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EDUCATIONAL INSIGHT

A Youthful Primer About
Hinduism’s Eight-Limbed System of
Meditation and Spiritual Striving

FROM THE TEACHINGS OF SATGURU SIVAYA SUBRAMUNIYASWAMI

oday’s popular concept of yoga equates it with
hatha yoga and the practice of the hatha yoga asanas,
or postures. Many who practice such yoga do so
solely for health benefits. However, others pursue
yoga, in a deeper sense, in hopes of reaping the spiritual
benefits it offers. It is to these spiritual seekers who
have higher consciousness as the goal of their yoga that
this Educational Insight is directed. Here we describe
the path called raja yoga, the regal (raja) means to
enlightenment, a classical, meditative system that is
one among the numerous yogas practiced in Hinduism.
Technically, it is termed ashtanga (eight-limbed) yoga,
a name coined by Sage Patanjali, because it consists of
eight stages, represented in our illustrations of the village
tree with eight limbs. These stages are: yama (restraint),
niyama (observance), asana (seat or posture), pranayama
(mastering life force), pratyahara (withdrawal), dharana
(concentration), dhyana (meditation) and samadhi
(contemplation and God Realization). It is worth noting
that yama (the restraints) and niyama (the observances)
precede asana (hatha yoga postures), but they are omitted
in most yoga classes today. That is unfortunate, as this
S0 ethical basis is of utmost importance. We can liken these
N eight limbs to a tall building. The yamas are the first part
To depict raja of the foundation, like the steel; and the niyamas are the
yoga, artist Rajeev | second part, like the cement. Together they provide the
NT has chosen a support a skyscraper needs to stand. Asana, pranayama
spritely theme. Four and pratyahara are like the lower floors, dharana and
children have found dhyana are the middle ones, and samadhi is the topmost
a banyan tree in the floor, the stratum of realization and illumination.
forest, with eight SATGURU BODHINATHA VEYLANSWAMI
branches representing
the eight limbs of

ashtanga yoga. JANUARY/FEBRUARY/MARCH, 2010 HINDUISM TODAY ol
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“Restraint.” Virtuous
and moral living,
which brings purity of
mind, freedom from
anger, jealousy and
subconscious confusion
which would inhibit the
process of meditation.

“Yama is abstention from
harming others, from
falsehood, from theft,
from incontinence
and from greed.”

Sage Patanjali, II, Sttra 30

Sutra translations are from How to Know
God, The Yoga Aphorisms of Patanjali by
Swami Prabhavananda and Christopher
Isherwood, copyright 1953 by the Vedanta
Society of Southern California
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t is true that bliss comes from meditation, and it is
true that higher consciousness is the heritage of all
mankind. However, the ten restraints and their cor-
responding practices are necessary to maintain
bliss consciousness, as well as all of the good feelings
toward oneself and others attainable in any incarna-
tion. These restraints and practices build character.
Character is the foundation for spiritual unfoldment.

The platform of character must be built within our life-
style to maintain the total contentment needed to persevere

on the path. The great rishis saw the frailty of human nature

and gave these guidelines, or disciplines, to make it strong.
They said, “Strive!” Let’s strive to not hurt others, to be
truthful and honor all the rest of the virtues they outlined.

The twenty restraints and observances are the first two
of the eight limbs of ashtanga yoga, constituting Hindu-
ism’s fundamental ethical code. Because it is brief, the entire
code can be easily memorized and reviewed daily at the
family meetings in each home. The yamas and niyamas
are cited in numerous scriptures, including the Sandilya
and Varaha Upanishads, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika by
Gorakshanatha, the Tirumantiram of Rishi Tirumular and
the Yoga Stutras of Sage Patanjali. All of these ancient
texts list ten yamas and ten niyamas, with the exception
of Patanjali’s classic work, which lists just five of each.
Patanjali lists the yamas as: ahirns3, satya, asteya, brah-
macharya and aparigraha (noncovetousness); and the
niyamas as: saucha, santosha, tapas, svadhyaya (self-reflec-
tion, scriptural study) and Isvarapranidhana (worship).

