In the first four chapters of The Spiritual Teachings of Yoga a range of subjects are introduced from the goals of Yoga, using Yoga asana as a tool to the differences of Eastern and Western Sciences. 

What really stood out for me whilst reading all these discussions was that Yoga is a philosophy and a practical technique which has been developed to liberate the mind from suffering. I suppose I have read this enough times not to be surprised by this but it is so easy as a practitioner to get caught up in the physicality of Yoga and forget that it is the mind that is being conditioned.

The goals of Yoga are quite clear. In The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali it says;

rÉÉååaÉÍ¶É¨ÉuÉ×Ì¨ÉÌlÉUÉåkÉÈ

Yogascittavrtti nirodhah,
 ‘Restraint of the mind-stuff is Yoga.’

In the commentary on this sloka it says ‘as the mind, so the man; bondage or liberation are in your own mind’ And so it is. We do not create directly or solely what happens each moment, but we do create the commentary upon which we produce dukkha, the suffering associated with life. Our minds are so busy either pushing away what we do not like or chasing what we once had and desire again that we forget that the moment itself has no suffering inherent within. 

And so we come to the discussion of using Yoga as a tool to end this suffering.  ‘To change the mind, you also need to alter the body’ ‘By persevering with a Yoga practice of postures, breathing and meditation there is a steady alteration of the physical habits of the body, and this itself alters the mind.’ 
 To a yogi the mind is not separate from matter but is an element of matter.

It is an interesting exercise and challenge to think of the body as the mind when practicing asana. I came across an article in Ascent magazine a few months ago that spoke of ‘Hidden Language Hatha Yoga’ detailing an approach to Hatha Yoga founded by Swami Sivananda Radha whereby an asana is used solely to explore the mind by enquiry and reflection, the intention being to ‘loosen up what has been sealed away’.
  In this way I suppose the link between body, mind and breath is strengthened and the intellect is used to bind that union stronger still.

When trying to understand the entire process of Yoga I especially like the image given in Chapter 2 of ‘The Spiritual Teachings of Yoga
’. A Yoga practice can be likened to Michaelangelo’s theory of a sculpture being liberated from its original marble block. I have a quote from Dr. Remen ‘The Human Patient’
 on my notice board at home which says ‘Healing may not be so much about getting better as about letting go of everything that isn’t you – all of the expectations, all of the beliefs – and becoming who you are. Not a better you, but a realer you’. I have kept it for about a year, knowing that it was important but not quite knowing how to apply its advice. Now I am quite sure that the practice of Yoga is the application of this particular prescription.

I do find it difficult sometimes to try not to translate the philosophy of Yoga into something more acceptable to the Western mind. This is quite strange as it is completely acceptable to me just as it is served but I feel a need to teach Yoga and I suppose this is why I try to make it palatable to someone who has not seen past some of its ‘strange’ techniques… such as humming whilst breathing, rolling the stomach muscles side to side, pouring water up your nose and standing on your head. Why on earth should anyone make a practice of such things? It is hard to make a connection between our daily practices and the inner workings of the mind until we look deeper into the questions of what the mind is. Is it a substance even though we cannot find it or measure it? 

I am not sure where to start looking for Western evidence of the existence of the mind but in the Charaka Samhita, an ancient text of Ayurveda, it says in the sloka devoted to ‘Proof of Existence of Mind - Sometimes one understands a thing and sometimes one does not. This proves the existence of the mind as a separate sense organ.’ This very simple philosophical stance does not draw a line under the search for the mind, but it is a starting place. Perhaps the sutra is there to befuddle in order to further prove the existence of the mind, albeit a confused one.

Charaka expounds on the subject in order to clarify other questions about the types of  mind saying the mind of a person can only be known on the basis of their repeated actions
. This further proves the belief of Indian sages that the mind cannot be measured but only known through its effects.

Eastern science looks within whereas Western looks outside the self for answers to universal questions
. I have been asking myself the question ‘Can you really find the answers to questions such as ‘who am I?’ by looking outside the self?’ Of course Yoga philosophers would say that there is no such thing as outside the self. ‘We are connected in a great web of being with everything that exists’
 Perhaps there is only one science and that is the science of Self.

The four fundamental questions of the science of Tantra yoga are:

1) Who am I?

2) Where have I come from?

3) Where am I going?

4) Why am I here?

I think it is a reasonable assumption to say that Western science as well as Eastern Science are trying to answer these questions through discovery via research. One via the world around us and the other via the world within.

But what is it that drives us to ask these questions? Why aren’t we happy just to live moment by moment without explanation?

Certainly some of us are, especially whilst the pursuit of our happiness seems to be going according to our plans. But when, in pursuit of our happiness, ‘we discover paradoxically that it recedes from our grasp
’ we may begin to ask the questions above in order to regain some feeling of control over our destiny. Most people would like to feel some purpose for their life. We usually make the purpose something outside ourselves at first, but find out we are easily thwarted this way as relationships, position, power, money, weather, family, religious practices and the place we make our home are all subject to the laws of change (Anicca). Anicca is the first law of Dhamma (nature) according to Buddhist thought. Once we have gained mastery of the body/breath, the sensations and the mind we shall direct the mind towards Dhamma, the truth. This first law, Aniccam, is knowing that all things are impermanent and in flux
 and so after chasing and catching and losing those things outside ourselves once, twice or perhaps a dozen times a person will eventually try to find something else with which to become one, or dedicate themselves to a life of grumbling. In the introduction to the Upanishads the author writes ‘The Eternal cannot be grasped by the transient senses or the transient mind’
 so the practitioner of Yoga moves beyond the mind and senses.

An ancient yogic saying is ‘There is one truth. There are many paths’. Yoga offers not one way to discover the truth but support upon which ever path it is we need to travel.  There is no need to delve deeply into the philosopy of Yoga if there is not the curiousity for it. The asanas, pranayama and meditation are enough to change our lives to a healthier and more fulfilling one
.

This movement towards a deeper, more fulfilling life is how Juan Mascaro defines evolution. In his introduction to the Upanishads, he writes ‘The law of evolution called Karma explains the apparent injustice in the world with sublime simplicity. There is a law of cause and effect in the moral world. From good, joy shall come, and from evil shall come suffering. And thus the great evolution flows on towards perfection’.
  This gives us another definition of the goal of yoga. The whole of humanity moving towards perfection. But where should this journey start? The starting point for me in Yoga has been my breath. To watch it and let it be free within the postures and to take that knowledge with me outside the classroom. Perhaps even the most abstract concepts can be realised with just this simple exercise. Breathe in. Breathe out.
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