The Blue Mountain Center of Meditation offers instruction and guidance in meditation and allied living skills, based on Eknath Easwaran’s Eight Point Program for spiritual growth. The Eight Point Program is a complete guide to meditation that fits naturally into your life – even complementing an active religious practice. 

The teachings will help you sharpen concentration, deal effectively with stress, release deep reserves of energy, transform anger, and learn to love more fully than you had thought possible. As a result you can discover your unique contribution to life. 

Meditation is at the center of the program, supported by seven disciplines that will help you to deepen your meditation and transform your life. The full Eight Point Program is: 

The principle of meditation is simple: You are what you think. By meditating on words that embody your highest ideals, you drive them deep into your consciousness. There they take root and begin to create wonderful changes in your life – changes you have wanted to make, but have not known how to bring about.

When I talk about meditation, I am referring to a specific interior discipline which is found in every major religion, though called by different names. (Catholic writers, for example, speak of contemplation or interior prayer.) This interior discipline is not a relaxation technique. It requires strenuous effort. It does dissolve tension, but in general, especially at the beginning, meditation is work, and if you expect to find it easy going, you’ll be disappointed. 

Meditation in this sense is not a disciplined reflection on a spiritual theme. Focused reflection can yield valuable insights, but for the vast majority of us, reflection is an activity on the surface level of the mind. To transform personality we need to go much, much deeper. We need a way to get eventually into the unconscious itself, where our deepest desires arise, and make changes there. 

So what is meditation? It is the regular, systematic training of attention to turn inward and dwell continuously on a single focus within consciousness, until, after many years of daily practice, we become so absorbed in the object of our contemplation that while we are meditating, we forget ourselves completely. In that moment, when we are empty of ourselves, we are utterly full of what we are dwelling on. This is the central principle of meditation: we become what we meditate on. Here is a brief summary of the form of meditation I follow: 

Choose a time for meditation when you can sit for half an hour in uninterrupted quiet. Early morning is best, before the activities of the day begin. If you want to meditate more, add half an hour in the evening, but please do not meditate for longer periods without personal guidance from an experienced teacher. Select a place that is cool, clean, and quiet. Sit with your back and head erect, on the floor or on a straight-backed chair. 

Close your eyes and begin to go slowly, in your mind, through the words of a simple, positive, inspirational passage from one of the world’s great spiritual traditions. (Remember, you become what you meditate on.) I recommend beginning with the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi.

You will find it helpful to keep adding to your repertoire so that the passages you meditate on do not grow stale. My book God Makes the Rivers to Flow contains many other passages that I recommend, drawn from many traditions.

While you are meditating, do not follow any association of ideas or allow your mind to reflect on the meaning of the words. If you are giving your full attention to each word, the meaning cannot help sinking in.

When distractions come, do not resist them, but give more attention to the words of the passage. If your mind strays from the passage entirely, bring it back gently to the beginning and start again.

Resolve to have your meditation every day – however full your schedule, whatever interruptions threaten, whether you are sick or well.

Meditation is never practiced in a vacuum. Certain other disciplines always accompany and support it, varying somewhat according to the needs of a particular culture or audience. I have found these seven disciplines to be enormously helpful in supporting the practice of meditation in the modern world.

Tips for Learning to Meditate by Eknath Easwaran

This is the heart of my program: meditation for half an hour every morning, as early as is convenient. Do not increase this period; if you want to meditate more, have half an hour in the evening also, preferably at the very end of the day. 

Set aside a place in your home to be used only for meditation and spiritual reading. Don't use it for any other purpose. 

Sit in a straight-backed chair or on the floor with your head, neck, and spinal column erect.

Then close your eyes and begin to go slowly, in your mind, through the words of one of the passages I recommend you memorize for use in meditation. I suggest learning first the Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi.

Do not follow any association of ideas or try to think about the passage. If you are giving your attention to each word, the meaning cannot help sinking in. 

When distractions come, do not resist them, but give more attention to the words of the passage. 

