Alan felt called to New York. He made the Yoga Zone TV and video series, and then opened Be Yoga and finally ISHTA Yoga, where he and the teachers he has trained continue to share the tools for finding one’s genius through yoga meditation.

			Today, researchers (many who have found benefits from their own yoga and meditation practices) conduct studies beyond MBSR. Thanks to their curiosity, a variety of yoga and meditation practices are being considered from a scientific perspective. The scientific world is just beginning to realize the power of yoga practice, including yoga meditation, beyond the most easy-to-test MBSR practices. Ongoing research into meditation is still in its preliminary stages, so it’s not clear, scientifically speaking, what the mechanisms and efficacy of various practices are. We just see that they work. The National Institutes of Health funds some of this new research and maintains a database, PubMed, that provides an archive of papers on the various studies on yoga, MBSR, and other meditation practices. Someday, perhaps scientists will be able to explain what yogis already know.

			
				*In Sanskrit, ishta means the appropriate practice, life purpose, and path that resonates with one’s individual nature. At ISHTA Yoga, ISHTA is also an acronym for the Integrated Science of Hatha, Tantra, and Ayurveda.
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			The Power of Meditation beyond Mindfulness

			YOGIS KNOW WHAT STUDIES are showing: meditation is a remarkable tool for bringing mental health and physical well-being and healing. They know this through millennia of experience working with meditation and observing the results, like teachers who watch students learn and grow in music, language, and many other subjects without using the scientific method to prove it.

			We also know that meditation can make changes in people’s minds and in their way of experiencing the circumstances of life. Sometimes these kinds of changes are relegated to the realm of religion, but yogis know that they are part of a natural transformation—you could say an “evolution”—that we can all have and are possible in a completely nonreligious framework. They don’t conflict with religion or require religion. Instead, through meditation, we learn more about ourselves as human beings and how we work.

			Yogis contend that the evolution that has been proceeding since the big bang includes the deepening understanding of ourselves. As we gain more insight, we will grow to know that we are made for meditation, and just as mindfulness practices have become commonplace, so too will meditation beyond mindfulness.

			Mindfulness Is a Step, but There’s So Much More

			As amazing as mindfulness is, it is only the beginning. It is a useful and beneficial practice, but it’s only a preliminary exercise on the path of meditation. To move from a distracted state to becoming focused and aware is only part of the following four stages of meditation:

			
				1. Sensory withdrawal (focusing inward instead of outward)

				2. Concentration

				3. Effortless concentration

				4. A state of oneness, called samadhi in Sanskrit

			

			We will go into each of these in detail in the next chapter.

			Mindfulness focuses on concentration, and helps you start to bring some of your mind’s workings into your awareness. In mindfulness practice, you might concentrate on something internal, like your breath or thoughts, but you might also focus on something outside, like the food you’re eating or the surroundings you’re walking through.

			The essence of mindfulness is included in ISHTA Yoga, but we also use methods that go beyond mindfulness to efficiently move you through all four stages of meditation.

			Why Should You Care about Going beyond Mindfulness?

			Typical mindfulness practice keeps you in the realm of what yogis call manas, or the senses-focused mind. It’s not easy to find lasting contentment or consistently graceful living while limited to this part of us. We need to get a deeper sense of who we are—not just our thoughts, but the conscious awareness behind them. Experiencing (or knowing) that part of ourselves changes our whole perspective on living.

			Mindfulness is a start. Dan Harris, the newscaster and host of a meditation podcast was once asked about the effect of his mindfulness practice, and he offered, “I’m about 10 percent happier.” Granted, he was undoubtedly underestimating for humor’s sake, but meditators who do all four stages of meditation are seeking and finding much more profound effects. The four stages of meditation are deeply transformative, leaving you feeling clearer about your purpose in life and empowered to live life gracefully—tuned in to your genius. We would estimate the happiness quotient from yoga meditation to be much higher!

			When we’re dominated by the mind’s focus on what is outside of us, we’re limiting our resources. All of us have known someone whose life seems almost magical. They are emotionally balanced and compassionate toward others, they appreciate what they have, and they move gracefully through what life brings their way. Meditating beyond mindfulness opens the door to your inner resources, the part of you where the magic happens.

			Scientists are understanding more and more about our physical world, our chemical and nervous systems, and our brains. Yogis have been working with these systems for millennia to develop techniques that give us access to a profound understanding of ourselves and what meditation brings back into our daily living. They poetically call what comes from meditation siddhi, or psychic power, to describe the shifts in a meditator whose life seems magical. Until scientists can figure out what happens and why these things work, they either won’t address them at all, or they’ll stick to what’s easier to measure—like the guy looking for his keys under the street lamp when he lost them by the gate.

			But in spite of their inability to use the scientific method to define what yoga meditation does, hundreds of scientists have passed through the doors of our meditation classes to learn techniques of meditation beyond mindfulness, and they use them to enrich their own lives.
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			Beyond Mindfulness

			SO WHAT IS BEYOND MINDFULNESS? An amazing transformation of the way we look at life. Yoga meditation stills the part of us that gets stuck in habits, patterns, and personality and allows us to tune in to our genius. The classic text Yoga Sutras of Patanjali provides the outline of meditation in its first four lines (the Sanskrit words in italics will be described below):

			
				1. Yoga happens in the Now (atha).

				2. Yoga occurs when the mental activity (vritti) stills.

				3. Then we witness our nature (drastuh svarupe).

				4. At other times, we identify with the vritti (mental activity’s images).

			

			The first line states that yoga happens atha—in the Now. Being in the Now is awareness of the present moment, rather than thinking about the future or the past or anything else that is tangential. This is the state that mindfulness practices try to cultivate. Being in the Now is all that’s really happening. The rest is mental activity about what’s happening, what has happened, or what might happen.

			The second line defines the word yoga as what occurs when we still the vritti. Vritti, the mind’s typical activity, is what’s going on in the mind when it’s not still—meaning most of the time. It includes all the workings of the mind: knowledge, confusion, memory, imagination, and so on. Yogis even consider sleep part of the vritti. In light sleep we dream what seems real, and in deep sleep, we are unconscious. Very few of the things in the vritti are about what is happening atha—in the Now.

			The vritti is like a great spinning of stories where your personality is the main character, and it is what we are almost always engaged with. Vritti dominates our attention. Another way to say this is that we live in the stories we create. Some of these stories are old. For example, we hold tight to impressions of ourselves that are based on things that happened in our childhood even when we’ve grown and matured. Some of the stories are based on mistaken perspective. We might think someone is mad at us when they’re only reacting to an unrelated experience. And some of the stories come from faulty images of self and others.

			Let’s look at an example. Take a professional person who works in an office. Let’s call her Mary. Because of a mental pattern she cultivated since she was a child—I’m not good enough—Mary criticizes herself in comparison to a colleague who excels at work, even though Mary’s work is fine. At the same time Mary gives herself no credit for the wonderful care she herself provides for a relative. Mary might also be blind to problems her work colleague suffers if they don’t match her story that the colleague is better than Mary is. This is an example of fragmented, imagined views of what is—things that exist in the vritti.

			Yoga is defined as what we experience when all these vritti are reduced. We witness our nature, as it says in the third line in the Yoga Sutras. What is our nature? We’ve been calling it “genius.” It’s inspiration, clarity, and wisdom.

			The third and fourth lines, respectively, explain the difference between a person with this yoga (stilled vritti) and a person without it (typical mental activity). Let’s start with a person without yoga, since that’s where we all begin. A person who identifies with the images in the mind believes they are what they’re thinking about. Just think of how we identify with all the images of ourselves that we hold! Things like I’m a teacher, or I’m a student; I’m young, I’m old; I’m just a mom, I’m a career woman; I’m better than she is, I’m not good enough; I’m a Republican, I’m a Democrat; I’m a paleo, I’m a vegan—then on and on through all the details. All of these perceptions and ideas limit our experience and prejudice our views through a particular lens. We become accustomed to these limitations, the way we become accustomed to seeing everything as pink a few minutes after we put on rose-colored sunglasses. We forget about the sunglasses. Then one day, our thoughts change, and suddenly we discard the identity we were so attached to before and identify with a new mental image, as though we put on blue sunglasses! No doubt you know someone who held so tightly to a political or other idea that he would have fought for it, but then later changed his mind and now lives with a completely different worldview. Or remember how strongly you believed in certain things as a teenager versus what you think about those things now.

			A person in the state of yoga, witnessing his or her true nature, has a different experience. That person experiences who they are at their essence, without the limiting images—without colored sunglasses. It’s an experience of oneness and being, without the sensory experiences. At ISHTA, we like to think of it as moving from the world of distinctions—duality—into something akin to a singularity, where everything is one again. In that state, you start to become aware of your personality and its stories and the fragmented, fleeting nature of life. Being aware, you put things into a perspective that lets you live with clarity and gracefulness.

			
				ANOTHER METAPHOR FOR MEDITATION: THE MOON AND THE LAKE

				A traditional analogy will provide you with an image of what these first four Yoga Sutras describe. To help see the distinction between the mind with and without vritti, imagine your mind like a lake. The genius is like the full moon in the sky, shining down the light that helps you see what really is. When your mind is still—when the lake has no ripples—your mind clearly reflects the brilliant moon. You witness your genius, and your genius lights up your life so you can see things as they are. Your life is a reflection of your genius. On the other hand, when the mind has vritti, the lake is all ripples. Then the moon is fragmented into countless different bits of confusing, fleeting images. There is no overarching clarity, so you muddle through things trying to make sense of the fragments. You’re unsure of what you’re reflecting and what anything means.

			

			What You Get beyond Mindfulness: Genius

			The Yoga Sutras tell us what happens in the state of yoga, when the lake is still and reflects genius. Let’s tap a little Sanskrit to help describe how this reflection works in our experience, and how meditation can allow a clear experience of the moon on the surface of the lake of our mind. Yogis distinguish between manas, the mind that processes sensory data in the ordinary way, and atman, what we’ve been calling our “genius.”

			Experience via Sensory Mind (Manas)

			We are very familiar with manas. It’s the part of us that does the following:

			
				○ Receives perceptions through the senses (sight, hearing, taste, touch, smell)

				○ Looks at memories (Have I experienced or learned about anything like this before?)

				○ Determines if there’s any consequence to us (What’s this got to do with me?)

				○ Intellectualizes a reaction to the situation

			

			There’s a limit to your ability to deal with things using manas. Your intellect only knows about what you have already experienced. Thinking exclusively this way makes us prone to loops where we do the same thing over and over. We also begin to identify with our thoughts—we think we are what we are thinking about. This identification happens because those thoughts are all that is in our experience and our mental interpretation. This is the kind of knowing we call avidya. It means “not seeing life completely; being limited to the processes of manas.”

			Experience via Genius (Atman)

			When we meditate and reach the state of yoga (the stilling of the vritti), the processes of manas pause. Then a natural, powerful thing happens. We move away from an experience of everything as separate—the way the senses perceive things—and toward an experience of oneness, timelessness, and contentment.

			During our meditation, there’s not a lot going on that we can talk about, because we’re reconnecting with the part of us that is beyond the manas, which is where we think about and talk about things. But we have experience during the stillness, nonetheless. Yogis call what we experience “atman,” our unbound intelligence, or consciousness not bound within the limits of the sensory mind (manas). In this book, we are translating it as “genius.” When we come back into our sensory living from that state of yoga, we find another kind of knowing working within us. One that includes the following qualities:

			
				○ Inspiration

				○ Intuition

				○ Aha moments

				○ Creativity

				○ Larger perspective

				○ Clarity as to our purpose

				○ Gut feeling/knowing in one’s heart

			

			These days, people think of someone as being a genius, and that only the rare person is one. To yogis, genius is a state of consciousness from which those qualities arise. You can tap into your genius using yoga’s deeper meditation.

			What does it look like when you’re living with a regular practice that taps your genius? It looks like you’re a genius! Like you move gracefully through challenge. Like you’re in the right place at the right time.

			Let’s consider some examples. Say you’re trying to understand a new technology or process. When you’re tapping your genius, you understand things more quickly and more deeply than you might have. Remember the story of when Alan was a teenager. He had an insight about how cameras worked, without ever having used one. His father—also a meditator—had an intuition that this insight was important and provided Alan with a camera and darkroom. From that initial insight, Alan began what became a lifelong passion for photography, an avocation that he understood and grew to be an expert in through inner knowing rather than study.

			When Peter was young, his parents and teachers discouraged him from studying and pursuing the arts, calling them impractical, but he knew “in his heart” that his purpose lay there, and he followed his genius to easily create music, visual art, and writing. You, too, will understand things more completely, making connections beyond what you learn superficially.

			On another front, say you’re dealing with an ongoing emotional challenge with another person. Your genius has more perspective and wisdom and provides you with compassion, so you can better understand what is driving the challenge. You see more clearly the dynamic and might see how it has little to do with you, or maybe how something you’ve been blind to is the problem. You can now respond with your new clarity instead of reacting from within the same unconscious loop you’ve been in. Your communication improves, you have a longer fuse, and you gain deep respect for yourself and others.

			Or say you’re trying to create a solution to a business problem. Your innate genius lets you think outside the box, beyond what you studied or what others are doing. Your creativity is reset to “high.”

			The Practice of Transformation

			In today’s world, we are programmed to respect the importance of manas, the sensory mind. Manas is emphasized in our culture in school, and later in marketing, where businesses teach you to look outside yourself to their products for your answers. But the fact is, we would be best off getting in touch with our genius.

			Unfortunately, our habit of acting and reacting primarily from manas keeps the vritti moving and limits the likelihood of experiencing our genius! Some of us get a glimpse of another way of knowing through making art or some chance learning. But in modern life, our habits of thinking are usually so strong that it takes some structured reprogramming of those habits to develop new ways of approaching life. We need to change our patterns to allow the activity of the mind, the vritti, to go still.

