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What people are saying about


Yoga and the Five Elements


Yoga and the Five Elements presents a depth of understanding of the subtle elements of the universe that often lie unseen in everyday life. Beyond a yoga practice guide or a philosophical discourse, it presents clear and accessible techniques for anyone yearning to take a journey of reshaping and balancing body, mind, and heart. The reader is guaranteed to reap a harmonious and meaningful connection with nature, oneself, and others. An enriching guide that you’ll come back to time and again.


Liz Owen, author of The Yoga Effect: A Proven Program for Depression and Anxiety


Yoga and the Five Elements is a thoughtful and accessible guide to living in greater balance, connection, and harmony with ourselves, others, and the world we share. Reflecting the light of Yoga psychology through the lens of modern Theosophy, the book shines its timeless wisdom and healing arts on the complex challenges of our daily lives, using the simple teaching of the five elements to bring it all down to earth. If you’re looking for a full tool-kit of insights and practices you can apply right now, you’ll want to read this book.


Joseph J. Loizzo, MD, PhD, author of Sustainable Happiness: The Mind Science of Well-Being, Altruism, and Inspiration


After 14 years of studying Vedanta, I, an Indian, crossed paths with Nicole Goott, an American, whose depth and understanding of Buddhism, Vedanta, Yoga Shastra together with Western Philosophies left me in awe. Her book Yoga and the Five Elements not only reinforced my assimilation of Vedanta but also layered it with Western thought in a very profound and integrated manner. The Mahatattvas or the 5 elements, together with the 3 Gunas, can very well be termed as the tangible starting point of Creation. Debates abound, but if we circle back to the current moment of our primary as well as primal interest in ourselves, i.e. the well-being of our 5 bodies, then it goes right back to the starting point — the 5 tattvas and the 3 gunas — and our need to balance and align them so that we attain the harmony we are perpetually seeking.


This is Nicole’s achievement in this book. A calm, mature and logical approach to the practices that balance the elements — in nature and in us — so that everything that we see as ‘other’ gets dissolved into Oneness.


A must-read for anyone invested in their health, happiness, and well-being.


Neeru Nanda, Seeker & Writer, author of If: A Collection of Short Stories
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O Hidden Life, vibrant in every atom;


O Hidden Light, shining in every creature;


O Hidden Love, embracing all in Oneness;


May all who feel themselves as one with Thee,


Know they are therefore one with every other.


Annie Besant









Preface


About thirteen years ago, I was living in a condo in the city of Boston. My neighbors at the time, who lived across the hall from me, had invited me over to visit. I quickly learned that instead of putting up a bookshelf and filling it with actual books, they had instead painted a bookshelf onto a large span of their living room wall. Like other visitors to their apartment, I was invited to imagine myself as an author. I was invited to paint “my book” that I had “published” into their imaginary library, either fiction or non-fiction. So I thought, why not, and added my name and a book title to a shelf. I had all but forgotten about that experience until now. Looking back on that experience, I can see how it was possibly an early seed for becoming a writer. I’ve been on a spiritual journey for more than thirty years, and in that time, I’ve had an opportunity to discover and synthesize teachings and practices that lead to an experience of joyful living. Spiritual teachings found in Indian philosophy have particularly resonated with me. What began as early childhood wonderings has become a lifelong pursuit of the spiritual life and, eventually, a calling to teach. As a young child, I remember wondering to myself, who am I, where am I?, questions that human beings for eons have wrestled with. We may not all be drawn to a contemplative life, but across the planet, every individual has a desire to live a fulfilling, peaceful, and joyful life with all their basic needs being met. The way toward these desires being fulfilled means different things to different people. Naturally, I believe this leads to the question – how do we human beings balance our personal needs with everyone else’s needs? This question drives a core theme in the book: discovering a way to live harmoniously.


