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Erich Schiffmann on the Practice of Yoga

The purpose of yoga is to facilitate the profound inner relaxation that accompanies fearlessness. The release from fear is what finally precipitates the full flowering of love. In this state you will love what you see in others, and others will love you for having been seen. This is the softened perception of the world that yoga promotes.

Therefore, the apparently simple benefits that accrue from the regular practice of yoga can change your life in very profound ways. Do not underestimate the value of being balanced, centered, and coordinated, of being strong and light, of being more flexible, without pain, experiencing the subsequent feelings of invisibility or transparency, and of being more sensitive. . . .

Yoga will make you sensitive to the stillness, the presence, the hush, the peace of God. This deep inner stillness is at the core of your being. It is the ground, the joy of your being. The radiant peace you’ll experience is what happens naturally when the creative energy of God is allowed to flow through you unobstructed.
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To my mother



Creation flows, for life is the movement of Being.

Immerse yourself in stillness and become consciously one with the flow.

Conscious union is yoga.
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Introduction


People often ask me how I became interested in yoga and whether or not I was flexible when I first started. I usually say that I was reading Krishnamurti books in high school, and somewhere in one of them he said that if you really wanted to get your head together, if you wanted to achieve enlightenment, clarity, or peace of mind, otherwise known as Self-Realization, Awakening, or God-Realization—that is, if you wanted to understand what he was talking about—it helped if your body was as healthy and sensitive as possible, and he recommended yoga, meditation, and a vegetarian diet. I thought, “Well, if any of this actually helps, it’s worth a try.” And so I took up the practice. But it wasn’t exactly like that. And, no, I was not flexible when I first started. I could not touch my toes, for example. But it came fast. I progressed quickly. I remember being able to balance on my head for a few seconds the first time I tried, but I was not able to cross my legs into the Lotus position.

My older brother, Karl, had earlier given me my first yoga book, The Spirit and Practice of Yoga by Michael Volin and Nancy Phelan, which I promptly put into a drawer and forgot about. I still have the book, by the way, and Karl now says he has no recollection of ever giving it to me. At some point, however—I must have been thirteen or fourteen—I remember finding the book and looking at the pictures. They had an exotic appeal. I remember liking the sheen of the man’s skin, the look in his face, and thinking he appeared healthy—not in a get-fit way, especially, but in a mystical, holy, deeply healthy, appealing way. I started dabbling with the postures. I’m not sure why.

There were not very many poses in that book, maybe fifteen or twenty, but I tried them all. I especially remember attempting Uttanasana, the Standing Forward Fold, where you bend forward from you hips and touch your face to your legs. This wasn’t possible by any means, initially, but after several weeks I bent over and was almost touching my face to my legs. I was really close. And so, I went for it. I pulled with my arms and stretched even harder, and I managed to touch my face to my knees for a brief moment. And I got such a rush! Energy sped through my whole body. It felt electric—almost scary, but not. It was actually intensely pleasurable, exhilarating. I was there just a moment, but when I stood up I was different. Something in me had changed. I realized I was tinkering with something powerful. I wasn’t suddenly a zealous convert, nor did I become particularly disciplined about any of this yet, but in my mind I was beginning to think of myself as someone who was “into yoga.”

About the same time I remember going into a health food store in Redondo Beach, the first time I had ever been in one (one of the few around, as I recall), and there on the counter was a book entitled Metaphysical Meditations by Paramahansa Yogananda. I liked his name, it had a certain roll to it, I liked the title of the book, it sounded mystical and intriguing, but I especially liked his photo on the front. He had long hair, which I liked, and like the other man, he looked holy. And though I remember being somewhat hesitant or embarrassed about buying the book, I went ahead and bought it anyway. I enjoyed the book, though I don’t think I actually understood most of what it was about—maybe I did—but, mostly, I liked the way I felt when I was reading it. I joined the Self-Realization Fellowship soon after that, devoured all of Yogananda’s books, especially Autobiography of a Yogi, and did their weekly lessons and practiced their exercises and meditations.

In my bedroom at the time I happened to have two small clothes closets, just big enough to stand up in. At Yogananda’s suggestion, I put all my clothes into just one of the closets and made a meditation chamber out of the other. I put a small rug on the floor, a pillow to sit on, candles, incense, his books on a little stand, and pictures of the gurus, all five of them, on the wall. And I would go in there and meditate. I also put the guru pictures on the wall above my head near my bed. I think my father thought I was a nut. I also put Yogananda’s picture on a bolo tie and wore it most of the time.

I must have been fourteen when all of this was happening because on my fifteenth birthday I took a bus to Encinitas to do a weekend silent spiritual retreat at the Self-Realization Fellowship on the cliff above the Pacific Ocean. I remember I wasn’t yet old enough to drive. The resident monks gave a tour at one point. As we entered what used to be Yogananda’s bedroom, one of them said, “You can still feel his vibration in here.” And I could. I remember feeling pleasantly surprised. It had that magical, holy feeling. I don’t remember much else about that weekend, except for the fragrance of peppermint tea and that I wasn’t yet able to talk about what I was feeling with anyone.

I started reading all kinds of books about Eastern religion, yoga, spiritual biographies, and meditation. I remember reading Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse in English class. It was one of the few times in years that I was excited about school.

Soon after this my best friend, Bob Ackerman, gave me a book entitled Think on These Things by Krishnamurti, saying, “This is the best book I’ve ever read. You’ve gotta read it.” And because Bob was recommending it, I gave it special attention. And I fell in love. I was totally wowed by what the man was saying. I dropped out of the Self-Realization Fellowship and read almost nothing but Krishnamurti for the next several years. All this time I was meditating, or at least trying to, reading, going for walks (that’s what Krishnamurti did) and tinkering with the yoga poses, meanwhile thinking I would grow up and be a painter, an artist. Often, I’d simply climb a tree and sit in it for a long time. I actually built a tree house in a wooded area of the Palos Verdes golf course for this purpose.

