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INTRODUCTION



What are mantras? For thousands of years, the sacred sounds of mantras have been used to unlock the vast potential of the human heart and mind. These powerful tools can be found in cultures around the globe, offering accessible methods for healing, discovery, and well-being. I first came across mantras in my early twenties while I was living in the wilds of New York City’s East Village, working as a full-time musician and recording engineer. My introduction to mantras came after a deeply tumultuous time in my life, marked by the deaths of several immediate family members and the attacks of September 11. For many years I was shattered by the events of this time, trying to piece together a sense of wholeness and understanding. I experimented with many modalities of healing and transformation, seeking a new orientation to life that I am still discovering to this day.


My introduction to mantras came during this period and evoked a deep resonance in me. I would have never thought doing something as simple or weird as reciting words in another language could have such a profound effect on my life—but they have. I have always felt at home in mantras. They have soothed me when nothing else would. They enabled me to walk through life more genuinely connected to myself and others. Over the past decade, they have become a cornerstone for me, a lifeline to the deepest parts of myself, and a means to learn how to live authentically from those places.


It has taken me many years to translate and understand the essence of this practice from its roots in Hindu philosophy, and skillfully apply it to my own life. This book is a synthesis of that exploration, and I hope it will jump-start your own journey into sacred sounds.


The book begins with the history of mantras from different traditions around the world and a look at my own lineage of Bhakti Yoga. We’ll investigate the many benefits of mantra practice on the brain and the body through recent scientific studies, substantiating what monks and yogis have contended for centuries. Next, we’ll examine the core framework of practice methodology, which includes speaking, singing, and writing practice. Then we’ll dive into the mantras themselves, introducing thirteen Sanskrit mantras from the Hindu tradition. Each mantra breakdown includes:
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There is also a supplemental practice companion that accompanies this book, with audio and visual resources to support your home practice. Lastly, you’ll learn creative ways to apply mantra practice on a daily basis with specific techniques for working with anxiety, negative emotions, challenging situations, health and healing, bringing intention to your routine, and more.


A Little Bit of Mantras is an in-depth introduction to the origins of sacred sounds for anyone interested in putting them into regular practice. The methods spelled out in this book have changed my life, giving me a comprehensive skill set to live with ease, humor, and joy, no matter what comes my way. So, whether you are brand-new to mantras or looking to expand your existing practice, get ready to go on a journey exploring the rich and expansive world of sacred sounds—and the vast power they have to unlock our deepest potential.
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Mantras are sacred sounds or sacred syllables. When repeated with dedication and focus, mantras serve as a means to steady the mind and open the heart. The word mantra originates from the Sanskrit language and was adopted into the English language in the late eighteenth century. The word can be broken into two roots, man and tra. Man is associated with the root for the word manas, which means “mind.” Tra is defined as “crossing over.” Combined, the literal translation of the word mantra is “crossing over the mind.” But what exactly does it mean to cross over the mind? What lies on the other side? And why would anyone want to go there? This whole concept is quite foreign to Western culture, except when we desperately want to get rid of a migraine! However, in the traditions of the East, seekers have been exploring practices to learn how to work with the mind for thousands of years, in search of greater happiness and well-being. These traditions believe that “crossing over the mind” allows us to gain access to the fullness of our being. Beyond our anxiety, distraction, and fearfulness lies a vast potential for greater connection, creativity, and curiosity. This is what awaits us in the world of mantras: an immense toolkit that enables us to inhabit our lives.


Since being adopted into the English language, the word mantra has taken on a broader meaning from its roots in Hindu culture. The Oxford English Dictionary primarily defines mantra as “a word or sound repeated to aid concentration in meditation.”1 This definition is not far from the traditional meaning, in that meditation is another way of describing “crossing over the mind.” However, a second definition is also given for the word, which is quite different from the traditional meaning of the word: “a statement or slogan repeated frequently.” This second definition speaks more to the common usage of the word in Western culture, which is more akin to an affirmation or a motto. This colloquial usage is actually an incomplete application of the word. In a truer sense of the word, a mantra is a very precise sound frequency, language, rhythm, and even cadence that unlocks specific energies and qualities in the practitioner. An affirmation, on the other hand, can be any word or statement in your native language that reinforces a belief or motto of some kind. To get a better understanding of the potency of sacred sounds, let’s look at the history of mantras from their primary home in Hindu culture, and where else they show up across the world.



