







[image: ] 








[image: ] 















[image: ]











A Rockpool book


PO Box 252


Summer Hill, NSW 2130


www.rockpoolpublishing.com.au


First published in 2019


Copyright text © Katie Manitsas, 2019


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


ISBN 9781925682854


A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia.


Cover design by Farrah Careem


Editing by Lisa Macken


Images supplied by Valerita Valerosa


Typesetting and internal design by Sonya Murphy











‘You have learnt the art of spiritual love – so share it clearly for the benefit of others. You can’t wait for the opportunity to come to you. You have to make it happen. If you have the desire to do some service for Krishna, nothing can stop you. That’s between you and Krishna; you and your spiritual master. 




If you just take one step, Krishna takes ten steps towards you. You just have to start it. The whole world is suffering so if we can help them we should not hold back. The chance is given for everyone to become a great devotee; an advocate for love supreme.’


– Narayani Dasi
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Thank you to my teachers in all forms: my family, my friends and community, and my teachers of many years – Sharon Gannon, David Life, Maya Tiwari and Simon Low. Gratitude also to Radhanath Swami and the ISKCON community in Sydney (especially Madhuri Devi Dasi) and in Murwillumbah Lila Kirtana. You all had an important influence on me during the writing of this book and I am so grateful. 


Guru Brahma, Guru Vishnu, Guru devo Maheshwara, Guru Sakshat, param Brahma, tasmai shri guravay namah. 


I bow down in reverence to all my teachers. The teacher that is this life I have been given and continue to live. The teacher that is all difficulty and hardship on my path. The teacher who is nearby, and the teacher who is beyond all this, loving and supreme.


My gratitude to the Wise Earth School of Ayurveda for permitting me to relay some of its core education principles and practices based in the ancient tenets of sadhana and ahimsa in this book. My gratitude to Maya Tiwari, the founder of Wise Earth Ayurveda teachings, for restoring and reintroducing Inner Medicine Healing practices of sadhana into modern-day Ayurveda education. This work has a critical impact on the need for inner harmony, peace and healing in our world. Wise Earth Ayurveda education has also helped me to find balance and harmony in my everyday life and purpose.









Introduction


Within these pages you will find reference to many ancient scriptures, from yoga traditions and beyond. All scripture is there to offer wisdom teachings and to uplift. Often a wide range of characters are used to tell stories, of sinners and saints, of family and circumstances that can be used for spiritual teaching. Scripture allows us to engage with something very old, which can be reassuring for modern people. The fact that the teachings of yoga are so old is also reassuring – so many things come and go, yet these practices have not become obsolete; they are still useful. Yoga’s ancient lineage gives us a feeling of being called back to something that doesn’t change amid the transient nature of daily life. Many of these scriptures refer to the idea of ‘God’, an idea that for many has very strong and culturally specific associations. In yoga philosophy ‘God’ is a broad term that can mean something like the ‘higher’ or more spiritual part of yourself, as well as the powers of goodness, joy and potential both within each of us and around us. I invite you to think about God in the broadest and most accessible terms possible as you ponder the ancient yogic teachings and not to get too caught up in a one-dimensional image or idea of who or what God is. 


A main theme of this book is devotion, or what is referred to in the ancient Indian language of Sanskrit as bhakti. In Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, the ancient text that holds the foundation for the philosophical teachings of yoga, we find two sutras or threads that have helped me to embody and live these devotional (bhakti) teachings rather than just think about them abstractly. 


‘By giving your life and identity to God you attain the identity of God.’ – Yoga Sutra translation: Sharon Gannon, Chapter 1, sutra 23
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This sutra speaks to the importance of a non-intellectual approach. Another way of thinking about it is in the Christian teaching of ‘not my will but thy will be done’. For many of us in modern culture this can be a tough teaching to dive into, we are taught from a very young age to be autonomous and self-directing. Our ideas about self-worth and self-esteem are confusingly tangled up in ideas of not subjugating ourselves to another. We mistake being humble for being suppressed or dominated in a negative way. In my own experience the opposite is true; I have found there is enormous liberation in becoming less self-directing and in asking for help and guidance from a higher power. The name of that higher power is not important. Whether that is God, Krishna, or simply a wise universal consciousness, realising that my will and my self-direction is often muddied and confused by all kinds of conflicting ideas and emotions has helped me. I can step aside from what Patanjali calls ‘chitta vritti’ (mental chatter) and instead drop into something deeper – Divine will. In this way, I feel myself moving closer to God and to a truly nourishing way of being in the world that is of service to others and to myself. It is a less whimsical and more steady way of approaching life’s challenges. 


