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aum

Gajananam bhootganadhisevitam

kapitthya jamboo phalasaara bhakshakam

Umasutam shokvinashkarakam

namami Vighneshwar padpankajam

aum

Elephant-faced, worshipped by all existing beings,

tasting the elephant apple (kaith) and jamun fruit (jambolana),

the son of Uma, destroyer of grief,

I bow to the lotus feet of Ganesha, who is Lord of all.
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Note on the Use of Sanskrit Terms

Converting the Sanskrit language to English is difficult because its alphabet has many more characters. It is particularly difficult to convert the Sanskrit characters that combine vowels and consonants to English without creating spellings that appear strange to some Indian readers. For example, the word “Rasa” is actually written “Ras” in Sanskrit, and a short sounding final “a” is implied. We have included such vowels to come as close to the correct pronunciation as possible, but we would like to apologize to our readers who are Indian-language speakers for the factual incorrectness of this practice.
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Introduction

Rasas are the essences of our emotions that exist in both body and mind. The Indian tradition recognizes nine Rasas as representing our most important and basic emotions: Love, Joy, Wonder, Courage, Calmness, Anger, Sadness, Fear, and Disgust. Some are desirable: the cream of life and the very purpose of creation. Others are unpleasant and most often not desirable.

Rasa Sadhana is the Yoga of the Nine Emotions, increasing understanding and exercising control over various flavors of happiness. For example, by temporarily promising ourselves not to be angry in thought, word, and deed, we may come to a better understanding of the Anger Rasa and master it to such extent that we become really free to express Anger or not. Similar vows may be adopted for a lifetime and can provide us with very special powers. Others may be hard to maintain even for one day, but will provide valuable insight and control just the same. Such “Rasa fasts” are of great help in learning to dissolve unpleasant emotions without suppressing them.

Every imaginable desire ultimately aims at some happy feeling that we expect to enjoy when fulfilling that desire. Rasa Sadhana allows us to pursue happiness more directly and durably. Rasa Yoga is especially useful to the householder who tries to live a spiritual life in modern society. It does not ask us to withdraw from the world, nor does it consume time. It does require that we remain emotionally and spiritually disciplined while participating in the lives of others, twenty-four hours a day. It can be smoothly integrated within other yoga paths and is easily taught by advanced yoga teachers.

Part 1 of this book provides an overview of Rasa Sadhana and its relationship to both Indian and Western science. According to Indian philosophy and the medical science of Ayurveda, our moods and emotions are continuously affected by the play of elements, senses, food, and vital energy in our body. Modern Western science also fully supports the body-mind link that influences our emotions. With the continuing discovery of so-called neurotransmitters and related biochemicals, the complexity of the biochemical “soup” that tickles our thoughts and emotions seems to increase by the day. Still, mind governs body and not vice versa, unless we allow it. Indian philosophy further offers a clear insight into the interactions between the Rasas and our mind, intellect, ego, and self.

An in-depth study of each of the nine Rasas is the main subject of Part 2 of this book. Each Rasa has basic expressions found in both ancient and modern times. They correspond to particular psychological and biochemical environments. Some sub-Rasas exist and each Rasa has clear relationships to other Rasas, allowing us to strengthen or weaken one Rasa through another. In addition to describing these attributes and relationships, Part 2 introduces practical as well as philosophical ways to gain control over each Rasa, specifically in the form of guidelines for the corresponding Rasa Sadhana or emotional fasting exercise.

Part 3 combines all this knowledge into practical advice on working with our emotions in daily life. Rasas of preference are defined depending on personal history, talent, and body type. The conditions for successfully exercising emotional control are established and each of the senses becomes a window through which emotions can be given new directions. As food strongly affects our biochemical receptivity to happy emotions, the basic rules for emotionally healthy cooking are given. Daily routines strengthen and balance physical and emotional well-being. In case of emotional emergencies, a number of clear steps may put us back on the road to happiness.