If your mind strays from the passage entirely, bring it back gently to the beginning and start again.

When you reach the end of the passage, you may use it again as necessary to complete your period of meditation until you have memorized others. 

It is helpful to have a wide variety of positive, practical, inspiring passages for meditation. I especially recommend: 
* The Twenty-third Psalm 
* The Shema 
* The Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer 
* St. Paul’s “Epistle on Love” (1 Corinthians 13) 
* Thomas a Kempis, Imitation of Christ, III.5   (“The Wonderful Effect of Divine Love”) 
* The Dhammapada of the Buddha, Chapter 1 
* The Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 12    (“The Way of Love”)
* Ansari of Herat, Invocations
These and many other wonderful passages can be found in my collection God Makes the Rivers to Flow.

I am going to suppose that your purpose in picking up this book is to learn to meditate; so I will begin straight away with some instructions.

I recommend beginning with the Prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi. If you already know another passage, such as the Twenty-third Psalm, it will do nicely until you have learned this prayer. But over many years of teaching meditation, I have found that Saint Francis’s words have an almost universal appeal. Through them pulses the spiritual wisdom this gentle friar drew upon when he undertook the most awesome task a human being is capable of the total transformation of character, conduct, and consciousness. The Prayer goes like this: 

Lord, make me an instrument of thy peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon;
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is despair, hope;
Where there is darkness, light;
Where there is sadness, joy.

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek
To be consoled as to console,
To be understood as to understand,
To be loved, as to love; 
For it is in giving that we receive; 
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned; 
It is in dying to self that we are born to eternal life.

I hope you will understand that the word “Lord” here does not refer to a white-bearded gentleman ruling from a throne somewhere near Uranus. When I use words like “Lord” or “God,” I mean the very ground of existence, the most profound thing we can conceive of. This supreme reality is not something outside us, something separate from us. It is within, at the core of our being our real nature, nearer to us than our bodies, dearer to us than our lives.

Having memorized the passage, be seated and softly close your eyes. We defeat the purpose of meditation if we look about, admiring the bird on the sill or watching people come and go. The eyes, ears, and other senses are rather like appliances with their cords plugged into the mind. During meditation, we try to pull out the plugs so we can concentrate more fully on the events within. 

To disconnect the senses to leave the world of sound behind, for instance is difficult. We may even believe that it is not possible, that everythinghas been permanently installed. But the mystics testify that these cords can be disconnected and that when we do this, we experience a serenity beyond words. 

So shut your eyes without getting tense about it. Since the body should be relaxed, not strained, there is no need to be effortful. The best teacher for eye-closing I have seen is a baby . . . tired lids gently sliding down on tired eyes.

Pace 

If you have memorized the Prayer, you are ready to go through it word by word, and very, very slowly. Why slowly? I think it is Meher Baba, a modern mystic of India, who explained:

A mind that is fast is sick.
A mind that is slow is sound.
A mind that is still is divine.

Think of a car tearing along at ninety miles per hour. The driver may feel exuberant, powerful, but a number of things can suddenly cause him to lose control. When he is moving at thirty miles per hour, his car handles easily; even if somebody else makes a dangerous maneuver, he can probably turn and avoid a collision. So too with the mind. When its desperate whirrings slow down, intentionality and good judgment appear, then love, and finally what the Bible calls “the peace that passeth understanding.” 

Let the words, therefore, proceed slowly. You can cluster the small helper words with a word of substance, like this:

Lord . . . make . . . me . . . an instrument . . . of thy . . . peace.

The space between words is a matter for each person to work out individually. They should be comfortably spaced with a little elbowroom between. If the words come too close together, you will not be slowing down the mind:

Lord.make.me.

If the words stand too far apart, they will not be working together:

Lord . make .

Here “make” has put in its contribution, but “me” simply won't get on with it. Before long some other word or image or idea rushes in to fill the vacuum, and the passage has been lost.