Ultimately, because I also do believe that God’s love is inside me anyway, what I’m really bowing down to or giving my life and identity to is the highest part of myself. I am bowing to my fullest spiritual potential rather than my emotions and feelings, which years of meditation have shown me clearly are transient, irrational and always changing. Attaining the identity of God means, in part at least, anchoring into something deeper and steadier than the daily chatter of my distracted mind. 


The second sutra that has helped me put bhakti into action in my own life is: 


‘Concentration on the Divine produces lightness and self-confidence.’ – Yoga Sutra translation: Sharon Gannon, Chapter 1, sutra 36
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The self-confidence Master Patanjali speaks of here is powerful. It is nothing less than the sense that you are meant to be here, on this planet, at this time, in human form, for a sacred task. That might sound obvious, but it is a truth that many of us struggle to embrace. We feel we are not entitled to the abundance we have and we struggle to shine as brightly as we know we can. All the thoughts and behaviours we have that keep us trapped in poor body image, low self-esteem, dysfunctional relationships, toxic jobs, material addictions stem from a lack of self-confidence. If we really knew our worth and our power we wouldn’t waste so much time in that wallowing. Instead we would focus sharply on what our dharma, or true calling, is in this lifetime. We would polish and sharpen the skills and gifts we have been given and offer them out in loving service. We would be the best we can be and do the best we can do, finding a path we are drawn to for that calling. 


Patanjali even reminds us that this wouldn’t be a heavy or arduous task. It won’t feel overwhelming or sanctimonious when your dharma starts calling you and you begin to resonate with it. It will be light! Easeful! You will be filled with a sense of being in the right place at the right time, and synchronicities will start to unfold. This is the promise for those of us who concentrate on the Divine rather than concentrating on Facebook or shopping or the faults we perceive in others. 


I’ve been writing for as long as I can remember; certainly endless notebooks and journals were filled as a teenager. Some of my early writing reflected my interest in the Bible as the first spiritual text I was given access to. Later I began to craft my own simple poems and other worlds opened up to me through reading and listening. The Celtic festivals marking the long days of the summer solstice, the harvest in autumn and the moving into stillness of the winter solstice all sang to me through the months and years of my youth in England and through the pages of books I devoured in order to understand more deeply the spirit of the place and time into which I was born. As I write this I am soon to turn 40, and when I was a young adult the internet didn’t exist. I am surprisingly grateful for this, as it meant that knowledge was acquired more slowly and was more sacred. I was grateful for the wisdom I was exposed to, particularly for the wise women who supported my spiritual growth, because they were way-showers and knowledge bearers without whom I would not have grown in the ways I did. 


I’ve had the great fortune to always be held and supported by a wonderful tribe of women. Throughout my whole life I’ve had not only friends but elders to turn to and ask for help when needed. I feel now, as I begin to age, the calling of moving a little closer to the role of elder myself, a pull that is stronger year by year as I observe my young children growing up. Author Lisa Lister describes wise women in generations past as ‘keepers of arcane, sacred knowledge. They had many skills including the sacred observation of seasonal customs, healing and understanding and recognising the roots of the future in the past and present. They also held sacred the spiritual lives of the communities they served. This knowledge was stored and kept safe, with most of it being passed down orally through words and song, committed to memory rather than books.’ 


Yoga is to ‘yoke with the Divine’, to move closer to God. There are so many ways to do that, and it has worked for me to have cultivated my own personal relationship with the Divine through several strands of practice and influence. I know some do not agree with this but in my experience getting closer to God is not about how much knowledge we have access to but rather how applied that knowing is. It is about true remembering based on our ancestry, a memory that is visceral and alive with prana, not dry and academic. That is why I have written this book about sadhana. Sadhana means to act, to do something, to be in the world yet deeply connected to Spirit. I have long felt that my dharma in this lifetime is deeply connected to service (and having four children has tested this in the most hands-on way imaginable!), and I now begin to understand that service as ‘holding sacred the spiritual lives of the communities I serve’ – starting with my immediate circle of friends and family, and the yoga students I am so fortunate to teach. 