I read Krishnamurti all through high school, and my intention was to attend art school in San Francisco. As it turned out, my parents either couldn’t afford to send me to art school or they didn’t think it was a good idea, so when I finished high school, instead of going to art school like I had hoped, I took the year off to work and save money for school tuition. During that winter I spent a month living in an apartment in downtown Los Angeles taking care of Blackie, our childhood baby-sitter who was more like my grandmother than anything else. She was a friend of my grandmother, probably a baby-sitter for my mother, too. I spent a month in downtown Los Angeles taking care of her after a cataract operation. In the evenings I would walk to the Bodhi Tree Bookstore and read, and it was there that I found a new book by Krishnamurti entitled Brockwood Talks. These were transcriptions of talks Krishnamurti had given at a school named Brockwood Park in England, a Krishnamurti high school, it turns out. After returning from the bookstore I would go to my room, sit in a straight-back chair, read a little more Krishnamurti, and then try to meditate.

It was during one of these meditation attempts that it dawned on me that I would really rather go to Brockwood the following year instead of art school. I figured I could attend Brockwood for a year, meet Krishnamurti, meet other people who were interested in Krishnamurti’s teachings, learn yoga the way Krishnamurti did it, eat the way Krishnamurti did, learn everything about him I could, and then come back to California and go to art school. It seemed like a daring thing to do because I had never thought about going to a foreign country, I certainly couldn’t afford it, and mostly, I assumed I would not be eligible because Brockwood was a high school and I had just finished high school.

I remember writing the school a very sincere letter and putting it into the mailbox with a silent prayer or desire that I be accepted at Brockwood as a student, even though I had already completed high school here in the States. I waited nervously for their reply and was ecstatic when they said yes. I told my friends I’d be going to school in England, a Krishnamurti school, but I was unable to explain why. I just knew I had to go. It was more like some primeval animal instinct or latent spiritual urge than anything else. I was on the scent of something.

That was a magical year for me. Krishnamurti was as enlightened a man as I had ever met. He epitomized everything good. He was an excellent speaker, he was serious, he was handsome, he was sensitive, courteous, mystical, shy in person, and powerful on stage. And besides being an accomplished hatha yogi (someone who practices physical yoga)—he practiced yoga three hours a day—he was also what’s called a jnani, one who has attained Self-Realization through the so-called mental door. He affected me profoundly and permanently, and I value tremendously my time at Brockwood. I did not need to take exams that year because I had already finished high school in California, so I was able to take classes without the pressure of examinations. What a luxury. Everyone should experience this at some point, the joy of learning without the background noise of knowing you are going to be tested on the material. My whole attitude toward school and learning changed that year. I took art, horticulture, biology, history, and yoga. Yoga classes were taught in the Krishnamacharya-Desikachar tradition, now known as Viniyoga, by a man named Jim Fowler. This meant, among other things, that all the classes were private. There was no such thing as a group yoga class. Since this was the case, I was only able to take one yoga class per week. This meant that if I wanted to do yoga, I’d have to do it on my own outside of class. So, right from the start, I attempted to establish my own daily practice. I was not successful at this, but I tried.

Jim was an excellent first teacher. He taught me the basics, and I felt inspired. He would always take your pulse before, during, and after class. The idea was your pulse should go down by the end of the practice. I kept track of my pulse like this when I practiced on my own, too. Mine rarely went down. He also drew little stick figures of what we had done together and put them in a notebook so I could practice outside of class. This is where I first learned to do yoga shorthand.

During that year I went to London on the weekends fairly frequently with others from Brockwood. Whenever possible I went to the British Museum to hang out in the Buddha statue section, staring at the Buddha statues, feeling their presence, marveling at the artists’ skill, and really liking that mystical feeling. The feeling of holiness in those rooms had a special appeal to me. It felt clean, pure, without a lot of dogma or mental trickery. The Buddhas were meditating, and they were sitting in Lotus for the most part. And so that’s what I wanted to do. I wanted to meditate, and I wanted to be able to meditate sitting in Lotus. I just wanted to do that. It didn’t make a lot of sense.

Toward the end of the school year I asked Krishnamurti what he would do if he were me, in terms of learning yoga more seriously. He suggested I study with Desikachar in Madras, India. So I wrote Desikachar and asked him whether or not I could come to India to study with him. He said yes, and I made plans to live in Madras for a year. I went the following September and, for the most part, loved it tremendously. My first reaction when landing in Bombay, however, was repulsion. If I could have, I would have turned around and left immediately. The smells, the sounds, the noise, the people, the traffic, the smoke, the water, the pollution, every form of disease walking down the street . . . was all so strange. My first thought was, “I came here to learn yoga?” This place was filthy. I had always associated yoga with purity, cleanliness, Krishnamurti, the Buddha statue . . . and this is where it was born?

Desikachar had an interesting teaching style. All the classes were privates in those days, and I was seeing him three times a week. I’d come in, sit down, and we’d start talking. He’d ask me how I enjoyed living in India, how I liked the food, how was it living near the beach, and so on. He’d tell me about his kid, he’d ask me more questions . . . and in the back of my mind I was thinking, “Well, when are we going to start with the yoga? I mean, I did come halfway around the world to be here, and I’m only going to be here a limited time, and the minutes are going by, my hour is nearly up. . . .” But the conversation would continue like this until I actually asked him a yoga question and got him talking about yoga. Once I realized that this is how it worked, I came prepared—with hundreds of questions. And that’s how the syllabus of our time together was organized. It was all based on my curiosity, my pulling it out of him. I liked that it was like this, though at first I thought it was strange, that he was not very giving. I was used to going to school, being crammed with information, and internally recoiling from the overwhelming onslaught of largely unwanted and seemingly irrelevant information. But this was fun. It made what I was learning absolutely relevant to me. We progressed at the rate my understanding was able to go and in the directions my interest led.

