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yoga for life

by robert birnberg

the yoga sutras of patanjall

Part One In A Series:
Te Evolution Of Yoga

C hances are you're sitting in a colee
shop, sipping hot chai, and reading
a yoga magazine. You may have just
finished your favorite yoga class, and you
feel really good. A great workout it may have
been, and yet deep inside you know that
there must be more to yoga than alignment,
anatomy, and many comments about being
“grounded,” “centered” and “balanced”

And you're right. Yoga is much, much more.
T e postures are but one component of a
complex system of spiritual psychology, a
practical philosophy whose source is Indias
5000-year-old jewel of collected knowledge,
the Vedas.

Te Vedas

Widely believed to be divinely inspired,

the Vedas are oral teachings, preserved for
generations by flawless memorization and
precise repetition. From teacher to student,
and parent to child, the sacred sounds of
Vedic chanting have been an integral part of
Indian life for centuries.
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And the Vedas are vast. T rough songs,
chants, poems, myths and fables, human-
kind’s epic battles and inner struggles are
told and retold again and again. T e inclu-
siveness of this great work is captured by the
Indian adage, “If you lose your cow, you can
find it in the Vedas”

T e Six Darsanas

In order to bring organization and clarity
to these expansive teachings, great sages
extracted from the Vedas six philosophies,
or darsanas. T e root of darsana means “to
see,” and they include six diCJerent ways of
looking at life. More specifically, they are
six distinct perspectives on how to reduce
human sulering.

Yoga is one of these six formal philoso-
phies. T e Yoga Sutras of Patanjali is the
darsana of yoga. Although there are other
important works on yoga, including the
Bhagavad-Gita, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika,
and Yoga Rahasya, the complete philosophy
is understood to be embodied by Patanjali’s
Yoga Sutras. To understand Yoga, therefore,
one must study its Sutras.

Tere is an important distinction, however,
between the word ‘yoga, and the Philosophy
of Yoga. T e word ‘yoga' appears throughout
the Vedas, and means “to link;” “to join,” “to
yoke,” or “to focus the mind.” T e Philoso-
phy of Yoga is a dilerent matter. T is phi-
losophy is a cohesive system with a specific,
technical, definition of Yoga and the actions
required to achieve it.

While three of the darsanas are outside the
scope of this article, exploring two others,
Samkhya and Vedanta will help us under-
stand what Yoga is — and isn't.

Vedanta and Non-dualism

Vedanta is a non-dualist darsana, and the
foundation of Hinduism. Simply put, Ve-
danta says that “everything is all one thing.”
Hinduism — a theistic non-dualism — calls
this one thing God. Despite the appearance
of many gods, they are really only one God,
Brahma. Many manifestations, one God. No
duality: all are one.

Philosophies of non-theistic non-dualism
— Buddhism, for example — also say there is
only one thing. Not God, but one thing
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nonetheless. Call it consciousness, whole-
ness, nothingness, something, but just one
thing. Uncompromising and easily recogniz-
able, non-dualism uses concepts like ‘Maya’
and ‘illusion’ to explain that anything other
than oneness is not really real.

For non-dualists, the root cause of human
sullering is the illusion of separation. We
suler when we see ourselves as having a
separate existence from the one thing, when
we believe in the ‘illusion. For non-dualists,
sulering ends when one realizes — slowly

or suddenly, with or without tools — that it's
all one.

Non-dualist religions and philosophies are
comforting, inspiring, and quite popular
worldwide. But they're not Yoga. Yoga is not
a religion, and Yoga's dualistic philosophy

is rooted in samkhya, an entirely dilJerent
darsana. T ere are undoubtedly many non-
dualists practicing Yoga to help deepen their
experience of ‘oneness;’ you may be one of

In nature, fire is rajasic. Where fire exists,
form changes: paper becomes ash, wood be-
comes ember, and cool oxygen and organic
matter become hot carbon dioxide. Humans
experience this guna as anxiety, agitation,
nervousness, insomnia, etc.

Prakriti’s second guna is tamas: slow, heavy,
resistant. In the natural world, rock is
tamasic. Rock changes form, but slowly and
only afer much pressure is applied. Tamas is
resistance to change. We experience tamas as
dullness, fatigue, hesitation, lethargy, doubt
and depression.

But like Goldilocks’ porridge, one of the
gunas, sattva guna, 1S just right. Sattva is
defined as appropriate change, balanced,
harmonious, clear and sustaining. According
to samkhya, the true nature of the human
mind is sattvic.

And sattva, while still part and parcel of
prakriti, is the closest that matter gets to

interpretations, depending on the student’s
mindset. To fully benefit from these timeless
teachings, one must study the Sutras with a
qualified teacher, a teacher as familiar with
each sutra as they are with each student’s
needs.