			The good news is that it is possible to learn how to reach your genius by using yoga meditation. Learning to know yourself in that way could be described as “evolving,” bringing you into alignment with your true nature and moving from avidya, or limited belief patterns, to experiencing things as they truly are. Because our mental patterns and habits are so strong, it takes the right practice to achieve this new experience. It also requires that your practice be done regularly to keep you experiencing your unbound potential.

			Having practiced and taught yoga meditation for decades, we’ve seen how powerful it is in transforming one’s life and how anyone can benefit from the practice when they know how to get there. In part 2, we’ll map your route to genius.
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			The Yoga Worldview

			THIS PART PROVIDES A LITTLE philosophy to help you understand meditation. Because the practice of yoga is so old, the yogi “scientists” who developed it had to rely on observation, personal experience, intuition, and hypothesis. This is the same way scientists today work, but because of modern technology, today’s scientists are able to test more of their theories. But even today, understanding the underlying nature of our universe and the intricate workings of our minds is often in the realm of hypothesis. Since meditation evolved from extensive experimentation by yogis, we think it is helpful to use their understanding of the mind and the universe as a starting point, and we provide current scientific parallels where they exist.
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			The Mind and the Universe

			TO UNDERSTAND the yoga view of meditation, it’s useful to consider the focus of the yogi’s interest. Ancient yoga was concerned with the happiness of individuals. Thinking about our happiness gave rise to considerations of our place in the universe. This focus led to a great deal of experimentation with states of mind and inquiry into the nature of the universe as it relates to us.

			The connection between the universe and the individual is what yogis think of as “consciousness.” Consciousness is awareness, and yogis think of there being a conscious quality pervading the universe. In an individual, this consciousness can focus through the senses or, through the practices described in this book, on the unbound intelligence available, as Alan did with photography—and Einstein did with the nature of the universe.

			In this chapter, we present the classical yoga description of the universe and of the individual. Much of this description lies outside the realm of science, but some of it, like the unfolding of the universe, parallels current scientific notions of the big bang, and the idea of a pervasive consciousness is similar to the theoretical quantum field or loops that may underly the universe. We present these descriptions here, not as an alternative belief system or dogma, but because they are useful as a roadmap for what we experience in meditation.

			The Yoga Model

			To talk about yoga practices in a way that makes sense, it’s useful to have a model that helps us describe why the practices work. A model is a framework in which to view ideas. Our models evolve as we gain more information and understanding.

			For example, this has happened in the study of physics. The scientific model of the universe began with Isaac Newton and was based on objects. That model helped us describe certain kinds of motion. Then Albert Einstein came along and added new understanding. The evolved model incorporated time and space with objects, which helped us understand the underlying building blocks of the universe. Then Niels Bohr increased our understanding even more, and the model became based on electromagnetic quantum fields, which helped us understand processes like the ones that make computers work. But quantum theory is not all-inclusive, so the evolution of our model goes on.

			The yoga model is focused on consciousness and experience. It begins with an idea about the birth of the universe and then describes us and our place in that universe. Yogis have learned to understand the world and the people in it through observation, like scientists do, and also through self-reflection and meditation. Your understanding of the yoga model will evolve as you practice and gain insight.

			In addition to helping you understand yourself, having a framework to view the world is like having a map that helps you to see where you are and where you’re going. This framework, or map, helps us on one level to talk about and consider where we are. It can even be emotionally stabilizing in our chaotic world of the senses.

			But it also begins to align us in more subtle ways with the aspect of our nature that is our genius. If you watch children see and mimic something new, you see a vivid example of how we pattern ourselves. Our minds fall into patterns of behavior that we see or experience, and we can draw on that mechanism to set up the pattern of meditation. The more you know the route, the more your mind gets used to following the steps, the easier it is to practice. Looking at the yoga model helps you pattern yourself to experience genius.

			The Birth of the Universe

			So let’s start our map with the following simple flowchart of our world. The Sanskrit names are explained here, so we can use them as shorthand going forward.

			BIRTH OF THE UNIVERSE
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			The first part of the framework is similar to our scientific understanding of the universe. In the beginning, there was nothing, or what yogis would call “Brahman,” undifferentiated everything. Then in one instant, all the material that exists and the forces that govern it were unleashed. Scientists call that instant the “big bang.” From that initial action, the universe as we know it evolved. Scientists would call the result of that action the laws of nature plus all the elements contained in the periodic table.

			In the yoga model of the universe, Brahman splits into Shiva and Shakti to create experience. The Shiva quality is our awareness; the Shakti quality is the energy and matter we are aware of. Then, the “kanchukas” provide what we call an illusion of limits on Brahman, and it is those limits that give us our experience of the sensory world. These five kanchukas are time, form, knowing, attraction, and cause and effect. Let’s talk about each of these limiting elements as we usually experience them in our lives, and how meditation moves us back through them to experience genius.

			Time

			One of the important elements of our daily life is the experience of time. We keep our schedules, we spend certain numbers of minutes exercising, we track our years on earth, and we keep a history of prior people and civilizations. We take time for granted, as we should if we’re only using our senses for information. But yogis envisioned in Brahman a condition of being that was beyond time. Interestingly in 1905, Albert Einstein published a theory of relativity that described fixed time as an illusion. Physicists like Carlo Rovelli now debate whether time exists at all in any fundamental way outside of our mental experience. When you practice meditation, your experience of time changes. Even at the most preliminary stages of meditating, a common experience is to lose track of time.

			Form

			
				In our typical experience, we have a good idea of form, and we use it to navigate and do things in the world. In fact, though, we have a very relative experience of form. We usually think of our country as being big, yet compared to the solar system it is small. Compared to the galaxy it is tiny. Compared to the known universe, it is miniscule. Going the other way, we think of our bodies as pretty manageable in size and one solid thing, but to a medical doctor, we are easier to assess not only as a whole, but as a handful of systems. Researchers have looked further, at our body being made of nearly thirty trillion cells, and then looked again at what they calculate as at least that many more bacterial cells that are “part of us” in our gut and on our skin. Going subatomic, we are simply part of the galactic flux of quantum fields and gravity. Yet in our daily goings on, we are focused on ourselves and our world in its apparent forms. In the yoga model, Brahman always exists as wholeness beyond our mind’s separating things into forms. In meditation, our sense of form dissolves. We lose the sense of being in a body, or of being in a place.

			Knowing

			Life has often been described as a school, so often are we focused on gaining knowledge to grow and pursue happiness. Partial knowledge is the third kanchuka, and this limitation refers to the way our minds gain fragments of information through the senses. Yogis believe we can access unlimited knowledge in meditation, and this kind of connecting—what we’ve been calling “tapping your genius”—is what happens in meditation and what scientists, artists, and others experience as inspiration and insights in their understanding of life and the universe.

			Attraction

			
				Being attracted to things is what motivates action in our world. We desire what we think will give us pleasure, and we move away from what we think will cause pain. Attraction and repulsion are so commonplace as motivation that it might be odd to think of it as a limitation. But in the yoga map, the alternative is the wholeness of Brahman. When we feel whole, there is no lack of anything. We only feel desire—attraction and repulsion—when we feel a lack of happiness, and then our mind moves to satisfy the desire. Meditation provides profound feelings of contentment, and we move beyond attraction and repulsion.

			Cause and Effect

			
				The fifth kanchuka is the limitation on wholeness that keeps the universe in motion. It’s the idea that when you do something, it has an outcome that will motivate something else. Like an endless tree of falling dominos, one action motivates the next. This cause and effect keeps giving us the next thing to do in our lives. It keeps the universe evolving. You may have heard the Sanskrit word for this condition: it’s karma. Unlike in jokes about retribution, though, karma is just a description of the outcome of cause and effect. The actions we take create an effect. When we meditate, we pause the movement of ourselves in the sensory world, and we step outside of the realm of karma.

			When we meditate, we let the mechanism of our experience—our minds—take a pause. When we pause, it’s like stopping the vibration of the electrons in our metaphor of the brick wall and our hand, and we move through the kanchukas back toward the experience of wholeness—of Brahman. You could say that we move in reverse through the “map” of this model of the universe, returning to our source. When the vritti still, we connect through to the experience beyond—and before—the kanchukas and the split of Shiva and Shakti. Even novice meditators describe their experience as losing track of time, forgetting they have a body, being totally without desire to do anything, experiencing light, feeling whole.

			Individuals and the World

			Let’s zoom in on the bottom of our map and relate this universal part of the model to the individual mind that we’re more familiar with. Yogis describe the final circle in the previous flowchart in a lot more detail, and it’s here that we get a much clearer model of the mind. Opposite is an expansion of the bottom circle in the previous flowchart.

			INDIVIDUAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND A WORLD TO BE CONSCIOUS OF
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			The yoga model calls consciousness, “atman.” Atman means awareness of and knowledge of the nature of the world. One aspect of atman is still aware of the whole of existence, or Brahman. That part is called Param Atman and is what we’re translating as “genius.” A second aspect of atman is an individual aspect of consciousness, called Jiva Atman, that powers the mind, or manas. Remember that manas is the mechanism of our experience of the world through our own five senses. So atman—consciousness—can focus on the whole of Brahman (Param Atman) or on the senses’ experience through manas (Jiva Atman). A simplified example of the difference in attention might be like using a search engine to look at the whole internet (Param Atman) versus using a file search to see something on your own computer (Jiva Atman).

			Within manas, we have a specialized function yogis call buddhi, or “intellect.” Buddhi is the part of the mind that considers our sensory experience from the following perspectives:

			
				○ Perception—What is being perceived (sight, smell, taste, touch, sound)?

				○ Memory—Have I experienced this before? Should I file this away for the future?

				○ Individuality—What’s this got to do with me?

				○ Transcendence—Do I have any intuition about the bigger meaning of this experience?

			

			The buddhi can include input from all the functions of manas when considering what all this means and how we should respond. This doesn’t only include information we get from outside, but also from transcendence—getting insight from Param Atman, the genius consciousness.

			This seems promising, in theory—we can tap in to and use our genius by having the buddhi look there for inspiration. Unfortunately, our natural tendency is looking toward the material world. That world is so seductively stimulating that we become entangled with the sensory experiences and never bother looking toward Param Atman. We are distracted by what’s outside and never look within.

			Luckily, yoga meditation helps us reconnect with Param Atman and brings the influence of that natural connection to genius into our daily living.

			Describing Mindfulness through the Yoga Model

			Let’s look at mindfulness practices again, this time within the yoga model. Mindfulness, as we usually hear about it, is the observation and reprogramming of mental activity. This helps you to put perception, memory, individuality, and intellect into a proper relationship, into balance. You become more masterful at noticing the way your memories and sense of individuality are influencing your intellect. You try to be more neutral in relation to the sensory experiences.

			Yoga meditation practices step past the balanced mind—like moving through the brick wall by stilling the electrons—to allow experience of the genius, or atman. Regular experience of this natural part of your consciousness changes you. Just as mindfulness helps relieve stress and cultivate contentment, helping you be a better you, yoga meditation showers your buddhi, that intellectual function of the mind, with intuition and inspiration, helping you experience life from a place of clarity and expansiveness.

			For example, when someone opposes you, and you believe you are right, your temper will naturally flare up. Without the perspective meditation brings, you might lose your temper, but with that perspective, you can use the fire of the temper to take an appropriate action to resolve the situation. In other words, you may have emotional reactions, but your emotions don’t control you—you have a broader perspective that lets you respond instead of reacting reflexively or in a loop.

			The practices of mindfulness and yoga are complementary; where one ends, the other continues on. Mindfulness can seamlessly lead to yoga meditation. Yoga meditation can make ongoing mindfulness practices moot, however, because of the profound impact of going deeper in meditation. While mindfulness will help you watch your thoughts, deep meditation helps you distinguish consciousness from thoughts. Yogis experience this clarification as a different perspective on life, one that does the following:

			
				○ Makes them wiser

				○ Helps them express themselves and understand others

				○ Makes them compassionate and unconditional in relation to others

				○ Diminishes their desire-driven ego

				○ Lets them steer past old habits and patterns

				○ Brings them material and social stability

			

			When operating from that perspective, we naturally express what a mindfulness practice would get at by busying yourself with your mind thought by thought. For example, instead of repeating “May I be happy” as you walk down the street, you embody the wisdom that creates the basis of happiness, so you are happy. That’s another reason we think of yoga meditation as “beyond mindfulness.”

			
				*The names used for the primal duality vary across yoga history. (The most common are Shiva/Shakti, Perusha/Prakriti, and Atman/Body-Mind-Senses). In this book we use Shiva/Shakti for the underlying energies and Atman/Prakriti as these aspects of an individual.
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			The Elements of Yoga Practice

			YOGA IS A practice of stilling the mind using meditation and techniques that help make meditation possible. Yoga postures, and the fitness practices that we hear called “yoga” in gyms and even some yoga studios, are part of the preliminary techniques and are only a small part of yoga as a whole. When we say “yoga” in this book, we mean the holistic practice that culminates in the state of yoga defined in the Yoga Sutras: the stilling of the vritti (activities of the mind) that was described in the previous chapter—when your mind is the still lake reflecting the moon. That state is the culmination of meditation practices.

			In this chapter we will describe this holistic yoga in contemporary language, defining any Sanskrit words that we decide are clearer than their English approximations. In the coming chapters we will show how a holistic yoga practice is a natural extension of mindfulness meditation. We will do the following:

			
				○ Provide a framework for describing how meditation works, so you can follow a kind of roadmap through your experience.

				○ Introduce the parts of yoga practice and describe how they support moving beyond mindfulness.

				○ Explain kriya, meditation practices that create shifts in our perception of ourselves and help still the vritti.

				○ Describe what you can expect in samadhi, the deepest state of meditation.