As the Rasas are strongly tied to our relationships with others and with society in general, Part 4 helps us to understand the emotional evolution of humankind. Modern science will bring us many new findings on the subject that may be valuable or not. Yoga and other spiritual sciences are of great help and likewise Rasa Sadhana is very useful for easier advancement along the many yogic paths, allowing for more fruitful meditation and deeper devotion. Traditionally, the Indian arts have provided society with the subtle treat of more refined feelings and modern artists have a similar role to play. Advertising has been stirring desire by playing on our emotions for decades. New “mood foods” and other mood-related products may further lead to the commercialization of happiness that disturbs our view of reality. Part 4 offers insights about these influences and how to make wholesome choices among them, as well as indicating how the knowledge of Rasas can be successfully applied in therapy, such that the therapist becomes a real teacher.

Sometimes feelings of anger, worry, sadness, or depression fall upon us, even though we dislike them. Sometimes we long for love, joy, courage, wonder, or peace, but seem unable to produce these enjoyable feelings. The ancient Indian knowledge and practical exercises described in this book can help anyone to become a master of his or her emotions.
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Nine Rasas

The most difficult posture in yoga is the ever-changing posture of daily life.

The Sanskrit word Rasa means “the essence of emotion,” as well as having more literal meanings such as “taste,” “water,” “juice,” “essence,” and ultimately “bliss.” Rasa is a kind of energy that is partly physical and partly mental. It is an important link between body and mind that affects our thoughts and emotions. As energy present in the entire universe, Rasa affects us as gravity affects our body. Rasa is the essence of all that is inside and outside, the feeling nature of both the self and the universe.

The Indian tradition recognizes nine principal Rasas that relate to quite clearly defined moods or emotions:

THE NINE RASAS
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Rasa is the essential aspect of a set of emotions and moods that belong to the same “family.” When a Rasa is present for some time, its energy affects the body and mind in such a way that one of the members of its family of emotions is manifested. The Adbhuta or Wonder Rasa, for example, can manifest as curiosity, astonishment, or mystery. Bhayanaka or Fear can manifest as terror, anxiety, nervousness, or worry.

In the case of three of the Rasas, two meanings are so significant that they are often used almost interchangeably: Shringara as Love and Beauty; Hasya as Joy and Humor; and Karuna as Sadness and Compassion. However, in each case, one of the meanings is more inclusive: Joy can exist without Humor, while Humor cannot exist without Joy; Compassion always holds an element of Sadness (would not the saint that feels Compassion prefer not to have to feel it, in an ideal world?), while Sadness can exist without an element of Compassion; Love can exist without any element of Beauty (one can love a both physically and mentally truly ugly and disgusting person), while to admire the Beauty of somebody or something always produces a feeling of Love toward it. So Love, Sadness, and Joy are the true Rasas or essences.

While the Rasas themselves are clearly defined energies, the resulting emotions (Bhavas) manifest in many varieties and their understanding is affected by personal and cultural backgrounds. For example, the Anger Rasa produces Bhavas such as irritation, anger, and fury. In this book, we pay little attention to the difference between Rasa and Bhava, because both phenomena basically occur together. However, there is a more extensive discussion of the differences between Rasa and Bhava in chapter 23 on art.

Desirable and Less Desirable Rasas

Whether a Rasa is desirable or not depends on the situation. One can say that some Rasas are agreeable (Love, Joy, Courage, Calmness, Wonder) and others are not (Anger, Fear, Sadness, Disgust). However, even Anger can be agreeable if one really feels it is justified and Joy may not always be appropriate, such as at a funeral. Nevertheless, in general terms, Anger, Fear, Sadness, and Disgust are neither desirable nor agreeable, while the other Rasas are agreeable and desirable.

Sometimes we have no idea why a particular Rasa catches us and sometimes its origin is very clear. Things that happen around us can trigger a Rasa, as well as our inner thoughts and unconscious associations. Rasas are strongly connected with our relationships; the more important those relationships are, the stronger our emotions may become. We can only really hate somebody we love. Rasas may overpower our entire personality, sweeping away all reason in just a second. Often we desire to leave a particular mood but seem powerless to direct our emotional state.