I lived in Madras for a year, at first in a small, upstairs apartment with a friend of mine from Brockwood and then on the grounds of the Theosophical Society. I had become a member of the Theosophical Society in London on someone’s advice as soon as I knew I was going to India. I lived in a beautiful old bungalow near the beach for about $40 a month and did most of my own cooking. After about nine months a Canadian friend who was studying murdungam, an Indian drum, came down with hepatitis. He tried to heal himself naturopathically. It seemed to work because all his symptoms and yellow coloring disappeared. Soon thereafter, however, it came back with a vengeance. He became delirious, his speech became slurred, and he had difficulty walking as his failing liver began to poison his brain. He was in the hospital for a week or two before he finally died. I must have become infected from him. I didn’t know what it was at first. I just thought I was tired (exhausted, actually) because it was so hot and humid in Madras that summer. It was one hundred and six degrees and ninety-nine percent humidity. Riding my bike to Desikachar’s house became an ordeal. I barely made it across the Adyar bridge one day. The doctors thought it was malaria because I was getting high temperatures and vomiting on a weekly basis, both malaria symptoms. But they couldn’t be sure, they said, unless they were able to test my blood during one of those onslaughts. When I finally turned yellow, we knew. Anyway, there I was at the hospital on my twenty-first birthday getting cortisone shots, watching my friend die, and thinking to myself, “That’s me in two weeks.”

The Indian government would not let me get on the airplane to leave the country because I was too sick, and I didn’t write my parents about my illness until it was over because I did not want them to worry. I was ill for about two months. My bilirubin count was nearly fatal, they said. When I was well enough to travel, I boarded the plane for England. I was going to spend a week at Brockwood before returning to California. I still had art school in the back of my mind.

A friend from Brockwood picked me up at the airport. She was all excited. The current yoga teacher at Brockwood had just left. I could have a job teaching yoga at Brockwood if I wanted it! “Are you kidding?” I said. Wow. Of course. This, as it turns out, was one of those pivotal, unexplainable times when life opens a door and offers a new direction. I walked on through without hesitation. It seemed perfect. It was a better plan than I could ever have designed. “I’ll do this for a year and then go to art school,” I thought. I was still weak from the hepatitis so I did not start immediately. I stayed at the school, gained strength, and started teaching second semester.

I lived and taught at Brockwood for the next five years. I loved Brockwood immensely, but teaching yoga there was difficult for me some of the time because it was a high school. Teenagers, for the most part, are not yet serious about yoga, and yet there was an unspoken understanding that most, if not all, of the students should take yoga. It was assumed that anyone at Brockwood would want to do yoga. This was not enforced, by any means, but I’m sure Krishnamurti thought it was a good idea. So the students would sign up for yoga as one of their classes, just as I had, and they would come for yoga, for example, in between math and biology. Many of them did not take it very seriously, and I often found it frustrating. When I did finally leave Brockwood, I was thrilled to be teaching people who were coming to class of their own volition, giving it their all, and paying me besides. These five years were good for me, though. I got a lot of practice teaching. I was teaching Desikachar style, so that meant a lot of privates every week. I worked hard.

One day at the annual Krishnamurti Talks held every summer in Saanen, Switzerland, near Gstaad, an elderly woman in the Krishnamurti circle introduced me to the daughter of a friend of hers, who happened to be one of Iyengar’s senior pupils and the senior Iyengar teacher in Europe. Her name was Dona Holleman, and she lived in Italy. I did yoga with her several times that week in her room at the hotel where she was staying and at a chateau in the hills above Gstaad. Dona was amazing. She opened up a whole new world and awareness for me of what it meant to do yoga. She was precise, articulate, fun. She could do the poses better than anyone, and she was an excellent teacher. She had a way of being able to explain the poses that made them seem magical. I subsequently visited her during Christmas, Easter, and summer breaks when Brockwood was on holiday. I learned a tremendous amount from her and I took lots of notes.

I was also fortunate enough to spend time with Dona’s friend and mentor, Vanda Scaravelli, at her home in Fiesole, Italy, and in Rome, as well as when she visited Brockwood. Vanda was Krishnamurti’s close personal friend and his hostess when he was in Switzerland. She had a uniquely beautiful teaching style that communicated the way yoga should feel on the inside. She lived yoga, it was obvious, and just to see and be with her was a joy.

My practice improved dramatically during this period, partly because Dona was such an inspiration, and partly because my attempts at establishing a daily practice were finally kicking in. I was practicing daily on my own for several hours at a time with intensity and enthusiasm, and even when I was just sitting around I found myself wanting to stretch. My body was like a new toy. I would try to put my legs behind my head while watching TV, for example. I was in Dona’s circle for several years.

When Brockwood was not on holiday, and I was in England, I spent my weekends in London studying with one of Dona’s students, Mary Stewart. Mary was also a godsend. I had very little money at this time, and she gave me free instruction and allowed me to assist her classes. I learned a tremendous amount about teaching this way. She even invited me to stay at her home. I ate with her family and slept in the guest room. She was very kind. I was almost too naive to appreciate just how generous she was.

During the summer of 1976, Iyengar was teaching in London, and because of my associations with Dona and Mary, I was able to attend his classes. All I remember is that the classes were packed, he had an enormous amount of energy, and that during Virabhadrasana I, the Warrior Pose, he came over and slugged me in the chin. Apparently, I was pulling my chin down too much. I never did that again when he was around. In spite of this, I was very impressed by this man. He was an extremely creative practitioner and teacher, and I wanted to study with him.

I went to Poona, India, during the summer of 1977 to study with the great Iyengar. I was apprehensive about going to India again because of my previous experience, but I vowed to be more careful this time, not to drink the water or buy any food off the streets. Someone was generous enough to pay my way. I was there with friends from England, Scotland, and Australia, and I had a blast. I’d arrive at the institute every morning at seven to watch Iyengar practice. I observed him closely and wrote down everything he did. He was extremely creative and extremely internal when he was practicing. You could tell he was thoroughly immersed in his experience. Class would begin as soon as he was finished and would last three hours. We’d then walk to town, eat, go to our room and take notes, then nap. I would then walk to the institute again to watch Iyengar do his afternoon practice, an hour of headstand and shoulderstand variations. This was followed by a pranayama (breathing) class, which was followed by the evening class. We’d then walk back to town, eat, return to the hotel, and write down everything we could remember, then sleep. It was a lovely summer.