I had begun to explore this idea in classes and workshops that I had been teaching, the focus of which was self-development, geared toward students of yoga but open to spiritual seekers in general. Around the same time, I was attending the spiritual orienteering classes of my long-time spiritual teacher, Kurt Leland. Under the guidance of Kurt, and his inner teacher referred to as Charles, the classes deftly explore the inner dimensions of consciousness and energy. In this particular series, we were examining ways in which our energy was balanced or imbalanced from the perspective of the elements of earth, water, air, and fire. The classes highlighted a special interest I’d had along these lines, especially as it related to the origins of the five elements within Indian philosophy. Coupled with my love for Nature and the beings that inhabit it, it seemed obvious to me that a spiritual framework of human self-development would include our shared relationship with Nature. As the book began to evolve, it became clearer to me that I could present a model for spiritual and self-development that would appeal not only to students of yoga but also to contemporary spiritual seekers, who would be interested in tools for spiritual growth. I also believed it was possible to highlight that we’re far more similar and connected than we are different and separate. The book, therefore, seeks to outline a spiritual framework and model for balanced and harmonious living derived from the five elements of Nature: earth, water, air, fire, and space. I’ve outlined a series of practices in each chapter to bring the concepts alive into daily exercises that are accessible. These practices help you find and eventually sustain a more joyful and balanced life.


When it comes to a spiritual path, there is no right way. The path that is right for me may not be right for you. I present a view within the book, but it is certainly not the only view. As you travel with me, I encourage you to consider the following questions:




	Are the views in the book in conflict or agreement with your core values?


	What new perspectives develop within you from reading this book?


	Does the book offer you a new way of seeing yourself and others with more compassion?





The Buddha famously taught that no student should blindly accept his teachings. He wisely asked followers to balance the trust placed in the guidance of an external authority with the wisdom and discernment of their inner authority. An inner teacher exists within all of us. I hope that this book may connect you more deeply with your inner teacher and that whatever resonates for you touches your heart.


Any interpretations, understandings, and errors in this book are my own. It is my humble hope that the book contributes in some way to a more joyful and harmonious union for all beings.
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Note on Sanskrit and transliteration


Vedic scripture is written in the ancient language of Sanskrit, a language that traces its origins to Southern Asia. There are forty-nine letters in the alphabet, using diametrical marks which accent the letters, and indicate where annunciation and intonation is emphasized. Languages such as English, do not utilize a system of diacritical marks, thus making an equivalent one to one translation not entirely accurate. Translating any language from one system to another is not without its challenges, in particular where original meaning and context can easily be lost in that translation process. In order to account for this in the Sanskrit language, a transliteration scheme emerged, facilitating the movement between languages with greater ease. In simple terms, it works by swapping one set of letters or characters from one language to another language in a predictable schema. The transliteration scheme is a recognized standard called ‘The International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration’ or IAST.


I have attempted to honor this transliteration system that makes it possible to read a Sanskrit word in English. For example, kośa is the Sanskrit word for a non-physical layer or cloak surrounding the individual physical body. It is pronounced kosha, emphasizing the “k” as in the word “kick.” The “sh” makes the sound similar to the word “wish.”


The first time a Sanskrit word appears in the book, it is written in the IAST format with the diacritical marks. Thereafter, the term is written in the Romanized form without the diacritical marks. Further examples include Śiva (written as Shiva), Śakti (written as Shakti), and kleśa (written as klesha). In some instances, however, a word such as kośa will form part of a term appearing for the first time in the book, such as Annamaya kośa. In this instance, the IAST format will be used. At times throughout the book, to preserve the source material quoted from other authors, I have reproduced the text as it was written.


Any errors or omissions in transliteration are the author’s own.









Introduction


Human beings by nature seek meaning in all that they experience. There is a shared fundamental curiosity, a desire to learn, to understand, and to know. Whilst the views may vary, all traditions and religions share an underlying structure that provides a view around which individuals may orient themselves for a sense of direction. If you’ve ever found yourself lost going anywhere, like the mundane trip to the grocery store in your new neighborhood; direction is only one part of successful navigation. A map is needed, and with it, understanding how to use that map. This book is not going to teach you how to use a printed map or phone app to buy groceries, but it may offer a framework for inner guidance, a journey, and a quest to the very heart of the true Self.