Each discipline focuses on a different aspect of hu-
man nature, its strengths and weaknesses. Taken as a
sum total, they encompass the whole of human experi-
ence and spirituality. You may do well in upholding some
of these but not so well in others. That is to be expected.
That defines the sadhana, therefore, to be perfected.

The ten yamas are: 1) ahirhs3, "noninjury,” not harm-
ing others by thought, word or deed; 2) satya, “truth-

fulness,” refraining from lying and betraying promises;

3) asteya, “nonstealing,” neither stealing nor coveting nor
entering into debt; 4) brahmacharya, “divine conduct,”
controlling lust by remaining celibate when single, lead-
ing to faithfulness in marriage; 5) kshama, "patience,” re-
straining intolerance with people and impatience with
circumstances; 6) dhriti, “steadfastness,” overcoming non-
perseverance, fear, indecision, inconstancy and changeable-
ness; 7) daya, “compassion,” conquering callous, cruel and
insensitive feelings toward all beings; 8) arjava, “honesty,
straightforwardness,” renouncing deception and wrong-
doing; 9) mitahara, “moderate appetite,” neither eating
too much nor consuming meat, fish, fowl or eggs; 10) sau-
cha, “purity,” avoiding impurity in body, mind and speech.

As her brother watches protectively,
a young girl swings on a vine,
restrained from falling as surely

as the moral restraints of avoiding
misdeeds keep us from falling from
the yoga path. Like the silent witness
within, a family of owls watches
wisely from their nest in the tree.
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Observances

he niyamas are 1) hri, “remorse,” being modest and

showing shame for misdeeds; 2) santosha, “content-

ment,” seeking joy and serenity in life; 3) dana, “giv-

ing,” tithing and giving generously without thought of
reward; 4) astikya, “faith,” believing firmly in God, Gods,
guru and the path to enlightenment; 5) ISvaraptjana, “wor-
ship of the Lord,” the cultivation of devotion through daily
worship and meditation; 6) siddhanta sravana, “scriptural
listening,” studying the teachings and listening to the wise
of one’s lineage; 7) mati, “cognition,” developing a spiritual
will and intellect with the guru’s guidance; 8) vrata, “sacred
vows,” fulfilling religious vows, rules and observances faith-
fully; 9) japa, “recitation,” chanting mantras daily; 10) tapas,
“austerity,” performing sadhana, penance, tapas and sacrifice.

In comparing the yamas to the niyamas, we find the re-
straint of noninjury, ahirnsa, makes it possible to practice
hri, remorse. Truthfulness brings on the state of santosha,
contentment. And the third yama, asteya, nonstealing, must
be perfected before the third niyama, giving without any
thought of reward, is even possible. Sexual purity brings
faith in God, Gods and guru. Kshama, patience, is the foun-
dation for I$varaptijana, worship, as is dhriti, steadfast-
ness, the foundation for siddhanta sravana. The yama of
daya, compassion, definitely brings mati, cognition. Arjava,
honesty—renouncing deception and all wrongdoing—is
the foundation for vrata, taking sacred vows and faithfully
fulfilling them. Mitahara, moderate appetite, is where yoga
begins, and vegetarianism is essential before the practice
of japa, recitation of holy mantras, can reap its true ben-
efit in one’s life. Saucha, purity in body, mind and speech,
is the foundation and the protection for all austerities.
The yamas and niyamas and their function in our life

can be likened to a chariot pulled by ten horses. The pas-
senger inside the chariot is your soul. The chariot itself
represents your physical, astral and mental bodies. The
driver of the chariot is your external ego, your personal
will. The wheels are your divine energies. The niyamas,

or spiritual practices, represent the spirited horses, named
Hri, Santosha, Dana, Astikya, I$varaptjana, Siddhanta Sravana,
Mati, Vrata, Japa, and Tapas. The yamas, or restraints, are the
reins, called Ahirnsa, Satya, Asteya, Brahmacharya, Kshama,
Dhriti, Daya, Arjava, Mitahara and Saucha. By holding tight to
the reins, the charioteer, your will, guides the strong horses

so they can run forward swiftly and gallantly as a dynamic
unit. So, as we restrain the lower, instinctive qualities through
upholding the yamas, the soul moves forward to its destina-
tion in the state of santosha. Santosha, peace, is the eternal
satisfaction of the soul. At the deepest level, the soul is al-
ways in the state of santosha. Therefore, hold tight the reins.