In Indian art, a painting or a play is complete when all Rasas are present in proper proportion. The same goes for life itself. Without Rasas, life is ni-rasa (“no-Rasa”), empty of the juice or moisture that gives taste to life, leaving it barren, dry, dull, boring, and dead. The Rasas create variety in the theater of life. If there is no Disgust, then there can be no Beauty. If there is no Joy, then Sadness cannot be recognized. As the purpose of Indian art is to create Rasa in the spectators, Indian artists have been very important in the development of the science of Rasas, as further explored in chapter 23.

Rasa Sadhana

We can be slaves of our Rasas or not. All emotions make sense sometimes, but not at all times. Agreeable Rasas usually create positive desires that elevate our consciousness and lead to agreeable Rasas in turn. Less agreeable Rasas often create negative desires that degrade our consciousness and lead to less agreeable Rasas.

All desires for ownership, security, enjoyment, recognition, love, knowledge, enlightenment, and so on are desires for the happiness that we hope to feel by fulfilling them. For example, when somebody buys a big car to impress his or her neighbors, the objective is not the impressing itself but the feeling that it may produce. Whatever form the desire takes, feeling happy is all that we ever really desire. Should happiness then not be pursued more directly and durably? That is the essential objective of Rasa Sadhana, which literally means “emotional discipline.”

Rasas are the essential drive of our existence, yet Rasas are the subject about which we are the most ignorant and over which most of us seem to have the least control. Rasa Sadhana offers increased control over the Rasas through:

[image: image]  Understanding the relationships between different Rasas, and between Rasas and the body and various aspects of life.

[image: image]  Exercises that teach Rasa control and increase real understanding of each Rasa, through a kind of emotional fasting.

Rasa Sadhana is “Rasa fasting” in the sense that it includes fasting from or on specific emotions. For example, we first promise ourselves that for a day or a week or longer we will not get involved with one of the less desirable Rasas, such as Anger, Fear, Sadness, or Disgust. When the emotion surfaces it will not be suppressed, but properly analyzed; that alone will render it largely powerless. With the aid of some specific techniques that often involve the body, the energy of the Rasa can be more fully dissolved. The promise made in the Sadhana will provide us with the willpower to do so in any case, because to fail means to hurt the ego and when the ego gets involved the Rasa stands no chance. Through such regular exercise, we rapidly learn that we really can master these emotions quite effortlessly.

When the less desirable Rasas have thus been brought under control, we can start fasting on the desirable Rasas, such as Calmness, Love, Joy, Wonder, and Courage. For a particular length of time set by the practitioner, willpower is used to stay in the chosen Rasa, regardless of what happens. Each Rasa is always present in every situation, so we can learn to extract it from whatever happens. Through such Rasa Sadhana, anybody can become a true Rasa master. While it may seem that we have little impact on the things that happen to us, we are always fully in charge of our emotional reactions to them. We have every right to be happy or unhappy and can develop the power to exercise that right. Just as nobody can stop us from feeling unhappy unless we allow it, nobody can stop us from having happy feelings if we have properly exercised our capacity for them.

Rasa Sadhana also provides the serious practitioner with special powers called siddhis. Their nature and importance are discussed in relation to each Rasa in Part 2.

Rasa Sadhana is a kind of yoga that is practiced in life itself rather than by withdrawal from life. It especially offers spiritual exercise to the householder who has not withdrawn from life but lives it and wants to live it. Although the practice of Rasa Sadhana is very ancient, it has been so fully integrated within other yoga branches that it has become somewhat invisible. It originated in the time before Hindu yogis started organizing themselves into more institutionalized akaras (schools) and ashrams (communities). This major change in Hinduism happened as a reaction to the growing popularity of the Buddhist monasteries in the fourth and third centuries BCE. Before that time, spiritual teaching happened in the gurukula, the family home of the teacher. These teachers were usually married and had children, so the teaching that took place connected directly to normal life.

