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Upcoming Events
Apr. 27 - Public Talk 
Dublin

Apr. 28 - Opening the Heart Center
Dublin

Apr. 29 - Mantra Yoga
Waterford, Ireland

May 10 - Chakra 2
Estonia

May 11 - Mantra Yoga
Estonia

May 12 - Throat Center Opening
Estonia

May 13 - Chakra 1
Estonia
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Misconceptions about Yoga

Action with 
Humility 

Whenever I talk to someone about my 
devotion to Yoga, I wind up having 
to explain that it is not what has been 
popularized in the media. Yoga is not 
really about physical postures and is 
really a spiritual discipline for Self-re-
alization. Of course, there is no doubt 
that the Hatha Yoga asanas (postures) 
do provide a good system for keeping 
the physical body healthy, flexible and 
coordinated with the mind. It is the 
ubiquitous equating of asana practice 
with Yoga that is requiring a lot of ener-
gy to overcome and can be an obstacle 
for those spiritually inclined to explore 
the transforming aspects of this ancient 
discipline.

Imagine my amazement when, on a 
recent visit to Hong Kong I read in the 

South China Morning Post a sensational 
article purporting to be about yoga. The 
author, who has a doctorate in phys-
ics but makes no claims to any study 
or knowledge of Yoga or even asana 
practice, based all of his statements on 
an article in the New York Times. Ap-
parently, the founder of Anusara Yoga 
was embroiled in a sexual scandal and 
had been forced to resign. This seems 
to have provided the pretext to launch 
a series of misinformation about Yoga 
as a whole.

The first piece of misinformation was 
that ancient Yoga was about enhancing 
sexual satisfaction. This is patently er-
roneous because the authoritative work 
on classical Yoga is Patanjali's Yoga 

Often in my lectures, I exhort the audi-
ence to take no credit for their actions 
because then they won’t have to suffer 
the negative karmic results or be bur-
dened with the equally binding positive 
karma. Of course, this is a simplified 
inspirational message. The reality is 
more complex.

Karma is an immutable cosmic law 
that we don’t fully understand and have 
not defined in a rigorous manner. What 
we have are some hints from the sages 
who were more intent on laying down 
guidelines for us to live so that we can 
avoid future bad karma. For those who 
wished to be freed from the karmic cir-
cle of non-intentional birth and death, 
they formulated practical spiritual sys-
tems such as Yoga.

My words were inspired by the mes-

What Meditation Is Not
Meditation is absorption in a chosen 
object or subject. It happens when the 
practitioner develops a high state of 
concentration. Basically, concentration 
requires effort to stay in that state while 
no effort is required in meditation. The 
important point is that meditation can-
not occur without exceptional concen-
tration which in turn requires higher 
mental development and the ability to 
withdraw from the distraction of the 
five senses. Meditation can occur only 
when the mind is controlled. Those 
with an uncontrolled mind cannot med-
itate – they are in the practice phase of 
controlling the mind.

There are other mental functions and 

practices which are often confused by 
the uninitiated seeker as meditation. It 
will be helpful to remove such confu-
sions from our minds in order for us 
to make progress to reach the state of 
meditation. As always, the word in 
spiritual context refers to both the path 
and state of consciousness.

The process of thinking is not medi-
tation. Whether it is the usual stream of 
thoughts or a directed problem solving 
mode of thought, the effort required, 
the energy expanded, the fatigue that 
sets in and the confusion that normally 
results differentiate this mental mode 
from meditation. Only when a person 
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Sutras authored over two thousand 
years ago. In this text, the sage maps 
out the evolution of higher conscious-
ness. There is no mention or hint of 
sex. The eightfold aspects of the yogic 
system and the various states of high-
er consciousness formulated by this 
sage have over time been adopted in 
various ways into many non-yogic phi-
losophies. The definition of Yoga laid 
down by Patanjali is “the cessation of 
the modifications or perturbations in 
the mind.” Controlling the mind and 
the senses and going into meditative 
states called Samadhi is the hallmark 
of Yoga.

The second misinformation in the ar-
ticle was that Hatha Yoga is the basis of 
all systems of yogas. Since Hatha Yoga 
is of recent origin – only about one 
thousand years old, this is of necessity 
erroneous. However, since all western 
styles of yoga are concerning postures 
with some breathing techniques, it is 

understandable why someone might 
commit this error. Hatha Yoga is most 
associated with the practices.

The third misconception is that 
Hatha Yoga is of tantric origin.  A ca-
sual study may lead to this confusion 
since modern tantras do employ Hatha 
Yoga techniques, but this is of a more 
recent amalgamation. It is not the case 
that Hatha Yoga utilizes tantric prac-
tices or philosophy. I’m sure all of you 
are aware that the term Tantra is used to 
loosely convey the aura of sexual pre-
occupation. It is beyond the scope of 
this article to try to clarify the deeper 
and original spiritual context of Tantra. 
My intention here is only to indicate 
that Tantra and Yoga are different dis-
ciplines.