				○ Provide a technique for using the benefits of meditation to improve your life experience, bringing intuition and inspiration back into your life.

			

			In the following chapters, we will share the profound techniques of yoga as they have been practiced for thousands of years. The practices are all designed to make it possible to meditate easily and effectively to bring the practitioner into connection with genius. This important rationale for yoga practice has largely been lost in our modern world, so much so that today yoga is rarely recognized as a meditation practice! We will describe each of the components of practice to clarify their role in preparing you for meditation and bringing genius back into your living.
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			An Individual Route to Genius

			IN THE YOGA WORLDVIEW, individuals find themselves with their unique karma, which is the result of the force of cause and effect in the universe. A more Western way to say the same thing is that as the universe has evolved and continues to evolve, each person is born into a particular family with a certain body and its DNA heredity. Both the upbringing by that family and the hereditary impact of one’s genes influence aspects of development. Each of us continues influencing our condition by what we do, think, and eat, and who we interact with.

			The notion of the uniqueness we all have was an important foundation of ISHTA Yoga. When Alan was fifteen, his primary teacher was his father, but two other yogis visited the Finger’s ashram regularly and were major influences on what became ISHTA Yoga. They were Swami Venkatesananda, from the lineage of Sivananda Yoga, and Swami Nisreyasananda, from the Ramakrishna Mission. Alan learned from these teachers, but he also observed these teachers giving practices to different students and would try them himself.

			He noticed that each practice had powerful effects on some students but not as much on others. Something might have a student elated about her experience, but when Alan tried it, it did nothing special. Venkatesananda might give Alan one practice, then when Nisreyasananda came to visit, he would give Alan a different practice. Both would work to create a deep experience. Also, a practice that had no effect before might now be creating a powerful result. This variability led to an important realization: there is a significant interplay between a person and the practice. It wasn’t that one practice was good and worked and the other didn’t; instead, it worked some of the time. But why and when? The answer to this puzzle became a major component of ISHTA Yoga practice: Ayurveda.

			Ayurveda

			Yoga’s sister science of Ayurveda is the study of long life and serves as the traditional medical system in India. Its usefulness to yoga comes from a core concept in Ayurveda that says that we are born with a particular patterning, which is called prakriti in Sanskrit, and what Western science calls our “heredity.” This patterning elegantly describes individuals as embodying a combination of three characteristics, or doshas:

			
				1. Vata, made of air and space*

				2. Pitta, made of fire and water

				3. Kapha, made of water and earth

			

			Vata is the part of us that expresses as quick movement of the body and mind. Pitta expresses as focus, determination, physical prowess, and emotional heat. Kapha expresses as solidity and weight in the body and stability in the mind.

			The mixture of these three characteristics describes our nature, our constitution. An Ayurvedic doctor will consider these preliminary distinctions as impacting everything from our digestion to our mental health. But for the purposes of yoga meditation, we can use the concept of prakriti at a basic level.

			What’s My Dosha?

			
				It requires a thorough workup by an Ayurvedic doctor to determine specifically what your dosha makeup is, but some yoga teachers know how to get a good basic read, and you can get an idea from taking a test online, from a book, or from the table opposite. Remember that we are a combination of doshas, not just one. Identifying your dosha will let you know the combination of vata, pitta, and kapha that determine your nature.

			PRELIMINARY DOSHA ASSESSMENT

			
				
						
						VATA
						PITTA
						KAPHA
				

				
						Skin
						Dry
						Ruddy, red
						Oily
				

				
						Hair
						Dry, straight, light
						Curly, red or prematurely gray
						Oily, dark
				

				
						Physical type
						Tend toward thin, tall, or small bones
						Muscular, strong
						Heavy, curvy
				

				
						Often feel that the room or outside temperature is
						Too cool
						Too warm
						Comfortable
				

				
						Eye shape or look
						Darting, looking around
						Sharp, focused
						Large, soft
				

				
						Mental tendency
						Distracted, changing direction
						Focused, determined
						Slow and steady
				

				
						Emotional tendencies
						Anxious, nervous
						Irritable, angry
						Overly attached, depressed
				

				
						Eating habits
						Light eater, forget to eat, easily lose appetite
						Need to eat or become irritable
						Tend to overeat, eat for comfort
				

				
						Top priority
						Thinking
						Getting things done right
						Comfort
				

				
						Total
						
						
						
				

			

			CIRCLE ALL THE CHARACTERISTICS THAT APPLY TO YOU. TOTAL THE NUMBER CIRCLED AT THE BOTTOM OF EACH COLUMN. THE TOTALS SHOW YOUR DOSHIC MIX, INDICATING THE PREDOMINANCE OF VATA, PITTA, AND KAPHA IN YOUR NATURE.

			The Role of Vrkriti

			
				Just knowing your prakriti is not enough, though. There’s a second piece of the Ayurveda puzzle. Just as important as your prakriti, your nature, is your vrkriti, which is your current condition. Vrkriti is the dosha combination that arises based on the interplay between our nature and environmental, emotional, and other influences occurring in any given moment. For example, the frantic pace of a big city increases vata, the heat of an argument increases pitta, the heaviness of a big meal increases kapha. Encountering these kinds of stimuli changes your vrkriti, making you temporarily feel and exhibit the characteristics of a different dosha.

			The goal of Ayurveda is to bring the vrkriti into alignment with the prakriti. When this happens, you feel most like yourself—most at ease. We’ve all experienced this. Here’s an example of a person’s situation changing their vrkriti: Mary’s dosha, in order of predominance, is pitta, kapha, vata. She is happy when she can keep her office well-organized and stay on a consistent schedule that lets her go out for lunch with her coworkers, who all think of her as a loyal friend. If a sudden change at work were to require her to change her stable workflow, bringing more variability, a need to move faster, and inconsistency in the work day and work week, Mary’s vrkriti is likely to change away from her prakriti. She is likely to exhibit an increase in vata, which could result in forgetfulness, anxiety, and being scattered. She may experience an increase in pitta, which could show as anger at the situation or an overbearing approach toward colleagues so she can get things done. She may experience an increase in kapha and become lethargic and sedentary in or out of work.

			So what can we do about an imbalance between prakriti and vrkriti? Mary, in our example, could try to make changes at work, but changing our situation is not always an option. An Ayurvedic doctor might recommend a variety of treatments when someone’s vrkriti is out of harmony with the prakriti. But one of the most effective treatments is yoga. Asanas, pranayama (breathwork), and meditation work together to create shifts in your vrkriti. They can help one gain perspective and have more patience and resilience, which helps one come up with creative solutions to challenges.

			The beauty of yoga in its entirety is that any of the parts of practice can begin changing vrkriti. So while Mary might try to use a mindfulness practice, she may be too upset or out of balance to be able to find enough focus to do it effectively. Doing asanas first, followed by balancing her breath could bring her back to feeling herself again. Then meditation is possible.

			It’s important to remember that we have our own dosha and need to individualize our practice to take into account what is going on with us in the current moment. That’s exactly what ISHTA Yoga does to help take meditation beyond mindfulness.

			Yogic Practices to Shift the Mind

			It’s worth noting that different schools of yoga and other types of practice use different methods to bring about the shifts in the mind that are meditation. And they don’t necessarily individualize the practice to take into account Ayurveda or other circumstances. Various methods have different levels of what you could experience as “drama.” One teacher might require you to go to a retreat in the country, perhaps eat a special diet, or sit while ignoring your discomfort. Another might have you do strong breathing practices that make you feel elated but also hyperventilated and “spaced out” of your body. Another might ask you to recite a mantra or stare at a flame to try to make your mind give up and get still.

			As we said, at ISHTA Yoga, we consider techniques in light of what’s best for a given student, not a one-size-fits-all practice. We prescribe what is necessary to correct and balance what’s going on—which could be physical, mental, or emotional in nature. This lets students gain tremendous benefits while remaining balanced emotionally and mentally and staying active in their daily lives. A teacher who understands yoga meditation can tailor a practice to you. This book will give you an idea and a great starting practice, but a skilled teacher can help you refine your practice as it develops over time (see chapter 12,”The Value of a Teacher” in part 4).

			We use practices that have been handed down through generations of teachers, proven effective over that time, and adjustable to suit you. We use the appropriate preparatory practices, asanas and pranayama, so you are most easily able to meditate. The heart of the ISHTA Yoga meditation practice is kriya yoga. Kriya practices help us calm the nervous system, bring the senses back in (like when you fall asleep), and reach through the sensory mind, manas, to meditation beyond mindfulness. That state, samadhi in Sanskrit, is the state of connecting with your genius. Then, we weave that genius back into the fabric of our lives through the practice of artha vattva samyama. We explain each of these in the next chapters.

			
				* The two elements in the Vata dosha in sanskrit are vayu, which is alternately translated as “wind” or “air,” and akasha, which is translated as either “space” or “ether.”
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			Asana

			THE PRACTICE OF ASANA is working with the body by doing physical poses, usually in a combination of strengthening, stretching, and balancing—and is what many people think of as “yoga.” This chapter will help you understand why doing asana practice is useful and how to do it correctly if your intention is to practice meditation—which is the original intention of yoga.

			In part 2, we described the nature of the mind and the relationship between the physical sensory experiences and that mind. In this chapter, we expand that idea a little more. Yogis think of the body, the energy that moves it, the mind that experiences it, and the consciousness that is aware of it all as interconnected. Medical science now acknowledges the powerful connection between the body and the mind in research like that on the brain-gut connection. Emotions, stress, and states of mind impact our health and well-being. A hot topic these days is our fascia—“connective tissue”—that makes everything in our bodies much more like one interactive organism than separate mechanical parts. Fascia encases and connects our entire internal body. It reacts to physical, mental, and emotional stimulus. Some research suggests it may serve as a transmission system within the body, communicating tension or well-being. Yogis consider the whole of our experience on an interconnected continuum, and they have worked with this interconnection for millennia.

			The purpose of an asana practice is to tune the vehicle that we exist in using the grossest level of adjustment, working with the limbs, muscles, and connective tissues. The most effective asana practice will also include adjustments to the breath and mental focus. Asanas are done to remove stress where it’s locked into your body and to strengthen any muscles that have become weak.

			It might be useful to review how muscles work in this context. Muscles typically run between two attachment points—the origin and the insertion. Contracting a muscle pulls those attachments toward each other. For example, your biceps muscle on the upper arm has a two-part origin in the shoulder and attachments in the forearm. When the biceps contracts, it pulls your forearm toward your shoulder, bending your elbow, which is very helpful if you’re, say, taking a sip of tea. Look one step further, now, and note that most muscles have a corresponding partner muscle that does the opposite action. In the case of the biceps, it’s the triceps, which runs down the back of your upper arm. When it contracts, it pulls the back of your forearm toward the shoulder blade, straightening your arm at the elbow. Yoga postures are designed to work with these opposing pairs of muscles isometrically. This creates what yoga calls “hatha,” sun and moon—hot and cold—in balance. An asana practice uses isometric balancing and more to create not just fitness, but deep physical ease, tension release, strength, and tone. And on a more subtle level, it allows electromagnetic fields to flow through the fascia creating homeostasis throughout the body.

			Seven Segments

			In the language of yoga, we have found it efficient to consider the body in segments from the bottom up. Bringing balance to a segment helps balance everything above it. The traditional, Sanskrit word for these segments is chakras. Over the centuries, yogis have observed a relationship between these segments of the body and corresponding physical, mental, and emotional functions and issues.* Working at the level of the physical body is one of the ways we can establish balance and ease in our interconnected system. It’s exciting to work with the body this way and see the responses ripple through your life to resolve physical pain and problems with breath, and to help foster emotional balance, creativity, and contentment.

			We should note that because everything is interconnected, the different segments aren’t isolated, and sometimes imbalances show up in adjoining segments, like in a marionette that rebalances if you move one of the strings to shift a body part. It’s useful, though, to notice and work with what is headquartered in each segment and to know how the segment looks when it’s in or out of balance.
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			First Segment: Structure

			
				The first segment, whose Sanskrit name is muladhara, which means “root,” begins at the soles of the feet and extends up to the pelvic floor. It’s important, because it’s your foundation.
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			What Is Headquartered Here

			The segment of your body closest to the earth relates to structure and stability. In your interconnected self, this includes physical stability in the body but also emotional calm, mental steadiness, and even financial security.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: Weight is evenly distributed on your feet, your legs are in neutral rotation, your knees are unlocked. You feel steady on the ground and rooted in your body.

			Emotionally and mentally: You are steady, moving smoothly through life with what you need. You are content and calm. You remember things easily.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					FIRST SEGMENT IN BALANCE

				
			
			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: Your weight is more on the sides of your feet, rolling out or in or being flatfooted. Or your legs rotate open and your knees lock. This misalignment often ripples upward to create back pain. You can often notice first segment misalignments in the wearing patterns of your shoes.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					INTERNAL ROTATION
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					EXTERNAL ROTATION

				
			
			Emotionally and mentally: You have trouble taking care of yourself—paying the rent and bills, finding an apartment, eating enough. You feel anxious or scattered and forgetful.

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			Most standing poses help you establish a balance of strength and ease in the first segment. Especially helpful for seeing patterns is Mountain Pose. Look for balance between the pubis and tailbone, the inward and outward rotation of the thighs, and the inner and outer arches of the feet.

			Second Segment: Desires

			
				The second segment, whose Sanskrit name is svadhisthana, begins at the pelvic floor and extends up to the top of the pelvis.

			What Is Headquartered Here

			The pelvis segment of your body relates to our likes and dislikes. This includes physical passion but also emotional passion—what you love to do. Finally, it includes the patterning that results from pursuing your likes and avoiding your dislikes, your habits, and ultimately, your personality.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: The pelvis is tilted to neutral, not spilling forward or overtucked under. You have the support of a balanced first segment and channel that stability upward.

