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Foreword

Bonelli! Bonelli!1 is the call that I heard in the midi Pyrenees when visiting my friend and mentor Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan. Pir Vilayat’s call of the eagle sighting and his unexpressed longing to fly with the eagles was a constant theme near the medieval city of Carcassone. The beautiful and natural setting in these beautiful lands in the south of France, and the special home with its own water system and solar panels proved the possibility of being self-sufficient and individually responsible in a trailblazing way. There was a separate, octagonal pod structure, overlooking the hills and valleys to inspire us with the vastness that surrounds us.

My regular visits to visit Pir Vilayat were in sync with the work of writing and editing his superb books that tried to capture the experience of deep meditations and the insights of in-depth retreats. My physics jobs at that time included developing new experimental payloads for scientific and military experiments, various conceptual star wars missions and other classified missions. Working with Pir Vilayat, was a continuation of my day work, with incredible realizations, the experience of portals into new unknown regions, and the discovery of the secrets of the inner spiritual worlds that we open and explore. It was my task with Pir Vilayat to provide continuity with the realms of new and recent physics insights, and occasionally, teachings of the Kabbalah, as part of the integrated whole. We continued to push our meditative realizations into new and uncharted meditative possibilities with the incorporation of Gauss’ right hand rule of electromagnetism in describing the energy up and down the spinal column; the alternative particle and wave interplay; the opening of light fields; the Heisenberg uncertainty principle and its impact on the limits of sensory perception; the principles of quantum mechanics; implicate and explicit worlds of hidden variables; the realm of probabilities replacing the deterministic world; and the understandings of the nature of the multiverse and the evolving shape of the universe.

In 1995, Pir Vilayat was undertaking the task of writing his masterpiece on the integration of the practices and understandings of meditations in a complete and whole book that spanned different traditions. He collected insights and meditations from the Hindu tradition, the Buddhist traditions, the Jewish tradition, the Christian tradition, the Sufi traditions, and others less known. He included his own realizations, many of which were not shared before. A few of us fortunate souls were given the opportunity to read a first draft and provide our feedback. The material was awesome, but we felt the audience was not yet prepared to take on this challenging text. Now, a decade after his passing, we are happy to be able to offer this text to a more developed spiritual community that can appreciate and understand such work.

One of Pir Vilayat’s challenges was to always try to speak that which was not speakable and not to settle for less. This book, the culminating integration and synthesis of Pir Vilayat’s lifelong efforts to learn and teach the hidden realms of our world, seen and unseen, is that realization—the articulation of that which cannot be spoken. May his blessing continue to guide our transformation.

Raqib Ickovits
January 2014


1 The Bonelli’s Eagle (Aquila fasciata) is a large bird of prey. Like all eagles, it belongs to the family Accipitridae. It breeds in southern Europe, Africa both north and south of the Sahara Desert and across the Indian subcontinent to Indonesia.





INVOCATION

We invoke the One
Whose Body is the cosmos of the galaxies and our own bodies,
Whose Mind courses through our thinking,
And Whose Ecstasy arouses our acts of glorification;
Whose Personality is customized as our personalities,
Whose Presence is always there,
Whose Consciousness is focalized as our consciousness,
And Whose Reality is beyond our reach.





PREAMBLE





Chapter One
Preparing for the Journey


As a preliminary to starting any meditation there are some basic realizations that are of the utmost importance to spark your motivation and your orientation.

In the words of Hazrat Inayat Khan:

[image: ]

True exaltation of the spirit resides in the fact that it has come to earth and has realized there its spiritual existence.1

[image: ]

The soul manifests in the world in order that it may experience the different phases of manifestation, and yet not lose its way, but regain its original freedom in addition to the experience and knowledge it has gained in the world.2

[image: ]

Perfect realization can only be gained by passing through all the stages between man, the manifestation, and God, the only Being: knowing and realizing ourselves from the lowest to the highest point of existence, and so accomplishing the heavenly journey.3
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There is a time in life when a passion is awakened in the soul, which gives the soul a longing for the unattainable; and if the soul does not take that direction, then it certainly misses something in life for which it has an innate longing, and in which lies its ultimate satisfaction.4
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This craving for the attainment of what is unattainable, gives the soul a longing to reach life’s utmost heights. It is the nature of the soul to try to discover what is behind the veil; it is the soul’s constant longing to climb heights which are beyond its power; it is the desire of the soul to see something that it has never seen; it is the constant longing of the soul to know something it has never known. But the most wonderful thing about it is that the soul already knows there is something behind this veil of perplexity; that there is something to be sought for in the highest spheres of life; that there is some beauty to be seen; that there is Someone to be known who is knowable. This desire, this longing, is not acquired; this desire is a dim knowledge which the soul has within itself.5
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The love for the unattainable object has every possibility of developing, whereas when the object of love is within reach, this is often a check upon love.6
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There is a stage at which, by touching a particular phase of existence, one feels raised above the limitations of life, and is given that power and peace and freedom, that light and life which belong to the source of all beings…but also dissolved in it, for the source is one’s self.7
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One can lift oneself beyond worldly conditions at the command of one’s will.8
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So our first lesson is our preparation for the journey.

[image: ]

We are all on the journey; life itself is a journey. No one is settled here; we are all passing onward, and therefore, it is not true to say that if we are taking a spiritual journey we have to break our settled life; there is no one living a settled life here; all are unsettled, all are on their way. Only, by taking the spiritual journey you are taking another way, one which is easier, better and more pleasant. Those who do not take this way, they also will come in the end: the difference is in the way. One way is easier, smoother, better; the other way is full of difficulties; and as life has no end of difficulties from the time one has opened one’s eyes on this earth, so one may just as well choose the smoother way to arrive at the destination at which all souls will sometime arrive.

By inner life is meant a life directed towards perfection….The inner life is not necessarily in an opposite direction to the worldly life, but the inner life is a fuller life. The worldly life means the limitation of life; the inner life means a complete life. The ascetics who have taken a direction quite opposite to the worldly life, have done so in order to have the facility to search into the depth of life; but going in one direction alone does not make a complete life. Therefore, the inner life means the fullness of life.9

The inner life is a journey, and before starting to take it there is a certain preparation necessary. If one is not prepared, there is always the risk of having to return before one has arrived at one’s destination. When a person goes on a journey, and when he has to accomplish something, he must know what is necessary on the path and what he must take with him, in order that the journey may become easy and that he may accomplish what he has started to accomplish….One must have everything prepared, so that after reaching a certain distance one may not have to turn back.

The first thing that is necessary is to see that there is no debt to be paid. Every soul has a certain debt to pay in life; it may to be to his mother or father, his brother or sister, to his husband or wife or friend, or to his children, his race, or to humanity; and if he has not paid what is due, then there are cords with which he is inwardly tied, and they pull him back. Life in the world is fair trade, if one could only understand it, if one knew how many souls there are in this world with whom one is connected or related in some way, or whom we meet freshly every day. To everyone there is something due; and if one has not paid one’s obligations, the result is that afterwards, one has to pay with interest.

There is the inner justice which is working beyond the worldly justice; and when man does not observe that inner law of justice, it is because at that time he is intoxicated, his eyes are closed, and he does not really know the law of life. But that intoxication will not last; there will come a day when the eyes of every soul will be opened; and it is a pity if the eyes open when it is too late…. To some, consideration is due; to some, respect; to some, service; to some, tolerance; to some, forgiveness; to some, help. In some way or other, in every relationship, in every connection there is something to pay; and one must know before starting the journey that one has paid it, and be sure that one has paid it in full, so there is nothing more to be paid. Besides this, it is necessary that man, before starting his journey, realizes that he has fulfilled his duties, his duty to those around him and his duty to God. But the one who considers his duty to those around him sacredly, does his duty to God.