With some experimentation, you will find your own best pace. I remember that when I learned to drive many years ago, my instructor kept trying patiently to teach me to use the clutch. I was not a terribly apt pupil. After a number of chugging stops and dying engines, I asked him how I was ever going to master those pedals. He said, “You get a feeling for it.” That is the way with the words too: you will know intuitively when not enough space lies between them and when there is too much.

Concentrate on one word at a time, and let the words slip one after another into your consciousness like pearls falling into a clear pond. Let them all drop inwards one at a time. Of course, we learn this skill gradually. For some time we drop a word and it floats on the surface, bumped around by distractions, irrelevant imagery, fantasies, worries, regrets, and negative emotions. At least we see just how far we are from being able to give the mind a simple order that it will carry out. Later on, after assiduous practice, the words will fall inward; you will see them going in and hitting the very bottom. This takes time, though. Don't expect it to happen next week. Nothing really worth having comes quickly and easily; if it did, I doubt that we would ever grow.

As you attend to each word dropping singly, significantly, into your consciousness, you will realize that there is no discrepancy between sound and meaning. When you concentrate on the sound of each word, you will also be concentrating on the meaning of the passage. Sound and sense are one.

Trying to visualize the words imagining them in your mind’s eye, or even typing them mentally as some people want to do may help a little at the outset, but later on it will become an obstacle. We are working to shut down the senses temporarily, and visualization only binds us to the sensory level of consciousness. 

Your body may even try to get into the act. I recall a lady who not only typed her passage mentally but danced her fingers quite unknowingly along an imaginary keyboard too. Another friend used to sway back and forth in meditation as if she were singing in a choir. So check yourself occasionally to see that you are not developing any superfluous body movements.

Distractions

As you go through the passage, do not follow any association of ideas. Just keep to the words. Despite your best efforts, you will find this extremely difficult. You will begin to realize what an accomplished trickster the mind is, to what lengths it will go to evade your sovereignty. 

Let us say you reach the end of the first line: “... an instrument . . . of thy . . . peace.” So far your mind has been fully on the passage and has not wandered at all. Excellent! But at the word “peace” the mind asks, “Who is the Prince of Peace?” 

Well, it has raised a very spiritual question, and you say, “Jesus Christ.” 

“Do you know where the Prince of Peace was born?” the mind returns quickly.

“Yes, Bethlehem.”

“Have you heard about Bethlehem Steel?”

And you’re off. “Oh, yes. In fact, my father has a few shares in it.”

“Oh, yeah,” says the mind. “How’re they doing?”

Now you are supposed to be meditating on the words of Saint Francis, but you continue with this absurd dialogue. This is the sort of thing you really have to be on the lookout for. Don’t let your mind wander from the words of the inspirational passage. If you want to ruminate on the stock exchange, get a copy of the Wall Street Journal and study it later. Under no circumstances should you try to answer questions or recall things during meditation. That is exactly what the mind wants; it tries to escape and become enmeshed in something anything else. The only strategy is to keep your concentration on the passage as much and as long as you can. It will be very difficult at times.

Suppose that the mind does get completely away from you. What should you do? In football, as you know, certain penalties are part of the game, and in meditation too a penalty should be applied when the mind becomes unruly. Be fair, and state the rules the first day. In plain language say, “I’m sorry, but if you run away from the passage, you will have to go back to the beginning and start again.”

The mind will pale on hearing that, and for a while it will be hesitant to leave. It may stand up, look around, glance at you, perhaps meander over near the door. But you should not apply the penalty yet the door is still closed; the mind has not gone out. As long as you are on the passage and have not forgotten about it completely, even if there is some division of attention, don’t apply the penalty; just concentrate harder.

But when the door has opened, when the mind has jumped in its sports car and sped away, when you find yourself in a dress shop or a bookstore or at the beach, act promptly. Go up and tap the mind gently on the shoulder. It will probably cringe and say, “You’re furious with me, aren’t you?”