One incident I remember most clearly from that summer occurred at the end of class one day. It had been a very intense, difficult class, and during Shavasana, the Relaxation Pose, I went particularly deep. I remember being very quiet, very centered, and yet very wide awake. Iyengar must have noticed this because he came over to me afterward and said, “You see! It takes Krishnamurti twenty years to get your mind quiet. I can do it in one class.” And he had a point. His methodology worked. It wasn’t just physical, as is the common criticism of his teaching. Many people attempt to discredit him by saying his yoga is not spiritual. But here it was! Spiritual in the most practical, grounded, obvious way. And it was equally obvious from what he said to me that his intent all along was to impart the experience of yoga—not just put everyone through the paces, physically speaking. The whole point of all this physical, hard work—and it was very physical and very demanding—was to get into a deep meditative state. And, for me, it worked. I am extremely grateful to have learned this from him.

When I returned to Brockwood after being with Iyengar, Krishnamurti asked me to show him what I had learned. This was at a time when Iyengar was just beginning to use chairs as props for various yoga poses: backbends, forward bends, shoulderstand, etc. So I went to Krishnamurti’s room and had him sit backward in the chair and do a backbend. He loved it. He had a little difficulty getting up out of the chair after the pose, which is not uncommon, and so I assisted him. He must have been in his early eighties at this time. Thereafter, every day for about a week, Krishnamurti would come up to me and enthusiastically say, “Isn’t the chair a wonderful invention!” meaning he really liked using the chair for backbends and that he had been doing it daily. Soon after this he invited me up to his room again. He wanted to show me his pranayama practice. I think he said he was able to inhale for a minute or two and hold his breath for some equally incredible length of time.

The following Christmas I went home to visit my folks. One afternoon at the Bodhi Tree Bookstore I came across an article in the Yoga Journal entitled “Playing The Edge” by a man named Joel Kramer. I was totally wowed. Here was an article I could relate to. It was the perfect blend of Krishnamurti and yoga. I wrote Joel a letter as soon as I had returned to England asking if I could visit him the next time I was in the States. He wrote back saying, in effect, “Of course.” But he also said he had a teaching engagement in England soon and that he was very interested in meeting Krishnamurti. Would it be possible, he wanted to know, for me to set up a meeting between them? “Sure,” I said. “Easy. Come when K is here, and I’ll introduce you.” So he came to Brockwood a few months later, I introduced him to Krishnamurti at lunch, and they were able to talk.

Joel and I did yoga together in the early mornings and late afternoons. Joel was a wealth of information and experience. He taught me the fundamentals of how he did yoga, much as I am presenting them here in this book: how to breathe, how to stretch and run energy through your body in the poses, and how to “play your edge.” It was a whole new way of doing yoga for me. It felt like the real thing, authentic, like the way the ancients probably practiced, and I was hooked immediately. This was a little awkward, I recall, because I was teaching yoga one way one day, and almost totally differently the next. But I had changed. I had been transformed. I was “ripe,” as Joel put it.

It took me a while before I was able to describe what had happened, but as I look back, I can see that this is when yoga finally became mine. I finally “got” how to do yoga. It finally became clear. It’s internal. It’s a way of listening inwardly and of being guided from within. Therefore, put simply, the basic technique is to go within and listen and then do as the within is prompting you to do. I had learned from Joel how to learn from my own practice and thereby be my own best teacher, rather than always going to someone else for information, inspiration, or technique. Yoga was no longer just a discipline, no longer something I did “because it’s good for me” or because it might help get my head together. It became an inspired, creative act—more meaningful and more fun!

Let me give you an example of what I am talking about. In Iyengar’s classes, for example, he would say, “Move your little finger this way” or “Stretch the skin here”—and I would, and it always felt right. And then he’d say, “Move this skin” or “Rotate your arm in this direction”—and, again, I would, and it always felt right. But I had no idea where he was coming up with all this marvelous information, this detailed insight into how the poses worked. But when Joel taught me how to create a line of energy, suddenly all the intricacies that Iyengar had been talking about began happening by themselves. I would run energy down my arm, for example, and this skin would move this way, and that skin would move that way, and my little finger would move and my arm would rotate, just like Iyengar was saying. But instead of “me” doing it or being told what to do, it was coming from inside as a result of the energy flow. Suddenly I knew where Iyengar was coming up with all his information. He was being guided from within. I could now run energy through a line, feel what was happening, and then describe it to someone else as “Move here” or “Stretch that.” But the “move here” and “stretch that” was clearly not the main event. These were the effects, the incidentals, the froth on the wave. The main event was the energy flow and going after the feeling of perfect flow. The main thing was getting in touch with the within. Once you get that, it’s yours.

I left Brockwood several months after Joel’s visit. This was part of going with the flow for me. Brockwood was beginning to feel stale, and I needed to move on.

Since that time I have fundamentally been my own teacher. This does not mean I do not learn from others. It means I learn from others when I am guided to do so, and that at all times I am in touch with the teacher within. What I especially enjoy, however, is the fact that every time I get down on the floor and do my yoga, it always feels new. It’s not that I learned how to do yoga in the past and now I’m doing it. Each session is a learning event. It always feels as though I am in the midst of a personal yoga lesson designed especially for me. I have also been fortunate enough to have been invited to teach all over the world. For twenty years I have not needed to exert my will on my own behalf, and yet, inwardly anyway, I have lived like a king. Everything comes to me.

Most importantly, however, I’ve learned to relax and trust the movement of life. Life has demonstrated its trustworthiness. I’ve learned to willingly go with the flow and thereby enjoy life more fully. Whenever I am worried or fearful, I simply endeavor to relax and become fearless for a moment—if only long enough to take a leisurely breath or two, and either to close my eyes or gaze into the sky and temporarily forget about my problems, the way I did as a child. And then suddenly, or gradually, it doesn’t matter, whatever was worrying me pales in comparison to the actual, ever-present, benevolent immensity of life that is right there, here, staring me in the face; and I come back to a more accurate perception of life, of the dynamics of the situation that was troubling me, and of what to do to resolve it. And this is yoga! Yoga is not merely touching your toes, or standing on your head, or folding yourself into a lotus pretzel. It’s about how you do what you do, and how you live your daily life on a moment-to-moment basis.

My guess is that if you also will learn to meditate and do yoga and pause occasionally throughout the day to be still, to breathe, to relax, and to feel the energy or life force within you and all around you—the life force that must be in you for you even to exist—that you, too, will feel the palpable joy of “union with the Infinite”—yoga. The word yoga means yoke, or union. And you will feel healed, renewed, strong in mind and body, and your life will take on new meaning and new, fulfilling directions that you are not personally responsible for. It’s worth the small effort required.

