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THE PHILOSOPHY OF YOGA PRACTICE - PART I

Yoga is a vast and ancient subject. It is both an art and a science. It is an art which
relies on a profound depth of perception and intuition. It is a science which employs a
methodology not based on belief. Yoga utilizes a system of techniques that yields spe-
cific results, whether you believe it will or not.

Yogic philosophy teaches that what most people consider to be reality is, in fact,
only the most obvious manifestation or experience of existence. The Buddhists some-
times use the terms big reality and little reality to differentiate between our reality (little
reality), which is defined by time, and Reality (big reality), which is transcendent of
time.

The word yoga is from the Sanskrit language. It has its root in the word yuj, which
means to yoke, integrate, or unite. The premise of yoga is that this state of integration or
unity, the big reality, is our true nature. When we experience things as separate, we are
seeing things only as they appear within the parameters of time (little reality).

Not long ago in Western science, it was thought that all matter was composed of
atoms made up of protons, neutrons and electrons. It was believed that these were the
smallest particles of matter possible until someone split the atom. Our view of the mate-
rial world has never been the same. Hundreds of subatomic particles have now been
identified. The current subatomic theory explains what we think of as matter is actually
energy with form, or force fields that have the illusion of form. We accept these forms as
reality because the experience of our existence is defined by them, creating our own little
reality.

Time, Space, and the Concept of Maya

The current atomic theory has some close parallels to yogic thought. Yoga has the
concept of maya, which is often defined as illusion, though this is not the best definition.
A better definition might be that which is temporal or impermanent. The ocean is some-
times used to illustrate the idea of maya. The ocean is a symbol of wholeness or totality,
the big reality. Out of this wholeness a wave appears, which has momentum, form, and
the appearance or illusion of an individual identity. The wave sustains its existence for a
period of time, becoming a little reality. Then it dissolves back into the ocean, back into
the whole. In yoga, this concept of the illusion of separateness (maya) is used to suggest
that our physical body, our thoughts and emotions, our mind, and our spirit are little
waves, just different temporal manifestations of a common whole—not separate at all.
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Time is a measurement between two events. Space is a measurement between two
objects. Because we live in a realm which is defined by the duality of time and space,
things appear as separate from one another. Because we perceive time as linear, we per-
ceive things in sequence rather than occurring all at once, as we would in a reality which
is transcendent of time. In other words, it is the linear nature of our perception of the
temporal that inhibits our awareness of the unity of all things. The task proposed by
yoga is to volitionally reunite our consciousness, which is defined by its perception of
temporality, with the oneness that is defined by eternity.

The Difference Between Eternity and Infinity

In yoga there is a difference between eternity and infinity. Infinity can be defined as
an unending sequence of events in time. It is analogous to beads on a necklace which
follow one another in a repetitious cycle that goes on forever. But infinity is still an aspect
of time. Eternity, on the other hand, is analogous to the thread on which the beads are
strung. The thread exists in every place in time and space at once. Eternity has no rela-
tion to time at all. It is completely transcendent of time and space.

The primary dualistic framework (maya) we have to deal with in our lives is that of
time and space (temporality). As the parameters of this duality are fully balanced and
integrated (yoga), we can begin to experience timelessness (eternity). On some intuitive
level, we all seem to know that eternity exists. But because the vast majority of our
cognitive faculties are defined by a perception of time and space, by name and form, any
direct experience of eternity largely remains elusive.

Yoga accepts that we are functioning in this duality of time and space and offers us
a clear and methodical system for the process of reintegration. Like most esoteric sys-
tems, yoga teaches ways to use the parameters of the temporal realm in which we live to
transcend temporality itself and to experientially reintegrate with eternity.

Obviously, this necessitates that we work under the premise that we are not cur-
rently functioning as integrated beings. This is a concept that most of us seem to be able
to accept intellectually but not emotionally. We seem to think we will find lasting happi-
ness or fulfillment in the things of the temporal realm. Yet it is a mathematical truth that
the only constant in the universe is change. To seek lasting fulfillment and happiness in
something defined by change, as we do, would seem to be folly. Yet, as a species, we do
it all the time. The technical term for this in yoga is avidya. Vidya means wisdom or
knowledge. The prefix a denotes a negative form. So avidya means without wisdom or
knowledge. Avidya is often translated as ignorance. It is also translated as forgetfulness
or mistaking the temporal for the eternal.
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Yoga is all about overcoming avidya. To this end, yoga offers techniques and guide-
lines to reintegrate the physical, psychological and spiritual levels of our being. It is
necessary to work at each of these levels to create a complete experience of self. To work
at any one level, without taking into consideration the others, will likely perpetuate an
imbalance. Functioning in an imbalanced state necessitates effort and inevitably leads to
fatigue and stress, making the practice of yoga difficult to sustain. In order to have the
energy to sustain our practice, we must attain a balance at each of these levels.