‘It makes our minds feel bright and clear when we hear someone say that our real purpose in life is to help and serve others.’ – Geshe Michael Roache
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In these pages we will focus deeply on yoga practices and philosophy (and there is much magic inherent there – enough for many, many lifetimes of practice), as well as activism and the rhythm of the seasons according to ayurveda. I will encourage you to animate more deeply your intuition, to light candles and create altars not just as a remembrance of sacred space but as an awakening of magic and mystery. In growth and transformation, we come to expect the unexpected and intuition starts to strengthen as a tool we can use in our lives. There is a depth of emotion before consciousness arises or insight unfolds; dreams, impulses and wild creative bursts abound. As my teacher, the co-founder of Jivamukti Yoga Sharon Gannon, says, ‘magic is a shift in perception’. As I’m writing these words I feel they are coming from this magical kind of a place, and I hope they will hold some power for transformation in your own life as you read them. 


As we explore sadhana, or spiritual practices, a strong focus on bhakti (devotion) and mantra (chanting) will be with us for the journey. Sadhana is such a broad path and might include learning about herbal medicine and energy medicine from flowers and plants or practising ritual and sacred observation. There is sadhana in remembering and knowing that what we do, say and think today matters because the roots of the future are already present in this moment. This has become reflected in my yoga teaching and teaching in general, which is slowly morphing to include more and more circle work, ritual, intuition and the creation of sacred space. It may serve you to sometimes allow yourself to let go of familiar methods and frameworks (where you might worry you are ‘doing things wrong’) and open more to spacious creative expression. 


I do acknowledge, however, that through familiar methods, particularly the Jivamukti Yoga method, the intuition and self-awareness in me developed to this place of creative expression. As a younger woman I needed methods and frameworks more. Perhaps that true self-confidence that Patanjali speaks of was still a glowing ember. As I move into middle age, it’s a roaring fire. I still love the boundaries and discipline of methodical frameworks and without them I would be lost, at sea in a world of too many possibilities, but I also now see and crave the need for trusting my own flow and wisdom as well as that given to me from my teachers. I hope in this book, which is an offering to you, you feel a little of that wisdom and more importantly a permission to follow and awaken your own inner wisdom. 


Please do not mistake a fluidity of methodologies and schools of thought with a lack of reverence for my teachers and the work they have shared with me. These teachings have saved me and served me for decades now, and it is in humble gratitude and deep pranam that I thank my teachers for their tireless work and creative spirits. I hope I do them justice in what I have to offer, and I hope as our journeys unfold – each one of us – that we find our own brave and powerful paths. I hope we are informed by our teachers and the methods we have diligently applied in our lives but enlivened by the self-confidence of our own heart’s calling. His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (known as Srila Prabhupada), the enlightened swami who founded the International Society of Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), suggests that our dharma – our calling in life – is the service we offer that we know in our hearts sustains our existence. It is what we feel is of absolute value to us and for us to offer out. For me, the work I do and also writing about it is part of my service, and I feel honoured to be blessed with the clarity of knowing this and having the opportunity to do so.


Some of the teachings you will find in this book will not be new to you, but it is my goal to view as ongoing the role of the student in spiritual life. My level of knowledge is not fixed, and you never know what you may learn even in hearing the same teachings offered again and again. In the application of knowledge there is a second lesson. First we understand something intellectually, then we apply that understanding. You have to use spiritual knowledge in order for it to be effective, through invoking the desire to learn something. In asking for support to retain what we have learned, the teachings start to stick. 









Chapter 1 


Steady foundations


The practices of non-violence and devotion 
as a foundation for spiritual life
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‘Be silent and count your blessings, endless Grace has come.’ – Rumi
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The practices of sadhana and ahimsa 


Wise Earth Ayurveda describes sadhana as ‘remembering and knowing what we do, say and think’. Sadhana reminds us of our innate relationship to Mother Nature. What is the point of yoga practice? Many people who come to a yoga class for the first time come for a physical benefit, to overcome injury or improve strength and flexibility – but these are just side benefits. The real point is to find ourselves closer to Spirit in all forms, to go deeper into life and stop skimming the surface. The practices of yoga asana (the physical poses) actually have a special power (siddhi) in them, which I have noticed unfolds in even the most hardened cynic given enough time. In yoga asana practice a hardening or calcification in the body and mind starts to dissolve and a psycho-kinetic transformation takes place as the body moves with the current of breath (life force or holy spirit) flowing through it. This is the internal practice that Pattabhi Jois, founder of the Ashtanga Yoga system speaks of. On the outside the body is moving, the breath is flowing; on the inside radical change is happening, deep transformation, breath by breath.


