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PRAISE FOR PAUL BRUNTON AND HIS WORKS

“A powerful transmission for our time. Instructions for Spiritual Living and Paul Brunton’s lifetime works should continue to inspire the world for years to come. This powerful book bridges ancient and modern mysticism. A gem!”

MARIANA CAPLAN, PH.D., MFT, AUTHOR OF HALFWAY UP THE MOUNTAIN: THE ERROR OF PREMATURE CLAIMS TO ENLIGHTENMENT

“A truly comprehensive and authoritative work that should be read by sincere seekers and advanced adepts alike. Paul Brunton’s work demonstrates a real mastery of the intricacies of spiritual life. His sagely conclusions on a number of key topics rarely covered elsewhere in spiritual literature provide an important contribution to our contemporary understanding of awakening and enlightenment. This kind of knowledge is indispensable for the modern seeker, because it provides a clear picture of not only what to expect when going through the process of dis-identifying with form and becoming one with the formless but also how to properly integrate this profound transformation of consciousness into an ordinary human life. We are very fortunate that his writings are available.”

STEPHEN D’AMICO, AUTHOR OF HEAVEN ON EARTH AND THE INCREDIBLE STATE OF ABSOLUTE NOTHINGNESS

“Paul Brunton’s wisdom is like the child’s voice in the story “The Emperor’s New Clothes.” His observations and spiritual insights reveal a laser-sharp eye that directs us back to that which is obvious within us, though obviously overlooked—the Divine Self.”

MOOJI, SPIRITUAL TEACHER

“Paul Brunton was surely one of the finest mystical flowers to grow on the wasteland of our secular civilization. What he has to say is important to us all.”

GEORG FEUERSTEIN (1947–2012), AUTHOR OF THE YOGA-SUTRA OF PATAÑJALI

“In The Short Path to Enlightenment, Paul Brunton gives voice to the profound teachings of immediate spiritual awakening that have the power to short circuit the seeker in us and reveal the true nature of reality here and now. But the true gift of this wonderful book is in how nuanced and subtle Paul Brunton understood these profound and transformational teachings and how directly he conveys them. Read this book as you would a scripture or a sutra and let it open your eyes to eternity.”

ADYASHANTI, AUTHOR OF THE WAY OF LIBERATION

“The Short Path to Enlightenment is a deeply supportive text from the extraordinary Paul Brunton, the spiritual explorer who first brought knowledge of Ramana Maharishi to the West. In this work, readers receive the invitation and instruction to discover the truth of oneself. This book is alive with supreme knowledge. May it support you in immediately and continually recognizing yourself.”

GANGAJI, AUTHOR OF THE DIAMOND IN YOUR POCKET

“With the possible exception of Alan Watts, Paul Brunton has probably been the most influential exponent of Eastern philosophy and systems of self-realization in this century. . . . significant commentaries on nearly every conceivable aspect of the spiritual quest . . . unreservedly recommended as the final, eloquent summing up by one of the West’s most perceptive thinkers and deepest students of the ancient wisdom.”

THE AMERICAN THEOSOPHIST


“Nowhere else will you find such a profound synthesis of East-West philosophic mysticism stripped of all the usual obscurity and extravagances. Both the modern intellect and the weary heart will find unlimited inspiration, wisdom, and guidance for action in these Notebooks.”

VICTOR MANSFIELD (1941–2008), 

AUTHOR AND PROFESSOR OF PHYSICS AND ASTRONOMY AT COLGATE UNIVERSITY

“Paul Brunton’s Notebooks series is a veritable treasure trove of philosophic-spiritual wisdom.”

ELISABETH KUBLER-ROSS (1926–2004),

 AUTHOR OF ON DEATH AND DYING
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PB is one of my “eyes.” My Shakti [spiritual power] is working through him. Follow him closely.

RAMANA MAHARSHI



Introduction

By the Paul Brunton Philosophic Foundation

INSTRUCTIONS FOR SPIRITUAL LIVING examines both foundational and advanced topics central to most spiritual paths. Whether we have a teacher or not, spiritual development is fraught with complexities and challenges. Paul Brunton offers transformative wisdom that aids our understanding of what the spiritual journey entails and helps point the way when the way is uncertain.

“PB,” as he preferred to be called, was a gentle man from whom an aura of peace and kindness emanated. His deep understanding of the spiritual life was forged in the crucible of experience, and his spiritual depth shines through his writings.

PB provides instructions to guide one’s development in three fundamental areas: in a full course of the stages of meditation to deepen one’s inner life; in a process of self-examination that roots obstacles out of one’s character; and in the unfolding of full awakening that includes wisdom in action. As he makes clear, the living expression of realization is a life of service both to the inner wellspring of wisdom as well as to others.

Beginning with “The Adventure of Meditation,” the first chapters open the door to the inner landscape. Meditation is the art and practice of introverting attention, of freeing oneself for a period of time from the thoughts, sensations, and feelings that are usually at the center of our attention, and allowing the Soul to reveal itself out of the quiet that one has created. PB guides us with insight and care through the stages of concentration, meditation, and contemplation. He explains the goal of each stage and the obstacles that are likely to arise in the process of achieving each. Invaluable are the pointers and encouragement he gives us to continue with patience as we strive to deepen our practice. The chapters: “Is the Soul in the Heart” and “The Interior Word” are marvelous supplements to our understanding and experience of the inner life.