As a meta-framework, the five elements of earth, water, fire, air, and space are easily recognizable as forces existing around us all the time. As with the axiom, we are a microcosm of a larger macrocosm, this is true of the five elements existing not only around us in the Natural world but also within us, in both physical and metaphysical terms.


I was first exposed to the ideas of a five-element theory during my teenage years. My father had practiced Karate for some time, and eventually, I took up the practice of the martial art Kung Fu; and later Tai Chi. One of the primary lessons in the practice, particularly in Tai Chi, involves the ability to harness one’s own energy, called Chi. Stagnant or blocked energy could be traced back to an imbalance with one or more of the five elements. In Chinese philosophy, they are earth, water, metal, fire, and wood. The healing modality of acupuncture is one system that aims to rebalance blocked energy through the use of small needles inserted into various nexus points along meridian pathways.


I found many similarities when I began to learn about Ayurveda and then, Hatha Yoga. For instance, Hatha Yoga teaches specialized techniques such as breathing practices called prā[image: image]āyāma (control or restraint of breath or life force), which seek to control and manipulate unseen energy called prā[image: image]a (life force). Ayurveda (a healing modality originating in one of the branches of Indian philosophy) on the other hand seeks to restore and maintain balance through the application of lifestyle changes (diet, daily routines, meditation, etc.), body therapies such as detoxification and massage, herbal remedies, mantra, astrology, and the use of gems.


Despite all my studies, my curiosity and yearning remained unsatisfied. Thus, I continued in my efforts to trace the origins of a five-element theory within Indian philosophy. My intention in writing the book is not to present a historically researched evolution and influence of the five elements as it appears in Yoga today, but to share the synthesis that I have found and how it can be applied to daily living. And, within this synthesis, I also feel that it would be incomplete to not at the very least, reflect upon some of the origins of a framework that I believe has importance and relevance for today. In what has felt a little like falling down a rabbit hole, it remains unclear to me at the time of this writing, how the concept of this fivefold framework evolved over the centuries through the literature of Indian philosophy. The field of research into the ancient texts of Vedic literature is continuing to expand, with growing efforts to translate a vast body of writing for further study and reflection. It’s too broad a subject for this book to examine the variations, compilations and adaptations that have occurred throughout the history of Vedic literature and yoga as we know it today.


To honor this effort, one such body of literature in which the ideas of a cosmic and human framework based on the five elements can be found in one of the twelve sutras within the Taittirīya Upanishad. Swami Satyananda Saraswati translates lesson seven to read:




One should meditate upon the elements of which this whole universe is constructed, namely, earth, sky, heaven, the primary and intermediate quarters, fire, air, the sun, the moon, stars, water, herbs, trees, ether and the body. Then again one should meditate upon oneself, considering prana, vyana, apana, udana and samana, the organs of sight, hearing, thinking, speech and the sense of touch, and skin, flesh, muscles, bones and marrow. Having revealed thus by intuition, the seer proclaimed that the whole universe is based on verily this fivefold principal, and one set of five fulfills the other.


(Saraswati, 2004, p. 223)