Reaching the second limb,
the girl watches a devotee
far below, offering flowers
and loving devotion to Lord
Ganesha, enshrined at the
foot of the banyan. The youth
wonders if the spider in its
web also knows of the ten
observances and if he has a
yoga of his own to practice.
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Posture

uccess in meditation requires the ability to sit in

a comfortable posture, for long periods, with-

out moving. Proper posture is necessary because

the very simple act of equalizing the weight and
having it held up by the spine causes you to lose body
consciousness. Sit up nice and straight with the spine
erect and the head balanced at the top of the spine.

By sitting up straight, with the spine erect, the en-
ergies of the physical body are transmuted. Posture
is important, especially as meditation deepens and
lengthens. With the spine erect and the head balanced
at the top of the spine, the life force is quickened and
intensified as energies flood freely through the nerve
system. In a position such as this, we cannot become
worried, fretful, depressed or sleepy during our medita-
tion. Learn to sit dynamically, relaxed and yet poised.
Inwardly observe this posture and adjust the body to be

poised and comfortable. Feel the muscles, bones and the
nerve system. This posture is possible sitting in a chair, on
a cushion, or on your knees. Ideally, a competent meditator
will be able to cross the legs for meditation, either in full
or half lotus. The hands are held in the lap, the right hand
resting on the left, tips of the thumbs touching softly. In all

cases, the posture should be natural and easy, and not cause could continue uninhibited by disease or weakness. Younger brother has reached the
discomfort, which is distracting during meditation. Look The purpose of hatha yoga today again is the same—to third branch, where he deftly
inwardly at the currents of the body. Observe their flow. keep the physical body, emotional body, astral body assumes a yoga posture designed
If you just sit without moving, and breathe, the inner and mental body harmonious, healthy and happy to fine-tune his nervous system,
nerve system of the body of your psyche, your soul, begins so that awareness can soar within to the heights of balance his energies and prepare
to work on the subconscious, to mold it like clay. Aware- divine realization. In our hatha yoga we work with him for meditation. A peacock poses
ness is loosened from limited concepts and made free color, we work with sound and with the subtle emo- proudly nearby, demonstrating
to move vibrantly and buoyantly into the inner depths tions and feelings of the body when going from one the poise and natural relaxation
where peace and bliss remain undisturbed for centuries. asana to another. Each asana carefully executed, with the boy yogi is striving for.
The meditative poses are part of a larger system called regulated breathing, the visualization of color and the
hatha yoga, a system of bodily postures, or asanas, created hearing of the inner sound, slowly unties the knotted
as a method for the yogi practicing yoga for long hours vasanas within the subconscious mind and releases
each day, performing japa and meditation, to exercise and awareness from there to mountaintop consciousness.

keep the physical body healthy so that his meditations
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“Harnessing prana.” Breath
control, which quiets the
chitta and balances the ida
and pingala currents within
the spine. The science of
controlling prana through
breathing techniques
in which the lengths of
inhalation, retention and
exhalation are modulated.
Pranayama prepares the
mind for deep meditation.
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Breath Control

