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To Swami Vishnu-devananda and to the Acharyas of the International Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres (Executive Board Members) for their support and encouragement in writing this book

 

Through regular meditation, the mind becomes clear and the motives pure.

The subconscious mind releases hidden knowledge that allows a better understanding of oneself and our relationship to the world.

The limited personality slowly dissolves into an expanded consciousness.

Ultimately, the super-conscious or intuitive forces are released, leading to a life of wisdom and peace.

 

SWAMI VISHNU-DEVANANDA

 

Facing page: Swami Vishnu-devananda in meditation Title page: dawn view of the lake at the Sivananda Yoga Dhanwantari Ashram in Kerala, South India


PREFACE

Meditation is at the core of the practice of yoga. It is both its main tool and its ultimate destination. This book presents a classical approach to the yogic path of meditation, which is called raja yoga. This knowledge dates from very ancient times and has been handed down from generation to generation through an unbroken lineage of teachers and students. The purpose of this book is to stimulate the reader’s interest in the timeless practice of meditation and connect the reader with a time-tested spiritual tradition, probably the oldest one in the world.

The science of raja yoga is vast and complex. The knowledge in this book is based on the classical raja yoga tradition presented in the light of the direct experience of one of the great yoga masters of modern times, Swami Sivananda, and of one of his direct students, Swami Vishnu-devananda. Both of these teachers dedicated their lives to making yoga accessible to all. They present the intricate science of yoga in simple words, making it come alive through examples, stories, and anecdotes taken from daily life. They make it clear, straightforward, and resolutely practical. At the same time, they have never allowed the teachings to be diluted. Swami Vishnu-devananda, who was sent by his Master in the late 1950s to teach yoga to the West, fought all his life to preserve the purity and depth of the yogic knowledge he had received from his teacher in the Himalayas. A combination of simplicity and authenticity is the genius of these two great teachers and explains the great success of their teachings in both the East and the West.

The following short account of the life’s work of Swami Vishnu-devananda will hopefully convey the spirit in which he undertook the mission imparted to him by his teacher. In 1957 Swami Sivananda told him: “Go to the West. People are waiting.” With this single instruction, a ten rupee note in his pocket, and no support other than his tremendous faith in his teacher and his indomitable willpower, Swami Vishnu-devananda left Swami Sivananda’s ashram (retreat centre) in Rishikesh, North India, and started a long journey that took him to Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Japan, Hong Kong, and finally to the West. Everywhere he spread the knowledge of yoga, touching many people through his enthusiasm and boundless energy.

He arrived in San Francisco in the autumn of 1957 and explained to a suspicious immigration officer that he was coming to the United States of America to teach yoga. The official finally let him in after the young yogi had made an impressive demonstration of the full locust (an advanced yoga posture) on his desk! This was the beginning of a story that lasted thirty-five years, during which Swami Vishnu-devananda founded the Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centre, one of the largest yoga organizations in the world with over forty yoga centres and ashrams worldwide. In 1959 he wrote The Complete Illustrated Book of Yoga, which has sold over a million copies and remains a classic today. In 1969 he founded the True World Order, an international organization whose aim is to promote world peace and mutual understanding between nations, religions, and cultures. Swami Vishnu-devananda learned how to pilot a small plane and undertook numerous peace missions, flying over the world’s trouble-spots at the risk of his life, dropping flowers and leaflets for peace over war zones and disputed borders. His peace flights took him to Belfast, Suez, and West Pakistan in 1971, and in 1983 he flew over the Berlin Wall from west to east.

Group meditation at the Sivananda Yoga Dhanwantari Ashram in Kerala, South India. Group meditation confers a more powerful impact on the meditator than meditating alone.
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In 1969 Swami Vishnu-devananda started the first yoga teachers’ training course ever taught in the West. Since then, many thousands of teachers have been trained. In 1979 he wrote his second book Meditation and Mantras, aiming to “dispel the confusion that has arisen around the topic of meditation”. Into this book he poured all his knowledge of the ancient science of meditation, mantras, and the four classical paths of yoga: jnana yoga (the yoga of knowledge), bhakti yoga (the yoga of universal love), raja yoga (the yoga of self-mastery), and karma yoga (the yoga of selfless action).

Swami Vishnu-devananda left his body in 1993 in India, after an extraordinary and eventful life lived for the total service of his mission: spreading the knowledge of yoga in the West and reviving it in its country of origin. The International Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres around the world continue his work and dedicate themselves to teaching yoga in the same spirit of purity and simplicity.

The Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres have been teaching meditation to beginners and advanced students for over thirty-five years. They have unrivalled experience in introducing this complex science to a public with a sincere interest in meditation but limited knowledge of traditional methods. As yoga has increased in popularity, the need has grown for a clear and simple book focusing specifically on the science of meditation.

The aim of this book is to present this science of meditation to those with little or no prior knowledge and to help them to get started in meditation practice. However, it does not present meditation as an isolated technique aiming at a quick fix for the stresses and strains of our daily lives, but rather as the central organ of a body of practices that constitute a way of life. The challenge in writing this book was to present the practice of meditation as a simple and effective method to regain inner and outer harmony. At the same time the reader’s attention is gently draw to the fact that success in meditation will be in direct proportion to the effort expended in preparing for the practice.

It is not the purpose of this book to elaborate on the deep philosophy that underlies the practice of meditation. The more advanced practitioner can refer to Swami Vishnu-devananda’s book Meditation and Mantras, available at Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres (see page 152).

 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

We recommend that you look through the whole book first for an overview of the process involved. Beginning a new meaningful activity is always exciting. Start by creating a sacred space for your practice. Use your creativity to make it simple but beautiful, so that it is a joy to sit there for your daily practice.

Make a resolve to try the practice of meditation for six months. Fix a time for your daily practice and make a strong resolve to stick to it. Start with the sense of an exciting new adventure: you are about to embark on the most fascinating and challenging of all journeys: one that will bring you back to your true Self. So celebrate and be grateful that this desire and inspiration has come to you. It is a blessing to be motivated to uplift one’s life and expand one’s awareness.

Keep a spiritual diary to record your progress: note how long you meditated, the quality of your concentration, the thoughts that troubled you the most, and what other challenges you met.

After a few months of practice, reflect and see what changes meditation has brought about in your life. Re-read Chapter Two, The Yogic Lifestyle, and think of what other positive changes you could make in your life: maybe an improvement in your diet, less time watching TV, getting up a little earlier; doing regular exercise, or spending more time in nature.

Once you have settled in your practice you can move on to the advanced part of the book. Reflect on Chapter Eight, The Art of Right Living, and revisit Chapter Four, The Art of Positive Thinking. You will grow aware that a change in personality comes from a shift in consciousness, not from a mere change of surroundings. Reflect on the necessity of uplifting the level of your thoughts.

At this point in your practice, you will probably feel the need for direct guidance from a teacher. Becoming aware of one’s mental habits is a challenging task. Invoking within oneself enough humility, courage, and determination to overcome them requires guidance and encouragement from an experienced practitioner.

Always remember Swami Sivananda’s “triple secret formula” for success in yoga and meditation: “Practise, practise and… practise!”

If this book can stimulate your interest for the inner quest and get you started on your path, it will have reached its goal.

We wish you strength, inspiration, and joy on your journey. May the blessings of the ancient and modern yogis be with you!

THE SIVANANDA YOGA VEDANTA CENTER


INTRODUCTION

The science of meditation is a universal tradition that traces its origin to thousands of years before the advent of today’s civilization, surviving unchanged as it has passed from generation to generation. It has endured in its original form because within its simple framework lie the principal teachings and approaches that make up the substance of all known philosophies, religions, and disciplines. Meditation is by definition transcendental, a word used to convey the beauty of the practice, in which all fears, desires, longings, and negative emotions are left behind.

Many people come to meditation, not because they want to hide in a cave in the Himalayas withdrawing from the mainstream, but because they feel unfulfilled and empty, with stress, anxiety, frustration, and depression playing a much larger part in their lives than they would like. They realize there is a restlessness and dissatisfaction in their daily life and they have a vague notion that their search for happiness, peace, and contentment requires a different approach than that offered by Western society. They may be unsure of what meditation can do, but know it promises relief from the high tension and roller-coaster speed of today’s technology-led culture.