While Ayurveda is said to have its origins within the four Vedas (Rig-Veda, Atharva-Veda, Yajur-Veda, Sāma-Veda), it was eventually expounded upon and edited in what is known as the Caraka Samhitā (Indian Traditional Medicine). Veda is a Sanskrit word that is usually translated to mean a source of sacred knowledge. As a source and collection of many different spiritual worldviews, Vedic literature is composed of a vast range of teachings that evolved from four primary branches. One of those branches produced a set of texts called the Upani[image: image]ads, totaling approximately one hundred and eight, and each varying in length. Each Upanishad is written as a concatenation of sūtras. A sutra is an aphorism or short statement which, when woven together, forms something like a tapestry, each verse connected to form a complete idea. A system of healing, Ayurveda maintains that an individual can be perceived as constituting physical and subtle properties. This is conceptualized as a model of three bodies: i) the Gross body (Shtūla Sharīra), ii) the Astral body (Linga Sharīra), and iii) the Causal body (Kārana Sharīra). The bodies are made up of the five elements, further conceptualized as subtle layers called the kośas (pronounced “kosha”; meaning a sheath or cloak). Not limited to the individual, the Universe itself is conceived of as being constructed of the five elements; a view that is consistent with the philosophy of Sā[image: image]khya. Interestingly, according to a 2016 NCBI paper, researchers suggest: “Ayurveda has its foundations laid by the ancient schools of Hindu Philosophical teachings named Vaisheshika and the school of logic named as Nyaya” (Jaiswal and Williams, 2016). These philosophical teachings, namely Vaisheshika, can be found in the Vaiśe[image: image]ikasūtra.


In a later development, the Tantric views found in the Shaivite traditions of Kashmir, built upon the earlier Sā[image: image]khya system and theory of the universe. Samkhya proposed a dualistic version of reality, based on twenty-four cosmic principles with the Absolute or Brahma as a superimposition onto the world as an illusion. Tantra, on the other hand, expanded the cosmic principles in number to thirty-six. Here, the Absolute as Brahma is seen as part of the world illusion in which Brahman has projected itself into the world. This is essentially a non-dual view of the ultimate reality. While there may be some differences, the systems are more complementary than not. Both share a similar perspective wherein the five elements form part of the creation process in which the true Self is veiled in ever-increasing subtlety.


As yoga was developing in the West in the nineteenth century, many of its ideas were being brought over by various teachers such as the well-known Swami Vivekananda who spoke at the first Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago in 1893. These ideas already had a foothold before some of the more well-known teachers came to the West. In 1875, Madame H.P. Blavatsky founded the Theosophical Society, an endeavor bridging the ideas of Eastern and Western thinking within a framework supported by the value of a brotherhood of all humanity. The Theosophical Society has had a lasting impact on the transmission of these ideas, bridging together east and west. One of these bridges builds upon the koshas, for instance using the term subtle body instead of sheath which, as Annie Besant says, is “putting together the two ways of looking at the same thing” (Besant, A. 1994, p. 194). It’s interesting to note this evolution in nomenclature, I believe, as it offers us insight into how systems can be changed and adapted over time. Annie Besant, like her teacher, H.P. Blavatsky, was interested in presenting spiritual teachings and philosophies in a way that was simple, clear, and easy to relate to for her students. From the point of view for constructing a useful cosmic and self-development framework, Annie Besant offers us, I believe, a useful template. It should be clear, simple, and true. These principles together with the five elements as a framework, have become an essential foundation of my daily life and personal spiritual practice. In the book, I have tried to simplify the concepts, providing what I hope is an approachable and accessible framework. I have chosen to use the nomenclature subtle body, which includes the concepts of a subtle layer or sheaths as it may have been conceived of in early Indian philosophy. The book seeks to answer three central questions from the view of the five elements and the subtle bodies as vehicles for consciousness:




	What is the nature of our reality?


	What does it mean to be human?


	How do we each live with greater joy, fulfillment, and peace?





While the goal of yoga may be interpreted differently, depending upon the underlying philosophy, for our purposes in the book it is understood to be a simultaneous path of liberation of the individual, mok[image: image]a, and a path of union with all life and the Source of all beings. My hope is that the book’s structure indeed brings you, the reader, to a place of greater inner freedom and unity.