‘Yoga is an internal practice. The rest is just a circus.’ – Shri K. Pattabhi Jois
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The application of sadhana in everyday life works in a similar way. Sadhana means ‘conscious spiritual practice’, and it really has little to do with what you’re doing on the outside and everything to do with what is going on inside. Just like the asana practice, when our daily lives embrace sadhana radical change starts to unfold. For example: you might be drinking a cup of tea; you’re rushing around because it’s morning and you’re trying to get out of the door; you’re looking for your keys and packing a bag as you gulp the tea down. The outer action is ‘drinking a cup of tea’, while the inner experience is fragmented and disconnected. If you were to drink a cup of tea as sadhana it would be a completely different experience. There would be mindfulness. You would give the tea your full attention, sitting quietly and enjoying the taste and warmth. There would be gratitude and elegance in your approach, such as we see in exquisite Japanese tea ceremonies. 


Sadhana can be applied to anything you do that is uplifting and elevates your intention beyond the mundane or selfish. Sadhana is always anchored in ahimsa (non-violence, or kindness), because for a practice to be spiritual – filled with spirit – it must not harm another. We know this because we know we are ultimately all one. The Buddha explains this in his teaching of the ‘web of life’, often depicted through Buddhist iconography such as the ‘thangkas’ created in Tibet. As yogis we might call it oneness of being. We know about this web of life in our hearts, not our minds. If you eat a steak, some part of you knows you harmed not only the cow but your own spirit. It might not be conscious, but the knowing is there. 


Spiritual practices help us to get closer to the knowing (intuition) of our own intrinsic kindness and compassion. This is why generally the practices get easier the more we apply them. They become second nature, or really an unfolding of our true nature that we forgot or have buried because of the non-conducive cultural conditions around us. We can replace those cultural conditions with satsang (spiritual community) by making our homes sacred spaces and by seeing all who we come into contact with as opportunities for satsang. Satsang, or creating spiritual community and friendships, brings the quality of compassion into action. 


‘On the surface, we appear separate from our surroundings, but under the surface there is a connection that binds us all. Similar to how on the surface embroidery appears separate from its background, but underneath the surface it’s all connected.’ – Alan Watts 
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At this time in history and in our culture the application of ahimsa means to step up more than ever and remember our power as spiritual warriors. Now is our time, the time that kindness and compassion are most needed. We shouldn’t get caught up in thinking that our efforts must be heroic or awe-inspiring. We can make a difference in the everyday – it is in the small moments of the everyday that transformation takes place. It says in the Bhagavad Gita, the ancient scripture from India named the ‘Lord’s Song’, that if we offer something as small and unassuming as a leaf or a flower to the Divine in humility and love, that offering will be accepted and rewarded. It’s not about grand gestures but rather patience, persistence and kindness in the small moments. 


As a child I sang in the choir of my local church, which was a small, very traditional, beautiful but cold and musty building in the village I grew up in. I loved that place because it was the first sacred space I ever went to regularly, the first temple. My favourite Christmas carol that I remember from these times is The Little Drummer Boy. It tells the story of a poor child who goes to see the baby Jesus in Bethlehem but has nothing to offer so he plays his drum, and baby Jesus smiles at him. This is sadhana in action. Our task is as simple as picking a flower or two, lighting a candle and filling our homes with the sweet smell of incense or natural oils and devotional music. Make some fresh herbal tea. Sit down and journal your dreams and wishes for the year, keeping it simple and kind. Ask yourself, ‘How can I give more?’, ‘How can I step up?’ Our efforts do not have to be perfect, which is why we call them part of a practice in yoga. For me, more patience, less distraction and more presence are clear goals at the moment, especially with my young children. I wish to sit in wisdom, the vast world of intuition, dreams and mystery; this is to live in yoga. 


The practice of ahimsa, non-violence, is a practice of alchemy. Alchemy means to transform one substance into another, usually more valuable substance, for example, turning base metal into gold. Through the practice of ahimsa or non-violence we transform not only ourselves, but the world around us. The ancient saints and sages who developed and codified the yogic practices we still do today knew this. They retreated into quiet spaces such as caves and forests to get very still and grounded in order to figure out how alchemy was possible. They realised that we are all part of one energy; we are all one thing together – separateness is an illusion. 