This book is a how-to instructional manual. It deals specifically with how to practice yoga, how to meditate, and the art of listening inwardly for guidance. It is a how-to book surrounded with philosophy that, hopefully, makes the how-to more relevant. It contains that which I have learned over the years.

I thoroughly enjoyed writing this book. It took a long time, over ten years, but I loved every single difficult, simple, frustrating, flowing moment of it. It was a tremendous learning experience for me. I thought I knew what I was going to write when I began. But the more I wrote, the more I learned. And the more I learned, the more I changed my mind, until, finally, clarity emerged. Foremost of these learnings was the realization that Knowing happens, that spontaneous intuitive revelation flows into your mind, when you pay attention inwardly, are receptive, and listen. The theme or technique of yoga, therefore, and indeed the theme of this book, is to move into stillness in order to be guided from within, and then to be brave enough, and willing, to do as the within is prompting you to do—even when you cannot explain your behavior to yourself or others. In this way you will be an inspired, inspiring, and meaningful presence. I hope you enjoy the book.

Erich Schiffmann
Pacific Palisades, California
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STILLNESS

The Peace Within You

Imagine a spinning top. Stillness is like a perfectly centered top, spinning so fast it appears motionless. It appears this way not because it isn’t moving, but because it’s spinning at full speed.

Stillness is not the absence or negation of energy, life, or movement. Stillness is dynamic. It is unconflicted movement, life in harmony with itself, skill in action. It can be experienced whenever there is total, uninhibited, unconflicted participation in the moment you are in—when you are wholeheartedly present with whatever you are doing.

For most of us, however, most of the time, our lives do not resemble a perfectly centered top, spinning so fast it appears motionless. Our lives are more like a top in a somewhat wild, erratic, and chaotic spin. We know we’re alive because at least we’re still spinning, but we are not quite perfectly centered, and we are not spinning anywhere near full speed. We don’t have as much energy as we’d like, we are not experiencing as much aliveness as we might, nor are we experiencing the peace of stillness or the joy of being.

Stillness, therefore, is a higher energy state than what we’re used to. This is because we are rarely wholehearted, or unconflicted, about anything. When you are not wholehearted, when you’d rather be someplace other than where you are, parts of you shut down and begin not to participate. Your energy circulation becomes constricted, and the creative life force is unable to flow through you unimpeded. Your energy flow, the amount of life force flowing through you, begins to diminish. The source of the energy does not diminish, but the amount that flows through you does. This leads to ill health, low energy, lowered vitality, lack of enthusiasm, depression, frustration, unhappiness, and suffering. None of this feels good.

When you are wholehearted about something, however, when you are where you want to be and are participating fully in the moment you are in—sometimes enthusiastic, sometimes mellow—you will experience a new sense of aliveness. You will experience a surge of energy, renewed vigor. This is not because there is actually an increase in energy, but because you are not constricting it quite so much. There is now a better energy flow. There is less conflict, less friction, less not wanting to be where you are, and therefore—for you—there will be the experience of more energy.

This occurs whenever you are not attempting to spin clockwise and counterclockwise simultaneously. Spinning in opposite directions happens when you act on opposing desires, when you are conflicted about what you are doing, not wholehearted—granted, this is most of the time. Stillness happens when you relax inside and are in harmony with yourself.

This is the point: When you experience yourself in stillness—that is, when you give your undivided attention to experiencing the truth about you—you will experience the conflict-free, calm, dynamic peace of perfectly centered abundant life energy. This exquisite peace deep within you is actually the experience of God, or the harmony of oneness felt within you as you. It’s how God is experiencing Himself-Herself now and always. It is the phenomenological feeling-tone of Being, or Existence, and it is the truest thing about who you are. When you experience the peace within you, you will spontaneously undergo a fundamental transformation in the way you think about yourself and how you see the world. Nothing will seem quite the same ever again.

Yoga

Yoga is a way of moving into stillness in order to experience the truth of who you are. It is also a way of learning to be centered in action so that you always have the clearest perspective on what’s happening and are therefore able to respond most appropriately. Yoga is not the only way of doing this, of course, but it is an excellent way. It is an ancient process designed to help you uncover and discover your true nature so you can live daily life with that new awareness.

As you move into the depths of stillness, subtle and powerful changes will become apparent in your life. These will be both profound and entirely welcome. You will become familiar with the creative God Force inside you, the energy at your core. The world will look more beautiful because you’re seeing it as it is, without the distorting influence of your conditioning. You will feel different, happy for no apparent reason. It will seem as though you have undergone an important change, a rebirth, as though you’ve become a new person, and yet you will feel more yourself than ever before.

Moving into stillness in order to experience your true nature is the primary theme of yoga simply because everything about you—every thought, feeling, and emotion, as well as every aspect of your behavior—is predicated on the way you feel about yourself. The way you feel about yourself determines how you think, what you do, and how you interact with the world. It’s the basic factor that governs the quality of your life, the degree to which you are interested in living, and the way in which you interpret what’s happening.

When your evaluation of self changes, when you feel differently about yourself, everything about you changes: your thoughts, feelings, emotions—every aspect of your behavior. The way you interpret and respond to the events in your life will also change. You will perceive the specific circumstances of your daily life differently because you’ll have a new awareness and vantage point. You’ll have less fear, fewer worries, more enthusiasm for life, and you will spontaneously become more effective in all you choose to do.

Accordingly, the way you interpret and respond to what happened in your past will also change. You’ll look back and say, “Oh, so that’s what was really going on!” And now, because you are seeing the situation differently, with a clearer and more mature understanding, you will find yourself able and willing to release old hurts, attitudes, and response patterns that were founded on your earlier limited understanding and that are now no longer appropriate. It feels good to let go of the past and be new in the now.

The way you anticipate and imagine your future will also change. The greater your understanding, the more grand your vision. Your imagination will no longer be distorted by the fears and imagined needs of the ego, but will be grounded in Reality. The future will look bright. You will spontaneously become optimistic about the future well-being of yourself and humanity and everything associated with the earth, sky, and universe: Creation. Therefore, everything about you and your world will change relative to your change in self-image: present, past, and future.