he entire nerve system of the physical body and
the functions of breath have to be at a certain
rhythm in order for awareness to remain poised
like a hummingbird over a flower. Now, since
the physical body and our breath have never re-
ally been disciplined in any way, we have to begin
by breathing rhythmically and diaphragmatically,
so that we breathe out the same number of counts
as we breathe in. After we do this over a long pe-
riod of time—and you can start now—the body be-
comes trained, the external nerve system becomes
trained, responds, and awareness is held at attention.
The first observation you may have when thus
seated for meditation is that thoughts are rac-
ing through the mind substance. You may become
aware of many, many thoughts. Also, the breath
may be irregular. Therefore, the next step is to
transmute the energies from the intellectual area
of the mind through proper breathing, in just the
same way as the proper attitude, preparation and
posture transmuted the physical-instinctive ener-
gies. Through regulation of the breath, thoughts are
stilled and awareness moves into an area of the mind
which does not think, but conceives and intuits.
There are vast and powerful systems of breath-
ing that can stimulate the mind, sometimes to ex-
cess. Deep meditation requires only that the breath
be systematically slowed or lengthened. This hap-
pens naturally as we go within, but can be encour-
aged by a simple method of breathing called kalibasa
in Shiim, my language of meditation. During kali-
basa, the breath is counted: nine counts as we in-
hale, hold one count, nine counts as we exhale, hold
one count. The length of the beats or the rhythm of
the breath will slow as the meditation is sustained,
until we are counting to the beat of the heart.
Controlling the breath is the same as controlling
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awareness. They go hand in hand. During meditation, the

breath, the heartbeat, metabolism—it all slows down, just like

in sleep. Therefore, the practice of pranayama and regulation

of the breath, the pranas, the currents of the body, should

really be mastered first. We need this preparation of the

physical body so that the physical and emotional bodies be-

have themselves while you are in a deep state of meditation.
You can spend hours or years working with the

breath. Find a good teacher first, one who keeps it

simple and gentle. You don’t need to strain. Start sim-

ply by slowing the breath down. Breathe by moving the

diaphragm instead of the chest. This is how children

breathe, you know. So, be a child. If you learn to con-

trol the breath, you can be master of your awareness.

Sister takes a seat on the fourth
branch, holding her hands in
the traditional way to direct

the breath through one nostril
and the next, as she strives to
control the pranas of the body.
Two birds pluck ripe berries
nearby, too busy making a living
to bother with her yogic efforts.
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cingras Withdrawal

ere is a step-by-step system of pra-

tyahara that you can use to begin

each meditation for the rest of your

life. Simply sit, quiet the mind, and
feel the warmth of the body. Feel the natural
warmth in the feet, in the legs, in the head, in
the neck, in the hands and face. Simply sit and
be aware of that warmth. Feel the glow of the
body. This is very easy, because the physical
body is what many of us are most aware of. Take
five or ten minutes to do this. There’s no hurry.

The second step is to feel the nerve currents
of the body. Start with the feeling of the hands,
thumbs touching, resting on your lap. Feel the life
force going through these nerves, energizing the
body. Try to sense the even more subtle nerves
that extend out and around the body about three
or four feet. This may take some time. When
you have located some of these nerves, feel the
energy within them. Tune into the currents of
life force as they flow through these nerves.
The third step takes us deeper inside, as we