Man must also consider, before starting on his journey, whether he has learned all he desired to learn from this world. If there is anything he has not learned, he must finish it before starting the journey. For if he thinks, “I will start the journey, although I had the desire to learn something before starting” in that case he will not be able to reach his goal; that desire to learn something will draw him back. Every desire, every ambition, every aspiration that he has in life must be gratified. Not only this, man must have no remorse of any kind when starting on his journey, and no repentance afterwards. If there is any repentance or remorse, it must be finished before starting.

There must be no grudge against anybody, and no complaining of anyone having done him harm, for all these things which belong to this world, if man took them along, would become a burden on the spiritual path. The journey is difficult enough, and it becomes more difficult if there is a burden to be carried. If a person is lifting a burden of displeasure, dissatisfaction, discomfort, it is difficult to bear it on that path. It is a path to freedom, and to start on this path to freedom, man must free himself; no attachment should pull him back, no pleasure should lure him back.

Besides this preparation, one needs a vehicle, a vehicle in which one journeys. That vehicle has two wheels, and they are balance in all things. A man who is onesided, however great his power of clairvoyance or clairaudience, whatever be his knowledge, yet is limited; he cannot go very far, for it requires two wheels for the vehicle to run. There must be a balance, the balance of the head and the heart, the balance of power and wisdom, the balance of activity and repose. It is the balance which enables man to stand the strain of this journey and permits him to go forward, making his path easy. Never imagine for one moment that those who show lack of balance can ever proceed further on the spiritual journey, however greatly in appearance they may seem to be spiritually inclined. It is only the balanced ones who are capable of experiencing the external life as fully as the inner life; to enjoy thought as much as feeling; to rest as well as to act. The center of life is rhythm, and rhythm creates balance.

On this journey certain coins are necessary also, to spend on the way. And what are these coins? They are thoughtful expressions in word and in action. On this journey man must take provision to eat and drink, and that provision is life and light. And on this journey man has to take something in which to clothe himself against wind, and storm, and heat, and cold; and that garment is the vow of secrecy, the tendency to silence. On this journey man has to bid farewell to others when starting, and that farewell is loving detachment; before starting on this journey he has to leave something behind with his friends, and that is happy memories of the past.10


1 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, The Alchemy of Happiness, 242.

2 Inayat Khan, The Complete Sayings of Hazrat Inayat Khan, 208.

3 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, The Sufi Message of Spiritual Liberty, 17.

4 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, The Unity of Religious Ideals, 85.

5 Ibid., 83.

6 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, The Sufi Message of Spiritual Liberty, 153.

7 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, Healing, Mental Purification, The Mind World, 115.

8 Inayat Khan, Esoteric Papers.

9 Inayat Khan, The Sufi Message series, The Way of Illumination, 67-68.

10 Ibid., 65-67.




Chapter Two
On God and Faith


On the Use of the Word God

In the light of present-day thinking, I need to caution readers regarding the use of the word God in the present work. We tend easily to forget that when we use the word God, we are referring to our concept of God, and whatever this concept is, it cannot fail to be either anthropomorphic or so remote as to prove elusive. On the other hand, if we deny our mind any means of referring to its infinite outreach, or the ability to think holistically, we limit ourselves to our commonplace middle-range thinking. From the moment that we realize to what extent our assessment of reality is distorted by referring everything to our notion of ourselves, we appreciate our ability to look at things in the reverse; for example: I am seen rather than I see, or I am thought of instead of I think, or I am the convergence (or the unfurling) of an infinite and eternal reality instead of I experience reality. Martin Luther called this the significatio passiva.1

We need a term. We could use the word reality, but that sounds rather amorphous and metaphysical. If we adopt the word universe, we are confining that reality to its physical expression. Since the word God is in common usage, why not opt for that?

However, since we cannot possibly define what we mean by that word, we can at least define what we do not mean. Our very concept of God embodies our desperate quest for meaningfulness at the edge of our understanding. One might illustrate this by a body cell; for example, a blood cell in its odyssey through the complex avenues of the capillaries, intrigued by the incredibly complex circuitry of the brain, trying to make sense of it, trying to grasp the software of the body. Hypothetically, by dint of its commendable efforts, the cell’s understanding would grow far beyond what it would have been if it had remained jammed between the more stationary cells of the bone or hair tissue. Consequently, it is trying to grasp the thinking of the brain, rather than just sort out its circuitry. This would rather aptly illustrate our utopian efforts to represent what we mean by the word God.

Moreover, the illustration above would need to be complemented by the holistic perspective. Rather than being like a cell of the body, we could see ourselves as exemplars carrying, potentially, the bounty present in the template or archetype which we exemplify. This elicits a completely different relationship with the totality we project as God.

Those to whom Unity is revealed see the Absolute whole in the parts; yet each is in despair at its particularization from the whole….Behold the world entirely contained in yourself….The heart of a barley seed conceals a hundred harvests.2

Mahmud Shabistari

Therefore one thinks that one is made in the likeness of God, instead of realizing that one is representing God in one’s own likeness. Curiously, in the light of the holistic paradigm, we can now see that everything carries, potentially, the code of the totality.

However, there is a more profound way of looking at this; it would not make sense to deny this reality manifesting as a personality in our personality.

It would be a great mistake to say that God is only a personality, but it is a still greater mistake when man denies the personality of God….Man, in the flowering of his personality, expresses the personality of God.3

Hazrat Inayat Khan

All this conceptualization only serves to clarify our thoughts in our grappling with reality—so meaningful to us, but only the stepping stone. Belief serves as a stepping stone, but the breakthrough is experience. Our objective in this book is to provide skills that may support experience rather than belief.

The hitch is that our experience is masked and distorted by our interpretations of what is experienced. This is why the Sufis hold that God can never be the object of experience. However, one may keep discovering that which transpires behind what appears, in infinite regress. Conversely, our notion of being the observer can be moved backwards in infinite regress, as one identifies more and more with the universe, or that reality, or God as the Spectator.

Knowing and grasping is just a very early first step; believing what one has grasped intuitively is certainly a surer foundation than faith in authority. The breakthrough is in awakening the God within.

The time comes when the belief in God is replaced by the experience of God.4

Hazrat Inayat Khan

Distinguishing Between Faith and Belief

As seen from the serenity of a spiritual retreat, the disastrous effect of an ideology upon the destinies of masses of people stands out clearly. The excesses of cruelty that people will wreak upon others in the name of sheer opinion, not based upon real life experience, is appalling!

One needs to make a clear distinction between belief and faith. Belief is opinion based upon authority or custom, routine conditioning. Faith is reinforced by opinion, but is based upon experience.

The mind gets easily caught in a bind. A bind is a situation in which thoughts follow one another in a circular fashion—popularly called a vicious circle. The pending catastrophe is rooted in the storms in human thinking. Thoughts thus caught, just as in a whirlwind, become compulsory and gain great emotional support by their very addictive nature until they explode in violence. Imagine: it is this very flaw in the functioning of the mind that begets conflicts, disasters, ordeals of terrible human suffering and terror.