Undoubtedly, there is great need for instruction in the spiritual pursuit. However, PB examines, questions, and challenges the need for dependency on any particular person, organization, teaching, or practice in his chapter “Self-Reliance or Discipleship?” After all is said and done, we are striving to realize our essence and inner wisdom—our lives are individual expressions of that essential wisdom, and because of this often-overlooked fact, PB explains and emphasizes the necessity and value of the independent path.

In the next few chapters, PB lays out the ethical qualifications and emotional purifications that are integral to our progress toward self-realization. It is our attachments that bar the door to our Soul and block our search for truth, and a steady dose of self-examination is critical for our success in spiritual life. Striving to understand our nature, and the aspiration that makes this process an enlivening one, awakens our intuition. Following intuition aligns us with our ideals, and thereby prevents us from succumbing to emotional disturbances and temptations. Realization requires the surrender of egoistic fixations so that we may attend to the inspiration flowing from within, which PB refers to as “grace.” In “The Probations and Tests of the Aspirant,” he proffers an eye-opening explanation of how life’s challenges are moments by which we can make real progress in our surrender to a higher life.

While a primary goal of mystical meditation is the realization of our inner reality in a sense-free and thought-free contemplation, it is the development of transcendental insight that enables the realization of this reality whether we are awake, a’dream, or asleep. In the chapter on “Insight,” PB refers to a person who has achieved this realization as a “philosopher” (by elevating its meaning to “lover of Truth/Reality”). He explains:

Mystics find their inner self. They discover that personality is rooted in a deeper, wider being—the Overself. But they do not discover the significance of the not-self. They do not enter into comprehension of the All. Once a philosophic illumination has been gained, it shines steadily and enduringly. It is never clouded even for a moment. In other words, the philosopher walks in perpetual light and not in intermittent flashes of light as does the mystic. The philosophic knowledge is a well-established one, whereas the mystic knowledge is an occasional one. Philosophic truth is a constant and unclouded power of the one, whereas fleeting intuition or temporary ecstasy at best is the attainment of the other.

Insight is the cornerstone of compassionate wisdom in action and, once achieved, enables us to become a source of inspiration to all whom we encounter. In the final chapters, he elaborates how the philosopher’s orientation to life is one of altruistic service, a constant call to enlighten others.

In an appendix, we have included PB’s candid account of his spiritual unfoldment, which he wrote for the purpose of providing a living example of the transformational operation and power of these teachings and especially to inspire and encourage anyone who is drawn to study and practice them.

Instructions for Spiritual Living has been created from essays that were unpublished during PB’s lifetime. The Paul Brunton Philosophic Foundation selected them from the large archive of PB’s writings and arranged them to form this manual for spiritual practice and realization.

Please note that Paul Brunton wrote in the mid-twentieth century when the literary convention was to use “he” rather than “he or she,” but PB intended that these teachings applied to everyone interested in them. The editors have updated PB’s language to reflect this fact and have made some other minor editorial changes to the original text.

THE PAUL BRUNTON PHILOSOPHIC FOUNDATION (PBPF) was formed in the mid-1980s after the death of Paul Brunton. PB’s son Kenneth Hurst, his literary heir, helped form the PBPF for the purpose of archiving, publishing, and making available the teachings of PB in a variety of media and languages. From PB’s archive, a sixteen-volume collection of his previously unpublished writings, The Notebooks of Paul Brunton, was created; these volumes have been recognized as a major contribution to spiritual literature, as have his earlier works, which continue to serve as key spiritual resources for generations of seekers. The foundation is based in the Finger Lakes Region of New York and has a twelve-member working board of volunteers who manage its many tasks. For more information about the foundation and PB’s work please visit 
www.paulbrunton.org.



ONE

The Adventure of Meditation

IT HAS BEEN CUSTOMARY for learned professors of the metaphysics of psychology to teach that consciousness always implies a relation to an object because it is always directed toward something. While this is true, it is true only of the level of ordinary experience. It is no longer true on the level of the highest type of mystical experience. Here consciousness can exist without any relation at all for it can be directed toward its own self. This is the one experience that occurs in the mind and that possesses absolutely no correlation with, nor determination by, what is happening in, to, or outside the body at the same time. Therefore, it is itself a demonstration of the falsity of the materialistic view. The world of ordinary experience is not the last possible one. There is a deeper and diviner world, or in Wordsworth’s good phrase, an “unknown mode of being,” open to our adventuring. We have not yet attained true self-consciousness; we live too completely on the lower level of our existence for that. It is indeed time we take full possession of ourselves.

But the external encounter with mystical statements is one thing; the personal experience of mystical states is quite another. Mystical theory has to justify itself in mystical experience. This it is quite able to do. Indeed, its practicality can best be proved by such experience. It will then be found that it cannot be easily disposed of as chimerical. For the experience of thousands of people throughout history, situated in every station of life, has confirmed the reality and attainability of the transcendental state. However, by contrast with the total number of people in the world, it is relatively only a few sensitive persons who have heard these mystical overtones of human existence. Yet we should not regard the mystic as a highly specialized type of human being. He or she is like ourselves but has had the vision and patience to follow up an act of faith with a long-drawn series of active experiments to test the truth of that faith. If one individual has touched this higher consciousness, all may touch it. The prerogative is not exclusive but inclusive, not personal but common.