become dynamically aware in the spine. Feel

the power within the spine, the powerhouse of ness into the essence, the center of this energy in the Brother finds a place on the fifth
energy that feeds out to the external nerves and head and spine. This requires great discipline and ex- branch, where he sits and carefully
muscles. Visualize the spine in your mind’s eye. acting control to bring awareness to the point of being ties a cloth band to hold his knees
See it as a hollow tube or channel through which aware of itself. The state of being totally aware that we in place. It is a traditional way
life energies flow. Feel it with your inner feelings. are aware is called kaif. It is pure awareness, not aware to keep the body in place while
It's there, subtle and silent, yet totally intense. of any object, feeling or thought. Simply sit in a state working to withdraw from the five
The fourth step is to draw the energy from the of pure consciousness. Go into the physical forces that senses and go deep within. He is too
five senses inward in a systematic way. On the flood, day and night, through the spine and body. Then deep to notice the bee hive buzzing
first inbreath, bring awareness into the left leg, all go into the energy of that, deeper into the vast inner below. Below are two tortoises.
the way to the toes, and on the outbreath slowly space of that, into the essence of that, into the that of One practices his own version of
withdraw the energy from that leg into the spine. that, and into the that of that. Once you are thus cen- withdrawal, retracting his head
Repeat with the right leg, left arm (all the way to tered within yourself, you are ready to pursue a medita- and limbs into his protective shell.
the fingertips), right arm and finally the torso. tion, a mantra or a deep philosophical question. Coming
The fifth step comes as we plunge aware- out of meditation, we perform this process in reverse.
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hen we have brought awareness to atten-
tion, we automatically move into the next
step, concentration. The hummingbird,
poised over the flower, held at attention, be-
gins to look at the flower, to concentrate on it, to study
it, to muse about it, not to be distracted by another
flower—that is, then, awareness moving. Awareness
distracted, here, is awareness simply moving to an-
other flower, or moving to another area of the mind.
Give up the idea that thoughts come in and out of
your mind like visitors come in and out of your house.
Hold to the idea that it is awareness that moves, rather
than the thoughts that move. Look at awareness as a
yo-yo at the end of a string. The string is hooked to the
very core of energy itself, and awareness flows out and
it flows in. Awareness might flow out toward a tree
and in again, and then out toward a flower and then in
again, and down toward the ground and then in again.
This wonderful yo-yo of awareness—that is a good
concept to grasp in order to become more acquainted
with awareness. Awareness held at attention can then
come into the next vibratory rate and concentrate.
Here is a simple concentration exercise. Take a flower

and place it in front of you. Breathe deeply as you sit centrate, concentrate, concentrate on the flower. Climbing even higher, the girl sits
before it. Simply look at it. Don'’t stare at it and strain This is what concentration is—remaining in the before a small oil lamp. She is focusing,
your eyes. Simply become aware of it. Each time aware- thought area of the particular item that you are concentrating, on the flame, thinking of
ness moves to some other area of the mind, with your aware of and flowing through the different color nothing else, not letting her mind wander
willpower move awareness back and become aware of and sound vibrations of the thoughts. How does to any other object, idea, sensation

the flower again. Keep doing this until you are simply it work? The powers of concentration—it is only or memory. Behind her, a heron is
aware of the flower and not aware of your body or your a name. Actually, what is happening is you are concentrating on the full-time job of
breath. Then begin to concentrate on the flower. That is flowing awareness through the area of the mind feeding its newly hatched fledglings.

the second step. Think about the flower. Move into the which contains the elements which actually made

area of the mind where all flowers exist in all phases that particular flower, and you are perceiving

of manifestation, and concentrate on the flower. Move how all those elements came together. If you can

from one area to another—to where all stems exist, to concentrate sufficiently to have fifty thoughts

the stem of that particular flower, to the root that that about the flower without a single thought about

particular flower came from, and to the seed. Con- anything else, you will have mastered dharana.
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fter we are able to hold awareness hovering
over that which we are concentrating upon,
we come into great powers of observation. We
re able to look into and almost through that
which we are concentrating upon and observe its vari-
ous parts and particles, its action and its reaction, be-
cause we are not distracted. Even observation in daily
life, as a result of regular participation in the practice
of concentration, comes naturally. We are able to see
more, hear more, feel more. Our senses are more keen
and alive. Observation is so necessary to cultivate, to
bring awareness fully into the fullness of meditation.
This leads us then into our very next step, medita-
tion. Meditation and concentration are practically the
same thing, though meditation is simply a more in-
tense state of concentration. The state of meditation is
careful, close scrutiny of the individual elements and
energies which make up that flower. You are scru-
tinizing the inner layers of the mind, of how a flower
grows, how the seed is formed. You are observing it so
keenly that you have forgotten that you are a physi-
cal body, that you are an emotional unit, that you are
breathing. You are in the area of mind where that flower