The mystics of the various religious denominations seek after real experience, whereas the thinking of the followers is governed by belief. The originating revelation is gradually distorted by what Hazrat Inayat Khan calls the followers of the followers. Therefore the Sufis hold that one needs to base one’s concept of God upon one’s discovery of the traces (ayat) of God in real life. There is a reference in Islam to the God created in the faiths, al-Haqq-al-makhluq fi’l -i’tiqadat.

The God who is in a faith…is the God whose form the heart contains, who discloses Himself to the heart in such a way that the heart recognizes Him. Thus the eye sees only the God of the faith….The faith reveals the measure of the hearts capacity. That is why there are many different faiths. To each believer, the Divine Being is He who is disclosed to him in the form of his faith. If God manifests Himself in a different form, the believer rejects Him and that is why the dogmatic faiths combat one another.”5

Muhyi ad-Din Ibn ‘Arabi

Thus the Qur’an says, For each of you we have established a law and a way.6 If at some point doubts should arise as to why the mind finds difficulty in relating the belief to actual real life experience, then the mind can be plunged into the dark night of understanding.

He who is in darkness, blind as to his own proper and natural light, shall see supernaturally. And he who shall rely on any light of his own, the greater will be his blindness.7

St. John of the Cross

The same theme is found amongst the Sufis: that very light that the contemplative ascribes to God as other is present in oneself:


Before that brilliant presence, wisdoms light
Must hide its head, diminished as mankind before the sun.
When to the eye of man the source of light approacheth
In the attempt to fathom it, that eye grows weak and dim.
Think that the light of God’s existence lies within thy eyeballs!8

Mahmud Shabistari



Paradoxically, that very light blinds the monk and appears as darkness, yet it is in this darkness of the deepest part of the night of the soul that the monk is liberated from the illusory light cast by his own understanding.

The mind baulks at its inadequacy while blinded by a higher wisdom that, by dint of its very brightness, appears as darkness. However, St. John cleaves to an tenuous spark of light in his understanding: the dawning of meaning-fulness.

Trust yourself to this fragile light as you advance towards it. It will grow as the effulgence of dawn. It represents a level of thinking beyond the kind of thinking that spins inexorably in a vicious circle. It dawns upon one’s understanding as the horizon of understanding expands. Therefore the Sufis consider that it is revealed when one has found freedom from opinion.

What is the criterion for distinguishing between this intuitive mode of cognizance and opinion based upon belief? One would need to investigate the levels of thinking of the human mind.

At the bottom line, experiences of the physical environment, imputed through the senses and hearsay, opinion, and psychological data, are interpreted from the limited vantage point of our commonplace consciousness. At a higher level, our minds project their grasp of reality, which our consciousness cannot encompass, into metaphors. This is why mystics express their conviction in the splendor behind real life in terms of poetry. To value what comes through in the experience of the world, one needs to tap one’s inborn sense of beauty and meaningfulness.

This virtual sense is revealed if one does not limit one’s opinion to the way things look from the vantage point of consciousness, focalized by our commonplace notion of I-ness, nor to opinions borrowed from others.

The ‘Iraqi dervish, ‘Abd al-Jabbar an-Niffari, bears testimony to these mystic revelations in which the human point of view is suspended and bypassed by a divine dimension of thinking:

Do not cease from this staying until I make myself known unto thee, and address thee, and command thee.9

It is the way the meaningfulness of the universe as a total being erupts in each fraction of that being, when that fraction reaches out beyond its horizon and plugs into the thinking of the universe. Here lies the next phase in human evolution.

Evolution advances by dismissing the conditioning to which it has been subjected. Evolution is sparked by revolution.


1 Pondering upon the verse In Justicia tua libera me, Luther, at a young age, saw the relationship between an attribute imputed to God and ourselves. Hence Thy justice led to Thy justice whereby we are led into just men.

2 Shabistari, Gulshan-i Raz.

3 Inayat Khan, The Unity of Religious Ideals, 70.

4 Inayat Khan, Esoteric Papers.

5 Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn Arabi, 197.

6 Qur’an V:48.

7 St. John of the Cross, Ascent of Mount Carmel, Book the Second, IV:7.

8 Shabistari, Gulshan-i Raz.

9 An-Niffari, The Mawakif and Mukhatabat, 109. Arberry translates the word mawkif (which is etymologically related to wakf, which means endowment) by the words spiritual stayings.




Chapter Three
Introduction to Meditation


General Introduction

Meditation has now become a household word. Naturally, it is cultivated by those who pursue high ideals and who have a strong need to honor the sacred aspects of their being and to capture some sense of the totality of which they are a part. Meditation is also for those who experience the need to find peace in the midst of the stress of modern life, of recharging themselves with renewed energy, of unfurling the potentialities latent in their personalities, and of gaining deeper insight into their problems with a view to achieving their purpose in life.

Unfortunately, the methods of meditation—mainly imported from the East—were devised for contemplatives. However, the know-how culled by monks and ascetics over the ages constitutes an inestimably rich inheritance for exploring the uncharted reaches of the psyche. Can this rich pool of resourcefulness be tapped to help us in our day and age, involved as we are with the challenges of our modern civilization?

What are the basic needs that people are feeling more intensely than ever? Coping with suffering, resentment, guilt, self-denigration, protection against vulnerability, the need to learn to relax, unwind, to have insight into problems, to be creative. What are the solutions that meditation has to offer? At first they would seem incalculable. But could we venture a partial list as a sampling?

Let us start by advancing an overall view. As a norm, we are programmed in our societies to function within a relatively small range of the potentialities of our psyche. Just as physics discovers properties of matter previously unknown when it adopts a wider space-time and more sophisticated logical framework, even so, meditators can gain access to vaster potentialities of the psyche. The perspective thus gained can make all the difference in one’s self-image, assessment of circumstances, and creativity. This is precisely the field being explored in this book. A need is felt to apply the know-how garnered through the traditional methods of meditation to help us deal with our pain, unfurl our potentialities, and enhance our effectiveness in our quest for genuine achievement.

While the present trend is toward dealing with real life situations and confronting personal problems, at some point it becomes clear that one cannot assess situations reliably while one is too engrossed in them: you cannot see the woods for the trees. Moreover, one’s personal vantage point in a situation cannot be more than relatively accurate, just as a landscape is distorted when seen through a lens: the map is not the territory.1

A more holistic view of our problems could be achieved by learning to alternately shift the focus of our consciousness, so as to view both ourselves and our life situations in a wider context. From this perspective, most of the time we are grappling with our concepts of our problems instead of grasping where the real issues lie.

This is where meditation proves to be invaluable—not just as a stress-alleviating technique, but as a training in a more apt use of consciousness. Furthermore, meditation could be applied to fostering the creativity of our personality, an objective which we will keep in mind continually throughout this guide.

It might prove enriching to extrapolate between the psychotherapist’s approach to human problems and those gained by meditation. A psychological approach might seem more appropriate for some of the problems we shall consider; for example, grief for the loss of a loved one, remorse, a sense of failure or inadequacy, resentment at being abused, humiliation, and addiction. Psychological therapy and meditation actually offer complementary approaches. Therapists teach clients to articulate their pent up emotions and to own them. However, owning even the entire range of personal emotions would still not take into account the transpersonal range, which needs to be highlighted in order to understand our whole being. For the Sufis, the crux of these issues is the adequacy of our self-image. What we think of as being ourselves is only the tip of the iceberg. Meditation teaches us to discover and identify with the whole person. We easily get bogged down in our personal perspective. Sufism points to a way of reaching beyond that personal bind, by giving vent to our need for the sacred: the divine dimension of our being. This is important because, in the deeper sense, it is our self-esteem which is crucial; and that is precisely what is devastated by despair. It is our discovery of the wider dimensions of our being that confers upon us a sense of self-validation.