In truth we are actually working on all of these levels at the same time but are
unaware of it. Because our awareness is defined by sequence and duality, we normally
only focus on one thing at a time. It is like being in a crowded room with many conver-
sations occurring at once. All levels of existence are occurring simultaneously, but we
can only effectively focus on one.  Since most of our awareness is focused on the mental
and physical levels most of the time, these would seem to be the best place to begin our
path back to integration.

Samskaras: Predispositions from the Past

Even a small amount of reflection reveals that our physical body, our mind and our
emotions are not working in harmony. Each seems to have its own agenda. Whichever is
in charge at a given moment seems to make the decisions about what gets done, almost
always without taking into consideration the best interests of the other two. The pri-
mary motivating source of our thoughts and actions resides in the subtlest facets of the
mind, commonly called the subconscious and unconscious minds. For most of us very
little, if any, of this part of our consciousness is perceived. Therefore, we need to look for
clues about what is really going on below the threshold of consciousness within the
things that we can see: our body, our conscious mind, and the circumstances of our lives.

The current status of our physical body is the net result of all we have thought, felt
and done in our present life, tempered and biased by the predispositions of our mind
and body which we brought with us into this incarnation. In yoga, these predispositions
are called samskaras. Like time and space, our body and mind create an inseparable
duality. They act as the interface between the eternal and the temporal. They are ve-
hicles, or sheaths, through which consciousness interacts with the world. Observing our
body and mind can teach us a great deal about how we live and have lived.
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The Five Primary Functions Necessary for Human Life

There are five primary actions which we perform in order to sustain our existence in
the physical realm: eating, drinking, sleeping, breathing, and eliminating toxins and
waste products. Each of these actions can be thought of as a primary technique to be
used on the path to reintegration. Their relative importance or potency can be evaluated
by reflecting on how long each can be suspended before our body stops functioning.

For example, the quality, quantity and regularity of what we eat and how we eat it
has a profound effect on how we experience our lives. Our mental and emotional states
affect our body chemistry and, consequently, our ability to digest, absorb and eliminate
food. If these three functions are not in balance, our health can be compromised. If the
health of the body is compromised, our sleep pattern, our attitude, and even our breath
will likely be affected. These, in turn, can easily affect our mental and emotional states,
setting up a self-perpetuating cycle towards illness. Unquestionably, our mental, emo-
tional and physical health affects our ability to function in the world, and any imbalance
on these levels can interfere with our ability to see ourselves and our lives with clarity.

To gain more objectivity and self-awareness, yoga practice begins with a system of
ethical guidelines for our conduct. These guidelines take the form of the yamas and
niyamas, which are two of the most important tools we can use to sustain the positive
aftereffects of our asana practice. Remember, the physical body is the net result of our
past thoughts, words and deeds. Observing yama and niyama creates a positive mo-
mentum which serves to sustain the balance our hatha practice yields. The degree to
which we have actualized yama and niyama in our lives will determine the relative state
of balance or imbalance we sustain from our hatha practice.

Patanjali’s Definition of Yoga

Our attitude is probably the greatest single influence we have over our lives. To
learn to use our attitude to our best advantage, we need to better understand the mecha-
nism of the mind. In Book I, Sutra II, Patanjali gives a concise definition of what yoga is
really all about. He says, Yogas citta vritti-nirodaha, which translates: “Yoga is the cessa-
tion or inhibition (nirodaha ) of the fluctuations and variations (vrittis)  of the mind (citta).”
This means yoga is the experience of consciousness without the fluctuations of the mind.
It is perceiving Life without any subjective interpretation of it. It is momentarily seeing
Life as it is. This implies that consciousness, as we normally experience it, is filtered
through the perceptions of our mind, and the biases, thoughts and emotions that dwell
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within it. The obstacles to pacifying these fluctuations of the mind (vrittis)  are called
klesas. There are five vrittis and five klesas listed in the Sutras, which will be discussed in
detail in future articles.

The Importance of the Breath

Of the five actions needed to sustain life in the physical world, the one that can be
suspended for the shortest period of time, without adverse affect, is the breath, and it is
therefore the most essential. The quality of the breath affects our nervous system and
body chemistry as well as our mental and emotional states. Consequently, every other
aspect of our lives is affected by the quality of the breath.

Because we breathe virtually all the time, it is easy for us to overlook the importance
of the breath. However, there is an entire limb of yoga dedicated to pranayama, which is
the control of the life force. Though we can control prana in many ways, the breath is
regarded as the primary tool.

To begin understanding and becoming aware of the intricacies of the breath, we first
need to become profoundly aware of our physical body. This necessitates bringing our
physical body into a state of balance and harmony. The harmonious balance of the body
and breath provides the foundation for health on all levels.