The authoritative text for Hatha Yoga 
is the aptly named Hatha Yoga Prad-
ipika which states very clearly that it 
is the first half of the classical Yoga 
and is the foundation for the subse-

quent practice called Raja Yoga. In es-
sence, Hatha Yoga is comprised of the 
first five steps of Patanjali's eight step 
system. These are yama or body/mind 
restraint, niyama or body/mind devel-
opment, asanas (physical postures), 
pranayama (life-force control) and 
pratyahara (sense-withdrawal.)  The 
remaining three steps of dharana (con-
centration), dhyana (absorption) and 
Samadhi (unity consciousness) is col-
lectively called Raja Yoga. The practice 
of pratyahara is the bridge between the 
two. Therefore, Hatha Yoga is an inte-
gral part, together with Raja Yoga, of 
a practical system developed utilizing 
Patanjali’s framework. It is not derived 
from Tantra.

The increasing burden caused by 
both Western and even Eastern mis-
conceptions about Yoga is reaching an 
alarming pace. I sincerely pray that we 
will not have to pay the price of aban-
doning the use of the term Yoga due to 
the heavy misuse and prejudice.

has achieved a high state of concen-
tration that problem solving becomes 
fully directed and not meandering.

Another mental mode that we slip 
into easily is day-dreaming where we 
try to escape from the pressures and 
conflicts in our lives and reproduce 
some comforting or enjoyable alternate 
reality. This fantasy mode of thought 
enmeshes us more in our own confu-
sion and does not provide the mental 
clarity that is a mark of meditation. 
During the process of day-dreaming, 
we sometimes momentarily lose aware-
ness of our consciousness or space-out. 
This has no benefit and is not a mark 
of higher consciousness or the state of 
meditation, but only a relapse into the 
unconscious state.

The practice of repeating affirmations 
can be helpful in overcoming some 
superficial or simple mental blocks. 
When this is supplemented with the re-
laxation techniques from self-hypnosis, 
deeper mental problems can be tackled. 
However helpful these are, neither can 
provide the insights of meditation.

Another practice that is helpful is the 
use of prayers in trying to focus our 
needs and intentions. We invoke a high-
er order of being to help us in prayers. 
Praying is a spiritual practice but is not 
meditation. Praying should not be con-
fused with the use of mantras or San-
skrit power sounds. Certain mantras 
can be used in the path of Mantra Yoga 
to achieve a concentrated and absorbed 
mind leading to meditation.

Finally, the use of mind altering 
drugs is not meditation. Such substanc-
es can stimulate different states of con-
sciousness but they are hardly under 
any kind of control as the subconscious 
may be given free reign of the mind. 
There is some confusion as drugs are 
used sometimes as the main focus of 
a spiritual path or as a supplement to 
certain techniques, but in all cases, they 
are substitutes to meditation.

It is unwise to use the word medita-
tion without a precise understanding 
of what it means and what it doesn’t 
mean. This will prevent us from fall-
ing into mental traps that will delay our 
spiritual progress.
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There is a popular misrepresenta-
tion that yoga is easy and anyone can 
do it. This is certainly not the case for 
the higher practices associated with the 
spiritual paths of yoga and is not even 
the case for the simple asanas (physical 
postures) which form the preparatory 
phase of Hatha Yoga.

There has been a proliferation of 
physical posture systems under the 
universal umbrella of yoga. Everyday, 
millions of people go to their neighbor-
hood yoga studio and strain themselves 
to be more flexible, burn some fat or 
release some stress. Most of these nov-
ices are not aware that the  yoga sys-
tems that they are made to practice are 
formulated by gymnasts, ballet danc-
ers or exercise enthusiasts, who have 
twisted the traditional postures to suit 
their own predispositions or commer-
cial goals. They have also brought with 
them a competitive flavor which has no 
place in the traditional understanding 
of asanas – I wish they would call it 
something different than yoga Olym-
pics! The competitive flavor permeates 
the studio practice even though a well-
meaning instructor may downplay or 
caution the students – it gets ingrained 
in each and every posture as there is an 
ideal form and pace that is imposed. 
This has caused the frequent occur-
rence of “yoga injuries”, most minor 
but some serious.