There is something in us of which we are not normally conscious. It is only at rare moments that we become aware—and that dimly—of a second self, as it were, of a nobler and serener self. We may have experienced such an uplift for only a few minutes but we will be haunted forever afterward by a sense of its tremendous importance. For we sense that we have then been in contact with something other than our ordinary self, sublimer than our ordinary self, yet despite that somehow related to it. Those of us who have passed through such an inspired mood, who have felt its serenity, tasted its power, and obeyed its monitions, know well enough that only then have we been fully alive. Against the adamantine fact of our own overwhelming experience, the barbed arguments of others’ skepticism avail nothing. There is no substitute for it. It is beyond all intellectual scholarship, above all religious rites.

This is indeed nothing other than the recognition of the “Soul.” The Soul is most certainly there but if we do not turn inward and attend to it, then for us it is not there. But really it is always there and the failure to recognize its existence is really the failure to turn attention away from the endless multitude of things that continuously extrovert it. This is why meditation, which is the art of introverting attention, is so needful. By means of our own mind, we can discover the Soul. The introverted consciousness, turned away from the five sense activities to contemplate itself, first feels the presence and later becomes aware of the Divine Mind behind it. Therefore, the practice of mental introversion, or meditation, is quite essential on this quest.

We cannot recapture those glorious moments of recognition, yet we cannot forget them. This tantalizing situation imposes a restlessness and disquiet upon our feelings, which will never be assuaged unless and until we take to the quest. If we would be inspired by the Spirit at all times and in all places, we must first let it inspire us at set times and in set places. This is one justification of meditation. For all inspiration rises out of the inward deeps of our nature. We cannot compel it, but we can invite it. We cannot command it, for it commands us. The best way, therefore, to become inspired is to trace it out intuitively to its source, that is, to the Divine Self within us. Meditation will help this unfolding of latent intuition for it is itself an intuitive process.

Mysticism is a territory with which the average person is quite unfamiliar. One enters it, if one does so at all, with a certain uneasiness and a certain hesitancy. Consequently it is a common habit for ignorant critics to sneer at the mystic, who cultivates the power of introspection, as being morbid. But the fact is that if one is a philosophic mystic, one will become a victorious master of introspection rather than its morbid victim. Whoever, by steady practice, has succeeded with the processes of meditation, becomes a living testimony to its indubitable worth. People such as this give in themselves a demonstration that its promised results can be realized, that it is not a wild dream or fanciful abstraction. If we have never before practiced the art of meditation, surely we cannot use our time to better purpose than to begin doing so now. Thus, we will introduce a new rhythm into our life, which will eventually assist us in every imaginable way, which will make possible the improvement of our character and capacity, our ethics and consciousness, our understanding and peace, our intuition and sometimes even our fortune. Faithfully practiced, over a sufficient period of time, it will amply repay the effort given and will confer benefits for which many are longing but few are finding. There is also the testimony of history, though because of its confused character our iconoclastic age may deem this of little account. The yoga system was being taught and practiced beside the Ganges long before Rome had reached its heyday. The Quaker method of silent “waiting on the Lord” has been practiced during the modern era in English villages and American cities. A hundred different forms of mystical technique may be gathered from mysticism’s archives by the student who has the time to do so. Out of this confused collection of ideas it is still possible to extricate some praxis, definitely common to all of them, for a methodical cultivation of the inner life.


THE FOUNDATIONS OF MEDITATIVE PRACTICE

A more precise and less poetic description of the art of meditation than is usually given would better assist the Western novice. Why should there not be a science of its technical side as already there are sciences of the technical aspects of so many other arts? The following pages are one contribution toward the attempt to formulate such a scientific statement.

The need for solitude and time to cultivate the inner life, in both its metaphysical and mystical phases, is the first imperative. Solitude is needed because the presence of others definitely disturbs the emptying process. Time is needed because the mind is habitually filled with thoughts of the outer world; it is essential to totally empty the mind of thoughts for a while—regularly, habitually, and deliberately. Without a determined use of willpower, it is, however, hard for most persons to get solitude or find time.

If the one requirement develops partly out of the aspirant’s need to be able to concentrate thought without interruption, it also develops partly from the restless mental auras that most people carry about with them. They themselves shrink from being alone and naturally introduce an antipathetic influence wherever solitary meditation is being practiced. Perhaps their terror of solitude arises because it makes them conscious of the spiritual aimlessness and intellectual vacuity of their sojourn on earth. The fear of being alone simply means that one has no inner life at all. The scale of values that lists solitude as a frightful evil to be avoided, or considers the desire for it as an eccentric or even antisocial trait, is materialistic and stupid. The mystic who has learned the art of creative solitude can hear a mental voice in its inner silence. Thus for him or her the loneliness that is maddening for some is enlightening.

For the other requirement, for a certain period each day there must be a separation from all usual physical labors and intellectual activities, a period wherein aspirants can become and remain bodily still and mentally quiet. We must set apart a little time once or twice a day for meditation, just as we set apart some time for eating food. This is indispensable to achieving spiritual progress. It is quite practicable for most people to create a routine that, while satisfying the need of withdrawal for meditation, nevertheless would not interfere with worldly activities and responsibilities.

It is needful periodically to put aside the things of time so as to seek the timeless, to isolate ourselves from the outward world so as to seek an inward one. The psychological purpose of such isolation is to create a new habit and a new attitude. The habit is meditation. The attitude is introversion. We are led to the hard task of reeducating our powers of perception, understanding, and attention. These powers have to be cultivated through a series of regular exercises. This involves self-training in definite work and a long progressive apprenticeship. Meditation is an art that has to be learned by repeated practice like the art of playing a piano. It comes naturally to virtually no one. Its technique requires a skill that has to be learned like that of any other art.