Chapter 1


Subtle Bodies


Naturally, most people think of themselves as the container of their physical bodies. We may think of the skin as the outermost edge, holding together the complex structure of the various tissues and processes of the human body. Vedic teaching and Yoga, however, consider this a limitation arising from one of the many veils of illusion shrouding the true Self. One such limitation is the belief that we start and end with the container of the physical body. In Vedic teaching, beyond the physical body is a container of subtle energy, a kośa (pronounced kosha), that we refer to here as a “subtle body.” Another limitation is not recognizing and not remembering the nature of the real Self. Part of this limitation is seeing the physical body as the real Self when it’s the false self. Here, a distinction is made between the false or lower self and the real or true Self. (The small “s” and large “S” mark this distinction.)


In the journey toward inner liberation, the seeker is prodded to pull back the many obscurations that prevent them from seeing and living from their true Self. One path uses a framework such as the subtle bodies. Each subtle body has a specialized function, set of needs, and stage of mastery. Mastery occurs when all the lessons of that body are fully integrated and realized.


In a sense, there is an apparent paradox. On the one hand, the subtle bodies function like a cloak obscuring the real Self; on the other hand, they are a vehicle for the real Self to embody its unfolding fully. As a cloak, they provide the fuel that feeds the fire of learning and growth. For example, think about all the learning we are engaged in when we work through challenging emotions. We may “lose” ourselves when we so fully identify with an emotion that we forget who we truly are. As we’ll discover, all emotions are primarily connected to the element of water. When water is not flowing, we can start to examine from where the stuckness originates.


As vehicles for exploring the inner dimensions of life, the subtle bodies provide a handrail of support in remembering who we truly are. The true Self, in simple terms, is energy. As energy, it is unlimited and entirely interconnected to the underlying and fundamental reality of all Consciousness. We may ask then, how does the Self as energy manifest?


We could think of it as an act of shrinking or condensing from something big to something small, a little bit like actor Rick Moranis’ character in the movie Honey, I Shrunk the Kids (1989), albeit an overly simple analogy. The “something big” is the energy of an individual Self in non-physical terms. The “something small” is the individual Self that manifests in a material form, the physical body.


One of the first steps in the journey toward recognizing the true Self is for an individual to realize that they are more than the physical body itself. We come to recognize that the misidentification with the body as if it were the permanent self, is false. We further recognize that this reinforced idea of a permanent self, is in fact, temporary. The physical body eventually dies. The real Self is what is infinite and transcendent, living on beyond our concepts of time and space. The progression of this realization, of the transcendent Self, develops along the lines of the subtle bodies. One way we can think about suffering is a case of mistaken identity. Holding onto the idea that the false self is real and lasting, an individual remains caught in a web of illusion, like a hall of mirrors. True and lasting happiness resides within because the nature of the true Self is not limited nor separate. A separate self is one of the greatest illusions of them all. Everything is interconnected and interdependent. In the journey toward recognizing the true Self, each level of being is a boundary that is gradually integrated. Even though the subtle bodies inherently function as a boundary of separation, the seeker eventually realizes this boundary as necessary for the purpose of growth, experience, and evolution We could compare this to the realization that without darkness, we could not experience nor recognize that there is light.


The subtle bodies and the five elements are a framework that can help enlarge our understanding of ourselves. It can broaden our understanding of the relationships to each other, to Nature, and ultimately, the Source itself. One way to work within the framework involves locating areas of stagnation, blockages, or a lack of flow. As new insights, perspectives, and understanding become available, feelings of increased vitality and satisfaction may reflect the dissolving of the obstruction. This satisfaction further indicates that not only is more life force available, it is also flowing unobstructed. The greater the flow of life force and vitality, the closer we move toward the experiences of inner joy and peace.


Koshas


In the cosmological framework of an unfolding universe, one of the forces limiting or condensing individual experience is called Mayā. Usually ascribed a feminine pronoun, she is conceived of as the force or principle of obscuration. It is she who places limits in order for an individual experience to unfold. The energy of Mayā, the principal force of action and creativity, acting as an agent of Shakti, cloaks each individual within the subtle shrouds of illusion.