Most of the new Western systems and 
even modern representations of Indian 
systems have moved away from the 
goals of steadiness and health that the 
founders of Hatha Yoga had envisioned 
for the asanas. Instead, the focus is now 
on performance and some ideal form in 
the mind of the posture leaders. The 
student has to align herself in a particu-
lar way despite the large variances in 

body sizes and forms.
In keeping with the high physical de-

mands of the current posture systems, it 
is necessary for the average fit person, 
not to mention those who are struggling 
with their physical aspects, to prepare 
before getting into a posture class. One 
should talk candidly with the instructor 
and understand thoroughly the physical 
requirements, however gentle they may 
be. Only after careful consideration 
and examination of your current physi-
cal state, the requirements of the sys-
tem and the capability of the instruc-
tor, should one take a class. Make sure 
that you can feel comfortable that the 
instructor is concerned for your well-
being, unless you are one of those who 
go to a yoga class to feel the burn and 
get pushed beyond your limit! My cau-
tionary note is not for one who likes to 
take extra risks in everything.

A posture class should always start 
with extensive warm-up of all major 
muscle groups and joints – even ex-
perienced practitioners can hurt them-
selves going in cold. It is best not to 
take part in a mixed class of various 
levels of practitioners as it is not pos-
sible for an instructor to monitor your 
progress in such an environment. It is 
your responsibility to be in touch with 
your physical state and have sufficient 
awareness of your limits at any particu-
lar moment in time. Our bodies have a 
variance in flexibility on different days 
due to the tensions and stress that we 
may be subjected to. It is should not be 
goal to practice through major discom-
fort and pain. I repeat, don’t practice 
when in pain.

With proper attention, most posture 
related injuries can be prevented. 

Less noticeable are the problems 
caused by the malpractice of breathing 

techniques. Changing one’s breathing 
pattern can cause powerful changes in 
emotions and mental processes. How-
ever, the practice of breath retention 
can cause major physical problems and 
should only be taught to advanced stu-
dents under expert supervision.

It may surprise you to learn that even 
meditation practices can cause prob-
lems for those who are not prepared. 
There is a graded series of meditative 
steps that need to be followed. Jumping 
into higher meditations with a confused 
or unstable mind is not recommended.  
Serious emotional and mental inju-
ries can occur for those who take up 
powerful techniques that are meant to 
transform one’s consciousness without 
proper preparation or understanding of 
the consequences. 

Human nature has not changed so 
significantly since the sages laid down 
the rules and formulated the proper and 
graded Yoga systems that modern men 
and women can ignore them. There 
is a propensity for spiritual seekers to 
assume that they can skip all the pre-
liminary steps that are meant to prepare 
them for the higher practices and just 
go straight to these sacred techniques 
that are now widely available from 
varied sources. This has led to a lack 
of progress in the best cases and emo-
tional and mental disruptions in severe 
cases.  

My intention is not to dissuade the 
sincere practitioner from pursuing their 
paths with vigor but only to sound 
a healthy warning, whether you are 
a casual posture student or a serious 
sadhak. Preparation is the one of the 
keys to success on the spiritual paths 
of Yoga.

Yoga is not Fool-proof
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sage of Lord Krishna in the yogic clas-
sic Bhagavadgita – “one attains Self-
realization by doing one’s duty with 
efficiency and without attachment to 
the results.” He further goes on to say 
that detachment can be attained by, 
“dedicating all works to me, free from 
desire and attachment.” The result of 
such practice is - “freedom from the 
bondage of Karma.”

Now, anyone who has ever tried to 
follow Krishna’s counsel sincerely will 
immediately realize that it isn’t easy to 
be detached from the results of one’s 
actions. We feel elation and pride when 
the results are positive and we feel re-
morse or fear when the results are nega-
tive. This is just human nature because 
we identify with our ego and cannot es-
cape from the feeling that we are some-
how the actors and fully responsible for 
our actions.

Only when one is Self-realized and 
no longer identifies with the body and 
mind can one truly act without attach-
ment and dedicate all works to the di-
vine. In the meantime, all we can do 
is pretend, imagine or attempt to be 
detached. This can be problem if it en-
courages us to reject responsibility for 

our actions.
In the process of detachment, the first 

phase is to actively refuse to take credit 
for the good that we have done. We need 
to offer to the divine all the praises that 
may be heaped on us by well-wishers. 
Of course, this will not be a perfect act 
and we cannot help but feel proud but 
any attempt at true humility will loosen 
the hold of attachment. Any acknowl-
edgement of the divine actor within us 
will loosen the hold of the ego.

Naturally, when our actions result in 
insult or injury and when we are blamed 
for the consequences, we need to be 
humble enough to take it and move on. 
We are still responsible for our actions 
and need to maintain a level of aware-
ness of the karmic environment. Offer 
our pain and suffering to the divine ac-
tor as well. Will it make us feel better 
or increase our level of consciousness? 
Not at the beginning but over time, as 
our humility becomes more entrenched 
and automatic, we will understand the 
law of karma better and be guided more 
and more by our inner ethical compass 
(the inner guide).