			Emotionally and mentally: You have emotional stability. You pursue your passions in a beneficial and constructive way. You are in control of your sexual energy. Rather than being driven by desires, you have a clear sense of what your true purpose is.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: It can show as the pelvis spilling forward, which often creates lower back pain over time. Alternatively, the pelvis can be overtucked under, which makes it hard to breathe properly and leads to a lack of calm and acceptance (What we might call having a “stick up your butt.”)

			Emotionally and mentally: You are driven by emotions. You pursue your passions in a destructive or self-destructive way. You are driven by lust. You are confused about your purpose and unaware of your patterns.

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			This segment relies on the support of the first segment, then uses the abdominal muscles of the third segment to establish balance. Imagine the top rim of the hips as a bowl holding soup. You need to use abdominal tone to keep from spilling soup from the front but not so much that you overtuck your pelvis. You can explore this in Chair Pose.
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					PELVIS NEUTRAL
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					PELVIS OVERTUCKED
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					PELVIS SPILLS FORWARD CREATING DIP IN THE LUMBAR SPINE

				
			
			Third Segment: Transformation

			
				The third segment, whose Sanskrit name is manipura, begins at the top of the pelvis and extends up to the bottom ribs.

			What Is Headquartered Here

			The abdominal segment of your body relates to our ability to make things happen, to create change. Physiologically, this means metabolism and digestion. Mentally it’s the faculty of thinking—figuring things out, finding a solution, and organizing a response. Emotionally, it’s your response to acting in the world to get what you desire. This transformative force can generate anger when things don’t go your way and excitement when they do.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: There is tone in the abdominal muscles that supports the lumbar spine and holds the pelvis and rib cage in proper relationship. This allows a balanced breath. There is ease in moving around your center: twisting, bending down, arching up. (See the photos of Chair Pose in the second segment, opposite.)

			Emotionally and mentally: You are focused. You get things done efficiently. You “keep your cool.” You are clear-headed. You are courageous and willing to face challenge. Whatever actions you take, you take them with a balance of effort and ease—not aggressively or lazily.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: Without abdominal tone, the pelvis spills forward and the lumbar curve becomes lordotic (overly dipping in), which often creates lower back pain over time. With too much effort, too much tension through the core makes you look and feel stuck, unwilling to move—like an overzealous security guard.

			Emotionally and mentally: The third segment provides the energy to make desires a reality, so being out of balance in the third segment effects the second. When you are out of balance, you can become overly focused on getting what you want, and how you want it. Hollywood’s stereotype of the angry criminal out for revenge is an example of this imbalance. Even if you’re not as dramatic as a villain, you might do everything with too much determination. The intensity you bring to things can be directed outwardly or inwardly. So you might be critical or self-critical, and you might be hard on others or hard on yourself.

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			In conjunction with the pelvic tilt, find a neutral curve in the lumbar spine supported by appropriate abdominal tone. (See the photos of Chair Pose in the second segment, for an example.)

			Fourth Segment: Relationship

			
				The fourth segment, whose Sanskrit name is anahata, begins at the bottom ribs and extends up to the shoulders.
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					BALANCE BETWEEN XIPHOID PROCESS AND T12 VERTEBRA
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					(LEFT) XIPHOID PROCESS TOO FAR FORWARD (TOWARD FLOOR)

					(RIGHT) T12 TOO FAR BACK

				
			
			What Is Headquartered Here

			The chest segment of your body is related to the capacity for balancing our sense of “self” with what seems “other.” This happens in many aspects of life, from falling in love to dealing with job dynamics to engaging in politics. Whenever there is an issue of me and something else, the energy of this segment is working. The most physiological expression of this is our breath, which literally balances what we take in versus what we expel.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: The anatomical structure of breathing is well-aligned and moving easily. The lower segments are providing stability and spaciousness. Your ribs are supported by the strength of your back. The front of the body opens as you breathe in; it relaxes and the back of the body expands as you breathe out. Your breath is long and smooth.

			Emotionally and mentally: You are contented. You strike an easy balance between work and leisure. You have good boundaries with others. You are comfortable in your relationships. You have confidence, which in this context, is the right relationship between your self-image and your ideal of what you should be.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: When our relationship energy is imbalanced toward “me,” our chest puffs out, creating the impression that “I’m the most important one in my relationships.” When our relationship is out of balance in the other direction, we collapse the front body and withdraw. In the breath, this shows up as differences in the ratio of inhale to exhale. When we’re withdrawing from things, our exhale is longer than the inhale; when we’re trying too hard, we take big inhale huffs and puff out quick exhales.

			Emotionally and mentally: Imbalance in the fourth segment can go two ways. It can show as low self-esteem or as feeling powerless. Or going the other way, it can express as a relationship where one party dominates the other. Puffed out, you dominate; hunched over, you are dominated.

			This segment coordinates with other segments, too. The feelings that are expressing in this segment will motivate you to take action, and often, imbalance here can lead to the expressions of your third-segment tendencies. For example, not getting what you want from a relationship might make you get mad and lash out (if you’re puffed out) or might make you self-critical or even self-destructive (if you’re drawing back).

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			There’s a play between the xiphoid process at the bottom of your breast bone and the T12 vertebra where the bottom ribs attach to your spine that you can observe in backbends and forward bends. By keeping the T12 from pushing out in forward bends (even though it feels like you’re going farther) and keeping the xiphoid from pushing out in backbends, you can balance the fourth segment.

			Fifth Segment: Communication

			
				The fifth segment, whose Sanskrit name is vishuddha, begins at the shoulder girdle and extends up to the roof of the mouth.

			What Is Headquartered Here

			The throat segment relates to our communication. This includes the obvious faculty of speech, but it also involves our ability to communicate in all the ways we do: writing, painting, music—all artistic and other expressions of our ideas, thoughts, and feelings. And since communication is two-way, this segment’s function also includes our ability to hear and understand what is being communicated to us.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: The shoulder blades and collar bones make up the shoulder girdle. The shoulder girdle in balance is like a coat hanger. Your arms and torso hang comfortably. This sets up a balanced base for your neck and throat. Then you can position the neck to create even length in the front and back of the neck. Your breath is unconstrained. Your voice is full.

			Emotionally and mentally: You express yourself and understand things easily. You are creative. You laugh and allow other emotions appropriate expression. You feel inspired and insightful.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: Out of balance here will often start lower and extend higher up. At the throat itself, you might see a leaning forward. This makes the voice sound harsh—as when someone is “in your face.” You might see a pulling back. This makes your voice sound choked. Hanging your head, as many teenagers do, is a sign of imbalance that makes the throat pull back. It is an indication of the struggle to learn to express yourself. This alignment makes the voice hard to hear.

			Emotionally and mentally: Communication has a natural connection to the fourth segment’s relationship tendencies, because we usually express as a part of bridging the distinction between self and other. When out of balance toward oneself, communication looks like you are dominating a conversation or insisting on framing the story your way. When out of balance toward the other, you may never speak your mind. In the extreme, you might give up on yourself. For example, though you want to create, you might give up on becoming an artist, cutting off your expressiveness, or you might avoid speaking up in business situations, giving up on your potential.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					(LEFT) FIFTH SEGMENT IN BALANCE

					(MIDDLE) FIFTH SEGMENT TOO FAR FORWARD

					(RIGHT) FIFTH SEGMENT TOO FAR BACK

				
			
			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			Balance the shoulder girdle in all asana postures. Keep the throat neutral, front to back.

			Sixth Segment: Command

			The top two segments include the face and head. The muscles here are used for expression, and every emotion triggers a different facial expression. The more centered and balanced we are in these two segments, the more we are in tune with our genius and expressing insight and inspiration.

			The sixth segment, whose Sanskrit name is ajna, begins at the roof of the mouth and extends up to the middle of the brain (specifically, the area of the corpus callosum).

			What Is Headquartered Here

			This segment relates primarily to the brain and mind. It is the place where you take the inspiration of your genius and direct your actions accordingly. Physically, it expresses as the placement of the head.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: Your head is neutral in all its planes of motion: side-to-side tilt, left-to-right rotation, chin tilt, and forward and back (head in neutral position relative to the cervical spine). The muscles of your face are relaxed. Your eyes are relaxed but focused. The classical image of the Buddha’s almost imperceptible smile is an example of this segment in balance.

			Emotionally and mentally: You have ease of concentration. You are calm and contented. Balance in all the lower segments leaves you free to act according to your wisdom and genius.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: Your head could be out of neutral in any direction. Your face reflects your inner confusion as muscle tension in your jaw and around your eyes. Your eyes dart about in distraction.

			Emotionally and mentally: Imbalances from the concerns expressing in segments below disturb your ability to concentrate, so you are scattered or inconsistent. You become preoccupied with changing the world to try to bring yourself happiness instead of looking within to your genius.

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			
				Balancing your head creates an impulse toward inner balance. Your visual and mental point of focus, which in Sanskrit is called drishti ties your attention to one point during the asana to encourage concentration. For example, you might hold your focus on a mark or object on the wall in front of you while you try to balance on one leg in the Tree Pose.

			
				Our current lifestyle, which relies so much on mobile phones, is throwing off the sixth segment. To keep your head neutral when you’re looking at your phone, the phone should be held at about a 30° downward angle from your line of sight. But most people hold the phone lower and have to tilt their heads down the whole time they’re using it.
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						LIFT YOUR PHONE SO THE FIFTH AND SIXTH SEGMENTS CAN STAY NEUTRAL

					
				
			

			Seventh Segment: Transcendence

			
				The seventh segment, whose Sanskrit name is sahasrara, begins at the middle of the brain and extends to the crown of the head.

			What Is Headquartered Here

			This segment relates to the aspect of mind that connects to our genius. It is the place where you discover inspiration. Physically, it expresses as the forehead and top of the head.

			What It Looks Like In Balance

			Physically: Your forehead is soft. Your scalp is relaxed. Your eyes are soft.

			Emotionally and mentally: You have ease of meditation inward and of tapping your genius out in life. You are calm and contented.

			What It Looks Like Out of Balance

			Physically: Imbalances from below leave the crown of your head tilted one way or another.

			Emotionally and mentally: Typically, imbalance here comes from being stuck in your focus on the outside world as what’s important for meaning and information. So it looks like a lack of wisdom and inspiration. Sometimes, though, it can express as confusion, misunderstanding, or other imbalances relating to visions or insights.

			How to Balance This Segment in Asana Practice

			Meditation is the principle actor in balancing this segment. You want an asana practice that lets you sit comfortably for eighteen minutes experiencing the source of genius. More details about this are in chapter 11, “Your ISHTA Meditation Practice.”

			Practice

			Begin your use of asanas by using this sequence, or find a teacher or a class. Whatever practice you do, it should feel good—perhaps it will be hard, but it shouldn’t hurt you. Working with a teacher privately or in a class is the best way to get personalized attention and be able to ask questions, but sometimes that’s not feasible. (ISHTA teachers will be familiar with the approach outlined in this book, and many are teaching in cities around the world [see “Resources”]).

			The keys to practice are to find the right amount of work, to quiet your competitive or judgmental tendencies, and to allow the yoga to work for you. This practice is designed for balancing energy, and many people who come to asana practice after experience in exercise programs notice the difference right away. You just feel good—calm—after you’ve done it. But if you bring the same goals of accomplishment that you have in workout programs into your asana practice, you can throw yourself out of balance instead.

			The right amount of work comes about through watching your mind in relation to what you’re doing. Is it in the present, focusing on the feelings in your body and breath? Or is your focus in the future, on having accomplished a difficult posture or looking like someone else? The more you can stay present, the more you’re practicing correctly. When you are in the moment, you will notice when your breath feels full and complete. You will notice when your muscles are working within their range. You will notice when your joints feel spacious. The goal of doing asanas is not the specific result, like being able to do a perfect handstand; it’s the ability to be steady and comfortable throughout the whole practice, i.e., hatha—sun and moon in balance. The Yoga Sutras sum it up nicely as “steady consistent practice without attachment to the results.”

			As you practice this way, you naturally are lured away from judgment and competition. When you stop judging, you open yourself to what is—what is my body? What are my tendencies? What is going on emotionally? What is my nature? You encourage contentment, which helps you in your meditation—and your life in general. And you start to expand your sense of who you are—from just being physical muscle and bone to being aware of the energy that powers you and the conscious awareness within.

			Below is a well-rounded practice sequence that you can use as a starting point. If you’re doing this on your own, proceed gently and adjust things as needed to suit your body and your current condition. We’re giving this sequence of poses to help you balance the segments. We also provide some options, so you can tailor the practice to your own body and current condition—and remember, your condition can include being tired one day and energetic the next!

			Preliminary Asana Practice

			If you already have an asana practice, bring the principles described above and the examples below into your regular practice. Remember, it’s not about getting into the pose but about balancing the segments by strengthening weaknesses and removing tension. To do that, you find the version of poses you can do in a steady comfortable way and work from there.

			Mountain Pose
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			► Stand with feet together or at hip-joint width.

			► Keep a neutral rotation of your thighs.

			► Balance the tilt of the pelvis as described in the previous chapter under “Second Segment.”

			► Stay broad across your collar bones.

			Sun Breath Sequence

			From Mountain Pose:
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			► Upward Hands: Inhale and take your arms around and overhead.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			► Forward Fold: Exhale and fold forward. Let your knees bend but lift your sit bones so you feel a stretch in the back of your legs.
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			► Half Fold: Inhale and lift your chest while still folding forward at your hips.
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			► Forward Fold: Exhale back into the forward fold.
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			► Upward Hands: Inhale taking your arms around and overhead.
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			► Mountain Pose: Exhale bringing your hands to the center of your chest.

			► Repeat three times.

			Cat-Cow Poses
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			► Start on all fours, keeping your legs and arms stable like pillars.