Even though complete withdrawal from this world may be the grand finale of the game of life (leela) and even though temporary withdrawal is an essential tool for spiritual growth, God did not create this world so that everybody would run away from it immediately. Life must be enjoyed and experienced to realize its true purpose. Many people in India feel that sadhana inside the world is more truthful than sadhana performed when removed from the world. To be detached from something that is not present seems easier than to be detached in the face of full temptation. In fact, the truthfulness of sadhana depends solely on the person who is performing it, whether in the world or outside of it. Withdrawing to a cave while still thinking of the wide world around it makes no sense and neither does living in the world while dreaming of a cave.

A real saint has mastered all Rasas, even if Calmness is the preferred Rasa. He or she is not only ever peaceful, but also full of Love and Joy, always humbly conscious of the divine Wonder that is ever around and courageous in his or her disciplines. A saint does not react in Anger, Fear, or Disgust, although Compassion (Karuna) can be an attribute (see chapter 11). He or she may not have obtained this control over the Rasas through Rasa Sadhana, but naturally through any of the many other spiritual paths.

If saints become fathers and mothers after achieving very deep states of meditation, they might be able to keep their inner peace within close reach. However, without such depth of experience, even strongly spiritual householders and parents can hardly ever maintain the Calmness Rasa for a prolonged period. Their responsibilities simply do not allow it. They can experience moments of deep peace every day if they want, but daily life will not allow them to fully hold on to it.

Rasa Sadhana offers an alternative spiritual path, which includes the Calmness Rasa, but also teaches us to find happiness and spiritual growth in the other Rasas. It teaches us to master all Rasas so that we may at least choose the Rasa that we desire, usually one of the generally agreeable Rasas. The trio of Love, Wonder, and Joy can be enjoyed with near and dear ones, as well as in relation to the universe and the Divine. The fearlessness and focus offered by the Courage Rasa help to support us and foster our personal discipline. Compassion may lead to selfless service and it is always possible to find some time and the right frame of mind for some deep Calmness. Through Rasa Sadhana, householders may more easily accept the limitations that are their karma (destiny) and dharma (duty). When their children become self-sufficient, they may still leave the world and chose the path of the renunciate, as do so many older people in India. There, it is quite common for an elderly person to leave his or her family, home, and occupation to search for a more spiritual life by undertaking a long pilgrimage or living in an ashram.

Rasa Sadhana is a particularly interesting spiritual discipline for people living in modern society. It does not require stepping outside of social life, nor does it require any extra time investment. Not being angry, sad, disgusted, or worried requires no extra time, so this kind of yoga is very useful to the householder, who may have only an hour a day or so to practice meditation. If we can remain free from disturbing emotions during the day, then the meditation that we are able to do will be much more fruitful.

Rasa Sadhana combines the knowledge of various ancient Indian sciences. It is primarily tantric in origin, Tantra being a holistic approach to the study of the universal from the point of view of the individual and highly specialized in the art of reprogramming ourselves. Rasa Sadhana also draws heavily on Ayurveda, the science of life that imparts practical as well as medical knowledge. It is based also on yogic philosophy and the wisdom of the original Vedas, as well as on somewhat less ancient Hindu scriptures.
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Rasas in the Body

Emotions are experienced as a play of elements and energies in the body.

Rasas are neither purely physical nor purely mental. In Tantra, each body cell has a “mind” of its own. Body and mind really are one.

Bad body chemistry creates disagreeable Rasas and a healthy body offers the basis for more happy Rasas. If a particular Rasa is fed with thoughts and ideas that support it, a persistent biochemical environment in the body is created or strengthened. That body chemistry will cause the Rasa to remain for a longer period. Even if the person is temporarily distracted from that Rasa, the moment the distraction ends, the Rasa will come back. This is true for both agreeable and disagreeable Rasas.

When a disagreeable Rasa catches us for a long period, the biochemical environment created in our body is difficult to get rid of and may lead to disease. Maintaining an agreeable Rasa over a long period will stabilize our body, keeping it healthy and curing disease.

According to the science of Ayurveda, Rasas relate to: the five elements; the three doshas (humors or temperaments); the three gunas (energy qualities of nature); the seven dhatus (constituents of the human body); the five senses; food; prana (the vital life force), and the seven chakras (energy centers).