Here the habit-forming tendency of the mind can be an excellent aid. We will gain more by exercises regularly practiced over a period of, say, six months, than by the same exercises done in fits and starts over the same period. Consequently, a fixed time of the day should be appointed for them. The ideal rhythm would be to meditate three times a day in coordination with the rhythm of the sun’s movements—at dawn, noon, and dusk. But we cannot arrive at this all at once. It is best to start with a single period and continue with that for months, or even years, until we feel ready to advance and add a second period to it. We will have to work at these two periods, be they dawn and dusk or noon and dusk, for a considerable time before the inner prompting is likely to tell us to take the further step and add the third period. Even then it may not be possible always to adhere faithfully to the program thus laid down. Social necessities, for instance, may compel us to leave out some period or other almost every week. Hence, we must do our best within the limits of our personal circumstances.

Situated as average Westerners usually are, however, a single meditation may be as much as we can conveniently practice each day. This will be enough and satisfactory progress can be made on such a basis. If sunrise or sunset hours are not available for mystical practice, then we may adjust its timing to suit our own convenience. Although the general rule is that meditation is much easier and more effective immediately before a meal, this rule need not always be rigidly followed. If, for example, it is more convenient to practice after partaking of the first meal of the day and if this breakfast be a light one, that will not be a hindrance; or if at any time of the day there is a genuine feeling of hunger, it would be better to satisfy this feeling first and then try to meditate, rather than to be disturbed by it during the practice period. The rule about selecting a time before meals for meditation does not apply to advanced students. In their case, if a contact with the higher element is made during practice, and the latter is then stopped to partake of food where domestic convenience, social necessity, or other circumstances place the time outside their control, they may if they wish resume meditation after the meal and will usually find that the contact is quickly and easily regained.

It will take some time for the mental agitation created by getting immersed in worldly business or personal affairs to subside. Until this happens, the aspirant cannot proceed with the positive work of meditation but rather must engage in the merely negative task of clearing out those distracting memories. This is one reason why in the East the morning period is recommended for such practice. At the beginning of the day one’s thoughts and emotions are still undisturbed; hence withdrawal into one’s center is then easier. Some, however, may find the morning—with its anticipation of activities yet to be started—unattractive for this purpose and may regard the very fatigue of a hard day’s work as an inducement to relax in the evening and seek inner peace. My own rhythm, which developed to accommodate my circumstances as a busy, hard-working man, is as follows: every morning I remember the higher purpose of my life in prayer, be it only for two or three minutes. Every evening I withdraw, if I can, in an hour-long meditation.

If the regular hour for meditation occasionally proves inconvenient, it may be postponed to a later time. Should this be impossible, the practice may be abandoned for that day. If it is possible to hold enduringly to the full period previously laid down as desirable and available for such exercise, this will help to create an advantageous habit. But if on any particular day the fatigue becomes intolerable, then also it will be better to abandon practice for that day. Aside from these fixed times, or perhaps in displacement of them, the intuitive call to abandon every physical labor and every intellectual activity will recur again and again. We should obey it. In the very midst of business affairs or daily work, we may have sudden lapses into inward abstraction. These will ordinarily be quite brief and definitely should be kept so. But they are worth cultivating wherever and whenever they happen to come. If this is done frequently and faithfully, the power to meditate increases.

Although no universally tenable duration may wisely be fixed, for it will always depend on individual circumstances and personal aptitudes, nevertheless it may be said that in most cases full and perfect concentration for two-and-a-half minutes, or full and perfect meditation for forty-two minutes, is quite enough. The preliminaries of clearing all distracting thoughts out of the mind are not included in these figures. Advanced practitioners who are able to enter the third degree, contemplation, are by the tradition of the hidden teaching—both in their own and in society’s interests—advised to limit this delightful experience to twenty-six minutes. But as already stated, a rule for all people at all times and in all places would be unwise. Apprentice meditators are easily fatigued and will best proceed by setting themselves easy tasks and short periods. These can be increased gradually as and when the inner prompting bids them do so. Whenever aspirants have advanced to the point where they intuitively feel that a little more time devoted to these exercises would yield great results, they should follow the leading and seek out ways and means to add a quarter-hour, twenty minutes, and so on. This usually happens only at a certain stage of their progress and should be linked to that stage.

“I often think how tenuous is the thread that holds our thoughts together. Hunger, thirst, heat, cold—a touch of any of them and all the aesthetics . . . vanish as by a wand.” So writes Robert Gibbings in his travel book, Coming Down the Wye. It is precisely this dependence on externals that makes it necessary for the aspirant to shape them into a cooperative rather than let them remain in an obstructive form. We must not be hampered by the physical apparatus of meditation, but neither must we neglect it. Too much light, for instance, is disturbing to meditation. In the daytime, the window curtains should be drawn. In the evening, city dwellers will find that indirect or shaded electric lighting is best.

The first point to be attended to is the place where we propose to practice. It should be one where we can remain undisturbed for the chosen period. Wherever this is possible, the place should also be rural rather than urban, but freedom of choice is seldom available here. We have only to contrast the soothing tranquillity of country life with the jarring bustle of city life to realize where mystics can best attain their purpose. Life in a large city, with traffic constantly passing, is not conducive to meditation. Forests are particularly friendly to aspirants seeking the right atmosphere for deep, peaceful meditations, gardens to aspirants seeking happy mystical ecstasies.