Meditation gives this relief and much more. It teaches us that there is a power within each one of us, an energy, a peace, and a wisdom, which we can tap into once we know it is available. This power inspires, encourages, reinforces, and gives strength to those who seek to grow in a positive direction. You may be unaware of this inner resource, or have misconceptions about it. You may be like the Indian farmer who moved to a house in the city and lived in darkness because he did not know what those strange boxes in the wall could do. The power, the light is there and available to all; we need only to connect ourselves with the current. This source of wisdom is the Self. The Self is not the individual body or mind, but that aspect deep inside each person that knows the truth. It exists in each being and yet it exists independently also. Some call it Cosmic Consciousness, Holy Spirit, Universal Mind, Love, the Peace that Passeth all Understanding, the Absolute; others call it Buddha, Christ, Allah, Brahman, God…. The names and paths are many, but there is one supreme essence that pervades all of life. This Self is impossible to understand with our minds. There is no way to intellectually define or describe that which is limitless. Only through direct experience can this essence be known. Through the protracted practice of meditation we can still the outgoing mind, develop intuitive abilities, and touch that part of the supreme essence that lies within all; a process which brings peace, compassion, joy, and understanding in its wake. Yoga likens the mind to a lake, with the ripples on the lake representing our thoughts and emotions. When the ripples subside the lake is still and we can see the precious jewels lying silently in their glory at the bottom.

The first lesson that we learn when we start the process of meditation—for process it is—is to look into our own minds. To many this may seem a difficult task. Western psychology teaches us to look at how other people think and behave in order to gain insight into our own minds. However, the tradition of yoga states clearly that we must leave other people’s lives alone and focus only on ourselves. Yoga teaches that to find peace we must first develop peace within ourselves. The challenge is to gain control of our own personal internal world.

When we look within, what do we find? We find a mind constantly conversing with itself, jumping from one thought or emotion to the next, caught in continual motion, running away from this or running towards that, robbing us of the ability to focus and be still. We are looking for peace but our search leads us mistakenly to look outside and we find ourselves resorting to drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, television, overeating, oversleeping, or overworking in the hope of stilling the mind. We unconsciously lead ourselves into a never-ending cycle of desire, further than ever from our goal of peace.

Meditation is the art of slowing down and focusing the mind; the seventh step of the eight-step path of yoga known as raja yoga, which aims at complete mastery over body and mind. Meditation (dhyana in Sanskrit) is a state of consciousness and as such is difficult to describe. The great rishis or sages from India compare the state of mind in meditation to the uninterrupted flow of oil from one vessel into another. There is movement, but it is the movement of the natural flow of consciousness with no interruption from the thoughts and desires that normally crowd our minds. It is not a void, as is commonly conceived, but the fullness of pure consciousness itself, the substratum behind the mind and the ground of all existence. With the stilling of the mind comes the realization that we have within ourselves that which we were fruitlessly seeking outside—selfless love; the very source of bliss. Swami Sivananda tells us that this natural state is our birthright which we have mislaid through misguided actions and thought patterns. To find again our true nature we need to realign ourselves to the eternal, universal laws of health and harmony in order to create the conditions in which we can practise the art of meditation.

This realignment requires a knowledge of how our thought processes work and what we need to be able to meditate. Much has been said and written about meditation, yet it takes years to understand its nature. It cannot be taught, just as sleep cannot be taught. We may have a comfortable mattress, a warm room, and no disturbances, but sleep may not come. Sleep itself is not in anyone’s hands. We just fall into it. In the same way, meditation comes by itself, but only when the mind is still. To acquire this stillness of mind requires daily practice as it does not come automatically. Once we have learned how to concentrate or focus the mind for a time, quietening the thought waves, the conditions will be right and we fall effortlessly into the meditative state. The sixth step in the raja yoga system is known as dharana, concentration, and the sages spend much time explaining how the practice of concentration is an essential prerequisite to the practice of meditation.

When we start to meditate most of us have serious difficulty focusing our mind and keeping it positive. We may suffer from depression or feel burnt-out from an unbalanced lifestyle. So in the beginning we need to direct our efforts towards pulling ourselves slowly out of this negative state. We start to readjust the way we live, allowing the nervous system to calm down and gradually, over time, developing a clear, positive goal for life. This way we start to regain control over our mind, and gradually develop the ability consciously to gather in its rays and focus them on a single positive thought.

This book is intended to guide us away from unhealthy and unrewarding states of mind to one that is full, profound, and joyful. The journey is long and has challenges that require patience, perseverance, and tenacity.

We are at first not fully aware of the inner resistance to change, which is deeply rooted in one part of our mind. It is only when we start clearing up that we realize how cluttered a room can be and it is the same with the mind. We may not see the thick layer of dust that has accumulated within; so when we start, doubt may creep in. This doubt is a trick of the mind to make us stop the practice and return to a state of unawareness, but we are advised by the masters to take no notice. They urge us to continue with redoubled energy—meditation has to become an integral part of life, as basic to life as food and sleep. They entreat us to trust their promise that it is possible to train the mind to gather its energy, turning it within to illumine the deeper part of the Self and reach the full awareness of ourselves and the meaning of our life. Meditation will take us to a state of the awareness of our true being, a state of complete and spontaneous relaxation, innocence, and bliss.