Here is our situation: We are ignorant of our true nature, our real identity. We don’t know who we really are. This is because we have never experienced ourselves directly. We have never stayed “home” long enough to experience the truth about ourselves. We were not encouraged to do this. Instead we accepted as true what other people told us about ourselves. And, unfortunately, we were taught by people who, in all likelihood, and through no fault of their own, did not actually know.

For example, when you were a child and your mother praised you for being “good,” you defined yourself as “good.” You began to think of yourself as a “good” person. When your father scolded you for being “bad,” you defined yourself as “bad,” and you began to think of yourself as “good” and “bad” at the same time. Other people said other things about you, everyone seemed to have informed opinions, and since you didn’t know—you were just a child—you believed them all. There was no reason not to. They seemed to know.

Before too long, and not surprisingly, it became very confusing because we were defining ourselves and forming our self-images based on other people’s contradictory evaluations of who we are. From very early on, a fundamental conflict was introduced into our psyches revolving around this basic and most important issue: Who am I, really? And because we were not encouraged to find out for ourselves, we believed what other people told us. The result is that we feel guilty, ashamed, embarrassed, and confused about who we are. We feel judged.

If you feel guilty, ashamed, embarrassed, or confused about who you are, if you feel judged, you will invariably have difficulty giving and receiving love. It will not feel natural to you to express love easily. And when you are not giving or receiving love, when the energy of love is not circulating or passing through you easily, you gradually become bitter, you lose your natural sweetness. You unknowingly restrict your primary source of nourishment and therefore become hungry on all levels. You become unhappy or ill. You become unpleasant company. You forget how to love, and you forget how it feels to be loved. And all of this happens, to whatever extent, because guilt makes you feel that you are not worthy of love, that you do not deserve it, that you have none to give, and that in fact you are unlovable.

To some degree, this is the conclusion many of us have unconsciously taken on without further scrutiny. We take it for granted. We believe it’s true. We think our guilt is justified and that punishment is our just reward. Our basic belief is, “I deserved the suffering I experienced in my past, and I deserve the suffering I am experiencing now. And the future probably holds a fair bit of suffering and hardship for me also. And then I’ll die—and who knows what that’s like? It’s probably pretty horrible, too. I mean, life’s not easy. Let’s be realistic here. . . .” And yet, all of this rigamarole is due to a fundamental misperception of Reality. All the guilt, unworthiness, justified suffering, self-hate, unhappiness, and unlovableness, as well as the subsequent inability to give or receive love easily, have come into being because of an inaccurate and incomplete perception of who we really are.

When you experience the truth of who you are, you will not feel guilty, ashamed, embarrassed, or confused. You will experience instead the tremendous relief of clarity—relief because you are not the unworthy, undeserving person you thought you were and because the internal pressure caused by these fundamental misperceptions is finally being released. When this happens, you will experience a healing sense of relief followed by a profoundly soothing inner peace, an even “at-easeness”—a stillness.

Levels of Stillness

There are two levels of stillness. The first level involves learning to relax, become centered, and meditate. The technique involves sitting or lying down and being absolutely still—without reading a book, talking, watching the television, or listening to the radio. It involves deliberately pausing, stopping all physical movement, becoming relaxed, calm, and quiet inside, and just being—consciously being conscious. It’s about being centered and still in the moment you are presently in.

For a few minutes, every form of external activity stops. Then, in that physical quietness, you turn your attention inward and focus on yourself. Focus on what it feels like to be you. Experience you. Immerse your conscious awareness in your own unique feeling-tone, the feeling-tone of the Universe expressing Itself as you. Do this deliberately in order to consciously experience the truth of who you are.

LEVEL ONE ♦ The first level of stillness is about being with yourself in order to know yourself. This is accomplished by being wide awake and aware as you deliberately relax into yourself. The idea is to consciously enter into a state wherein you temporarily suspend everything you think you know about who you are, including anything you have ever been taught, and simply be attentive to what’s going on right there where you are. You practice being quiet, both physically and mentally, as you pay attention to the sensations in your body, the various thoughts in your mind, and your current experience of being conscious and alive. You practice simple body-mind awareness, being conscious of the moment you are now in, and thereby experience with clarity the energy of you. You consciously experience yourself as you actually are. In this way you open yourself to a new, truer, less distorted experience of you and the world.

When you are able to relax and quietly suspend all your firmly held false ideas and limiting beliefs about who and what you are, only what is true will remain. You will then experience your ever-existing truth for yourself. This is like polishing a mirror—removing the grime—and seeing yourself clearly for the very first time. And though this is not as easy as it sounds, it is also not particularly difficult.

Let me clarify something first, however. In order to let go of the false beliefs you have about who and what you are, it is not necessary to know which beliefs are true and which are false. In fact, you probably don’t know, and this is the problem. If you knew, you would not be uncertain about your true identity. If you knew, you would not be experiencing conflict and inner turmoil; you would be experiencing peace. Therefore, let go of them all! Let go of everything you think you know about who you are, and see what’s left.

When you let go of everything you think you know about yourself and stay with what’s left, when you willingly abandon the contradictory evaluations of who you are and courageously reach deeply into yourself in order to experience yourself directly, you will come upon a new experience of who you are. You will sense the creative energy that is the life of you, and you will then define and think about yourself in a new and expanded way. And since the way you think about and define yourself is central to your perception, behavior, and experience of the world, your world will spontaneously change as your self-concept changes and comes into closer alignment with what’s really true.

LEVEL TWO ♦ The second level of stillness involves living your daily life with this new and growing inner certainty of who you really are: in other words, meditation in action.

This is not always easy, and it takes a little getting used to, for it means staying in touch with the deepest truth about yourself in the midst of daily life. This involves continually letting go of the judgments, evaluations, and contradictory opinions about yourself that arise in your mind throughout the day and in your relationships with other people. You do this by staying centered in your peace. You thereby learn to be suspicious of any suggestion—from yourself or others—that speaks of your guilt, your unworthiness, or your unlovableness. You learn it is appropriate to disregard any remaining inner self-criticism because in Level One you experienced yourself in a new way: as fundamentally lovable, innocent of all blame, and therefore deserving of every good thing.