The next point concerns the body. A straight, upright spine with the head erect and in line with it often helps to keep the meditator’s attention alert and gives more force to the concentration. We should try to cultivate the habit of sitting during the period as steadily as a figure in a tableau. At first we will find it hard even to keep physically still for the period of practice, harder yet to keep mentally still; but the old habits of being fidgety or restless do yield eventually to such endeavors. However, it is absurd to elevate this particular suggestion into a rigid universal dogma, as many yogis do. The importance that they attach to a particular bodily posture during meditation is an exaggerated one. They insist on a perfectly erect spine as the prerequisite to success. Yet the Sufi mystics in the Near East and Iran have meditated for a thousand years with head bent toward the chest or with spine so curved as to bring the face close to the knees, or even with a swaying rhythmic forward-and-backward movement. They have not found this a bar to success and have produced attainments fully equal to those of the yogis. Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was the equal of most Eastern mystics and yogis in mystical apprehension and moral reach—and unquestionably the superior of many in intellectual attainments and psychical balance—used a rocking chair at his writing table. Its rhythmic rise and fall helped his work. Now it could have done so not during the physical act of writing—for that would have been interfered with—but only during the intervals of contemplation between such acts. Therefore he was helped and not hindered by its movement. Thirty years ago I personally could not obtain the mystical trance except by lying on my back in bed. Ten years later, that was the one posture that effectively prevented me from obtaining it! Today it makes no difference whether I sit erect, lie recumbent, or droop my head—the concentrated thought of the Beloved is enough to bring the mind unhindered into quick union with the Beloved.

What is the moral of this? The first is that the thought is what matters most, and what happens inwardly in mind and heart is more important than mere outward activity. Why do the great Eastern religions like Islam, Zoroastrianism, and Hinduism prescribe ablutions before prayer? The real intention is to ensure freedom from the mental disturbance resulting from an unclean and hence uneasy body. There is no mystical virtue in cleanliness. Some of the most reputed saints in the West and fakirs in the East have been physically dirty. Many lamas in Tibet do not bathe for months at a time. The real value of cleanliness lies in removing a possible hindrance from mental concentration during prayer. Therefore, all rules relating to the body in relation to prayer or meditation, including those concerning its posture, should not be overrated, idolized, or made coercive.

The second moral is that each of us should choose the bodily posture that best suits us at the time, or that we receive an inner prompting to adopt, and not torment ourselves trying to conform rigidly to some system when we find that system uncomfortable or impossible. The more we can quieten our body and keep it from fidgeting, the better our concentration will become and the sooner its development will proceed. Comfortably seated, adequately relaxed, with nerves and muscles tension-free, our f leshy house must be kept as still as its mental tenant will, in the highest stage, one day likewise be.

We have accomplished this side of the task when we can sit motionless for the prescribed period without moving a limb and without any other signs of bodily fidgeting or mental distraction.




MEDITATIVE CONCENTRATION

It is now necessary to inquire into the nature and object of the concentration here required. Those who equate the word with what ordinarily passes under its name are both wrong and right. It is true that many people who have never even heard of yoga, such as business executives for example, show a well-developed quality of concentration in their work. But this does not bring them any nearer to the knowledge of the inner Self. On the contrary, they use their concentrative power to bind themselves closer to spiritual ignorance, because they use it to sink more strongly into attachment to external things and, quite often, into the belief that Matter is a reality. The kind of concentration inevitably practiced by a business executive is the same in some ways, but vitally different in others, from that deliberately practiced by a mystic. The one is usually animated by a desire to retain or increase earthly possessions, the other by a desire for the Higher Self to take possession of him or her. The one clings throughout to the intellect’s working; the other is glad to let it lapse entirely into stillness at a certain point. The one is concentrating on external things of which he or she can form concrete mental images; the other is concentrating on abstract concepts that eventually rise to the imageless plane. That is, the one often extroverts the mind and the other always introverts it—an entirely opposite process. The mystic’s effort should be to penetrate more and more into his or her own conscious being. During the earlier phase of this meditation there is a double endeavor, paradoxically to forget and to remember. On the one hand, we have to strain continually to let go of our earthly self and forget it. On the other hand, we have to strain equally hard to take hold of our Higher Self and rediscover its existence, that is, remember our origin.

All ordinary concentration concerns the form side of life, not its essence. Mystics may not indeed possess a greater concentration than others are able to show at their best, but by giving it inward direction they use it to detach themselves from externals, to weaken their belief in Matter’s reality, and to become spiritually self-aware. The antennae of their minds must reach out toward that which as yet they can neither feel nor see. This first movement in the mystical exploration of the human consciousness is the sense in which philosophy uses the word concentration.

When the mind stops working, the senses automatically follow into inactivity. When the mind’s power is completely stilled, as in sleep, we cannot see, hear, feel, taste, or smell. Hence, mentalism says that the mind is the real experiencing agent. Mysticism takes advantage of this scientific fact to evolve a technique whereby thoughts may be brought under full control or even suspended, the sense-reports dimmed or even banished, but yet the mind’s power of self-consciousness may be kept alive. The outgoing tendencies of the self are called in through a deliberate effort of will; the attention is gathered up and its habitual direction reversed through introversion, so that the senses’ reports become somewhat blurred. Hence, the first working principle of yoga is the diversion of attention and interest from outward things to an idea, a feeling, a series of thoughts, or a mental image, which fill the void thus created. When thoughts are continually fastened to the senses, they keep up a restless rhythm of attraction and repulsion, of pleasure and pain, which imposes itself between us and stable peace. These minutes of mental quiet must be consecrated to suppressing the outgoing direction of thoughts, to turning them inward, and finally to interning them in their ineffable source.