MANTRAS IN HINDU TRADITION



Mantras are part of a much larger body of ritual, teaching, and practice that make up the traditional Hindu philosophy. This tradition is so ancient that it’s difficult to nail down an exact time line of its origins. As in most cultures, these earliest traditions were passed down aurally from teacher to student for generations before there were any written records. The earliest written record of mantras in the Hindu tradition can be found in the Vedas, a group of ancient Sanskrit texts. These texts are the oldest written records of the Indo-Iranian culture. Hindus consider these texts to be “authorless”2 or “not of man.”3 The dates of these texts are quite controversial, with scholars citing their origins as dating anywhere from three thousand to seven thousand years ago. This gives a time frame for how long these mantras have been in use, but it doesn’t answer the question of where the mantras come from. Most Hindus consider mantras to be the songs of the rishis, the greatest saints and sages of ancient India. Hindu folklore credits the creation of the universe to a singular primordial mantra, noting that the mantra existed before any other matter in the universe. So the actual source of mantras is quite mystical, which makes it all the more impressive that they have been in use for thousands of years!


Mantras are practiced in many different spiritual lineages under the umbrella of Hindu traditions. In Bhakti Yoga, mantras are used to cultivate devotion as a path to open the heart and consciousness. In Nāda Yoga, mantras are part of a system of transformation of the body and mind through inner and outer sounds. Kriya Yoga uses mantras, along with breathing and mudra practice, to enter deep states of stillness. Laya Yoga uses mantras as well as breathing, yoga postures, mudras, and bandhas to awaken kundalini in the body to experience higher states of consciousness. The rich and diverse usage of mantras throughout these many branches has also spilled over into mainstream pop culture. When traveling the streets of Delhi, you can see mantras incorporated in the names of businesses, such as buildings made from Guru Bricks or Om India Hydraulic Hoses. Even better, your tiny rickshaw is usually covered in mantras bumper stickers and fully decorated with deities galore. Mantras are integral to everyday life in the Hindu tradition, both in focused spiritual practice, and as a part of the rich landscape of Indian culture.


MANTRAS AROUND THE WORLD


Aside from the Hindu tradition, mantras have a diverse history, spanning many cultures and religions around the world. Throughout civilization, prayer and song have always been a channel for connection and expanding the heart and mind. These expressions range from the formal systems that govern many organized religions to the simpler sounds that parents use to communicate with their infants. In other Eastern traditions, such as Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, and Taoism, mantras play a significant role. Mantras are also used in Judaism, Christianity, Paganism, and many shamanic traditions. Here are some different mantras from different faiths around the world.


FROM THE BUDDHIST TRADITION:


Om Mani Padme Hum (I bow to the jewel in the lotus of the heart)


Nam myoho renge kyo (Homage to the lotus sutra)


Sabbe sattā sukhi hontu (May all beings be happy)


Gate gate paragate parasaāgate bodhi svaha (Gone, gone, gone beyond, gone utterly beyond, O what an awakening)


FROM THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION:


Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me


Hail Mary, full of grace


FROM THE JAIN TRADITION:


Namokar mantra (bowing down to the conquerors of the senses)


Pratikramana prayer (asking for forgiveness)


FROM THE JEWISH TRADITION:


Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad (Hear O Israel:


The Sovereign our God, the Sovereign is One)


Shalom (Peace)


Elohim (a name for God)


FROM THE MUSLIM TRADITION:


Allahu Akbar (God is great)


Bismillah Al-Rahman, Al-Rahim (In the name of God, most


Gracious, most Compassionate)


FROM THE SIKH TRADITION:


Wahe Guru (wonderful teacher)


Mool Mantra (basic teaching)





Indigenous peoples around the world have also used mantras in a variety of healing and ceremonial practices for centuries, as have shamans in Native American culture. Polynesian culture, too, has a history with sacred sounds, as do aboriginal Australians, and Mayan and Incan civilizations. Mantras are found in all these different faiths, traditions, and cultures, leading us to recognize the universality of this practice.



CONCLUSION



One of my favorite origin myths about mantras is related to their origin as being heard by ancient rishis (or sages) of India. Rishis were thought to be “seers” of truth” who were so in tune with the divine nature of life, that they would hear the mantras as the fabric of the cosmos. It was thought that these mantras were already in existence in an un-manifested form, and that the rishis were merely hearing them.


I love this concept that sacred sounds are all around us, and accessible to everyone, like a flowing river, just waiting to be heard. By reciting a mantra, it is as though we were tapping into an ancient current that thousands before us have also entered into, as a means of discovery and transformation. Our mantra practice can be a continuation of the many seekers who have come before us, and the many more who will follow us.
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With the rise of yoga and mindfulness practices over the past several decades, there has been an increase in scientific studies assessing the measurable effects that these practices have on the mind and body. These research studies reveal the fascinating science behind what the fans of mantra practice have been touting for thousands of years: that mantras change us from the inside out. The benefits of this ancient practice include a healthy body, a healthy brain, mental well-being, and emotional well-being. In this chapter, we’ll explore the broader benefits that mantras offer. In the second half of the book, we’ll take a more specific look at the unique benefits that individual mantras have on a case-by-case basis.
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