To demonstrate the interrelationship of the body and mind, try this simple experi-
ment. Begin by either sitting or standing. Let the shoulders drop down and forward,
collapsing the sternum. At the same time, frown and harden the eyes and the tongue.
Now try to think joyous thoughts. It is not impossible, but it is not as easy as it would be
if you were smiling. Happy thoughts do not easily reside in an unhappy body, just as
miserable thoughts cannot easily reside in a jubilant body. Even if we are reasonably
happy in an unhappy body, imagine how much happier we would be in a jubilant body.

Hatha: The Integration of Opposites

This brings us to the subject of Hatha Yoga. The two syllables of HA and THA are
symbolic of the dualities in life. Choose any pair of opposites, up/down, positive/nega-
tive, stability/mobility, front/back, etc., and they will have some correspondence to
HA/THA. Yoga is the balance and integration of polarities. The system of Hatha Yoga
utilizes the body and breath as the primary vehicles to rebalance our being, at the same
time acknowledging that the body, breath, and mind are reflections of each other.
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It is interesting to note that in several of the contemporary dialects of India the word
hatha means to be obstinate, an attitude that may be necessary to cultivate as we try to
transcend the pull of our habits. This does not mean obstinate in the negative sense of
being stubborn, but rather resolved and resolute on one’s path toward yoga.

Perceiving the Biases of our Body and Mind

The biases we have accumulated since birth in our body and mind are many and
varied. We entered the world as infants. Normally this means that our body and prana
were in a reasonably balanced state, and therefore, our experience of the world was
relatively open and free of bias. Then we began to grow up. During this process, we
learned to live within the parameters of our world in order to function harmoniously.
These parameters may differ dramatically from culture to culture, but despite the fact
that they are subjective, we learn to accept them as our reality. Not only are we taught
these parameters, but we are also taught how to react to them.

In addition to the biases of this lifetime, yoga points out that we also carry within us
samskaras,  behavioral patterns that existed before birth. As we go through life, we react
not only in our minds but in our bodies as well. As demonstrated by our frowning
experiment, our bodies carry memories of things in the same way that our minds do.
Most of these past experiences still live on within us, influencing our body and mind. We
can attempt to balance these issues on a psychological level alone, but the memories in
our body will tend to keep pulling us back into a particular pattern.

Hatha Yoga sees the body as a map or reflection of the consciousness living within
it. The way the body is aligned and/or misaligned speaks volumes about  how its con-
sciousness has experienced life. This can be perceived physically by observing how syn-
chronous the body is with the movement of prana within it. The body is an expression of
what we have thought, felt and done in life up to this point.

Hatha Yoga is not only about stretching, though it will help to increase your range of
motion. It is not only about strengthening, though it will help you to become stronger. It
is about identifying imbalances, as revealed in the body, and restoring balance at the
physical, pranic, mental and spiritual levels. The only reason we experience ourselves as
stiff or weak is because of some imbalance.

Through the practices of yoga we can minimize the biases of our body and mind.
This permits us to maximize our ability to focus our awareness and to become clearly
aware of what that focused consciousness perceives. In so doing, we can experience life
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in its clearest and most unobstructed form—in essence, returning to the pure experience
of a child. This state of childlike purity is the baseline upon which we build our practice.
As the body ages, we should learn to sustain this state rather than lose it.

Our physical body should become a teacher, helping to honestly reveal what is
really going on mentally and emotionally. This could be compared to driving a car in
which our perception of our speed is subjective, but the speedometer tells us what is
actually happening. Where our mind can easily delude itself, our body cannot. We can
learn to use our body to gain deeper insights. All that is required is patience, compas-
sion, perseverance, detachment and a sincere desire for truth. A state of yoga exists when
the mind, body and spirit are harmoniously moving in the same direction.

Prana and Hatha Yoga

On a subtler level, our Hatha Yoga practice helps us to rebalance the pranic body.
The way we direct the movement of prana is a more relevant quality of asana practice
then flexibility or strength.The articulation and alignment of our body are more relevant
than our range of motion or strength because alignment affects the flow of prana. This is
important because the pranic body will have effects on our consciousness even after the
death of the physical body. The organization of prana has a direct relationship with
consciousness and therefore the creation of the samskaras.

The practice of alignment that begins in the body itself leads us to aligning our
bodies with our mind, and our mind with the infinite, and ultimately the eternal. That
which is eternal in yoga is called spirit. It is the immortal part of you. You need not seek
it, you need only remove the obstacles to a direct experience of your true nature. En-
lightenment is becoming one with the eternal—a direct experience of Life. It is the aware-
ness that your nature and the nature of Life are one, just like the ocean and the wave are
truly one. As we eliminate the biases in our body and mind, the imbalances that exist
there will more easily fall away. Yoga provides the tools that we may employ towards
this goal, and it is to this end that we dedicate our practice.     