In your innermost being you are already as divine as you are ever likely to be. Hence, no interior training can give you what you already possess, but a suitable training can help to give you the consciousness of what you possess. No practical system can develop a Soul for you, for it is already there, but an adequate system can lead you into the awareness of it. And among the meditation exercises that must necessarily stand foremost in such a system, no single one is absolute and indispensable. There is no universal formula for the practice of meditation suited to all people at all times. It is not advantageous to aspirants to repose in the bed of one formula during their whole lifetime. The philosophic ideals of a balanced development and an equilibrated personality would alone forbid it. On the contrary, they will find it necessary to use different exercises at different periods of their mystical career.

The mystical course passes through a spiral-like ascending rhythm so that if, for instance, we began by meditating on defects of character and later dropped that for a more abstract topic, we will one day return to our former practice again, but this time it will be from a higher standpoint, which will yield correspondingly more important gains. We may fix attention on mental pictures or on abstract ideas, on specific themes or on vague feelings, on keen rational thinking, or on the rejection of all thinking whatsoever. All these exercises have one and the same objective. All are approaches to one and the same psychological state. If the approaches differ, this is only because their points of departure are different. We must smile indulgently at those who insist that their particular method is the only effective one, as we must smile tolerantly also at those who limit truth to their small conception of it. Philosophy does not say that the aspirant should not follow such a method, but that we should not follow it to the exclusion of all others. A method or technique that is good for one person may not be good for another. And the methods that well suited the ancient mind may be ill suited to the modern one, while the conditions laid down in former times may be inadequate to the present time.

But whatever exercise we adopt, let us remember four indispensable points. First, our labor must seek to eliminate all thoughts except the thought of its own theme. Second, the more interested we become in what we are thinking of—yes, even the more excited we become about it—the more successful our concentration becomes. The converse of this is also true. Third, the concentration must pass from thinking about its chosen object in a logical way to entering into the object in a fixed, settled way. Fourth, if the first step is to get a thorough grip on our thoughts and feelings, that is to achieve concentration, then the second step is to elevate them above all worldly activities and desires, that is, to achieve meditation. That meditation begins well that begins by fervent prayer or ardent worship. We must approach the divine withinness of our own Self with all possible reverence, putting away the soiled shoes of worldly cynicism at its threshold.

Real meditation is an intuitive process. But the tensions that prevail in the mind usually prevent this intuition from being felt, and still more, from being followed even if felt. If we are going to carry on with the same thoughts, the same cares, and the same hopes that preoccupied our busy hours, we might as well continue with what we were doing before the meditation hour. The first advantage—as it is the first necessity—of meditation is that it shall concern itself with something entirely different. It must lift us out of the stream of personal life. It must, in short, start and end with one theme: the Overself. Hence, we must begin to meditate by withdrawing our thoughts from our own affairs and those of the world, fixing them instead on the object of our quest—the Overself. During these intervals we should cultivate the capacity to place our worldly business at a distance and to calm the outward-rushing emotions. When we “go into silence,” when we sit down to meditate, we should first clear all the day’s business or occupations out of our mind. When we enter the meditation chamber, we should let the door shut completely not only on the outside world but also on that inside world where trivialities, routine, business affairs, angers, resentments, irritations, and passions are native inhabitants. Equally so, we should let the past go and disdain the future. We are there to engage ourselves in a holier business than that in which the world usually engages, to follow a diviner occupation than the personality’s fated round, and to lift our thoughts to higher levels than the wonted one. The renunciation required of us during this period is both external and internal: it must indeed be total. Mothers must put away their children as though they had never been born. Scholars must forget their books as though they had never rested on their shelves. Manufacturers must travel far from their factories as though they belonged to a dead past. Workers must join the ranks of the unemployed as though they had never been elsewhere.

It often happens that failure in meditation is caused by this failure to detach thoughts from the personal affairs of everyday routine. The first remedy is to choose a theme that in itself holds sufficient interest to keep our thoughts tethered to it. The second remedy is rigidly to transfer attention back to this theme every time we become aware of having strayed.




CHALLENGES TO CONCENTRATION

In theory, the attention ought not to deviate for a single second from the thought upon which it is being held. In practice it will certainly do so, for ancient habit has made it restless, intractable, and dissipated. How weak people have become is shown by their widespread incapacity to pass even a half hour in uninterrupted withdrawal from the affairs of their personal individuality and in unremitting communion with their higher individuality. Concentration inexorably demands that the mind shall not think of twenty different things and people in as many minutes. Yet as soon as anyone sits down to meditate, a motley crowd of thoughts will batter at the gates of consciousness. No one except the experienced person, who has practiced for some years and practiced with regularity, determination, and understanding, is likely to be free of this nuisance. These distractions are so persistent and so troublesome that they drive many, if not most, beginners into hopeless despair or utter boredom, and so ultimately drive them away from meditation exercises altogether.

How many people have had this time-wasting experience in meditation: They think for a moment or two about the spiritual theme they have assigned themselves, but it is soon dropped or crowded out by a host of irrelevant thoughts, memories, and anticipations—mostly of a worldly nature. They finally rise with relief from this irksome effort as soon as the allotted period ends. How often must they wait for the feeling of divine contact only to find at the end of the meditation period that it has again failed to manifest itself! How often have they begun with expectancy only to end with despondency, as this tantalizing elusiveness recurs yet again! If others have found the Divine Self by turning inward, they themselves have been unluckier and found only irresponsive emptiness.