Gaining access to this wider range of our identity requires training, following systematic guidelines. Moreover, a more inclusive sense of identity will trigger off a more comprehensive realization of meaningfulness, which will, in fact, open new circuits in the nervous and endocrine networks of our physical bodies. How does suffering fit into this larger sense of meaningfulness? Suffering is one of the factors in a growth process. Understanding the overall process helps us to monitor it consciously and voluntarily, rather than to feel victimized and helpless.

Considerable light is thrown upon this growth process by the ars regia, the royal art of the alchemists, who attempted to cull information from the process of the incubation of metals in the womb of the earth over eons of time, in order to better understand the stages in the transformation of the human psyche. Just as the progress in the transmutation of metals may be accelerated by judicious manipulation, so can the process of human transformation be enhanced by a knowledge of the developmental stages, supplemented by masterly monitoring.

We tend to react to circumstances rather than acting on our own initiative. In so doing, we fail to avail ourselves of the enormous pool of resourcefulness lying in wait in our psyche. Meditation provides us with a buffer between the challenges from external circumstances and our ability to gain access to the potentialities latent in our personality.

Preliminaries

There are certain preliminaries that must be taken into consideration before we start our course.

First of all, let us bear in mind that as soon as we reach beyond the middle range of our thinking (just as in non-Euclidean geometry or relativity), the commonplace logic breaks down and proves inadequate; for example, we sometimes need to deal with complementarity instead of thinking in terms of categories. Furthermore, rather than being like a section of an orange, we are like a whirlpool, inextricably enmeshed in a wave interference pattern. Such a realization shakes our self-image drastically. Or again, we are a continuity in change. This contradicts the usual view according to which a part of us, the spirit, is eternal, while another part, the body, is transient. What this means is that our being, considered as a whole (that is, holistically), is without boundary and is a continuity in change, in a state of ongoing transition. And furthermore, while one pole of our being is transient, the other remains unchanged.

Another important point to consider when meditating is that we cannot induce transformation, nor even concentration, by our will, since our individual will is as limited as consciousness is when focused at the individual setting. The approach to the problem is subtle: one may train the unconscious by dint of one’s will, or one may learn how to enlist an impersonal will in action.

It might be helpful to borrow the metaphor of a cone. In our commonplace thinking, we may imagine that we are the apex, and the universe is the base; we converge the fabric and thinking, even the consciousness, of the universe. But there is a more advanced model: we are the whole cone, not just the apex. We can shift our identity to include the whole cone. This is the ultimate in meditation. When we achieve this, our will becomes overwhelmingly powerful, because it customizes the will of the universe. Perhaps we sometimes feel the immensity and bounty behind the limited way we deal with ourselves. It is this hunch that will spur us to strive to discover and marshal the wider dimensions of our being. The art of training oneself to do this is meditation.

There is yet one further noteworthy consideration before we embark on our work: let us bear in mind that it is emotion—not the will—that triggers off a shift in the focus of consciousness. Ecstasy could be defined as an emotion that involves our whole being. Our whole being is coextensive with the whole seedbed (that is, the cosmos) in which it extends, rather than a sub-whole encapsulated in its notion of itself and thus alienated from its source. Ecstasy breaks through every time we are suddenly freed from a constraint, whether it be our biased assessment of a situation, our emotional dependence upon a person or circumstances, or our limited self-image.

A Note of Warning

The art of meditation has been devised and elaborated, in the course of history, as the findings of men and women who have explored the inner and transcendental spaces of the psyche. This required solitude and austerity, the way of the recluse, which may seem incompatible with the way of the householder. Many sects and charismatic groups have been accused of encouraging otherworldliness in their disciples. A term has been coined for it: spiritual bypass. In contrast to this, we are here endeavoring to grasp the techniques and know-how that the contemplatives have culled, and apply them to dealing with our problems in action, in worldly life. It is worth the challenge. Just imagine how it would be if we could maintain a stalwart peace and serenity in the midst of a stressful situation, grasp the hidden springs behind the programming of our lives, and develop intuition, mastery, and radiance.

At a certain point in our search for meaningfulness, it may suddenly dawn upon us that the attraction of trance-like meditations or retreats may arise from a perhaps unconscious wish to escape from a life situation; for example, parental authority, or the ruthless, merciless civilization we are living in with its violence, greed, and manipulation.

Some people enter into a retreat (khalwa) because they are wary of society and oppressed by the experience of the world, or even of their families, seeking solace in the tranquility of a retreat. Others look for a retreat to be in a euphoric state. These motivations are counterproductive.

Muhyi ad-Din Ibn ‘Arabi2

Moreover, it has become evident in recent years that meditation practices can, and sometimes do, lead people to drop out of life in general and eschew taking responsibility in their lives for loved ones or fellow beings. Furthermore, we just may be trying to validate our own personality in our own view, or that of others, by being special or different. Actually, we may be missing out on the inestimable value of that which has been acquired by humans throughout the ages in terms of beauty, material convenience, and orderliness: the marvel, the excitement, the courage, the vulnerability and the enriching effect of sharing joy and pain; relationship, friendship, loyalty, and service, in which God is to be found as a living reality. It is tragic to cloister oneself in an anesthetized psyche that shields one from confronting the challenges of the drama of life, which both actuates the celebration in the heavens in a concrete way, and tests our mettle. There is a way of being high without being spaced out.

When meditating (or prescribing meditation), it is important to be clear about the aftereffect that the shift of focus of consciousness may be expected to have upon our personality, attunement, and worldview, and to know which practices trigger off which effect.

1) When extending consciousness, since our notion of ourselves needs to be expanded as we contemplate vaster and vaster reaches of space, we identify with zones of our being beyond our notion of a skin-bound material body. We may become aware of and identify with our magnetic field or aura. As these do not have a boundary, we then envision ourselves as being like a vortex (boundless). What is more, we tend to assume that we lose ourselves by merging with the totality of the universe.

It is important here to keep in mind that one is both a vortex, and at the same time, something like a cell, bounded by a membrane, albeit porous. We need to work with both in combination, not just one or the other. Our minds, in their commonplace thinking mode, find it difficult to reconcile these two paradigms.3 Our bodies (including the subtle bodies, the psyche, personality, and consciousness, etc.) are holistically related to the totality of the fabric of the universe. This means that they potentially carry the bounty of the totality of the fabric of the universe, just as every drop of water has the same properties as the water of the ocean. In fact, every cell of the body has the same genes as every other cell, but some genes will be activated in one cell and different ones in others, so that, by diversifying, they create the chance to cooperate. Thus they differ while being potentially identical, and in that sense, may be considered as discrete entities. It is in this diversity that our freedom is rooted. A vortex is open to its environment, and in fact, incorporates its environment indiscriminately; whereas a cell, thanks to its membrane, may select the elements it takes in from the environment or secretes to the environment, while still being open to some measure of osmosis.

If we identify just with the vortex model, we are overlooking the containment that ensures our protection against undesirable impressions, honors our idiosyncrasies, and confers upon us our incentive. If we neglect our boundaries, we run the psychological risk of finding ourselves disoriented, spaced out, and unable to confront circumstances as real; sometimes the concept of maya is invoked to justify this disability. What is more, just as we generally fail to realize that an eddy does not lose its identity by joining with other eddies in a wave interference pattern (whirlpool), and can even be retrieved, we tend to believe that we lose ourselves as we merge blissfully with the totality of the universe or the Being of God; however, the purpose of the whole universe is that the bounty of the totality should be customized in each of its sub-wholes in a unique way. Fana (annihilation) does not mean that one loses oneself, but only one’s commonplace notion of oneself.