Rasas and Elements

According to Hindu philosophy, the phenomenal world is a play of five elements: earth, water, fire, air, and akasha (ether or space). They are the materialized form of the universal energy that vibrates at ever-denser levels.

Without food, the fruit of the earth element, we can only survive for weeks. Without water, our lifespan becomes a matter of days. Without heat or the element of fire, our body can only sustain itself for a few hours, and without air, normal people die within minutes. Without space, not even seconds are available. Therefore, without earth, water, fire, air, and space, life is impossible.

Although water is the primary element of Rasa, fire and air are also involved in the play of the Rasas in the body. Certain Rasas are more closely affiliated with particular elements, as shown:

DOMINANT ELEMENTS OF THE RASAS
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However, just as the elements never appear in a pure form, the Rasas also do not depend solely on one element. Rasas dominated by the air or fire elements still have water, because water is the primary element of all Rasas. The elements represent an evolution from subtle to gross, with water containing air and fire, and fire also containing air. These three elements are thus present in every Rasa, in varying proportions.

Rasas and Doshas

In our body, the five elements assume the form of three doshas (humors): kapha (mucus), pitta (bile), and vata (wind). It is through the understanding of the doshas that the science of Ayurveda studies the play of the elements in the body. Dosha literally means “fault” so the focus is on the factors that cause imbalance and disease, whether physical or mental.

Each dosha combines two elements: kapha contains water and earth; pitta contains fire and water; vata contains air and akasha. Our physical and emotional health depends on the proper balance of the three doshas in the body. When they are in balance, each dosha produces a subtle energy essence; when they are disturbed, they create the following disagreeable Rasas:

DISTURBED DOSHAS AND RASAS
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Kapha is the most important dosha for the production of harmonious feelings. It is primarily produced in the stomach, from where it provides nutritional fluids throughout the body. When kapha is in balance, it produces ojas (primary vigor), which is its essence. Disturbed kapha causes Sadness and Disgust.

Pitta is a very thin fluid, hot in nature, like bile. If it is disturbed, then Anger will only need a spark to explode. If pitta is in balance, it makes us smart and radiant through its essence, which is called tejas (inner radiance).

Vata is generally regarded as the most important of the three doshas. Pitta and kapha need the air of vata to move them to their required places throughout the body. Disturbed vata, often caused by constipation, may thus lead not only to Fear, but also to Anger, Sadness, and Disgust. When vata is in perfect balance, it is converted to its essence, which is prana, and produces Calmness.

Prana, tejas, and ojas—the subtle essences of vata, pitta, and kapha, respectively—exist beyond the physical level. There is a strong relationship between these subtle essences of the doshas and the development of the higher aspects of the Rasas, such as universal love, true compassion, absolute fearlessness, and innocent joy. Prana, tejas, and ojas can only durably emerge if all three doshas are properly balanced.

Rasas and Gunas

The gunas are the three main qualities that are present at the core of every phenomenon. Together with the five elements, the three gunas constitute the eight-fold nature of manifested reality. These all-pervading forces or qualities of energy are:

[image: image]  Sattva: light; stands for clarity, understanding, and healing

[image: image]  Rajas: movement; stands for inspiration, activity, and pain

[image: image]  Tamas: inertia; stands for doubt, darkness, and attachment

Each Rasa is dominated by one guna:

DOMINANT GUNAS OF THE RASAS
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Fear usually makes a person dull, inactive, frozen, or tamasic, but has a more rajasic expression in hysteria. Love is by nature rajasic, but can have a more sattvic nature in art or spiritual devotion. Joy as Humor is rajasic by nature, but may become more sattvic if it is very innocent or more tamasic if it is sarcastic. These subtle variations in each Rasa will become clearer in Part 2.

Food, Senses, and Rasas

Food and the senses are the primary channels through which the environment affects the Rasas via the intermediary of the physical body.

The effect of foods on the Rasas depends on three actions: taste (rasa), power during digestion (virya), and post-digestive action (vipaka). While taste causes the most immediate effect, the effects during and after digestion are a lot more durable. Foods thus directly affect the doshas that promote various Rasas, as explained above.