In general terms, however, Yoga Philosophy
maintains that the human mind can be both
a valuable tool and a source of suCering. In
Sutra 1:2, Patanjali defines the Yoga state

as having a mind that is sattvic, stable, and
able to focus. He chooses the phrase ‘citta
vritti nirodha’ to describe a mind that can
experience the truth, consciousness, and joy,
which according to Yoga is our true nature.
But because the mind is prakriti, it can also
be rajasic or tamasic. Such an imbalanced
mind is prone to misperception, resulting in
sorrow, discomfort and disease.

And this sorrow is real. Unlike in non-dual-
ism, where separateness and sorrow are seen
as illusory, Yoga sees everything as real. Suf-

patanjali's yoga sutras is in simple terms a
guidebook for cultivating a sattvic mind.

them. Yet non-dualism is not in intrinsic
part of Yoga Philosophy.

Yoga, Samkhya, and Dualism

Samkhya describes all reality as having two
components: purusa, Or consciousness, and
prakriti, matter. Samkhya, being dualistic,
states that these components are connected,
but separate. In samkhya, as in yoga, the goal
is not to dissolve all things into one whole.
Instead, emphasis is placed on illuminating
the individual parts, and clarifying their
relationships. Relationship, as we shall see, is
central to Yoga.

Purusa is consciousness: unchanging, form-
less, and watching. Purusa sees but remains
forever unchanged by what it observes.
Prakriti is the manifest world. T is includes
all matter, nature, and the human mind. Un-
like purusa, prakriti is ever-changing.

According to samkhya, prakriti has three
distinct qualities or rates of change, called
gunas. First is rajas: intense, dynamic change.
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purusa. In other words, the awareness and
stability characteristic of purusa is most
likely to be experienced by a sattvic mind.

A mind that is too agitated (rajasic), or too
dull (tamasic) only experiences its own
movement, and cannot know the conscious-
ness at its core. Samkhya’s conclusion, then,
is: “In order to know the deepest truth, to be
stable and happy, a sattvic mind is required.”

Yoga Sutras and the Sattvic Mind

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras is in simple terms a
guidebook for cultivating a sattvic mind. Te
great sage compiled the sutras approximately
2,300 years ago. Little more is known about
this man, except that he also composed
foundational works on Ayurveda and San-
skrit Grammar.

T e Yoga Sutras are 195 aphorisms, succinct
teachings on life, suCering, and the nature
of the mind. T e first psychology text, the
Sutras resemble lecture notes more than
completed lessons, and have many possible

fering, sickness and sorrow are true realities,
which can only be replaced by other realities,
preferably, comfort, wellness, and joy.

T e Sutras explore many aspects of living,
including: relationships, lifestyle, body,
breath, the senses, and mind. Te aim is to
achieve wholeness by refining the individual
parts and clarifying their relationships.
Since, according to Yoga, they are all inter-
connected, refinement in one area will create
improvement in the others. T erefore, using
slow deep breathing to move the body into
stable, comfortable postures helps to focus
the mind and brighten the emotions.

Tis brings us full circle, to just how good
you feel right now with your warm chai afer
your favorite yoga class. Go ahead, have
another sip. Enjoy.

In subsequent articles, we will explore Patanjali’s Sutras,
yoga’s source text, in detail. We will look at Yoga’s view of life,
the mind, practice, discipline, healing and transformation.



yoga series

how yoga
looks at life

by robert birnberg

my brother’s mullet

Part Two in a Series:

Te Evolution of Yoga

efore introducing a new posture, con-

cept or technique, my teacher, Kausthub

Desikachar, always takes time to help us
review, digest and integrate what we've already
learned. T is review is called ksema, and it is
essential to the study of yoga. Before we pro-
ceed, let's honor my teacher with some ksema
on what we've covered so far.

Last month’s article explored yoga’s roots in the
Vedas, India’s oldest oral teachings. We looked
at yoga's link to the dualistic samkhya philoso-
phy. Tis ancient philosophy or darsana sees
life as having two components: purusa (spirit or
consciousness), which always observes but does
not change; and prakriti (matter, the material
world, including the mind), which is always
changing.

We also explored prakriti’s three diCerent rates
of change. T ese qualities of matter, or gunas
are: rajasic, the hot, quick, fiery transformation;
tamasic, the slow resistant, like-a-rock quality;
and finally, sattvic change, balanced, appropri-
ate, sustaining. We saw how the human mind,
though material, is closest to spirit when it
moves toward the sattvic state. Finally, we saw
how yoga’s foundation text, the Yoga Sutras of
Patanjali, is a guide for reducing sulering by
cultivating a sattvic mind.

How Yoga Looks at Life

T ough human beings have the potential to
experience boundless joy, most people would
admit that suCering and sorrow are facts of life.
According to the Sutras, this distress or duhkha
comes from the mind, specifically from our
habits. As long as we are alive, we are creating
habits or samskaras, both consciously and un-
consciously. T ese patterns are interconnected
and exist in all areas of our lives. Our tastes,
emotions, attitudes, beliefs and behavior are all
linked to habits of body and mind. Samskaras
are essential, as they help create a sense of
identity, stability, and control. T erefore, habit-
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making serves an important function.