Still another trick, the rascal! It actually wants you to become angry and start scolding, because then it won’t have to return to the passage. Don’t get impatient or rattled. Say with perfect courtesy, “This is a poor time to go browsing for a best seller. Won’t you kindly rejoin me in the room where we’re meditating on the Prayer of Saint Francis?” And gently take the mind back to the first line: “Lord, make me . . . ” If the escape occurred during the second stanza, start at the beginning of that stanza. This is hard work, and the mind will get the point.

When we take our dog Muka for a walk along a country road, he sometimes sees a cow and dashes ahead to upset her. To prevent this, we call him back. Further on he sees another cow and starts to trot forward ever so slightly, hoping we won’t notice. Again, someone has to call out, “Muka!” He circles back. But after a little while his attention gets caught again, and he edges in front. This goes on ceaselessly.

Bringing the mind back when it strays is like that. But though you may have to do it many times, this is not a pointless activity, not a wasted effort. Saint Francis de Sales explains, “Even if you did nothing during the whole of your hour but bring your mind back and place it again in our Lord’s presence, though it went away every time you brought it back, your hour would be very well employed.”

Then, too unlike Muka your mind will learn. Today you may have to bring it back fifteen times, perhaps thirty. But in three years, you may bring it back only a few times; in six years, perhaps twice; in ten years, not at all.

Occasionally the mind may try the old tape recorder ruse. You are repeating correctly, “It is in giving that we receive,” when a garbled version comes on: “It is in grabbing that we receive.” If this happens, don’t become agitated and try forcefully to turn off this unwelcome sound track. You may believe that you can do this with some effort, but actually you will only amplify the distracting voice. By dwelling on it, by struggling against it, you simply make it more powerful. The best course is to attend more to the true words of the Prayer. The more attention you give them, the less you will be giving to the garbled version. When your attention rests completely on the passage, there can be no attention on anything else.

So when distractions come, just ignore them. When, for instance, you are acutely aware of noises around you while meditating, concentrate harder on the words of the passage. For a while you may still hear the cars passing by, but the day will come when you hear them no longer. When I first moved to Berkeley, I lived in an ancient apartment house on a busy street. My friends said I would never be able to meditate there “Nothing but ambulances, helicopters, and rock bands,” they told me. I sat down for meditation at twilight, and for five minutes I heard it all. After that, I might just as well have been in a remote corner of the Gobi Desert. 

The Passage 

You may wonder why I recommend an inspirational passage for meditation. First, it is training in concentration. Most of our mental powers are so widely dispersed that they are relatively ineffective. When I was a boy, I used to hold a lens over paper until the sun’s rays gathered to an intense focus and set the paper aflame. In meditation, we gradually focus the mind so that when we meet a difficulty, we can cut right through the nonessentials. 

Second, we begin to resemble and actually become whatever we give our attention to. People who think and dream about money have minds pervaded by dimes and dollars, shares and properties, profit and loss. Everything they see, everything they do, is colored by this concern. Similarly with those who dwell on power, revenge, pleasure, or fame. For this reason the Buddha opened his Dhammapada with the magnificent line, “All that we are is the result of what we have thought.” And today, despite our technology and science, people are most insecure because they persist in thinking about and going after things that have no capacity to give them security. 

An inspirational passage turns our thoughts to what is permanent, to those things that put a final end to insecurity. In meditation, the passage becomes imprinted on our consciousness. As we drive it deeper and deeper, the words come to life within us, transforming all our thoughts, feelings, words, and deeds.

For this reason, please don’t try to improve upon the words of the Prayer or change them in any way. Just as they stand, they embody the spiritual wisdom of Saint Francis. When Ali Baba wanted to enter the cave of the forty thieves, he had to have the right password. He could yell out, “Open, brown rice” or “Open, shredded wheat” forever, but nothing was going to happen until he said, “Open, sesame.” Meditate on Saint Francis’s own words, and you will find that you begin to resonate with the spirit of selfforgetfulness and love that the words contain.