			► Cow: Inhale and curl your toes under. Tilt your pelvis forward and open your chest toward the floor, dipping in your upper back.
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			► Cat: Exhale and round your back toward the ceiling, tilting your pelvis back.

			► Repeat five times.

			Downward-Facing Dog Pose

			► Start on hands and knees. Before you move, press firmly into your fingers, especially the index and thumb. Rotate your upper arms to turn your biceps a little more forward. (If your elbows hyperextend forward, bend them slightly, so the muscles of your arms work to support the elbow joints.)
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			► Curl your toes under and, keeping your knees bent, lift your hips toward the upper corner of the wall behind you. This should create a straight line from your wrists through your shoulders to your sit bones.

			► Keep that long line in your upper body and hips, then push down through your heels, only until your hamstrings resist. Completely straightening your legs here is a bad idea for almost everybody—it usually makes you round your lower back and often hurts your wrists.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			Note: If this pose hurts your wrists or back, do a version using a chair (see photo).
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			Warrior II Pose
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			► Stand with your feet wide.

			► Turn your left foot to point past the front of your mat, and the back foot to 45° from the back of the mat.

			► Keep your torso straight up and down.

			► Raise your arms to be parallel with the floor.

			► Take your gaze over your left hand and focus on a point ahead.

			► Hold for five breaths, then reverse direction and repeat on the other side, holding for five breaths.

			Tree Pose
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			► Stand in Mountain Pose, palms together in front of your chest.

			► Lift your right foot and place it either on your calf or on your thigh—do not put your foot on your knee! Root down through the leg that is supporting you and gently press that leg into the lifted foot.

			► Either keep your hands at your chest or raise them overhead.

			► Hold for three breaths, then switch legs and repeat on the other side, holding for three breaths.

			► Note: If you cannot stay balanced at all, stand with a chair in front of you and hold on lightly while you try to balance.

			Seated Staff Pose
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			► Sit perpendicular to the floor, with your legs extended and hands supporting you from behind.

			► Note: It may be hard to sit upright unless you raise your seat off the floor. Sit on a folded blanket, towel, or cushion if needed.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			► As another option, after five breaths in Seated Staff, do Boat Pose for three breaths: From Seated Staff, lift your legs, balancing on your sit bones, chest open. You might be able to straighten your legs, but they will probably need to stay bent. You can hold behind your knees, or for more strengthening, release your knees.
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			Bridge Pose
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			► Lie on your back, knees bent.

			► Root down through your feet and lift your hips high.

			► Take your arms behind your back and interlace your fingers.

			► Note: If it’s hard to bring your hands together, use a belt or yoga strap between your hands so they can stay wider apart.

			► Keep your arms and hands on the floor and press down toward the floor as you lift your breast bone high.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			► To lower, take your hands out from underneath and roll back to the floor, vertebra by vertebra.

			Reclined Ankle-to-Knee Pose
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			► Lie on your back, knees bent.

			► Cross your left ankle over your right thigh, just below your knee. Flex both feet at the ankle to make an L shape with your leg.

			► Grab your right thigh with both hands and pull until you feel a stretch on your outer left hip.

			► Hold for nine breaths, then repeat with the right ankle over the left thigh, holding for nine breaths.

			► Note: If you can’t reach or pull your thigh, use a belt or strap around your thigh or foot to make it possible.

			Seated Twist Pose
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			► Start in Seated Staff, propping up as before.

			► Bend your right leg and bring your foot over the left thigh.

			► Inhale and sit tall, exhale and twist to the right.

			► Hold your right leg with your left hand or inner elbow and place the right hand on the floor behind you.

			► Grow a little taller with each inhale and relax into the twist on each exhale.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			► Inhale back to center, straighten your legs back to Seated Staff.

			► Reverse your legs and twist to the left, holding for five breaths.

			► Inhale back to center, straighten your legs back to Seated Staff.

			Reclined Relaxation Pose
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			► Lie on your back, palms open to the ceiling, legs relaxed.

			► Adjust your pelvis to neutral, and if your back bothers you, put a rolled blanket or a cushion under your knees.

			► Adjust your shoulder blades in and down, so your chest feels open and your shoulders are relaxed on the floor.

			► Adjust your head so it’s level on the floor. (If you have a ponytail, loosen it so your head can be neutral. If your head feels like it’s hanging back, use a blanket or low pillow under your head.)

			► Let your muscles relax, let your breath be on its own, surrender.

			► Stay for up to five minutes.

			► Gently come back and finish in a seated position to reconnect with your surroundings.

			► Note: If you’re prone to falling asleep or losing track of time, use a pleasantly toned timer to signal the end of the relaxation.

			
				* While scientists have not yet found precise anatomical locations for the chakras, yogis have been efficiently working with them for generations as described in this chapter.
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			Pranayama

			IN EARLIER CHAPTERS, we described the mind and how it functions as both a processor of sensory information and the tool that invites the genius into our understanding and our direction in life. Then we described an asana practice as a way to work with the body to begin to tune us up, setting the stage for us to move mentally and energetically between the sensory mind and the genius. In this section, we go one step deeper and describe the tool yoga uses to work with our breath, as an energetic bridge between the physical body and the mind. That tool is called “pranayama.”

			The mind and breath work together all the time. Our breath keeps us alive. Without breath, we have no life. Medical science describes breath as supplying oxygen to our chemical system. Yogis describe the breath as carrying the force of life, using the Sanskrit word prana to signify what makes us alive.

			But beyond simply keeping us alive, the way we breathe—the way prana moves in us—interacts with many aspects of our physiology, emotions, and thought. It impacts our outlook, our focus, and even our approach to a situation, such as being more proactive or more receptive.

			For example, when we are frightened, our breath becomes shallow and fast. The air moves predominantly through the tips of our nostrils into the upper chest. Anxiety will predominate our minds, and we will be on the alert; our body will switch to fight-or-flight mode. In contrast, when we are relaxing on the beach, our breath flows more through the base of our nostrils into the deeper section of the lungs. The diaphragm muscle makes extra room by pushing abdominal organs downward, giving the impression that the belly is inflating. Our stress responses melt away, and our body switches to rest-and-restore mode.

			Yogis know that these kinds of breath types can also serve as tools to intentionally shift our minds and nervous systems. So, using the previous example, someone who is anxious without actually being in any danger could practice breathing deeply into the belly as a way to shift out of the fear response. Intentionally regulating the breath in this way is what yogis call “pranayama,” and we use a variety of breathing techniques for specific effects.

			The Purposes of Pranayama

			From the perspective of our meditation practice, we use pranayama for three purposes:

			
				1. To move the mind and body to a state of calm relaxation

				2. To focus the mind

				3. To create a balance of energy that draws the senses in, encouraging our focused mind to turn toward genius

			

			Pranayama for Relaxation

			
				Many of the health benefits of mindfulness practices are the result of a phenomenon described by Herbert Benson, MD, in the 1960s. Benson found that by focusing on something repetitive and returning to your focus when you get distracted, your body has a “relaxation response,” where your nervous system emphasizes rest and restorative functions. That response includes reduced blood pressure, heart rate, and production of stress hormones. So, the many practices that invite you to watch your breath or follow some repetitive action, like your steps while you’re walking, will elicit the relaxation response. In yoga meditation, we want this response, because it’s a necessary preliminary step. When you relax, your body is less likely to bother you, and your mind is not on the alert, looking for safety or answers. In the ISHTA Yoga apa japa practice (see chapter 11), we observe the breath flowing in and out for just this purpose.

			Pranayama for Focus

			When the body and mind are relaxed, it is natural for us to go about our business, feeling good. During meditation practice, though, when we’re sitting and doing nothing, relaxing might have another effect: it can lead to a natural progression into sleep. So we use pranayama to strike a balance between relaxation and focus. We strike that balance by directing the mind’s attention to the breath, sometimes using an energizing breath, sometimes visualizing lines of prana moving, and always returning back to our object of focus when the mind wanders. In addition to keeping us awake, the focus points our attention to our inner world, giving us an alternative to the exterior realm of the senses mind.

			Pranayama for Balancing Energy and Drawing in the Senses

			
				Finally, the breath serves as a tool for shifting our energy toward the alternate state we usually call “daydreaming.” This is the first stage of meditation, called pratyahara in the Yoga Sutras. We feel different during a daydream because our minds, in essence, ignore what’s in front of our senses. When you daydream, you typically don’t hear or see what’s around you, even though you’re wide awake.

			Ancient yogis noticed what happens in the breath at these times. They observed that during our normal activity, one nostril is dominant in our breathing. You could check that on yourself right now by blocking one nostril and then another and comparing the openness of the two. It’s especially easy to see the difference when you have a cold and congestion makes the block of the less dominant side more dramatic. About every ninety minutes, the dominance naturally switches, and the side that was blocked opens and vice versa. Yogis noticed that at the moment of the switch, their attention shifted, like when we go into a daydream.

			This phenomenon is extremely valuable when your goal is to turn away from the sensory orientation of the manas mind toward genius, so yogis developed a technique for creating a switch in the dominance of the breath.

			The balancing breath pranayama techniques that we describe in chapter 11 induce this naturally occurring state, and help you redirect your focus away from the senses and toward genius.

			Pranayama and Nadi

			Yogis call a pathway of prana a nadi and believe that these energetic lines distribute energy to our system, much as the nervous system carries electrical impulses in our physical anatomy. For the purposes of our beginning meditation practice, it’s useful to know about three of these lines. The ida and pingala nadis are similar to the notion of right brain versus left brain that we hear about in Western physiology. Our interest in them for meditation is that they dictate the dominance of one side versus the other. We use asana and pranayama practices to bring them into balance to create pratyahara—drawing in the senses. The third nadi of interest in meditation is shushumna nadi. It runs through our center and functions as a highway for movement of our consciousness between the sensory world and the genius perspective. We’ll work with this nadi in the Ham Sa kriya in chapter 11.
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			Kriya Yoga

			KRIYA YOGA is the essence of the ISHTA practice. Kriya practices help disconnect you from sensory mind (manas) and connect you to genius (atman). The four pillars of kriya yoga techniques are as follows:

			
				○ Visualization

				○ Breath

				○ Mantra (sound)

				○ Intention

			

			Kriya techniques use visualization, breath, and mantra, along with your intention, to bring you beyond your normal mental activity and into your genius connection. A kriya technique may be as simple as visualizing a movement of light in an area of your body. But the simplicity of the practices belies how powerful they are. Time and time again, we have watched students use these techniques to move beyond mental activity to stillness, beyond thoughts to experience light and feelings of spaciousness and calm, and from challenges to transformation of their lives.

			The power of the kriyas comes from doing them, not intellectually understanding them. They are designed to work on us, the way a health remedy works on us, whether or not we understand the chemistry. But to help those of you who are skeptical of what you don’t understand, let’s talk a little about how kriya techniques bring about changes in our minds.

			How Kriyas Work

			The techniques and technology of kriyas help to move past the activity of the mind by working at essential levels of human experience: vibration, feeling, sound, color, and shape. We call this level of experience “working with energy,” the underlying pulse, motivation, or enlivening force operating within us. As we’ve said, yogis call this kind of energy “prana.”

			The notion of energy can sound fantastical, but we rely on ideas and experiences of energy all the time. For example, the computer we wrote this book on has semiconductors containing millions of circuits moving energy in the space of a coin. Peter has a friend who was an IBM engineer, and he once asked him how it’s possible to get circuits into slices of silicon. The engineer replied that it took two years of study for him to understand the answer to that question. Yet we take that movement of energy for granted every time we send an email.

			Physicists describe all the physical matter in the universe as expressions of energy, at its essence. It is our senses and the sensory mind (manas) that interpret that energy as forms and objects. And what we see as empty space, physicists describe as fields of energy, the fabric of the universe.

			Even in everyday ways, we think about energy. How we feel about a decision, our sense of being energized versus lethargic (without energy), thinking of someone just before she calls on the phone, choosing the music to set a mood. We even call it “vibe,” as in “vibration,” when describing a person or a place.

			In kriya practice, we shift energy. You may have experimented with such a shift as a student in science class. Just by drawing a magnet back and forth along a piece of steel, the atomic dipoles in the metal are shifted by the electromagnetic energy in the magnet and align in a single direction. The piece of steel itself becomes a magnet.

			A comical demonstration of energy is available to anyone with a cat. Put your mental energy on something—put a newspaper you’re reading on the floor; go sit on a chair, then get up; or even take off your shoes in the middle of the room. The cat gravitates right to that spot. Cats are sensitive to that attention point, to that energy. Right at this moment, as we are working on this manuscript, the cat has just parked himself on top of the page containing the edits!

			In kriya yoga, we make use of the effects of energy. Much like the cat is drawn to the newspaper you’re trying to read, or the piece of steel aligns with the magnetic lines, your mind will be attracted to the energy you direct in the techniques of kriya yoga. In a kriya technique, we might direct the mind to focus on a visualization of movement of light energy. The mind will have an easy time focusing there. Then, as you start paying attention, you will start to sense the subtle energy, or prana, moving in you. Just as the cat will move to where the energy is, the mind will go to where the energy is, once you show it how.

			To summarize, in a kriya technique, like those that will be given later in chapter 11, “Your ISHTA Meditation Practice,” you will point your attention in ways that steer you past your typical mental activity to the energy—from thoughts to consciousness. In yoga, you often hear this called “purifying” your consciousness. This kind of purification is a powerful means of shifting your mental state to one where you discern the difference between consciousness and thoughts. That shift brings clarity—seeing things as they are, not just seeing your thoughts about things.

			“Pure” consciousness—consciousness alone—is the nature of the genius in us. When our consciousness turns toward the senses, thoughts and related memories (more thoughts) begin. Purifying our consciousness means learning to separate and coordinate the roles of the sensory mind and the genius. Doing this leaves us experiencing life from each moment rather than being embroiled in thoughts. Which, by the way, is also the goal of mindfulness practices.