Aspirants must be willing to go through these boring preliminaries and endure the depressing unease of these early experiments. There is no escape from them at the present stage. During the meditation, most of the time is frittered away in fighting mental restlessness and emotional distraction. As thought after thought encroaches upon our attention, we must try to brush each one away as it appears and keep vigilant in this matter. It will require a kind of grip upon ourselves, an inner reserve that says, “Thus far but no farther.” It is a strenuous exercise to keep the mind in undistracted and undisturbed concentration upon the quest of the free Self. We are habitually so active, so restless, and so extroverted that the reversal of our ways inevitably meets with stiff and stubborn resistance.

Even for the many persons of moderately successful advancement in the art, meditation is not outright smooth sailing. Alas! There are times for them, too, when the meditation period is filled with desert like aridity, leaving thoughts restless and emotions bored. However, even such periods are not really wasted but teach humility and patience. Although each practice period has no longer to surmount the natural inertia of the extroverted mentality, it still has to overcome anew not only the inner resistance of a turbulent mentality—although this will be far less than with the unpracticed person—but also the added resistance of alien thought conditions and emotional strains temporarily “picked up” during the day’s contacts and meetings with others. This, indeed, is one of the added reasons why students of yoga in the East take to solitude and avoid society. All these resistances evoke shadows of depression, even despair, but they can be overcome by using the sword of patience to pierce them. So, unless they can bear the fatigue no longer, they should not impatiently abandon the practice on that occasion as being useless, but should persist—trying the effect of a prayer to the Higher Self to come to their help. After some minutes, or perhaps a longer time, the resistance may melt away of its own accord.

Few of those who sit down to unroll the colored carpet of meditation really succeed in entering the state of mental quiet. That is a positive and later result, whereas the earlier one is negative. The struggle to keep the attention fixed during the preliminary part of a meditation period is intense. Many become disheartened by its difficulty. Yet the more they attempt it, the easier it certainly will become in time. The disciple should recognize that, just as it often takes a certain period of time satisfactorily to embark on some intellectual work, so it takes a certain time to get started with this spiritual work. Only the adept in meditation can obtain immediate results; all others need to work their way gradually toward this goal.

We must accept the fact that these negative preliminaries, which yield no immediate fruit, must needs take up the greater part of our allotted time, and that we should not look for quick results. This cannot be helped. We must cheer ourselves with the thought that the reward of perseverance is expertness, but until then we must learn to wait and work for the agitated mentality to collect and calm itself and stop its whirl of themes and thoughts. We must remind ourselves that if the practice of meditation is most difficult, it is also most essential; that without this unremitting practice being incorporated into our everyday life, it is not possible to succeed in either detaching ourselves from earthly desires or attaching ourselves to the Overself. Here impatience is a sign that the lower self naturally resists the inward drawing toward meditation, for it sees in such a course the ultimate loss of its own sovereignty. If the commonplace qualities of patience and perseverance have any value anywhere, it is here. With their help and with devotion to the practice, we may, after a protracted period of trial and error, become possessed of a good technique. It was no less a master of the art than the renowned Indian sage Shankara, who said that if meditation is carried on with perseverance and fervor, it will attain its goal in not too long a time.

All the powerful and predominant tendencies that make both the movement of thoughts and the externalization of attention the ingrained habits that they really are, assail us and draw us back to the common enslaved condition in which we and all humankind have hitherto dwelt. Our duty is to summon our inner strength to resist the return of these thoughts and to repel the intrusion of objects upon our attention. The effort to maintain the introverted state must be sustained, not in a violent nor self-conscious way but in an easy and gentle fashion. And it must be repeated day after day without remission until success is complete and permanent. Many beginners make the error of believing that the result, if any, of each individual meditation must necessarily show itself at the time of practice, and of assuming that because the end of a meditation leaves them as they were at the beginning, because it seems barren, dry, and without result, that therefore it is a disappointing failure. This is not so, for the result may show itself a little later and the effort is not wasted; it is only that the profit has not appeared above the threshold of consciousness. These exercises may make the going seem slow and laborious; they must be looked upon as a kind of gymnastic discipline, a self-training whose results in self-development will surely show themselves, although at an unspecifiable date.

Just as we do not discard a mirror because we cannot see our face in it the first time we look, but rub and polish it again and again until we do, so should we not discard the regular practice of meditation because we do not see our Spiritual Self in it the first year, but should persevere until we do. To hush the outgoing energies of the body, to stand aside from the active functioning of the senses, and to bid the waves of thought be still, is a task that naturally calls for a great concentration of all our forces. Therefore it is not an easy one, but nevertheless it is not impossible. Hundreds of men and women have successfully accomplished it during the past centuries and in different lands. The secret of this achievement is not to give up the quest because results remain monotonously absent, not to cease efforts through impatience, irritation, or despair. In the early stages, meditation feels arduous and profitless. In the intermediate stages, there are periods of conscious progress with intervals of staleness. For it is then that the mind works on the pneumatic drill principle. Persevering endeavor will bring proficiency, irregularly no doubt but to an ever-increasing extent. If the thinking consciousness resents these daily attacks upon its restless wandering character and stubbornly clings to its old habits, one day its resistance will be worn out and it will quietly yield.

For months and perhaps years, practitioners will have to draw attention forcibly back from these wanderings, but if we persist the day will surely come when it will stop them of its own accord and willingly seek the rest that meditation offers. The hour will eventually arrive when we will no longer have to try to meditate; meditation will come to us of itself, facilely and smoothly. Expertness in the art of meditation comes, as in all other arts, through this untiring practice. The concentration becomes easy and pleasant. The proficient’s internal tension disappears and the whole being becomes well poised, harmoniously relaxed.