2) In meditating, we learn to turn within, which can easily be misconstrued as encapsulating ourselves in our psyche while blocking any impressions, physical or psychological, from the environment. Here it is the opposite: by setting up a boundary segregating ourselves from the environment, we tend to merge with the totality in an inverted space. A person unfamiliar with physics would find it difficult to have any clue as to what one might mean by inverted space. It may, therefore, be preferable to envision that our magnetic field or aura intersperses with other such fields, like the eddies on the surface of a lake as they combine to form a wave interference pattern. It is difficult for us to realize that this does not imply that they spread out or diffract in space. A good analogy would be to imagine a short musical theme, each note following the other. Now can you imagine the notes forming a chord without being stretched out as a melody? This happens in our dreams, where impressions are jumbled; in order to retrieve them in our memory, we sort them out in a space-time framework.

If, however, as we turn within in meditation, instead of setting up a boundary encapsulating ourselves in our thoughts, we envision that we are protected by a porous membrane that filters impressions from the environment at all levels of reality, and that we are consequently able to radiate into the environment, then we will enjoy an incomparably richer experience. Now envision that you are not just filtering these impressions but transmuting them, just as we digest our food in order to use it, since we can only deal with amino acid chains that match our own. Just as in digestion, we need to break down the ingested elements, rebuild them on the model of our own idiosyncrasies, and reject those elements which, being too alien to our own beings, would prove too difficult to incorporate, or even harmful. Here our sense of having boundaries will help us, on the one hand, reject unwanted impressions or, on the other hand, filter and transmute those impressions that can be put to good use if adjusted to our particular attunement.

3) Transcendence. There can be no doubt that while our involvement with life at its lowest common denominator fosters greed, limitations in the field of consciousness, and conflict, our quest for freedom from conditioning opens the doors to the wonder and meaningfulness behind what seems to be happening at the existential level.

Another final way of putting this, is to say that we must instill something of the way of the hermit into the way of the knight. Our need for freedom is as compelling as our need for involvement. Are they necessarily mutually exclusive? There is a way of reconciling the irreconcilables. One example is to love without being dependent upon being loved. In meditation, detachment frees one from the conditioning of one’s thinking and the constraint of one’s self-image. Freedom from the usual setting of consciousness will enable us to shift consciousness into an inner space or, alternatively, into a mode of self-transcendence.

General Instructions

The practices in this manual are intended for all meditators, including beginners, those with some experience in meditation, and also advanced meditators who wish to explore further dimensions or different approaches.

Meditations inspired by the Sufi tradition are emphasized. However, in the interest of further clarity, parallels are sometimes made with other traditions. This is quite appropriate, since Sufis have often interfaced with the contem-platives of neighboring spiritual communities. In fact, it may sometimes prove helpful to start with the practices as taught in Yoga or Buddhism, and then add the Sufi way.4

In addition, in order to give this manual the scope that could be expected by those aware of the broad, eclectic thinking of our day, a brief summary of practices of some of the major schools are included. To do justice to the methods of meditation of these traditions, you are advised to refer directly to their authenticated representatives.

Most initiatic schools, including the Sufi orders, insist that those who practice meditation receive their instructions directly from the authorized teachers in their tradition. The reason for departing from this custom here is that it is not always feasible to find such a teacher, at least not within reach. Consequently, quite a few people are meditating on the basis of perfunctory instructions, often simply playing it by ear, letting their thoughts idle randomly, or simply spacing out. By so doing, one incurs the risk of becoming otherworldly, and perhaps even dropping out of society, whereas meditation should ideally help one to fulfill one’s real purpose in life. Meditation, like any craft or skill or art, requires competence and expertise.

Since meditation is the art of modulating consciousness beyond the middle range in which most people are entrapped for most of the time, it marks a step forward in the evolution of the human species. It is as skillful and elaborate an art as learning to play a musical instrument, compose music, paint or sculpt, act, dance, or acquire the skill of the artisan, or scientist, or technologist—perhaps even more.

It is my hope that this manual may help to throw new light on the practices of those working on their own, and moreover, add some new ideas to their repertoire. The objective of this manual is to help you understand how each practice works, rather than just listing instructions. In my experience, in some cases it is preferable to just start doing the practice, and then figure out later how and why it works. In other cases, it is better to become acquainted with the principles first. Therefore, the principles upon which the practices are based sometimes precede and sometimes follow the instructions, although it might seem more consistently logical to start with the principles. I feel it is best left to you to decide whether you prefer to read the principles first or start with the practices.

Since these practices involve body and mind, they clearly have implications in physics and psychology. Therefore, to my mind, it is worthwhile for the modern meditator to have a working knowledge of those sciences. It may prove desirable to update that knowledge, at least insofar as it applies to the way the practices affect us. However, some meditators are not interested in science, and may even be put off by any references to science. To make this information available to those for whom it may be of interest, information on scientific views is included, mainly in the footnotes.

You are advised to keep a logbook, including a schedule (revising the schedule after trying out the practices), and a diary articulating what was experienced or how it reflected upon your life. A simplified outline of a proposed systematic schedule is offered here; the practices are listed under different headings such as breathing, light, etc. that are categorized in stages. They proceed from the initial stages to the more elaborate ones. Each practice is graded so that the practitioner will be aware of the level of skill required before undertaking the practice.

The practices are graded as general practices or advanced. If you are just starting out, do not attempt the advanced practices until the general practices have been mastered. Be careful of over-stressing yourself by exploring practices which are beyond your scope; it may simply discourage and disappoint you. If you move through the practices at a pace suited to your temperament and capacity, you stand a far better chance of eventually succeeding in the more difficult ones. Even if there are some you can never manage, you will certainly have derived the benefit that was right for you. Successfully doing all the practices in this manual might require more than a lifetime’s practice. For those already familiar with meditation, this might be considered a refresher course. In many cases, you will find that the Sufi versions of the practices are quite different from the similar practices taught in many of the major schools.

Design your curriculum according to the time which you assign to your daily practices. Some possibilities are: (1) a half hour in the morning, a half hour in the evening; (2) an hour in the morning, a half hour in the evening; (3) an hour in the morning, an hour in the evening; (4) a half hour in the morning, a half hour at midday, and a half hour in the evening; (5) an additional half hour or hour at three o’clock in the morning.

Draw up a curriculum for one year. You can always modify it as you go along. Traditionally, it is advised to start each new phase with the new moon, increasing the practices until the full moon, then letting off gradually as the moon wanes, and perhaps playing it by ear during the last quarter. At the beginning of each new lunar month, revise your practices, including one or more new ones, or replacing one or more practices with new ones. You could follow the sequence of practices given in the manual, starting with the easier ones and systematically upgrading.

It is always helpful to start each meditation session with a breathing practice. Follow with a practice using visualizations, then sound (mantram or wazifa). Then move to the more elaborate practices: cosmic, introspective, transcendent, self-transcendent. Finally, do the more comprehensive ones, for example, the dhikr.

By persevering, doing these practices regularly and assiduously, you will feel much more personal energy, more zest for life, more serenity, more joy, and a greater sense of meaningfulness and fulfillment in your life.