Having experienced the truth about yourself in Level One, albeit momentarily, you had an insight—a glimmer of clarity, a moment of experience—about an inner truth that you can’t quite ignore. You experienced yourself in a new way and now know your deepest truth, even though you may not yet fully believe it. Part of you knows the truth, but you’re not totally convinced, and understandably so. Besides, when you are surrounded by others who are instead convinced of other things, it is doubly difficult to overcome your doubts.

This is similar to what it must have been like for Copernicus when he first suspected that the world was round. He had an insight into the way things are, yet part of him probably still believed the flat-world theory. And because he was surrounded by other flat-world theorists, and because he couldn’t yet prove the world was round, it would have been difficult for him to be fully convinced or convincing to others.

The way to experience the truth of who you are (Level One) is by letting go of all your learned preconceptions about yourself and then staying present and open-minded for the experience. The way to stay in touch with your truth (Level Two), and confirm it to yourself over and over until there is absolutely no doubt, is by continuing to do what you did in Level One, but doing it now moment by moment during the day. This means, essentially, letting go of pretense and self-critical judgment and allowing self-acceptance—letting yourself be who you truly are. Again, you do this by staying centered in your peace, for only when you are at peace will you have the clearest perspective. By staying centered in your peace in the midst of daily life, you will validate your new perception of yourself and gradually become fully convinced. As a consequence, you will then be convincing to others.

How to Start

Let’s look at two excellent techniques for developing stillness and peace of mind. Both of these use your breathing as the primary focal point and both involve learning how to sit absolutely still. Sitting absolutely still—practicing conscious physical immobility—can teach you how to be in the conflict-free, higher-energy, “stillness” state for more of your daily life. You can learn what it feels like to have all your energy perfectly aligned and in harmony, like the spinning top. You can learn to participate fully in your experience of the now and still be relaxed. You can learn to be perfectly centered. And, of course, the more familiar you are with the feeling and experience of being centered, the easier it will be to stay that way. And since moving away from your center has been the source of all your suffering, the sooner you notice yourself going off, the better.

The importance of Level One (meditation) as an aid to the stable attainment of Level Two (meditation in action) cannot be overemphasized. The more familiar you are with the feeling-tone of your own centered being when you are “home” and alone, the more obvious it will be when you move away from it, and the easier it will be to find your way back to center in the midst of a busy life.

Counting Backward

In this exercise you will be counting backward from fifty to zero, synchronizing the counting with your breathing. You’ll count the even numbers as you exhale and the odd numbers as you inhale.

Sit with your back straight and your eyes closed. If you can sit comfortably on the floor, do so. Otherwise, use a chair. Be comfortable.

Begin by breathing in gently, fully. As you exhale, mentally say “fifty.” As you breathe in again, mentally say “forty-nine,” exhale “forty-eight,” inhale “forty-seven,” exhale “forty-six” . . . and so on.

Count backward on both the in-breath and the out-breath until you reach “twenty” then count only on exhales. Silently count “twenty” as you exhale. Then, instead of counting “nineteen” on the in-breath, do nothing, just inhale. With the next exhalation count “nineteen” . . . and so on until you reach zero.

When you reach zero, stop counting, but stay aware of the natural flow of breath in exactly the same way as when you were counting. Watch the breath as though you were going to count, but don’t count. As you do this, practice sitting absolutely still. But don’t hold yourself still. Simply be so relaxed that no movement occurs.

Be very aware of how you feel as you do this—how peaceful, energized, calm. Notice how pleasantly alert you are, how serene, fearless, at ease. Familiarize yourself with this feeling, with the feeling-tone of being centered and at peace, and rest here another two or three minutes. Absorb the stillness. Then prepare yourself, open your eyes, and return. This will take six or seven minutes.

As you do this exercise, breathe normally. Do not do deep breathing or control the breath in any way. This is important. You are learning not to be in control. You are learning to get out of the way. Therefore, rather than controlling the breath, allow it to flow freely in and out at its own natural pace. Yet, stay aware of the breath. Keep track of the numbers. As the breath comes in, count. As the breath goes out, count. And when you reach zero, stay aware of the breath nonverbally. There should be no strain in your breathing as you do this. Keep it soft and easy.

As you count backward, you may be more aware than usual of your mind darting rapidly from one object of attention to another. You may be unusually aware of sounds, physical sensations, or thoughts. You may lose count altogether. None of this matters. All of these things are evidence that the technique is working. You’re becoming more aware.

The value of this technique lies in its ability to help you notice where your attention is from moment to moment, what’s in your mind, and the contents of your consciousness. The counting is not only a centering device and a way of developing concentration, of training your mind to focus, it also acts as a backdrop on which your thoughts become very apparent.

For now, however, do not do anything with the various thoughts or sensations that arise. Simply be aware of them and continue counting. Gradually become more aware, more quiet within yourself, and increasingly dynamically still. As you immerse yourself in your stillness—and this is something that improves with each attempt—you will experience an unexpected and immensely satisfying sense of contentment and ease. Feel the peace.

Mindfulness of Breathing

Sit on the floor with your back straight and eyes closed. If you are unable to sit on the floor, use a chair. Be comfortable.

Begin with a somewhat deep and gentle inhalation. Hold the air for a moment, then release it slowly in a long, thin exhalation. Do this three times. Then, focus your awareness in your body and feel yourself breathing.

As attentively as you can, note the changing sensations throughout your body that accompany each breath. Tune in to the subtle differences in sensation between the inhalation and exhalation. What does it feel like to inhale? What does it feel like to exhale? How do you know which is happening? And where in your body do you actually feel the breathing taking place? The most obvious sensations will be in your abdomen, chest, or nostrils, but you can feel the movement of breath elsewhere, too. In fact, there may be nowhere in your body that you cannot feel it. Experience what’s happening.

Make no attempt to regulate or control your breathing as you do this. Again, practice letting go of control. Allow the breath to flow in and out on its own without your intervention. Some breaths will be deep, some will be shallow. Every breath will be different. All you need to do is be aware. You will experience the unbroken flow of breath when your mind is in an unbroken state, your attention continuous and one-pointed. That is the quality we want to cultivate, undivided attention to the instant of conscious experience you happen to be in.