			Mantra

			The word mantra has the root manas, the sensory-focused mind that we’ve been discussing. Yogis observed the power of using sound to influence the mind. They even built the Sanskrit alphabet based on the placement and vibration of sounds. It’s not necessary to know why a mantra works to use it, but it might be interesting if it’s new to you. Mantra works on three levels to influence your mind: psychological, vibratory, and causal.

			Psychological

			Mantras can help us deprogram and reprogram the mind, much like affirmations do. For example, the Sat Yam mantra affirms clarity and purity in our relationships, so we are less emotionally vulnerable and more unconditionally loving. By repeating Sat Yam, we weaken our old ideas about ourselves in relationship and reinforce new, healthier outcomes.

			Vibratory

			Yogis also observe more subtle effects of mantra, beyond psychology. A mantra, as a sound, is literally a vibration. With the right equipment, you can observe how sound creates changes in liquid and solid matter. In fact, a field called cymatics has developed to explore this phenomenon, and practitioners have been demonstrating these effects on video. (You can see examples by searching YouTube for “cymatics experiment.”)

			As we humans are liquid and solid matter, vibration affects us, too. Sit next to a car with good music playing loud, and you start moving to the beat! Sit in a movie when plaintive music swells, and you tear up. Expectant mothers play Mozart to help their unborn babies’ brains develop. Yogis crafted the mantras for the way they vibrated in the mouth, head, and mind. Just like different music makes you feel different ways, different mantras bring about different effects, tuning us to the desired outcome.

			Causal

			
				At an even deeper level, the level yogis call the “causal”—and a scientifically minded person might call “subatomic”—yogis consider us to be vibratory energy, part of the quantum field nature of all things. From this perspective, we think of a mantra as altering the vibration of what we perceive. A simple metaphor to describe this is cooking. If we make a soup, and we don’t like it, we can alter the underlying chemistry that is hitting our senses of smell and taste by adding a flavor “mantra” of salt and pepper. The spices become part of the overall flavor vibration and change the soup to be more to our liking. With a mantra, we tweak what we are at the causal level to change the expression of the things that we perceive.

			Kinds of Kriya Practices

			Kriya meditation techniques are tailored to bring about different effects, because each of us must address our unique mental patterns and challenges in life to come to recognize and use our genius. The word ishta comes from this idea. In the Yoga Sutras, part of practice is defined as the self-study that brings us to our ishta devata—the path and light that illuminates our unique way to genius. Until we find that, we’re in the dark, unable to see beyond our mental patterns.

			Every pattern that colors our perception, whether it’s fear, feelings of inadequacy, anger, self-destructive behavior, and so on, keeps us thinking, when what we’re trying to do in meditation is still the movement of the mind (vritti). The kriya practices move us past patterns of darkness—places where we are unconscious. They move us through patterns of habit, that is, resistance and looping. The result is that they move us, efficiently and effectively, to the state of meditation.

			In chapter 11, “Your ISHTA Meditation Practice,” we will work with three kriya practices to get you started. To break through patterning, still the vritti, and light our way, these kriyas are designed to create the following various targeted effects:

			
				○ Breaking through limited thinking and expanding your knowledge of who you are (see “Kriya 1: Sat Yam”)

				○ Bringing patterns to light (see “Kriya 2: Calling Your Name”)

				○ Directing your awareness to your genius (see “Kriya 3: Ham Sa”)
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			Samadhi

			THE GENIUS IN you—your unbound intelligence—emerges from the mental state yogis call samadhi. Samadhi comprises several “states of mind” that can actually be felt by a meditator and seen by using an EEG monitor. Areas of the brain drop from a waking rhythm (beta waves) to the slower rhythms found in deep sleep (alpha, then theta, then delta waves). Yogis experience these shifts as movements away from the busyness of the mind and different levels of detachment from ordinary thought.

			
				ANOTHER METAPHOR FOR MEDITATION: THE OCEAN AND THE DROP

				A classic description of what happens in meditation is the experience of ourselves as part of the whole of the universe. The great psychologist Carl Jung described a similar notion of a collective unconscious that we all share. The Upanishads, ancient philosophical texts, use the metaphor of the ocean as the whole of what is and our individual experience as being like a wave or a bubble or a drop in the ocean. Psychologists today say we often understand things through metaphor—we learn something by comparing it to something we know. So perhaps this metaphor will serve as a comparison to your experience. You may experience yourself as a drop, but when you meditate, you return to the ocean and experience yourself as the whole for a time.

			

			Experiencing Who We Are beyond Manas

			The experience of samadhi is difficult to describe, because it’s not part of our normal experience of thinking. Often when yoga writings describe it, the language sounds poetic: merging, oneness, bliss, expansiveness. Yet the experience is real and has been practiced by meditators for millennia. When you practice, the experience roughly feels like this:

			
				1. You concentrate. You tie your attention to something, like your breath, or a mantra, or a visualization. Your mind starts to ignore everything else.

				2. The concentration becomes effortless. Your effort to stay focused on one thing tames the mind’s tendency to wander and get lost in thoughts. The experience of an effortlessly focused mind leaves you in the first level of samadhi—a mind that isn’t preoccupied with endlessly spinning thoughts.

				3. You feel distance from the ordinary—sensory—world. This gives a sense of an “I” separate from the thoughts, an awareness that can be directed at the thoughts or not. A common realization is “I am not my thoughts; instead, I am aware of my thoughts.”

				4. Light appears on the screen of the mind. Quite literally, when you let go in quiet, effortless concentration, you “see” light in your mind. Sometimes this light is a simple glow, sometimes different colors or different patterns appear. Yogis call it jyoti and consider it the light of consciousness. Upon seeing it, we are transforming from interacting with the sensory world to reflecting the genius consciousness. Depending on their unique nature, some people experience an internal sound, like white noise or a tone.

				5. You merge into wholeness. By letting go, then, the way you let yourself fall asleep, you sense the loss of connection with your physical body and surroundings, and you experience yourself as consciousness. It is enough to just “be” in this state. That is where the power of meditation beyond mindfulness arises.

			

			It’s typical at first to move back and forth between these states. They are more like a continuum of experience than a series of electrical switches getting thrown. And being anywhere in the continuum will be transformational. The transformation occurs first in how you feel during and after meditation. But it also occurs as you weave genius back into your living, in the process called “artha vattva samyama.”

			
				THE PARINAMAS

				The mind has the capacity to transition. In its active state, the transitions are the movements from one thought to another and from one state of mind to another. The mind also has the ability to transition to meditation. Here is an example of the transition between thoughts (when the mind is active):

				
					▪ Something happened generating the thought/feeling, “I am upset at my partner.”

					▪ This thought leads via a path previously worn to the next thought: “Eating something sweet will make me feel good.”

				

				Here is an example of a transition between states of mind:

				
					▪ “I’m done with my day. I’m going to lean back in this chair and read.”

					▪ This state leads via a path previously worn to the next state: falling asleep in the chair.

				

				We can learn to cultivate transitions between our typical way of thinking and meditation. Then those transitions become as natural to us as falling asleep.

			

			When we learn to meditate, we create new patterns of thought and states of mind. We learn how to concentrate, so that we’re not constantly being pulled down the paths of previous associations. And we learn how to allow the mind to transition, as in our example in the sidebar, from the state of taking a pause—when there’s nothing to do at that moment—to a state other than sleep. Consistent practice creates the new pathways (through a process called “neuroplasticity”) that eventually make meditation happen naturally.

			In yoga, the transitions of state of mind are called parinamas, and there are three that are most important to our meditation practice:

			
				1. Nirodaha parinama

				2. Samadhi parinama

				3. Ekagrata parinama

			

			Even when you are able to focus your mind, thoughts are always arising and subsiding. The nirodaha parinama transition is the ability to let go of your arising thoughts. It is the transition from an active, fragmented mind to a still mind.

			Samadhi parinama is the transition extending the still point of the mind, of continually letting go of thoughts before they become distraction. It is the subtle adjustment that maintains stillness in a world in motion. Samadhi parinama allows enough time in meditation to have the experience of genius consciousness rather than the activities of manas.

			Ekagrata parinama is the transition back from samadhi. When you master this transition, you avoid the natural tendency to be instantly pulled back into the arising thoughts and instead can focus on one thing and maintain the insights of genius consciousness. This is how we bring genius into our living in the practice described in the next chapter.
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			Artha Vattva Samyama

			EACH ASPECT OF THE ISHTA meditation practice is a step beyond simple mindfulness. Artha vattva samyama, as it is described in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, is bringing the meditative state of samadhi to the manifest world. It leads to clarity, wisdom, and right actions that help you move more gracefully through life. Artha vattva samyama’s role is to take the genius consciousness that we immersed ourselves in during meditation and weave it through our daily living. To use our yoga model of manas (mind) with the buddhi (intellect), this is the intentional focusing of buddhi to reflect the inspirational genius, or atman, that lets us live up to our potential, to become whole. To use our lake metaphor, we reflected on the moon and now we let the moon light our way.

			Living in this inspired state is being in the Now. From that state, creativity and genius flow in every moment of our experience. Yogis are not the only ones to describe the flow of inspiration into our daily activities. Artists, scientists, mathematicians, and others often speak of this source of ideas and knowing. Albert Einstein said about his intellectual process, “All great achievements of science must start from intuitive knowledge.” Novelist Saul Bellow described accessing inspirational awareness in his Nobel acceptance speech, saying, “Art penetrates what pride, passion, intelligence and habit erect on all sides—the seeming realities of this world. There is another reality, the genuine one, which we lose sight of. This other reality is always sending us hints…. Proust calls these hints our ‘true impressions.’ ”

			In the ISHTA practice of artha vattva samyama, you focus the genius into the headquarters of energies in our system that yogis call chakras, which we touched on in chapter 6 on asana practice. These chakras are like the archetypal power sources in our system, each dealing with an aspect of our lives and experience. They hold the aspects of karma, like the genes hold traits in our DNA. Using your intention and focus to fill these power sources with genius supercharges your life and helps you intuit and move with your karma, not against it.

			The practice brings inspiration through six chakras, which govern all the important areas of our lives:

			
				○ Sixth chakra—Decision-making

				○ Fifth chakra—Communicating

				○ Fourth chakra—Interacting

				○ Third chakra—Transforming and metabolizing

				○ Second chakra—Addressing your passions in constructive ways

				○ First chakra—Building stability in work, finances, and family

			

			The ISHTA practice of artha vattva samyama is a simple-to-do method of ending your meditation with a purposeful transition of this intuitive knowledge and Proust’s “true impressions” into your life. We’ll describe the practice itself in chapter 11, “Your ISHTA Meditation Practice.”
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			Your Yoga Practice

			NOW BEGINS THE JOURNEY of finding your true self and tuning in to the genius within. The following practice will help you deprogram and detangle yourself from the limited identity that we all build as we live focused on the external, sensory plane of consciousness. It will help you expand to find your innate brilliance.

			Try to be open-minded. Use your imagination to the best of your ability in the visualizations and other practices. With your imagination, you use memory and projection to repattern your mind to set it on the path to your inner genius.

			It takes time for the brain to be reprogrammed. So regular daily practice is required. Like a seed that you plant, you don’t keep digging it up to see if it sprouted, you let it have the time to root and grow. You see the results unfold over time as you continue to practice.

			In our human evolution, we are made to ultimately connect to our inner genius, and yoga is the practice that facilitates that evolution.
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			Your ISHTA Meditation Practice

			ALAN AND HIS FATHER, working with their lineage of teachers, L. crafted and refined an efficient practice to gain the most profound and beneficial meditations. Unlike practices that rely on long periods of time—like hours-long meditations or days-long retreats, the daily ISHTA Yoga meditation practice works with your body, breath, mind, and nervous system to swiftly move you to a fruitful condition for meditation beyond mindfulness. It is most effective as a daily practice, so commit to taking twenty to thirty minutes to gain the benefits. (Doing it first thing in the morning will keep you from getting swept away into other activities). The practice that we recommend you use has five steps:

			
				○ Premeditative asana practice

				○ Drawing in the senses

				○ Kriya technique

				○ Samadhi

				○ Artha vattva samyama and regrounding

			

			The first three steps in this practice transition you from your normal outward focus to the state of body and mind where you can experience samadhi and reconnect with your genius. You stay in samadhi as long as you can, perhaps floating in and out between distractions. You can start with just a few minutes and then stretch the time you stay to eighteen minutes, which is the amount of time that helps to create a profound transformation of your mind. Any amount is a great start, so begin where you are, and you will find the benefits are cumulative over time.

			When you finish meditating, you will gently transition to artha vattva samyama with the intention of moving your genius through six locations in your body. As part of that final step, you reground your energy, so that you feel stable and awake at the end of your practice.

			On the following pages, you’ll find detailed instructions for practicing these five steps daily, using one of the three kriya techniques described below for step 3. The description of each technique includes the explanation of when it might be the best one for you on a given day. If you’re finding it hard to sit still and concentrate, you can start with just a few minutes of practice, but eventually, try to do a twenty- to thirty-minute practice. Note that this is a lot less than ten days of silence or hours of sitting. The kriya techniques help make your meditation time super efficient!

			Premeditative Asana Practice

			The goal of a premeditative asana practice is to prepare the body and mind for the more subtle practices of meditation. Like a sculptor uses big tools to create a general outline of a sculpture before working on the details, we use asanas to balance the body overall before moving into the subtle realms of mind and consciousness. General asanas for strength and tension release were covered in chapter 6. This premeditative asana practice is a simple, but powerful preparation for sitting in meditation.