1 Kozybski, Science and Sanity, 58.

2 Ibn ‘Arabi, Études Traditionelles, trans. Valsan, March 1969, Nr. 412; Fut., Chap. 78.

3 This problem is similar to the one that physicists encountered in accepting the fact that since photons of light behave either as waves or as particles according to the way the experiment is conducted, they may be considered as displaying both of these two properties. So it is with our notion of ourselves.

4 Many Indian Sufi practices (except the dhikr) are adaptations of Yogic practices: See Mir Valiuddin, Contemplative Disciplines in Sufism.





PART ONE
WORKING WITH THE BREATH





Introduction

It is best to begin all meditation sessions with a breathing practice. The control of breath has a decisive effect on meditation. There are several reasons for this.

1) Well-Being

Perhaps one of the most elementary objectives of meditation is to foster overall well-being at all levels: physical, mental, emotional, and beyond. The components of our being at these different levels interact meaningfully, which promotes healing, growth, and evolution in general.

To start with, since in average circumstances our lungs only utilize one fifth of their capacity, it is imperative to clear the accumulated polluted gases, radically and systematically. However, we need to be careful not to strain the breath too much (with the exception of advanced Yoga students, or in the case of brisk walking or jogging, where breath can be stressed to the point of panting within reasonable measure). It is wholesome to become aware of the natural ebb and flow of energy in one’s being and synchronize one’s breath with that rhythm. Furthermore, breath can be modulated in a variety of ways, matched with mental patterns or emotional attunements.

2) Working with Energy

From the holistic viewpoint, the action of absorbing oxygen from the environment and expelling polluted gases from the lungs is only one factor in an ongoing exchange of energy between the organism and the universe.

At this point, simply consider the energy exchange with the physical environment. Just by directing our attention towards the ebb of energy as we exhale, then the flow as we inhale, we enhance energy culled from the environment. Since our life field does not have a boundary, this exchange is something like the way the water in a lake is drawn towards the center of the whirlpool; the whirlpool is coextensive with the lake.

As we inhale, energy from the environment and outer space converges, building up our life field; as we exhale, it diffuses or diffracts into the atmosphere. Just as the center of a cyclone, for example, is a vacuum, so one senses a kind of void in one’s solar plexus, which is the center of one’s life field. As one becomes highly sensitized, one realizes that one’s spinal cord seems to suck the ambient energy into a void.

3) Breath as a Link Between Mind and Energy

Another skill developed from breathing techniques is learning to alternate between two complementary psychological archetypes, and to reconcile them. For example, as we absorb energy from the environment while turning within, we attune to the thought of detachment and freedom; whereas when we radiate energy as we exhale, we attune to the thought of generosity.

Moreover, you may notice that if you identify with your subtle body or aura, or think of yourself as being like gossamer or an energy field, your level of thinking will be very different from what it is when you identify with your physical body. There are, in fact, different levels of thinking which correspond to grades of energy.

4) Breathing to Promote Regeneration

Breathing practices may, of course, be applied to alternate methods of healing, or to enhancing energy in specific sites in the body, i.e. the chakras.1 The method consists in concentrating upon the site in the body—for example, the chakra that one wishes to dynamize—while exhaling or inhaling or holding the breath, as the case may be. Concentrate the flow of energy into a stream directed towards the organ or site selected. For advanced meditators, a similar method could be applied to working with the subtle bodies. To affect these subtle bodies, the meditator will need to galvanize the more subtle grades of energy. Indeed, the magnetism emanating from the hands of a healer can range from rather gross energy to very fine. When healers speak about healing with the Holy Spirit, they are referring to this fine energy. Experience confirms that in order to radiate this finer energy, the practitioner needs to sense the subtle bodies and identify with one or the other; the higher the subtle body, the more subtle the energy radiated. In the course of inhaling, one learns to shift one’s sense of identity into higher levels of being.

5) Psychological Adjustment

The control of breath offers us a way to modulate our emotional involvement with the ambient circumstances. Consequently, we learn to organize our mental processes, and eventually learn to regulate our thinking at various levels at will. This is due to the fact that there is clearly a relationship between the metabolic rate at the physical level and the setting of our psychic energy that shifts between two poles: the catabolic state, illustrated by an animal in a state of alertness, ready to spring into action to catch its prey or defend itself against predators; and the anabolic state, in which the animal is at rest and protected in its cave or lair. In the case of the human being, this would be when one is geared to the ambient circumstances, physical or psychic, illustrated by the athlete or the telephone operator, as opposed to a situation where one is able to reflect upon the implications of a problem. In the first case, one reacts; one adapts oneself to prevailing circumstances, in which case one short circuits and does not avail oneself of all one’s resources. In the second case, one is in a state that favors enjoying an overview, taking stock of a situation, and getting in touch with the way one feels, not only with regard to the outside, but as generated from within; and one is aware of one’s identity and potentials.

In our civilizations, we are normally conditioned excessively into the catabolic mode. Slowing down breath shifts the metabolic rate into the anabolic setting; accelerating breathing shifts into the catabolic. Just by becoming aware of your breathing, you slow it down automatically. We must also bear in mind that the more relaxed we are, the slower we breathe and the less oxygen we need, and therefore, the longer we are able to retain our breath. Yogis and Tibetans carry this to a spectacular limit, holding their breath for hours. The secret of this is probably that the hibernation instinct is still latent (recessive) in human beings, and may be retrieved by the appropriate techniques. This slowing down of the bodily functions creates a stilling effect upon the mind.

There is a monolithic correspondence, albeit extremely intricate, between the plexuses of the autonomic nervous system and our endocrine glands. We may observe the impact of mind over body by observing the effect upon our endocrine glands of concentrating on the corresponding plexuses, which correspond to the chakras on the energetic level. For example, if you concentrate on the throat chakra, you enhance the function of the thyroid; concentrate on the solar plexus and you affect not just the breakdown of proteins by the pancreas, but your ability to process pain or stressful emotion as it is ingested in the psyche; concentrate on the hara center of Zen, you will affect the balance between the medullar and cortical adrenal glands, and by the same token, your ego (and aggressiveness).2

6) The Sense of Location in Space

Our sense of location is indeed relevant to our sense of identity, since we limit our ability to avail ourselves of our latent potentialities by our skin-packaged sense of identity, which is founded upon our commonplace sense of space. Actually, space is the framework—evidencing the limitation in our ability to extrapolate between sensorial impressions—that our psyche imposes upon reality.

For example, if we limit our representation of a tree to solid matter, one tree will occupy one place in space and another tree will occupy a different place. If, however, we think of radio waves, they are interspersed, and consequently, everything is everywhere. Our mind in its commonplace thinking has difficulty conceiving that things can be everywhere rather than located at a particular place in space.

Furthermore, we are getting used to accepting that space can be inverted, and to trying to force our imaginative faculty to represent it. This confirms an experience encountered in meditation. In the twelfth century, the Persian Sufi Shihab ad-Din Suhrawardi referred to a condition out of space he called na koja abad,3 the space out of space.

7) Our Sense of Time

Our sense of the passage of time is, no doubt, based upon a large number of physical, physiological, and psychological factors, most of which escape our ordinary awareness. One could venture a partial catalogue: sidereal time, based upon the rotation of the fixed stars and the precession of the equinoxes; the seasons on the planet; the circadian rhythms of daylight and darkness, as evidenced by cellular time; the rate of recovery of wounds; and psychological time, which moves very slowly, for example, if one is waiting, and very fast, if events crowd in densely upon one.