Using the same passage over and over is fine at the outset, but in time, the words may seem stale. You may find yourself repeating them mechanically, without sensitivity to their meaning. I suggest you memorize new pieces from the traditions of Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, and Islam so you will have a varied repertoire. As you commit a new passage to memory, it is good to spend some time reflecting on the meaning of the words and their practical application to your life. But please don’t do this while you are actually meditating.

In selecting a passage, be sure it really inspires. Don’t let yourself be carried away by literary beauty or novelty. Wordsworth and Shelley may have been splendid poets, but for passages on which to remake your life, I suggest you draw only on the scriptures and the great mystics of the world. And avoid choosing passages that are negative, that take a harsh and deprecatory view of the body, of our past mistakes, or of life in the world. We want to draw forth our positive side, our higher Self, and the passages should move you to become steadfast, compassionate, and wise.

At the end of this book you will find a list of suitable passages. Keeping a notebook of pieces to memorize may help. Later on, after you have learned to concentrate well and need a greater challenge, try a longer work. I find the Katha Upanishad, for instance, perfect for meditation. It is lengthy and complex; you have to be alert to use it. When it goes smoothly, you will feel you are traveling down one lane of a six-lane highway, such an expert driver that you hardly have to move a hand. 

Once I went with an old friend to a meeting in the hills. The road twisted continuously, and his driving impressed me. On hairpin turns in India I have seen drivers lunge and clasp the wheel tightly, their faces grimly set. But my friend took each curve with an easy spin of the wheel, letting it swing back on its own.

“That’s amazing,” I said. “How in the world did you ever manage to learn that?” 

He answered tersely, “Machines obey me.” 

This is a good analogy with the mind that is disciplined in meditation. When we are fully concentrated on the passage, the mind obeys us. It will make the exact turn necessary. We know the road, the curves, the precipices, and where we felt intimidated before, now there is the satisfaction of mastery.

Time 

The best time for meditation is early in the morning. In a tropical country like India, “early” has to be very early – sometimes three o’clock in traditional ashrams. But in a milder climate, I would say between five and six is a reasonable hour to begin, depending on your schedule. Starting the day early enables you to take a short walk or do some exercises, meditate, and have a leisurely breakfast with your family or friends. It sets a relaxing mood for the rest of the day.

The dawn brings freshness, renewal. Birds and other creatures know this; we, “the crown of creation,” do not seem to. I have met a few students who were very late risers indeed. I teased one of them by saying, “Have you ever seen a sunrise?” He smiled sheepishly. “I never have. But a friend of mine once did.”

At first, true, there may be conflict about leaving your bed as the first rays of the sun peep in, especially when the weather is chilly. I have a simple suggestion for young people: give one mighty leap, right out of bed! Don’t think just act. To become more alert, you might try a headstand or shoulder stand, or a few exercises. Older people, of course, can creep out of bed more slowly. But they too should be up as early as reasonable, at least by six o’clock.

I have found a great aid to rising early: settling into bed early. I am not saying sundown or eight o’clock, but ten seems to me a reasonable and healthful time to go to bed very much the middle path, which avoids extremes.

Whenever I forgot to perform an errand for my grandmother, she would ask, “Have you ever forgotten your breakfast?” No, I had to confess, I hadn’t, nor had anybody else I knew. Strike a bargain with yourself no meditation, no breakfast and you won’t forget to meditate. 

It helps, too, to have your meditation at the same time every morning. It will become a reflex. At five-thirty you will feel a tugging at your sleeve, a reminder to get up and begin your meditation. 

For those beginning to meditate, half an hour is the requisite period. Less than that will not be enough; more than that may be hazardous. I want to stress it. Please do not, in a burst of enthusiasm, increase your meditation to an hour or longer, because such a practice exposes you to dangers.

What dangers? Most people do not have much concentration; while they are still learning to meditate, they will remain on the surface level of consciousness. But a few have an inborn capacity to plunge deeply inward. And once you break through the surface level, you are in an uncharted world. It is like a desert, but instead of sand there are latent psychological tendencies, terribly powerful forces. There you stand in that vast desert without a compass. You have tapped forces before you are prepared to handle them, and your daily life can be adversely affected.