For instance, the habit of standing with the up-
per back rounded hides the chest and protects
the heart. Holding the breath stops the flow

of unpleasant emotions. Habitually telling lies
helps us cope under pressure. Overeating serves
as a reward for a dilJcult day. T ese familiar
patterns have one thing in common: they help
us feel better. T ey work... for a while.

Even my brother’s mullet hairstyle used to
work. T is short-in-front, long-in-back haircut
defined him and expressed his twin values. His
sholo once told the world he was someone who
could, as he put it, “work all day and party all
night”

T ings Change

Life, however, (at least the material part) is
constantly changing. Over time, even our

best habits (or haircuts) can stop working.
Responses to present-moment challenges from
past experience are ofen inappropriate and
inadequate. T e result is increased suCering in
daily life.

Eventually, a rounded back can lead to back
pain and low self-esteem. Shallow, irregular

breathing can contribute to asthma and depres-
sion. Lying ofen results in angry, confused
relationships. And overeating is a contributing
factor in numerous health issues. Simply put,
yesterday’s solutions become today’s problems.

My brother, still sporting his mullet, can't seem
to land a job — or a date.

Tis is our dilemma, our mullet. A mind that
is totally free of habits would be unstable and
overwhelmed by life's infinite choices, but years
of unconscious conditioning confine us. So we
are stuck in an eternal tug of war between the
urge for freedom and the need for security.

Yoga's Solution

Yoga’s strategy for solving this age-old problem
is ingenious. Rather than insisting that we stop
creating habits, yoga encourages us to become
fully involved in the habit making process.
With yoga’s help, we can begin to create pat-
terns consciously, becoming healthier, more
positive versions of ourselves. When we use our
native intelligence to refine our samskaras, we
are linked with a universal power as steady as
the seasons and as old as the tides.

To aid in this process, yoga recommends find-



ing a person with the perspective and detachment
to see us clearly, and the experience and skills to
help us change. We need a teacher. (In the classical
model, only one teacher.) Since the yoga teacher
will teach largely by example, we must have a
teacher who is equally committed to self-transfor-
mation, and who has a teacher. In other words, we
need a teacher, who is also a student. For many of
us, committing to a teacher is itself a new pattern.
T e old habits of stoic self-reliance and keeping
our options open by not committing (which once
worked) will now keep us from progressing on the
yoga path.

T e Dynamics of Transformation

T e Yoga Sutras outline several components
of conscious habit making, and guidelines for
smooth, positive change. T ese include:

Abhyasa: a new practice, habit, or pattern. It must
be the correct practice, done gradually, for a long
period of time, without interruption, and with the
right attitude.

Viragya: detachment. T is is releasing, letting go
of old patterns, the results of the old patterns and
the emotions attached to both the patterns and the
results.

Tapas: refinement. Taking contrary actions to have

a dilerent experience of oneself. Tis is described
as “cooking out the impurities.”

Svadhyaya: reflection. Usually, this is with the help
of a teacher, revealing the correct way to change a
pattern. It is also an aid to measuring progress.

Isvarapranidhana: willingness to change, teach-
ability, emphasis on the quality of behavior, letting
go of the results.

T e Eight Limbs of Yoga

T e Sutras also name specific areas of life in which
habits form, as well as tools and guidelines to
create positive change in these areas. Collectively,
the areas and tools are known as the eight limbs
(ashtanga) of yoga. (Ed. - Te Sanskrit term
ashtanga does not refer to the modern branch of
hatha yoga.)

T e areas are: relationships, lifestyle, body, breath,
senses and the mind (three limbs deal with the
mind). Yoga’s transformational tools include:
relationship counseling, lifestyle guidance, asana,
pranayama, visualization, ritual, sound, and medi-
tation, among others.

Refining and replacing outdated patterns through
daily practice is the principle behind yoga’s three
most popular and most recognizable tools: asana,
pranayama, and meditation.

Asana: Yoga postures replace our old and limiting
neuromuscular patterns with better ones. Contin-
ued practice reshapes the spine and improves the
body’s overall flexibility and strength.

Pranayama: Breathing techniques are designed

to replace short, shallow, irregular breathing with
slower, deeper breath. Over time, pranayama vital-
izes the system, stabilizes the mind, and brightens
the emotions.

Meditation: Visualization and other meditation
techniques replace negative mental patterns with
more positive ones. A distracted, dull or agitated
mind is transformed into one that is focused,
attentive and relaxed. As the mind becomes more
stable and sattvic, an inner light begins to shine
through for all to see.

Mini Ksema

Yoga, therefore, is a process of constantly refining
our habits and continuously improving our lives.
With the help of a qualified teacher, we can choose
the appropriate tools and practice regularly to
achieve our goals.

T e results are a richer, deeper life, a mind that is
stable and free — and increasingly better hairstyles.

Next month: The Role of the Mind
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