The difficulty in unscrambling this paradox comes from our commonplace assumption that time is one-dimensional. If we are able to envision at least two dimensions of time—the process of becoming, the arrow of time (let us call it the horizontal vector), and the transcendent dimension (let us call it the vertical dimension of time, moving from transiency to eternity)—then we encounter the challenge of extrapolating between these two dimensions. Eventually, we learn to reconcile our eternal being with our transiency. The mind, bypassing its middle range, dismisses the conditioning it has been subjected to.

My Lord invested His perennity upon my transiency to the point of annihilating my transiency in His perennity. Consequently no other quality subsists in me but that of His perennity and the faculty of expressing myself by dint of this quality.4

Mansur al-Hallaj

The relationship between these is somewhat similar to that of a seed, whose DNA remains fairly constant, mutating very slowly if at all, and a plant, which unfolds the seed in an incomparably faster time sequence.

8) Directions of Breath

By concentrating, we can direct our breath right, left, up, down, centrifugally, centripetally, in spirals, etc.

The Cosmic Dimension

In the course of our practice, we shall be learning how to direct the energy of the life field outward upon exhaling, by visualizing the vastness of space; and conversely, to absorb cosmic energy upon inhaling, as converging inward, by representing space inverted in a vacuum inside.

Turning Within

To avoid encapsulating ourselves when turned within, as we exhale we learn to extend from within, which gives us a feeling that our being now unfolds after enfolding; whereas when inhaling, as we direct our consciousness into inverted space, we come to realize that we are really unfolding after having been enfolded in what we usually understand by space.5

The Transcendent Dimension

Understanding what this means requires us to discover the way that our notion of space is linked with our identification with the physical nature of our body. Space only has meaning for matter. At the more transcendent levels of our thinking, space is irrelevant; it is only meaningful in the imaginary representations of our minds. There is a gradual transition between these two extremes.

You will notice that, if when inhaling, we remember always having existed, we will, by the same token, lose our sense of space; whereas if upon exhaling, we think of ourselves as having descended through the spheres down to the existential level, we find ourselves once more located in space.

Self-Transcendence

While representing ourselves as timeless and spaceless, we can envision our psyche and body as being equally ourselves, but transient—a continuity in change. Here, in a real tour de force defying our mind’s conditioning, we are extrapolating between spacelessness and space. This is the perspective of self-transcendence. The suspension of the breath establishes this condition.

9) The Notion of Time

Our commonplace notion of time is equally written into our programming. Little do we realize the extent to which our sense of the passage of time is based upon that biological metronome, the rhythm of our breath. If we slow down our breath, we will find that we are less involved in, and therefore, less dependent upon, existential circumstances—hence, the wonderful sense of freedom of the contemplative. Now if we arrest our breath altogether, we find that we have lost the notion of the process of becoming, which is associated with the existential state; and we discover a timeless, transpersonal state.

In this state, we have the feeling of remembering having existed prior to our birth, or rather, conception, on Planet Earth—a wonderfully euphoric feeling. Paradoxically, we realize that at this level of our being we are still that which we always were and ever will be, even though our personality seems to have changed, and similarly, our circumstances.

You will remember that it is the practice of suspending breath between inhaling and exhaling that triggers off this sudden shift in the sense of time.

10) The Sufi Vantage Point

According to the Sufis, our breath simply reflects the ebb and flow of the divine breath. Seen from the divine vantage point, the divine exhaling is an expression of the divine nostalgia to manifest and to actuate the potentialities latent within the Divine Being. Conversely, in the divine inhaling, which liberates from conditioning, the quintessence of what is gained by the existential condition is recycled in the divine programming; for example, celestial splendor is materialized as beauty, or the divine harmony as orderliness, which begets power and majesty. The divine magnanimity manifests in some people as generosity; or the quite understandable human sense of fulfillment in building a beautiful house; or joy at listening to beautiful music or enjoying splendid works of art; or projecting our thoughts and aspirations in a creative way so that they are materialized.

Something is gained by a thought materializing as an act or object or being. Besides, an immeasurable yield is gained by the interactions between these beings, because it is thanks to this that the divine software reprograms itself with our input and participation. This is exactly why Ibn ‘Arabi warns about the seclusion practiced by monks and hermits because, he says, we might miss out on the divine revelation vouchsafed in the existential state.

On the other hand, we humans also harbor a need for freedom. Unless we balance our involvement with life with our freedom from dependence upon the gratification it may offer us, and unless we open the doors to the wonder and meaningfulness behind what we witness in the world, we may find that our field of consciousness narrows down to our personal interest. Then we may open ourselves to an escalation of our tendency for greed.


1 The Sanskrit word chakra denotes junctions in the interconnecting network of the subtle energy body or etheric body, rather like the chi points in acupuncture. Actually, they correspond to the plexuses of the autonomic nervous system.

2 In a series of electroencephalograph experiments, Dr. Motayama demonstrated that “the electro potential and frequency recorded in the case of electrodes placed in proximity of a chakra easily emitting energy through the subject’s will were remarkably different from those data obtained when the electrodes were placed near a chakra not readily emitting energy through the will of the subject.” See Future Science, Hiroshi Motayama, “Measuring Psychic Energy,” ed. John White and Stanley Krippner, 1977; 445ff.

3 According to Suhrawardi, Abu Talib al-Makki said of the Prophet that space had enfolded upon him. Incidently, the new paradigms of physics, Dr. David Bohm’s implicate order, are now positing that which the Sufi contemplatives had grasped in the medieval ages in Iran. Speaking the language of metaphor, Suhrawardi refers to the allegorical figures: nostalgia, desire, and beauty: Nostalgia visits Joseph in Canaan, and when he asks her from where she came, she said; “Na koja abad” (the land of nowhere). The same theme appears again in Suhrawardi’s epistle translated by Professor Corbin under “Le bruisement de 1’Aile de Gabriel,” in which the sage declares that he and his brethren have come from the “land of nowhere.” Corbin, Suhrawardi d’Alep: fondateur de la doctrine illuminative (ishraqi), 34.

4 Massignon and Kraus. Akhbār al-Hallāj, texte ancien relatíf à la prédiction et au supplice du mystique musulman al-Hosayn b. Mansour al-Hallāj, 55.

5 We are getting used to accepting that space can be inverted, and to trying to force our imaginative faculty to represent it. This confirms an experience encountered in meditation. This admittedly sounds paradoxical until one becomes versed in David Bohm’s Wholeness and the Implicate Order.




Chapter One
Purification Practices with the Elements


Perhaps the most basic and essential breathing practice prescribed in the Sufi Order International is what has come to be known as the four purification breaths, or element breaths. These are based upon four fundamental alchemical processes: (i) filtering, (ii) liquifying, (iii) burnishing, and (iv) distilling.1

The corresponding modes of breath are: (i) inhale through the nose, exhale through the nose; (ii) inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth; (iii) inhale through the mouth, exhale the through nose; (iv) inhale through the mouth, exhale through the mouth.

Each mode of breathing is performed three or five times. The rhythm of the breath must be natural, not forced. There is no retention of breath in these practices. It is best to perform them in nature, in communion with the elements. These practices may be considered as baptisms with the four elements: (i) earth, (ii) water, (iii) fire, (iv) air.

As we exhale, we will be consciously purifying our life field from its many different kinds of pollution; and as we inhale, we will consciously draw fresh energy from the elements, recharging our magnetic field and thus ensuring the regeneration of our tissues.