			Cat-Cow Poses

			► Start on all fours, keep your legs and arms stable like pillars.
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			► Cow: Inhale and curl your toes under. Tilt your pelvis forward and open your chest toward the floor, dipping in your upper back.
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			► Cat: Exhale and round your back to toward the ceiling, tilting your pelvis back.

			► Repeat five times.

			Bali Seal Sequence

			► Start in Seal Pose*1: From kneeling on all fours, sit back onto (or toward) your heels with your arms extended in front of you.
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			► Note: If it is uncomfortable to kneel, use a blanket under your knees. If that doesn’t help, skip this Bali Seal sequence.

			► Inhale to Bali, lifting up on your knees, arms overhead.
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			► Exhale to Seal.

			► Inhale through Cow to Cobra (one movement) by lowering your thighs to the floor. Keep a lift from your lower abdomen toward the navel.
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			► You can keep your arms straight or bend your elbows as much as you need to avoid discomfort in your low back.

			► Exhale back to Seal.

			► Repeat three times.

			Downward-Facing Dog Pose

			► Start on hands and knees. Before you move, press firmly into your fingers, especially the index and thumb. Rotate your upper arms to turn your biceps a little more forward. (If your elbows hyperextend forward, bend them slightly, so the muscles of your arms work to support the elbow joints.)
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			► Curl your toes under and, keeping your knees bent, lift your hips toward the upper corner of the wall behind you. This should create a straight line from your wrists through your shoulders to your sit bones.

			► Keep that long line in your upper body and hips, then push down through your heels, only until your hamstrings resist. Completely straightening your legs here is a bad idea for almost everybody—it usually makes you round your lower back and often hurts your wrists.

			► Hold for five breaths.
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			► Note: If this pose hurts your wrists or back, do a version using a chair (see photo).

			Mermaid Pose
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			► Start in a cross-legged seat. You want your torso to be perpendicular to the floor, so sit up on a blanket, towel, or cushion as needed.

			► Set your right hand on the floor or a block or cushion and raise your left arm.

			► Lengthen from your left hip to your shoulder, arching over to the right.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			► Lift back to center and lower your arm.

			► Repeat on the other side, holding for five breaths.

			Seated Staff Pose
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			► Sit perpendicular to the floor, with your legs extended and hands supporting you from behind.

			► Hold for five breaths.

			► Note: It may be hard to sit upright unless you raise your seat off the floor. Sit on a folded blanket, towel, or cushion if needed.

			Bound Angle Pose
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			► From Seated Staff, bend both knees and open your thighs.

			► Bring the soles of your feet together and draw them in close to your body.

			► Wrap your hands around your feet.

			► Note: If your feet or ankles hurt, sit up higher (on a blanket or cushion) and/or put a blanket or towel under your feet.

			► Using the muscles of your legs, gently draw your thighs toward the floor, opening the inner thigh muscles.

			► Hold for three breaths.

			► Extend your legs and shake them out.

			Find a Comfortable Seat

			You can do your seated meditation practice anywhere that is comfortable and reasonably free of distractions. Many meditators sit in classical positions on the floor: legs crossed, or kneeling and sitting back on your heels. These positions can help ensure that your spine is held in its natural curves, which is conducive to meditation. However, if you are uncomfortable sitting in a classical position, you will spend your meditation time focused on how uncomfortable you are, and that’s no good!

			Try to find a seat that is steady and comfortable, where you feel tall rather than slouching, where your legs are comfortable and stable, and your back, hips, and the rest of your body are at ease. You should experiment with the options to find your own version of a steady comfortable seat.

			The photographs below show several possible seats using different props. Experiment with what you have available until you find a seat that feels supported and easy without feeling like you’re collapsed. If you choose to sit on a chair or up against a wall to support your back, sit so your spine is upright in its natural curves, rather than slouching back.
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			When you are practicing, you can join the tips of the index finger and thumb of each hand when your hands are resting on your legs. This position, or mudra, connects lines of energy that encourage your focus to flow inward toward genius.
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			Drawing in the Senses

			In chapter 7, we mentioned the calming practice of apa japa, which is watching the flow of your breath in and out. Start the seated portion of your meditation practice with a minute of apa japa. It’s very easy to do and has the immediate effect of creating the relaxation response. That makes the rest of practice easier.

			These practices are done in your steady comfortable seat (see previous section), so you can continue into meditation.

			Apa Japa—Watching Your Breath

			► Let your hands rest comfortably on your legs. Observe your breath.

			► However you are naturally breathing is fine, there is no need to change or “improve” your breath.

			► If your breath shifts or pauses or you sigh, that is fine, there is no need to breathe consistently. Just continue to observe.

			► Whenever you notice your mind is elsewhere, bring your attention back to the breath.

			Balancing the Nadis

			Before practicing each of the kriya meditations that follow, it is important to balance the two major nadis, or energy lines, in your system to help you draw your senses away from the exterior world. As we said in the section on pranayama, the one on the left is called ida, and the one on the right is called pingala. That balancing creates a mental shift that neutralizes the pull outward, into your sensory mind. The result is like what we experience when we daydream—the senses draw inward, and we lose track of time and place.

			Below are two options for practicing left-right balancing. Nadi shodhana, or alternate nostril breathing, is the more powerful of the two, but if it’s uncomfortable in any way—or you are congested, and it’s hard to breathe through one nostril—the second method (swaying left and right) is a perfectly good alternative.

			Option 1: Nadi Shodhana—Alternate Nostril Breathing

			► Start with your left hand resting on your left leg, palm facing upward. Join your index finger and thumb to help maintain a focus inward. Close your eyes.

			► Bring your right hand in front of your face.

			► With the index and middle finger extended, touch your forehead, just above your eyebrow level. Keep your fingers there.

			► Let your thumb and ring (fourth) finger rest on the sides of your nose, where pushing in would block your breath through that nostril. The best spot to press is where the nostril becomes soft below the more boney part of the nose, so each press in blocks the breath and stimulates the point at the edge of the bone. You should be able to block the breath in the right nostril with your thumb or the left nostril with your ring finger.

			► Begin to alternate the flow of breath by blocking one side.*2 Inhale through the open side, then block the side where you breathed in and release the opposite side to breathe out. Keep everything the same and breathe back in through the side where you breathed out. Now switch to breathe out and back in through the first side and continue. (Note that after the first inhale, the breath pattern is out and back in through one side, then you switch to breathe out and back in through the other side.)
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					PRESS WITH YOUR RING FINGER WHILE LIFTING YOUR THUMB TO BREATHE THROUGH THE RIGHT NOSTRIL

					PRESS WITH YOUR THUMB WHILE LIFTING YOUR RING FINGER TO BREATHE THROUGH THE LEFT NOSTRIL

					ONCE YOU GET THE PATTERN, THE FINGER AND THUMB DON’T NEED TO LIFT MUCH TO ALLOW THE BREATH TO FLOW THROUGH ALTERNATING SIDES (HERE, THE FIRST TWO FINGERS ARE MOVED OUT OF THE WAY, SO YOU CAN SEE THE FINGER POSITIONS)

				
			
			► Once you become comfortable with the alternating pattern, you can hold your breath after the inhale, to slow the rhythm down. Hold only as long as you can while maintaining a calm smooth breath on subsequent rounds.

			► After six to ten rounds, you will begin to be less focused on, and aware of, what is going on around you. Your senses will start to draw in. You will become calm. You may feel like you do when you’re moving into or out of a daydream.

			► Take your final exhale through the side you started on. Keep your eyes closed and your focus inward. Lower your right hand down onto your right leg. Join the index finger and thumb as you are doing on your left hand.

			Option 2: Swaying Left and Right

			► Close your eyes. Let your hands rest on your legs with your palms facing upward. Join your index finger and thumb on each hand.

			► Tilt a little forward and back on your sitting bones to find a balanced posture. This tilt starts where you touch the floor or chair, not by rounding your back to come forward. If it’s hard to tilt forward on your sitting bones, lift your seat higher with a blanket or cushion, or use a chair. (See the previous section on finding a comfortable seat). Settle in on what feels balanced front to back.

			► Begin to sway to one side and then the other, moving slowly and gently.

			► Stay focused on the shift from one side to the other and back again. Notice it in your legs, in your seat, in your abdomen, in your chest, in your shoulders, and in your head. You are activating one side and then the other, balancing the ida and pingala energy lines.

			► After about a minute, reduce the amount that you are swaying—like a pendulum that is slowly coming to rest—until you find yourself still in the center.
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			Kriya 1: Sat Yam

			Why You Do It

			
				In the Sat Yam kriya, we work with the energy of relationship—how we interact. Using visualization, we will experience this energy as an ongoing pulse between ourselves and everything else. We visualize a radiance that expands from the energetic heart center and then refocuses back in. This experience models what exists in life. We have experience as an individual, but it’s also true that we are part of a family, a city, a country, a world, a universe, and what the universe manifested from. We are individuals, but always also the whole, or Brahman, that we spoke about in chapter 4.

			Brahman is both in us and in what we experience as outside us. Tuning in to this reality moves us beyond the boundaries of thought into the vibration of the genius state. We pause our experience of everything being separate and experience oneness. Our mind is repatterned, and all the experiences of relationships begin to become clearer, because we start to see things from this big-picture perspective. This seeing is the experience of being part of the whole, not limited to the individual perspective.

			From this place—knowing the big picture instead of dwelling in our thoughts about all the individual relationships—we express the compassion of seeing everything as part of ourselves. It leaves us loving, unconditionally. In a mindfulness practice, one might affirm “loving-kindness” toward everything. In the Sat Yam kriya, loving-kindness is self-evident, because we experience ourselves as the whole, not just a separate individual who must try to love and be kind to others. You become, not the lover or the loved, but the loving itself.

			How to Do It

			For all the kriya techniques in this book, we begin with a premeditative asana practice, a comfortable seat, and a left-right balancing practice, as described in the previous sections.

			
				○ First, feel for the “heart center.” Bring your right hand from your leg to in front of your chest. Press the pads of the thumb and index finger together (see photo). This is the ahamkara mudra, which grounds you in your sense of “myself.” Set your fingertips at the place in the center of your chest where your hand might go if you said, “I knew in my heart that I should do this.” The heart center is the location of our sense of “I.”
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				○ Visualize a glow, like a point of light, behind where your fingers are, at the heart center.

				○ As you inhale, visualize the light expanding; as you exhale, visualize it returning inward to a point of light.

				○ As you inhale, silently vibrate the mantra Sat (pronounced “saht”) as you feel the light expand. As you exhale, silently vibrate Yam (pronounced “yahm”) and feel the light draw back into your heart center. Intoning Sat creates the “most true,” or right relationship between things; Yam is the primary vibration of the heart center.

				○ Continue to expand the light so that it fills your body and begins to fill the space around you. By this time, your breath will likely have become much more still. When you become still, content, and calm do the following:

				
					▻ Let go of the visualization and mantra.

					▻ Let your still focus rest in the heart center, or, if it feels natural and comfortable, focus on the area in the middle of your brain. (Let your eyes relax, the focus is mental, not visual.)

					▻ Allow whatever experience arises next. (See the “Samadhi” section that follows for more detail.)

					▻ Sit in this state of samadhi for up to eighteen minutes.

					▻ When you are finished, conclude with artha vattva samyama, as described in the “Artha Vattva Samyama” section that follows.

				

			

			Kriya 2: Calling Your Name

			Why You Do It

			
				This kriya technique may seem familiar if you’ve done some guided meditation practices, but it takes you deeper than practices that stay on the psychological level. You can use the Calling Your Name meditation if you are feeling fragmented or disconnected from your true self—in other words, when you feel unsure about who you are, or wonder what your purpose is. This practice will help you first see the different ways you define yourself. Then, it will help you bring these different masks or personalities back into your source, as you dissolve into a state of oneness. We will use the mantra “OM” to intone this oneness. The effect is to have a strong sense of yourself as one essence as well as the many roles we play during life.

			How to Do It

			Again, begin with a premeditative asana practice, a comfortable seat, and a left-right balancing practice, as described in the previous sections. Then, continue to the technique itself.

			
				○ Once you become balanced, left and right, lower the hands down onto your legs or knees, palms up.

				○ Let the breath be as soft as it is naturally (you’re not trying to breathe). Envision the breath moving evenly through both nostrils, following a path like an inverted V into the middle of the brain.

				○ As you follow the line of breath in the V pattern, the breath will likely become more gentle and even, perhaps take pauses. During the pauses, allow your consciousness to remain in the middle of the brain.

				○ Begin to visualize the following:

				
					▻ A space in the middle of the brain. Imagine a grassy space, like a well-manicured putting green or a meadow. Visualize the space in such a way that it feels safe and comfortable.

					▻ Imagine yourself in the middle of this green space.

					▻ Surrounding the green space, visualize a forest that represents your unconscious mind.

				

			

			Once you have set the stage for this visualization, let yourself relax and participate, knowing that you are safe and in control.

			
				○ Begin calling your own name from where you are—where your consciousness is—in the center of your brain (You are silent in your meditation room, but calling out loud in your visualization).

				○ As you call your own name, see one of your personality traits, or identities, emerge from behind a tree. (For example, you might see yourself as a professional, a student, a sister, or a spouse.)

				○ Move your focus in a clockwise direction around the circle and continue calling your own name, each time noticing a different aspect of yourself emerge from behind each tree. See all the different facets of your being appear. Allow all the aspects of yourself to arise, without judgment or attachment. Here are some examples:

				
					▻ A teacher

					▻ A friend

					▻ A caretaker

					▻ Someone who is angry

					▻ Someone who is jealous

					▻ Someone who is scared

					▻ Someone who cheats when possible

					▻ Someone who is generous

					▻ Someone who feels like they don’t get what’s due them

					▻ Someone who wants to be right

				

				○ When you are finished with the circle, take a moment to take in all the different personalities that you’ve called out. Finish with the three-part visualization below, using the sound OM, which is the name, or vibration, of the universe as a whole and will help consolidate these fragmented ideas of yourself. You can chant the sound aloud in your meditation room, or use it silently if that’s more appropriate in your location. Repeat OM on a long note three times, with these visualizations for each repetition:

				
					▻ With the first OM, call all the personalities to the edge of the green, in front of each of the trees.