THREE STAGES

In this development there are three stages: first, the long, monotonous, tiring fight against the wandering tendencies of the intellect; second, the shorter and easier struggle to maintain and prolong concentrative power once it is developed; third, the effortless triumph of habitual practice finally making expertness a natural phenomenon. The firmness with which we hold the single idea of finding the Divine Self within and the immediacy with which we return to its quest when we become aware of having deviated from it, will mark the end of the first stage with any exercise. If the first stage of concentrated attention inwardly directed upon the mind itself is successfully achieved, the second stage will then be to prolong it. The second stage has been satisfactorily achieved when the practice is resumed with pleasure and discontinued with reluctance, when the mind is able to concentrate and withdraw inward within a minute or two of sitting down. We may arrive at such an expertness that we will be able to pass at once with ease, and at will, into the first and then the second stages of meditation.

As the effects of meditation become more and more familiar, understanding of its mechanism and facility in its practice grow with them. With the increase of facility, which time thus brings to us, the decrease of distraction will correspondingly delight us. Shorter and shorter will become the waiting preliminary period during which thoughts, memories, anticipations, emotions, and agitations aroused by our external life manifest themselves and prevent perfect concentration or delay inward self-absorption. Anyone who is already well advanced on the quest always finds the meditation time a joyous tryst with the beloved, whereas one who is taking his or her first steps often finds it an irksome meeting with boredom. The novice moves reluctantly and unwillingly to the self-commanded duty of daily meditation on the Higher Self. The proficient, who has conquered the technique, moves joyfully and eagerly to this God-blessed gift of daily communion with the Higher Self. It has passed from the stage of being a drudgery to that of being a privilege. In the fully developed meditative life there is ease, naturalness, and stability. It will demonstrate poise and show balance. The difference between a restless mind and a disciplined one is like the difference between mere chatter and good conversation.

The inner search for the Spiritual Self must go on steadily and uninterruptedly. If at first we find nothing and feel nothing, we are not to be discouraged. We are digging a well. Some have to dig far and long before water appears, therefore we should push our search deeper down. The water of life is there; we need not doubt that. Every ancient seer, every medieval saint, every contemporary mystic testifies to this fact. Our mystical progress will be characterized by an increasing withdrawal into ourselves, by a drawing back from the physical senses and an interiorizing and immobilizing of attention. Deeper and deeper will our consciousness sink away from environment and into itself. During the mind’s movement back upon itself, we will quite definitely experience the sensation of going inside. It will be like trying to penetrate through layer after layer of the mind. We have to shut out not only all sensations of external objects but also of our own body’s existence.

However, it is one thing to introvert attention to this deep point and another to be able to sustain the introversion itself. We must not only achieve it fully and completely, but also remain immersed in it for some time to develop its strength and effectiveness, to enable the daily renewals to become almost instantaneous. The troublesome temptation to get up and stop the effort before the full time allotted for meditation is over occasionally becomes overpowering. But to yield to it is to accept defeat. To resist it is to cut a further length of the road to victory. Or, the temptation to get up and do this or that, to think about some other matter—even a spiritual concern—will also come insistently. We must remain firm and not yield to it. This is hard to do, but only because we have for so long—for a whole lifetime probably—allowed our attention to become absorbed by the outer world that it now tends naturally to fly back there the instant our vigilance ceases. Through insistent practice and patient cultivation, we can definitely make this turning to the inner world, this silencing of body and mind, just as easy to do eventually as it is hard to do now.

We have now reached the most critical and most important part of our adventure in meditation. It is the borderline where our own effort must gradually cease and the Soul’s effort must commence. We have to keep perfectly still, in body and in thought, so as to let this other presence overshadow us in a beatific quiescence. It cannot do this while we are physically busy, mentally preoccupied, emotionally attracted or repelled by something or someone. We must keep still in every way. Thus, we will introduce nothing to impede the holy presence’s movement stealing over the body and taking hold of the mind. All this can be literally felt. But the slightest obstruction causes its instant withdrawal. From being positive, we must now become passive. The profound mystery of grace is involved here.

The psychological condition of this degree is quite involuntarily induced, whereas those of the earlier degrees cannot arise without willed endeavor. If the meditator does not brush aside its early beginnings or otherwise obstruct it, it often grows so rapidly into mesmeric strength as to become wholly irresistible. Although it is a power outside of our ordinary self, somehow it is also a power not separate from that self. The effect of this grace is a mighty one. With every influx of it we feel a change coming over us, although this change may take a variety of forms. But whatever the form, the strain that accompanied our earlier essays in concentration comes to an end and the struggles through which we then labored will no more vex us. We have to feel our way into this higher mood much as the artist has to feel his or her own way into a creative mood. Attention must here move as vigilantly as a person walking along the narrow parapet of an embankment that overtops a river. When the central consciousness lies effortlessly fastened to this central point, its attention now wholly held, the period of novitiate with its disheartening failures is definitely at an end. Our vague feelings will now begin to assume concrete form.




OEBPS/images/9781620558058_cvi.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg
>





OEBPS/images/9781620558058_tp.jpg
INSTRUCTIONS
FOR

SPIRITUAL
LIVING

PAUL BRUNTON
EDITED BY JEFF COX

aﬂ
g

R —
a8z

8

Pl -S— g o
= = 8

E]

évﬂ