At a first stage, we identify with our magnetic field, then with our life field more generally, and then, ultimately, with our subtle bodies.2 At a further stage, we will consciously purify our emotions and thoughts from anything that we do not feel comfortable with.3


Baptism With Earth Filtering


As you exhale, imagine that you drain any polluted energy from your magnetic field into the earth. For healing purposes, envision the lymphatic system serviced by the lymph glands, which acts as a plumbing system in the body and has its counterpart in the subtle bodies. Seize this opportunity to rid yourself of any idiosyncrasies of your being that you dislike.

As you inhale through the nostrils, concentrate upon drawing tellurian (earth) magnetism from the soles of your feet upward along the spine, reaching the crown chakra. Think of your body as a plant that is drawing energy from the earth. However, take heed of the fact that in the human being, earth energy (contrasting with what is traditionally called spirit) needs to be transmuted as it rises. Enter into the consciousness of the cells of your body, which thrive as they are regenerated by availing themselves of new bouts of energy.


Baptism With Water Liquifying


As you inhale through the nostrils, shifting your attention from your lowest chakra upwards, you will notice that the energy of the higher chakras is more subtle than the lower ones.4 Towards the end of the upward thrust of your inhalation, you will develop a sense of what is meant by this subtle form of energy, of spirit. This sense of a subtle form of energy will give you a clue to what is meant by your etheric body or subtle bodies.

Fine-tune your sensitivity to the variety of frequencies of wavelengths of the energy composing your field; earmark this particularly fine form of energy: spirit. You will discover, at the core of your being, something of the nature of gossamer—quintessential. Try to identify with it. It strikes one as being immaculate; Pir-o-Murshid Inayat Khan describes it as a mirror that can never become tarnished by whatever impressions it reflects. In a high state of consciousness, you identify with pure spirit. It might prove helpful to represent pure spirit as the finest possible form of energy, corresponding to the immaculate origin of one’s being in its pristine state. Imagine that this immaculate core of your being is still present within the distortions or defilements coming from the very fact of existence.

As you exhale through the lips, imagine that the energy of the essence of your being, the spirit, is acting as a catalyst to unleash the latent energy at the biological level, descending like a cascade symbolizing the waters of life—the quickening by the Holy Spirit.

Advanced practice: At a further stage, you may discover that you exist at several levels. Your identity is many-tiered. You may reach a point at which you come to terms with the fact that this quintessential energy, which we call spirit, is actually a component of your own life field.

Sometimes this high-powered energy seems to break through as an outburst, rather like a waterfall. Consequently, you may have the impression that it descends upon you, shattering and regenerating you. This is due to the release of tension between the two poles of your own being.

Now envision this energy field as permeating your magnetic field, just like an eddy in a wave interference pattern. You may have the impression that this fine energy filters through your magnetic field while being interspersed with it, rather as the river Rhone diffuses through Lake Geneva.


Baptism with Fire Burnishing


As you inhale through the lips, imagine what it would be like to be an incandescent coal sucking air from the environment.5 You may identify with this igneous body, which flashes as you inhale and exhale. You may have the impression of undergoing a more drastic kind of purification than with the preceding elemental breaths. The baptism of fire is a wonderful opportunity to work with your psyche, to help rid yourself of those idiosyncrasies you dislike most in yourself: hatred, cruelty, guile, deviousness, anything that humiliates one’s spirit because it falls below one’s loftiest ideal. You have the impression of incinerating them in the flame of truthfulness.

As you exhale through the nose, imagine the center of your spine to be incandescent, like a flame; and represent to yourself the different colors in a flame, starting with a scarlet red at the bottom, then passing through the colors of the spectrum from orange, to yellow, green, and blue, until you reach the top of your head, where the blue hues merge into violet, and of course, even though we do not see it, ultraviolet.

Imagine the center of your aura in the area of your spine to be like that flame. The clue to doing this is to watch the way the particular type of energy you feel in one chakra tends to shift its frequency as it flows into the next one. You will find that when you concentrate on the lower chakras, the radiance of your aura is in the infrared or red frequency range; in the solar plexus, it is orange; and in the higher chakras it is shifting from green through blue to violet. The effect of this visualization is that the infrared radiance of your aura will automatically be transmuted into light in the visible spectrum, and eventually into ultraviolet. In the traditional schools this is referred to as transmuting fire into light. Your aura now appears as a spectrum of diaphanous hues, glistening like a rainbow.


Baptism With Air Distilling


As you inhale through the lips, while your consciousness extends into outer space, envision yourself as a vulnerable formation—actually, an evanescent vortex in the universe. It is helpful at this stage to realize that it is not really true that a wave emerges from the ocean, but rather each wave is the apex of the upward thrust of the whole ocean; the whole ocean is involved in the motion of each of its parts. On the one hand, it is a gratifying feeling to think of oneself as an expression of the whole universe. On the other hand, we have pointed out that we are both a vortex and a relatively permanent sub-whole of the universe, each endowed with our personal idiosyncrasies. Consequently, while the whole universe is somehow involved in the very nature of our being, we still have a choice of which of the elements that we borrow from the universe we wish to highlight.

Advanced practice: As you exhale through the lips, experience the joy of being dispersed into outer space, and eventually, in the subtler space. While diffusing, one is also radiating at infinite distances. However, we can never lose ourselves or merge in the universe, as some meditators have the impression of, or seek for when meditating; instead, our life field gets intermeshed, or interspersed, with the environment. Like an eddy in a lake, we may lose sight of it as it combines with other eddies to form a wave interference pattern,6 but it can be retrieved, and therefore, still maintains its integrity within its very dispersal.

It may be the other way round: you are afraid of losing yourself. Your understandable fear of losing yourself is due to the very compulsiveness of the most basic of all instincts: self-preservation. However, realizing that we could not lose ourselves even if we tried, should give you some reassurance. One of the aims of the ascetics is overcoming fear. When the fear of the unknown is overcome, you become an adept on the spiritual path. However, as stated in the preface, do not overstress yourself. Just stay at the edge of your capacity.

Advanced practice

Furthermore, as you exhale, expand your consciousness so that it becomes all-encompassing. As you disperse the frontiers of your being, you may have the impression that your consciousness is all-encompassing. Your consciousness seems now to be the consciousness of the universe, the cosmic observer watching what you thought was yourself. The Buddha described his experience thus: the personal notion of consciousness is carried over into cosmic consciousness without any break in continuity, and consequently, no break in memory.

You may, therefore, enjoy letting go of yourself, knowing that by so doing you will not lose yourself irretrievably. The condition for change, and therefore, improvement is to flow with that law of the universe outlined by alchemists: everything needs to break down, fall apart, and dissolve before it can be reformed in a new configuration. This will give you a sense of freedom from your self-image; from your opinions; from being bogged down in your personal emotions, or emotional dependence, or addictions, or the success or failure of your undertakings, or adulation, or rejection, or, ultimately, from your personal will (or personal cussedness).

Now as you inhale, as the bits and pieces of your being are once more pieced together, having removed these erstwhile limits of your personal purview, you will discover the way the whole universe restructures you, just as the whole sea can be seen as emerging in each wave. Yet paradoxically, you will discover your inherent freedom in customizing this creative faculty of the self-organizing universe, in accordance with the way you wish to be, emancipated from the past that had become sclerosed in you.

In addition, you will find that your personal vantage point and personal self-image will adumbrate the immensity of divine consciousness, the splendor of the divine majesty.
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