The five sheaths are:




	Annamaya kośa – Physical body (composed of “food”)


	Prā[image: image]amaya kośa – Life force (the link between the physical body and the mind)


	Manomaya kośa – Mind (lower mind, desire and aversion)


	Vijñānamaya kośa – Higher awareness (discernment, wisdom)


	Ānandamaya kośa – Bliss (the transcendental Self)





Subtle Bodies


In 1875, Madame H.P. Blavatsky established the Theosophical Society (TS) based upon three objectives, one of which endeavors to discover the underlying fundamental truth of reality. With the society’s founding, it laid the groundwork for a channel to transmit the ideas and experiences such as those explored by Tantric practitioners, from East to West. Annie Besant, an early disseminator of Theosophical teachings and views and a student of Madame Blavatsky, was a prolific writer, Sanskrit scholar, philosopher, and spiritual teacher. Dedicated to making the study of consciousness accessible to a broad audience of students, she sought to convey complex cosmic and philosophical subjects such that laypeople might easily undertake their study, thus expanding their thinking and spiritual development. One such areas of focus involved the subtle bodies. She believed that with the development of consciousness and fine tuning of the inner instruments of perception, a student could explore these subtle bodies for themselves.


Consciousness can assume different meanings depending on the context and the tradition in which it is being applied. The book uses the term to refer to a larger totality of an individual that is embodied, a level beyond what is usually thought of as the mind, personality/ego, and soul. Subtle bodies are non-physical containers formed of matter, which provide a structure as a vehicle for consciousness to experience itself and reality. I think of these subtle bodies as akin to nesting dolls. Each subtle body neatly fits “within” the other, roughly resembling the shape and outline of the physical body. Various practices, some of which are included in the book, help to develop and refine a practitioner’s senses of perception. Through practice, it becomes possible to move one’s awareness and focus from physical reality to non-physical reality, between the material and non-material realms of experience.


The model of the subtle bodies, as seen in Theosophical teachings, I believe makes a useful and insightful distinction with respect to the levels of mind. In many of the teachings found in Vedanta, the mind is conceived of as having a lower and higher function. The higher aspect is discriminative intelligence or buddhi. The lower mind is an aspect of both mental obscurations – kleśas, as well as emotions. By drawing out these two aspects of mind, it becomes more accessible for students to recognize the different states and functions. One of the most useful methods for exploring the mind is by employing the technique of categorization. In a sense, categorizing the mind as two distinct but connected states or levels, therefore, I believe, makes it easier to conceptualize. This distinction is important to note, I believe, as it helps to see the similarities between the subtle bodies and the koshas.


The subtle bodies as conceived of in Theosophy are:




	Etheric Body – the physical body “doubled” in terms of subtle energy, also the body of vitality.


	Astral/Emotional Body – the body of desire and emotions.


	Mental Body – the body of beliefs, values, thoughts, and ideas.


	Causal Body – the body of life purpose, the reincarnating self, and all the lifetimes of experience up to the present.


	Buddhic Body – the body of unity consciousness, the transcendent Self, the blissful experience of oneness with all life.





Framework


Examining the relationships amongst the koshas, subtle bodies, and five elements illustrated in Table 1.1, it should be kept in mind that the nature of the subtle bodies is not a hierarchical structure. The layers interpenetrate, a little bit like nesting dolls. Individual consciousness itself is like a spatial point that is simultaneously apart from and connected to these interwoven layers. If we take the concept of the nesting dolls further, you could almost imagine that as each doll is removed from within the largest piece, they decrease in size and distance. This concept enables us to perceive them separately from the first doll to the last. The subtle bodies could similarly be imagined as extending outward, so to speak, from the physical body. As you move further out from the physical body, the more refined and less dense the energy field becomes. The more subtle the energy field, the harder it usually is to perceive. Awakening the inner instruments of perception and harnessing their latent potential, it becomes increasingly easier to perceive all the subtle bodies.
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