They called this realisation ‘enlightenment’. But they also knew in their great wisdom that it would be very difficult for most people to feel this connection, as most of us feel we are separate. So they made a suggestion: start with being kind. This is the secret formula to fixing almost any problem. Kindness is the magic ingredient that makes alchemy possible, turning lumps of lead into gold. Through the practices of yoga – starting with ahimsa – we start to see the oneness of being in the world. We stop seeing ourselves as separate. My teacher Sharon Gannon explains it like this: ‘Yoga practices alchemically transform our perception of who we are. The body of the enlightened yogi houses the light of truth. The yogi lives in the world as an instrument for this truth. There are many yoga practices that can guide a person along the way to that magical remembering of who he or she really is.’ 


The practice of bhakti


Narada was an enlightened sage from ancient times who offered his sacred teachings through kirtan, or devotional song. In Narada’s scripture, the Bhakti Sutras, he outlines a four-stage process for developing bhava, or true devotion. Narada goes into a great deal of discussion in his sutra around which path is the best for getting close to God or for attaining deeper advancement in yoga. He particularly explores the contrasting paths of Jnana Yoga, or wisdom seeking, with Bhakti Yoga, or devotional practice. In simplistic terms, we could think of jnana as the path of the ‘head’ or intellect and bhakti as the path of ‘heart’ or feeling. In my own personal experience both are needed to progress, but the bhakti (devotional love and feeling) is most important and unfortunately many of us place far too much value on thinking to the detriment of this bhakti connection. Regardless, Narada places his emphasis on bhakti and gives us some clues as to how we might develop what he beautifully describes as a ‘dynamic spiritual magnet of love in our hearts’.






Narada’s four-step plan for bhakti 






	Worshipping state of mind (puja): the essence of this first stage is in ritual or remembering our connection to the Divine through sacred action. 


	Praying state of mind: prayer is our conversation with the Divine. 


	Meditative state of mind: in the meditative state of mind we start to move out of longing and into a state of deeper connection. The journey moves from effort toward grace. 


	Mind merging with the Divine: this stage requires no effort and is the manifestation of grace arising through previous effort.








‘Inquire and investigate into what or whom you are truly devoted to. To what or to whom do you allocate most of your energy? Explore how this investigation can give you clarification as to whether your actions align with your aspirations.’ – Rima Rabath 
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Narada’s teachings remind us that progress on the spiritual path is not all up to us. We apply effort and at some point (who knows when; that is part of the mystery!) grace will arise. The effort is applied though the practices of puja, prayer and meditation. The rest is a process of swaha, or letting go, offering up your efforts to something higher than personal gain. 


If you have never done a puja (devotional ritual) practice, start very simply. There are some beautiful ideas and instructions in Radhanath Swami’s book The Journey Within, but you could start with simply lighting a candle, burning some incense or making a small sacred space in your home such as on a windowsill or mantelpiece. Place some sacred object there along with images of your teachers and perhaps a fresh flower. Honouring this space is the beginning of puja, and having such a space in your home will transform it. 


Next the invitation is to pray. First you’ve got to know what you’re praying to, but don’t get too caught up in that. If you think you need a very clear image of God and a philosophically reconciled understanding of what God is before you start to pray, you might never get started! Let go of the need to intellectually understand and just pray, somehow to something. Even if you are cynical that God exists or feel silly, what is the harm in trying? I was taught to pray as a child in the Church of England, and my form of prayer to this day remains quite traditional. Sometimes I imagine I’m picking up the telephone and speaking to God, downloading all that’s going on in my head, particularly my spiritual struggles, and being patiently listened to by a very wise and very kind friend. I also find my daily mantra recitation practice (japa) is a method of prayer. When I pray I ask for a lot of things; I’m petitioning. Ninety per cent of what I’m asking for is an increase in my own positive qualities. Often I ask for more patience or to be kinder. I ask for the clarity to act well and with skilful discernment. I never ask for material things, because I feel that my needs in that department are more than taken care of and it’s a waste of treasured prayer time. It’s actually a distortion of what prayer is to ask for ‘stuff’; very few of us really need more stuff. I don’t subscribe to the school of thought popular in manifestation circles that it is all right to ask for a Ferrari or diamond ring if that’s what you want. That’s a waste of your precious time with God. Ask for something that will actually make you happy, such as a peaceful heart or the ability to help others. 
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health and harmony within and without is absolute’
— Mava TrwaRrr, Ayurveda pioneer, author and humanitarian
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