					▻ On the second OM, call all of the personalities onto the green, so that they are close to you—part of you.

					▻ On the third OM, visualize all of the different aspects of yourself merging into oneness, as light. You have pulled yourself back together. You align with your genius and not the fragments (like the clear reflection of the moon without the ripples on the surface of the lake).

				

				○ Allow whatever experience arises next. (See the “Samadhi” section that follows for more detail.)

				○ Sit in the state of Samadhi for up to eighteen minutes.

				○ When you are finished, conclude with artha vattva samyama, as described in the “Artha Vattva Samyama” section that follows.

			

			Kriya 3: Ham Sa

			Why You Do It

			The third kriya technique, Ham Sa, points your attention to the pathway toward genius. It is elegant in its simplicity but powerful at moving the mind from ordinary living into immersion in your genius consciousness. Ham Sa kriya includes the focusing of a mindful breath practice, plus a visualization that makes a clear “route” from the sensory world to the perspective of the genius.

			How to Do It

			
				○ After your preliminary practices, described in the previous sections of this chapter, move your attention inward.

				○ Visualize a line from your base, at the pelvic floor, to the middle of your brain. If you know your anatomy, you can place the top of the line in the diencephalon region, where the hypothalamus and pineal and pituitary glands are located. The line is energetic, so you could visualize it as a holographic image. This is the line we described on this page in chapter 7 as the shushumna nadi.

				○ Envision a ball of light energy at the base of this line.

				○ When you naturally breathe in, draw the light upward, all the way to the middle of the brain.

				○ When you breathe out, bring the light back to the base.

				○ Continue to visualize light energy moving up and down the shushumna nadi as you breathe in and out. Let your breath take its own course—don’t try to breathe deeply or at a specific rhythm.

				○ Now add a silent mental mantra to each movement of the light as follows:

				
					▻ Ham (pronounced “hum”) as you breathe in and move the light up

					▻ Sa (pronounced “sah”) as you breathe out and bring the light back down

				

				○ When your mind shifts toward the genius perspective from this practice, your breath will begin to soften, and you will feel more calm.

				○ Transition from the practice by letting your focus remain in the middle of your brain. Let go of doing anything. (See the “Samadhi” section that follows below for more detail.)

				○ Sit in the state of samadhi for up to eighteen minutes.

				○ When you are finished, conclude with artha vattva samyama, as described in the “Artha Vattva Samyama” section below.

			

			Samadhi

			At the end of each of the preceding kriya practices, we say to sit in samadhi. To do that, you surrender. That means that you complete the last part of the practice and that’s it. Like at the end of the day, when you turn off all your devices, and your head hits the pillow. Your mind lets go, having decided that there’s nothing else to do. When you’re in a steady, comfortable seat, you’ve balanced your left and right energies of ida and pingala, and you have made the powerful alignments and influences of the kriya, letting go takes you to samadhi.

			Samadhi is a transition, like going to sleep, but remaining completely aware. You don’t do samadhi, as much as you arrive in the state. Samadhi is what occurs when you have done your kriya practice and the mind quiets and moves beyond mindfulness.

			How to Do It

			After doing your kriya of choice, direct your focus to the middle of your head (your mind’s focus, not your eyes’). It’s here that our powerful regulatory glands reside, and yogis intuited the power of focusing in this area. Let your face go soft, let your eyes relax, let your tongue relax, creating a spaciousness at the roof of your mouth. Then allow whatever happens.

			A common first experience of this state is a passing experience of light, as though the space in your head has lit up, or you “see” a glow or color. Another common experience is of sound, like a hum or white noise. Sometimes there is none of that, but there is just a sense of peacefulness.

			As you continue to let go, it often feels like all the typical framework of living falls away. It can even feel like you move between the lobes of the brain into a vast space. You may lose the sense of being in your body. You may lose track of time. You may forget where you are. This is the experience beyond mindfulness.

			You often drift in and out of samadhi, especially at first. Here are two practices that help to bring you to samadhi after kriya practice, and that can help pull you back when you start to drift:

			
				○ As soon as you finish your kriya and begin to surrender, press one fingertip to the point between your eyebrows. The point just above eyebrow level on your forehead is like a power switch that pulls you into the middle of your head. Alternatively, you can lick a finger and moisten that point, so the coolness will remain for a little while as you focus in. You can repeat this practice when you feel like you’ve lost your focus.

				○ When you’re in meditation, but you’re distracted or your mind is wandering, silently repeat the mantra “mang” to focus your attention. You can think of it like a bell or a gong. The strike of the bell “ma” catches your mind’s attention; the “ang” rings, trailing off into silence, bringing your mind with it. Repeat this three times, then surrender back into silence.

			

			The ideal length of time to stay in samadhi is eighteen minutes. Try to build up to that over several months of practice, starting with whatever duration you can muster. If that’s three minutes, that’s a good start. It’s better to do three minutes than to give up. Just keep building over time.

			Alternative Point of Focus If You’re Feeling Emotional or Anxious

			Sometimes, it may feel more appropriate, or safer, to take it slower, to stay more connected to your outer world, to be more grounded. This is especially true if you are suffering from anxiety or other strong emotions.

			For these cases, rather than focusing at the middle of the brain, point and keep your attention at the “heart center” in the middle of your chest and add the ahamkara mudra, like we did for the Sat Yam kriya (see “Kriya 1: Sat Yam”), to help you feel secure.

			Artha Vattva Samyama

			The way you come out of meditation—how you come back to your daily life—can be a powerful practice itself. In fact, a core idea of Tantra yoga philosophy is that we weave the genius of meditation back into living. Artha vattva samyama is a simple and inspirational practice to transition out of meditation. It serves to reground your energy and make you ready for whatever is next in your day, so be sure to include it.

			How to Do It

			Here’s the step-by-step practice. It uses intention, touch to focus that intention, and a mantra that reinforces your intention. After your time in the silence of samadhi, hold on to the meditative state and use the middle finger of your right hand to touch the following points:

			
				○ The forehead, just above the point between your eyebrows. Intend the inspiration of your meditation to bring wisdom into your decision-making. Repeat silently or aloud, “hrim” (rhymes with “him”) three times to reinforce your intention.

				○ The throat, below the Adam’s apple. Intend for all aspects of your communication and expression to be filled with wisdom and inspiration. Repeat “aim” (pronounced “ah-eem”).

				○ The middle of your chest. Intend for unconditional love to govern your relationships—how you treat yourself, others, and the world. Repeat “shrim” (rhymes with “him”).

				○ The navel. Intend for your cells to be filled with intelligence and your physical and mental activities to be optimal. Repeat “ram” (pronounced “rahm”).

				○ The lower abdomen, just above the pubis. Intend a light that reveals the habits and patterns that keep you stuck and shows you the way through your karma. Repeat “dum” (rhymes with “boom”).

				○ The pubic bone. Intend wisdom and inspiration to bring you stability and prosperity. Repeat “sham” (pronounced “shahm”).

			

			After you do the practice, you can lie down for a minute to let your body adjust after sitting still. Lie with your palms open toward the sky, legs and arms relaxed out slightly to the side (not held in tightly), and head balanced on the floor or on a low pillow or blanket. (See Reclined Relaxation on this page.)

			If you feel ungrounded or “spaced out” when you get back up, do a few standing asanas, like Warrior II (see instructions on this page) and Chair (see photos on this page) from chapter 6, or simply balance while standing on one leg and focus your attention on a point ahead. Then switch legs. The focus required to balance should help you feel more grounded.

			
				*1 This pose is sometimes called “Child’s Pose” when it is used for resting. For premeditative asana, we call it “Seal,” because it seals your focus in toward the genius perspective.

				*2 It’s okay to start on either side, but it’s most effective to begin on the side that is already dominant in your breathing. You can find the dominant side just by pressing in a little on each side as you try to breathe. Whichever nostril flows easier is the one to start with on your first inhale.
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			The Value of a Teacher

			IT’S POSSIBLE TO GET STARTED on a practice without a teacher by using the information in this book. Especially at the most basic levels, the practices in the book simply work on our physiology and psychology. For example, most people can focus on their breath as a way to help their minds calm down.

			Interestingly, though, all the traditional yoga texts say you must learn these techniques from a teacher. With such an absolute instruction, it’s worth considering why a teacher could be useful for you. The teachers that the yoga texts are recommending are practitioners who have used the techniques and gained mastery over them. This mastery will enliven the practices in ways that increase their effectiveness.

			A Teacher Can Help Choose the Practice

			Above we said, “Most people can focus on their breath as a way to help their minds calm down.” A good teacher will be able to determine whether a particular student is like “most people,” or if, because of their mental state—such as high anxiety—they need another way or some preliminary practice before the technique is appropriate. There have been recent reports in the news of mindfulness practitioners having bad meditation experiences. A meditation teacher who understands the whole of yoga, and not just one mindfulness practice, can avoid or correct such problems. A teacher can tailor a practice so it’s appropriate for a particular student. So if a practice given in this book doesn’t seem to be helping you, rather than saying, “Yoga doesn’t work for me,” try to find a teacher who can help you refine your practice so it does work for you.

			A teacher also knows about a lot of practices and can choose one for you, so you can focus on what you need instead of trying to become knowledgeable about the whole topic of meditation. A teacher can guide you to learn only what you really need to know, so you won’t be distracted by information that’s irrelevant to you and your practice. In other words, you don’t need to know all about the various practices and schools of meditation; you just need what will work for you.

			The teacher can also help you get clear on what you need. We are notoriously bad at seeing ourselves clearly. Our brains have formed pathways that seem familiar and feel “right,” but are really just habits. We get stuck in those patterns like wagon wheels used to get stuck in ruts in high-traffic areas. In the days of wagons, the only way to get out of a rut was for someone to help lift the wheel out and set it on smoother ground. A teacher does the same thing, drawing on a selection of appropriate tools. It’s difficult to change, and we need the right tools to do so. A teacher has a better perspective to see what would benefit you and can steer you toward useful practices and away from things you might want to do but aren’t helping you.

			A Teacher Can Help with Technical Details

			While some people learn well by reading, it’s common for people to misunderstand an instruction. A teacher can quickly clear things up so the time you spend meditating is fruitful. Few of us have time to waste and having a teacher makes our practice more efficient.

			Also, in yoga we’re dealing with the subtle energetic body that is affected by sound, magnetism, and wavelengths of energy that our senses are unable to perceive. Science is slowly beginning to look for evidence of these forces and to find ways to measure them, but the understanding is lagging behind what we know from experience. The traditional name for a teacher of meditation is guru, which means “removing the darkness and filling with light.” That kind of teacher is one who is aware of these forces and knows how to affect them. A guru is like a guide who has discovered how to get through the jungle to the top of the mountain peak and can lead you there and back.

			A Teacher Provides an Energy That Helps You Get the Most from Your Practice

			One of the gifts teachers bring is the energy they infuse into their subject. We’ve all heard inspiring teachers or motivational speakers and felt the power of their delivery. Yoga teachers think about this power explicitly, and the ancient yoga texts say that the teacher’s energy could be the critical component in making the practices effective. In our modern way of looking at things, we often dismiss what we don’t understand, but meditators routinely say they gain tremendously from being with—being in the “energy” of—their teachers.

			In today’s world, we often think of education as a transaction. We buy the information from our teacher or buy the next thing to get more information from another outside source, then we have everything we need, and we go use it. In yoga, we think of teaching as more of a mentorship relationship. Because a meditator is learning to look inward—for insight—the teacher has the potential to help the student stay on his or her path to a fruitful practice. The student may experience a shift and need different practices. At first a teacher can help with this, but as a student continues to align with the teacher’s energy and gains his or her own connection with genius, it becomes easier to see clearly and to adjust one’s own practice accordingly.

		

	
		
			Conclusion

			WHEN THINKING about writing the conclusion to this book, Alan lightheartedly said, “That’s easy: HARI OM, OM TAT SAT!” That mantra, from the Indian text, the Bhagavad Gita, describes what we aspire to gain from our meditation practice. It’s that we see the things in front of us as they truly are, and then act gracefully wherever we find ourselves. This is the way we align with our karma and find true contentment in life.

			Always remember that we live straddling our two perspectives. We look one way, and we experience our individual lives through manas and our senses. We look the other way, in meditation, and we experience atman, genius, and wholeness. We can’t permanently leave our sensory experience while we’re alive. Life is our place right now—our karma—so we will continue experiencing the world of the senses. But even though we can’t be in the genius state while out in life, feeling it in meditation changes us, and we carry the presence of that state into living. To use the Tantra metaphor: we weave the genius into the fabric of our lives.

			The yoga meditation described in this book is not just information to be read and then set aside. It is a practice—something that we do regularly and always, as part of living and fostering well-being. The Sanskrit word for this regular practice of meditation is sadhana. Without sadhana, the sensory world allures us with promises of happiness, and we fall back into avidya—confusion about what truly is. With sadhana, we tune in daily to create wholeness by linking the body, mind, and atman, the genius. Then we know contentment and compassion from within.

			When you practice, you align yourself so that genius can bring inspiration, insight, and wisdom into every challenge, every activity, every moment of your living. Then you look and feel like a genius and best serve the world, those around you, and yourself.

			HARI OM

			OM TAT SAT

		

	
		
			Postscript

			ALAN ENDS EVERY MEDITATION CLASS with an imperative after explaining the mantra HARI OM, OM TAT SAT and answering any other questions, so we thought it appropriate to end this book in the same way:

			“Have a super-wonderful day. Namaste.”
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