SECTION I
STARTING OUT
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CHAPTER ONE
THE PRACTICE OF MEDITATION—A TWELVE-STEP GUIDE


Swami Vishnu-devananda would say, as mentioned in our introduction, that it is not possible to teach someone how to meditate, any more than it is possible to teach them how to sleep. Sleep overtakes us only when we detach our mind from its concerns. Meditation also cannot be forced, but unlike sleep, it is a conscious state. We need a degree of willpower to remain in the state of heightened awareness that occurs when we meditate. However, at the same time we need to relax, letting go of all expectations and desires. This subtle balance between the effort needed to sustain concentration on the one side and detachment from all distractions on the other is the art of meditation. We learn to focus the mind without struggle, yet maintain enough control to avoid a drift into reverie.

To attain this state of relaxed awareness we need to prepare ourselves, and there are several steps that will help us. It is important to reiterate that meditation is a process and, as such, takes time. Be gentle and patient with your mind; do not expect miracles. The more care and attention you give to the preparation, the more positive the results.

THE PLACE

It is best to have a special room for meditation, but if this is impossible, as it is for most of us, try to separate off a portion of a room, reserving it solely for your practice if you can. Maintain it as a space to be used only for meditation, clean and tidy, free from distracting vibrations and associations, and allow only those who respect its sacredness to enter.

The place of focus

Set up a little table as the focal point of the room, with a candle or, better still, a small oil lamp, light being a potent spiritual symbol.



Wearing a meditation shawl made of cotton or wool and sitting on a simple rug or mat will reinforce the calm atmosphere around you when you sit for meditation. Gazing at the steady flame before you start your meditation practice will bring concentration and introversion of the mind. This gazing is actually a concentration exercise in its own right, as explained on pages 63-5. A flower or vase of flowers will enhance the atmosphere and fill the mind with joy. Burning incense in the morning and evening has a strongly purifying effect on the energy of the space. Use natural (not chemical) incense such as sandalwood, with its calming and cooling effect on the mind, or fragrances such as rose or frankincense.
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If you are of a religious nature, set up an image of an uplifting spiritual symbol, such as the OM symbol, the Cross, or the Star of David; or a picture of Christ, Krishna, the Divine Mother, or Buddha. Choose what speaks to your heart and soul and helps your mind to turn within, away from worldly concerns. The powerful vibrations from repeated meditation practice will remain in the room, creating a magnetic aura, and within six months the peace and purity of the atmosphere will be quite tangible. In times of stress you can sit in the space, practise for half an hour, and experience great comfort and relief.

Purifying the meditation area

For more advanced meditators we recommend a practice called arati (see page 105).

Which direction to face

Sitting on a clean mat (a folded woollen blanket or cotton mat are excellent for this) in front of the table, face north or east to take advantage of favourable magnetic vibrations. These directions are considered to be the most conducive to spiritual concentration.

Meditating in nature

It scarcely needs mentioning that natural environments are much more favourable to the practice of meditation than cities, where pollution from noise, traffic, electronic machinery, and the high stress levels of many of the people around can make it difficult to concentrate. If you can, try to take advantage of any opportunity to meditate in nature—on a beach facing the ocean, on a peaceful river bank, under a tree, on a mountain, with the rising or setting sun. You will find the meditation qualitatively different. If, like most of us, you have to meditate in the city, you can still create a protected and sacred environment and it is certainly better to meditate in a city than not to meditate at all!
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Face north or east to take advantage of favourable magnetic vibrations.



Swami Sivananda in meditation
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2 THE TIME

The most effective times for the practice of meditation are at dawn and dusk, when the atmosphere is charged with special spiritual force. The most desirable time is brahmamuhurta, the hours between four and six a.m. In these quiet hours after sleep, the mind and atmosphere are clear and unruffled by activities of the day. Refreshed and free of worldly concerns, concentration comes without effort. If this is not feasible, choose a time when you can retreat from daily activities and calm your mind. In the evening around sunset is also a good time or just before going to bed. With the mind freed from the tensions accumulated during the day and tuned to a higher state, you will quickly fall into deep sleep after meditating. At whatever time you choose, make sure you know you will not be disturbed by outside distractions.
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