On an energy level, the three gunas provide us with great insight on how to control the Rasas through food and the senses:

[image: image]  Tamasic Rasas can be affected by the input of rajas through the senses or through food. For example, Fear may be replaced more easily by Courage through the ingestion of pungent foods, which are rajasic in nature.

[image: image]  Sattvic Rasas can be affected by the input of both rajas and tamas: a calm mood may easily be disturbed by the intake of too much sugar (rajas) and fat (tamas) in a chocolate bar.

In chapter 3, we will further explore the relationships between Rasas, foods, and senses.

Rasas, Prana, and Breath

Prana is the vital air that creates all action in both the body and the mind. While it enters the body with the air that we breathe, prana is not simply oxygen or negative ions, but the life force that is contained by air.

The Rasas are produced in the body and mind by the interaction of prana with the doshas, that is, the activation of the elements through the life force. Slow breathing (especially stopping the breath for some time) stops this process; it stops the mind and will change the Rasa if maintained for a sufficiently long period.

Breath also affects the Rasas by way of the two energy channels known as nadis. Each of the two hemispheres of the brain is activated by the nadi associated with it. At any given time one of our two nostrils may be dominant in our breathing, which stimulates its respective nadi, and thus its related side of the brain. The Ida Nadi—which is lunar and emotional in nature—relates to the right side of the brain and is stimulated by left nostril breathing. The Pingala Nadi—which is solar and rational in nature—relates to the left side of the brain and right nostril breathing. Swar Yoga1 (a yoga based on the science of breath) and pranayama (conscious breath control) techniques thus offer powerful tools to control body chemistry and the Rasas.

Rasas and Chakras

Chakras are subtle energy centers that are located along the spine. Each chakra corresponds to a particular element, as well as to a basic desire, certain behavioral characteristics, and a stage of spiritual development. The study of the chakras is the main subject of Kundalini Yoga, which has the objective of waking the kundalini (“serpent-power”) energy that lies dormant in the first chakra at the base of the spine. Special techniques are used to move this energy upward to pierce each of the chakras in turn, until in the seventh chakra enlightenment is reached. The table on the following page shows the location of each chakra as well as its related element and desire.

A person who resides primarily in one or the other of the chakras is mostly dominated by the basic desire that relates to that chakra. All people, except very small children, are active within the first three chakras. Some also move into the higher chakras. Much more information about chakras and Kundalini Yoga can be found in Harish Johari’s book on chakras.2

THE SEVEN CHAKRAS
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As explained earlier, Rasas are dominated by the water element, so they all primarily relate to the second chakra. There is no one-to-one correspondence between the chakras and particular Rasas. However, the level of spiritual development associated with a person’s dominating chakra determines the quality of the expression of each Rasa. The Anger of a person dominated by the first chakra will be mostly caused by fears and insecurities, while that of a third chakra person will mostly relate to pride and concerns about status. The Love of a second chakra person may be rather sensuous, while that of a fourth chakra person will be related to desires for family union, and that of a sixth chakra person more universal. Further discussion about these variations will be found in Part 2.
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Body Emotions in Western Science

In the study of body-mind relationships, modern science is centuries behind but rapidly gaining speed.

It is often hard to accept that thoughts, moods, and emotions have anything to do with our body, because we tend to regard them as sincere and unique. Any relation made between them and the body, the environment, or our food is easily regarded as a rather horrific attack on our personality. Even though Western society likes to regard body and mind as being strictly separated, some exceptions have been acknowledged for a long time, such as psychosomatic diseases (caused by psychological problems) and psychoactive drugs. Fortunately, during the past couple of decades, Western science has produced more proof of a deep relationship between body and mind. This research has led to the development of modern tranquilizers and antidepressants such as Prozac.

Modern Western knowledge primarily has value in demonstrating the connection between body and mind, but offers us very little in terms of practical advice about how to control the mind. Since Western science seems so very convincing to modern minds, it can help us to once and for all accept that our thoughts and emotions are heavily colored by our body chemistry. But the approaches of Yoga, Tantra, and Ayurveda offer much more practical insight and advice about how to really work with our mind through our body.
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