exists, and the bush that it came from, and the roots within it and gain much knowledge from within yourself. On reaching the seventh branch,
and the seed and all phases of manifestation, all at the As you sit to meditate, awareness may wander into past mem- the boy sits in full lotus posture,
same time. And you are seeing it as it actually is in that ories or future happenings. It may be distracted by the senses, by focuses his gaze on the tip of his
area of the mind where the flower is that you first put a sound or by a feeling of discomfort in the body. This is natural nose and holds his thumbs and
awareness at attention upon, then began to concen- in the early stages. Gently bring awareness back to your point index fingers together to direct
trate upon. Then you are meditating on the actual inner of concentration. Don't criticize awareness for wandering, for the body’s pranas. He is striving
area of the mind where, in all stages of manifestation, that is yet another distraction. Distractions will disappear if you for the state of meditation. Two
that particular species actually is within the mind. become intensely interested and involved in your meditation. In chimps play nearby, uncontrolled

When you are experiencing the totality of the mo- such a state you won't even feel the physical body. You have gone and uncontrollable, a reminder
ment, you are not aware of the past, nor are you aware to a movie, read a book or sat working on a project on your com- of the monkey-like mind that
of the future or anything within the externalities of puter that was so engrossing, you only later discovered your foot Jjumps from place to place.
the mind. You are aware of the akasa, the primal sub- had fallen asleep for a half hour because it was in an awkward
stance of the superconsciousness of the mind. You position. Similarly, once we are totally conscious on the inside,
are able to have a continuity of intuitive findings we will never be distracted by the physical body or the outside.
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ut of meditation, we come into contempla-
tion. Contemplation is concentrating so deep-
ly in the inner areas of the mind in which
that flower and the species of it and the seed
of it and all exist. We go deeper, deeper, deeper within,
into the energy and the life within the cells of the
flower, and we find that the energy and the life within
the cells of the flower is the same as the energy within
us, and we are in contemplation upon energy itself.
We see the energy as light. We might see the light
within our head, if we have a slight body conscious-
ness. In a state of contemplation, we might not even
be conscious of light itself, for you are only conscious
of light if you have a slight consciousness of darkness.
Otherwise, it is just your natural state, and you are in
a deep reverie. In a state of contemplation, you are so
intently alive, you can't move. That’s why you sit so
quietly. This is savikalpa samadhi (“union with form
or seed”), identification or oneness with the essence of
an object. Its highest form is the realization of the pri-
mal substratum or pure consciousness, Satchidananda.
This, then, leads to the very deepest samadhi, where
we almost, in a sense, go within one atom of that en-
ergy and move into the primal source of all. There’s
really nothing that you can say about it, because you
cannot cast that concept of the Self, or that depth of
samadhi, you cannot cast it out in words. You can-
not throw it out in a concept, because there are no
areas of the mind in which the Self exists, and yet,
but for the Self, the mind, consciousness, would
not exist. You have to realize It to know It; and af-
ter you realize It, you know It; and before you real-
ize It, you want It; and after you realize It, you don't
want It. You have lost something. You have lost your
goal for Self Realization, because you've got it. This is
nirvikalpa samadhi (“union without form or seed”),
identification with the Self, in which all modes of
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consciousness are transcended and Absolute
Reality, Parasiva, beyond time, form and space,
is experienced. This brings in its aftermath a
complete transformation of consciousness.
The Chandogya Upanishad expresses it
so beautifully: “The Self is below, above, be-
hind, before, to the right, to the left. I am all
this. One who knows, meditates upon and
realizes the truth of the Self—such a one de-
lights in the Self, revels in the Self, rejoices
in the Self. He becomes master of himself
and master of all the worlds. Slaves are they
who know not this truth.” (7.25.2 The Upani-
shads, Prabhavananda and Manchester, p. 118).

At last, brother and sister reach the top
of the banyan, and sit together in silent
bliss. Their efforts have brought them to
a oneness with the universe as they dive
deeply within to discover they are that
universe, they are the Self within each
other, and within all. A family of bats feeds
among the leaves of the tree. Just as bats
forage while others sleep, so too do our
young yogis seek a greater consciousness
which remains asleep in most others.
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