It is well to keep in mind that the 
body and mind are always subject to 

the law of karma. As we strive to at-
tain a higher level of consciousness, we 
need to follow the ethical guidelines 
bestowed on us by the ancient sages. 
A Self-realized yogi does not identify 
with either the body or mind and so is 
not affected nor bound by karma but 
will still function within its limits with-
out violating the universal law. Another 
way to look at this scenario is that the 
actions of the Self-realized are always 
the right one at the right time and so the 
results have a neutral effect, since he 
has not acted out of any consideration 
of good or bad, right or wrong for him-
self or even others. 

For those who are on the spiritual 
journey and struggling with their fears 
and desires, there are three paths of ac-
tions, the good path, the bad path and 
the right path. Good or bad is a sub-
jective criteria from the perspective of 
the un-realized actor – sometimes what 
one feels is bad for oneself today may 
be considered good the next day – it is 
highly variable from person to person 
and in time. From that person’s per-
spective, the right path may sometimes 
coincide with the good path which pro-
vides no conflict but when it coincides 
with the bad path then it becomes in-
convenient. For the Self-realized, there 
is only the right path.

Lyrics for Higher Consciousness
A few days ago, I was listening to an old recording of one of 
my favorite singers, Edith Piaf. It was the French chanteuse’s 
defining song, recorded in 1960 – “Non, Je ne regrette rien.” 
The sentiments invoked by the lyrics brought me into think-
ing how some of the popular songs that I used to listen to 
seemed to tap into a higher state of consciousness. 

Some of the lyrics are as follows: 
No! It all amounts to nothing
No! I don’t feel sorry for anything
Not the good things people have done to me
Not the bad things, it’s all the same to me.

To be able to say, “No, I regret nothing” is very inspira-
tional. Most people harbor lots of regrets and it causes men-

tal suffering. We often make decisions that in hind-sight we 
wish we had not made. This is because we are driven by our 
desires and fears and not in touch with our inner guide that 
can provide a basis for making the best decision at any mo-
ment.  The sages taught that we should use our willpower 
to restraint ourselves from negative activities and constrain 
ourselves to the positive path. Most people know what the 
right action should be but emotional and mental confusion 
arise due to the desires and fears – this is why we need the 
ethical and behavioral guidelines which have been taught by 
the sages and upheld by rulers and leaders of civilization.

However, humanity is now led by leaders and role-models 
who ignore ethical guidelines and strive to pursue a path of 

Continued on Page 5
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selfishness. In our hearts, we know that such behavior is not 
in our best interests but it is easier to go with the flow and 
therefore we are bound with regrets whenever we reflect on 
our past. 

It is not my contention that the lyric writer was neces-
sarily a person of higher consciousness but sometimes cre-
ative talents temporarily tap into a higher state and in spite 
of their original intent, can inspire the mass consciousness. 
The lyrics serve to remind us, without being irresponsibly 
defiant, to realize that the past cannot be changed and not 
to waste energy in trying to re-imagine the past or to harbor 
guilt feelings that over time will hamper our ability to act in 
the present. Having no regrets is a state of higher conscious-
ness for one who has strived her best in spite of difficult 
conditions to live an ethical and productive life. It is not a 
state of higher consciousness when it is the defiant cry of a 
criminal or sociopath. 

This train of thought brought me to another song that I 
liked a lot when I was growing up. It was sung in a defin-
ing manner by Frank Sinatra, even though the lyrics were 
penned by Paul Anka:

I’ve lived life that’s full
I travelled each and every highway
And more, much more than this
I did it my way

Living in higher consciousness does not lead to an empty 
life – on the contrary, one should strive to experience all 
facets of life to the fullest and take all appropriate actions 
in the course of one’s journey. It is not a life of abstention 
but a life of detached involvement. It is a life of standing up 
for one’s highest ideals and acting in accordance with them. 
Of course, if one lives a selfish life, then to say, “I did it my 
way,” is not meaningful, but an assertion of immaturity.

In order to give rise to higher consciousness, one should 
imagine higher ideals that at the moment might seem unre-
alistic, such as telling the truth or treating one’s neighbor 
as oneself. Let’s remember some of the words of John Len-
non:

Imagine all the people living for today
…………..
Imagine all the people living life in peace
…………..
Imagine all the people sharing all the world
And the world will live as one.

It is the goal of Yoga to live a full life consistent with the 
ideals of higher consciousness and act guided by our higher 
Self, imagining “all the people living in peace,” rather than 
succumbing to our fears and desires. Only such a person can 
truly sing that “I have no regrets!”, that “I’ve lived life that 
is full,” and “the world will live as one.”