Sit motionless, experience your whole body breathing, and then ride the breath into the sensation of yourself. Feel you. Experience the feeling-tone of the vibrating energy in your body, the overall sensation of “you.” Practice becoming still and familiarize yourself with the actual feeling of stillness and peace.

If you find it difficult to concentrate on the subtle sensations that accompany breathing, say “in” to yourself as you breathe in and “out” as you breathe out. When your attention strays, notice this and then return it to the constantly changing sensations throughout your breathing body.

Be thoroughly relaxed as you practice this technique. Sit tall and be absolutely still. Give yourself your own undivided attention, ride the breath into the feeling-tone of you, and concentrate on that feeling. Immerse yourself in it. Feel you. Do this for five or ten minutes. Do it for a few moments whenever you can. Do it now, if possible. This will prepare you for the next chapter.

Coming Back to Center

Motionless sitting is probably the easiest way of learning to be centered. Being centered, however, does not require that you be physically motionless. You learn to be centered, and you become increasingly familiar with the energetic feeling-tone of stillness through the practice of motionless sitting, and you immerse yourself in it as fully as you can when you can, but you then carry that feeling-tone with you into the motion of your life.

For as many moments of the day as you can, come back to center. Relax into where you are, breathe, and consciously be present in the now. Do this as you are driving, working, in the midst of a conversation—anything, everything—all day long.

And think of it like this: The feeling of stillness is peace, and the feeling of peace is joy. Therefore, come back to center and feel the joy. Do this frequently throughout the day. Come back to center as many moments of the day as you can, and let the joy you feel permeate everything you do.
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THE CORE OF GOODNESS

This is the most important theme in this book. It is also one of the most heartening ideas you might ever hope to be true. Because it is so important, let’s go slowly.

As you sit quietly and immerse yourself in the peace and stillness of your own centered being, you will gradually begin to experience yourself in an undistorted manner. You will sink below or rise above your usual sense of self and instead come upon the undistorted, clear, conscious experience of Being—your Being. You will experience yourself as the specific conscious expression of an infinitely expressive Consciousness, Mind, Presence, or God. You will thereby intuitively know that you are more than physical and human, that your spiritual existence is guaranteed, immortal, eternal, and true, and that your Original Nature is absolutely good. You’ll know that you are creative energy, Spirit, a unique expression of God’s infinite Self-Expression, and that at your core is Goodness. This is what you’ll experience because, in some mysterious and uncompromising way, this is what we are. We are all made of God Substance, Consciousness, Love.

As you sit in stillness, experiencing the energetic feeling-tone of “you” (Level One), you will invariably begin to feel exquisite inside. You will begin to feel at ease, deeply relaxed, natural, perhaps for the first time in a long time. And as you relax, and as you feel the energy you are made of, you will begin to feel loved. You’ll find yourself feeling this way, inevitably, eventually, as you relax inside and allow yourself to become increasingly in touch with the loving goodness that is already in you—and it is already in you because that is how you were built. Love is the all-constituting substance of Being. It’s what you are made of. And you did not create yourself.

When you sit quietly and let go of every false self-definition, of everything you think you know about who you are, and then be what’s left, what remains is the untarnished presence of who you’ve always been and still really are. This untarnished presence manifests—shines—as pure, clear awareness and unconditional love. When you experience your essence, you will feel this natural lovingness within yourself without having to do anything!

When you feel the loving goodness inside yourself as yourself—as who or what you really are—you will acquire new self-appreciation. You will realize there is no basis for being self-critical or self-condemnatory, or for harboring guilt for some known or unknown transgression in the past, and that you have done this until now simply because you have accepted as true certain erroneous ideas about yourself. It’s obvious to you now that when you wipe the slate clean and take a look at yourself for yourself, when you experience yourself as you actually are, you encounter a very different you from the “you” you thought you were. It now makes sense to disbelieve what was never true and embrace the new self-appraisal. You are You; God’s specific Self-Expression.

You will then no longer think of yourself in self-deprecatory terms, and you will, as a natural consequence, loosen and release every remaining tendril of self-condemnation and self-hate. It will be reasonable to do this, though not always easy. It will no longer feel sane, however, or true or realistic, to be self-critical. And since your behavior has always been a by-product of the way you feel about yourself, you’ll notice in yourself an effortless behavioral change occurring in response to this new self-evaluation. You will become more loving, more understanding, and more truly compassionate, naturally. This is a vital stage of personal maturation and is of utmost social value.

Difficulty arises, however, because we are afraid to let go of what we think we know and be what’s left. We’re reluctant to ease up on the tight sense of control we exercise over ourselves because life is hard enough as it is. We don’t want it any harder. “If I stop controlling myself to be one way rather than another, who knows what might happen? If I let go of every pretense and instead be genuine, things might get worse. Who knows what devil might be lurking in my depths?” But it’s also beginning to dawn on us that we have blindly believed false and inaccurate concepts about who we are, and have been ignorant of our true nature until now simply because we have been taught otherwise, and that maybe we’re different from how we’ve thought ourselves to be, and that it’s time, now, to experience what’s really true—once and for all, come what may.

It requires tremendous courage willingly to release all of our firmly held beliefs and face ourselves directly. Courage is required because we don’t know what we’ll find. We’re afraid our worst suspicions will be confirmed, or that we’ll uncover aspects of ourselves we’d rather keep concealed. And we may! But underneath it all, or surrounding it all, embracing it all is the creative energy of Consciousness, Identity, or Presence that we really are—grounded in love and goodness.

But at first we don’t know this. We don’t know that goodness is at our core. We don’t know that happiness is the natural state, that this is what we’ll find. So we feel trepidation. We’re suspicious. And we’re likely to think all this talk about love and goodness is nothing but, at best, pure fantasy. But, in actuality, we’re not absolutely certain this isn’t what we’ll find. We don’t really know whether it’s true or false. We don’t really know whether goodness or evil is at our core, or if we are some blurry mixture of the two.

Therefore, we need courageously to desire to know the truth, and then we need to go within and experience ourselves directly. Therefore, want to know the truth, once and for all. Want to know your truth. Let go of everything you think you know about who you are, suspend every idea you now have about what’s true and what isn’t, and open your mind to what’s actually so—to the living truth of you.
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