So please stick to half an hour in the morning and do not increase the time without the advice of an experienced teacher. I do not encourage those who meditate with me to increase the period of meditation until I have inquired into their patterns of daily living and made sure that they practice the other seven steps in this program. If you want to meditate more, have half an hour at night before going to bed.

Someone once approached me with a furrowed brow. “I went beyond my half hour this morning have I damaged my nervous system?” 

“How much longer did you go?” I asked.

“Five minutes.” 

Well, nothing is going to happen if you meditate five or six minutes more. But don’t meditate five minutes less.

Actually, it is best not to be concerned about time during meditation itself. Whenever you are aware of time, a distracting element has entered. After twelve minutes some people think, “Only eighteen minutes more.” Or they look at their watches every few minutes. Once you start meditating, forget about time. There is no need to keep checking the clock; with practice you will be able to time your meditation pretty well.

Of course, having ample time for meditation helps free you from worrying about when to stop. Another good reason for getting up early! In this way you won’t have to cut things too closely. Twenty-nine minutes for meditation, fourteen minutes for breakfast, eight minutes to complete a project before you leave you know the story. Give yourself plenty of time for all the essential activities.

Place 

It is helpful if you can set aside a room in your home just for meditation and nothing else, a room that will begin to have strong spiritual associations for you. Hearing that, people sometimes object, “A separate room for meditation? I only have one room . . . where will I sleep? Where will I keep my clothes?” Well, if you cannot have an entire room, reserve at least one corner. But whatever you use, keep it only for meditation. Don’t talk about money or possessions or frivolous things there; don’t give vent to angry words. Gradually, your room or corner will become holy.

The scriptures say that the place of meditation should be calm, clean, and cool. I would add, well-ventilated and, if possible, quiet. If there are spiritual figures who appeal to you deeply Jesus, the Buddha, Saint Teresa, Sri Ramakrishna have a picture of one or two. But otherwise the place should be very simple, even austere, not cluttered with furniture and other things. Let the graceful economy of the traditional Japanese home be your guide. 
I sometimes receive catalogs advertising special paraphernalia required for meditation. I must have a cosmic mandala cushion, sit in a pyramid, and inhale only Astral Vision brand Illumination Incense. In meditation, the only equipment you really need is the will, and you can’t buy that through the mail.

It is good to meditate with others. Ideally, the whole family can have the same room and meditate together; it strengthens their relationships. Similarly, even if they don’t live in the same house, two or three friends can gather together in one home for morning and evening meditation. You will remember that Jesus said, “Where two or three come together in my name, I am present among them.”

Posture 

The correct posture for meditation is to sit erect with the spinal column, the nape of the neck, and the head in a straight line: not like a ramrod, rigid and tense, but easily upright. Your hands may be placed any way they feel comfortable. You will find it a very natural position. 

If you want to sit in a straight-back chair, use one with arms. Should you become a bit forgetful of your body, you won’t tip over in such a chair. Or you can sit cross-legged on a cushion on the floor. You needn’t try to assume the classic “full lotus” posture, which most people find quite demanding. Your body should be comfortable but not so comfortable that you cannot remain alert. 

I want to emphasize this matter of posture because it is so easy to become careless. In meditation, people can be quite unaware of what their bodies are doing. Some twist around in the most amazing manner. Once, on the Berkeley campus where strange events have been known to occur I opened my eyes and saw someone meditating without a head. For a moment, I was stunned. Then I realized that somehow this fellow had managed to drop his head back over his chair, an advanced acrobatic feat. After meditation he came up to me and said, “I have a problem. I am hung up in time.” 

”My dear friend,” I thought to myself, “you are hung up in space.” So without dwelling on it, check yourself occasionally in meditation to see that your head is in place that you are not twisting around, leaning over, drooping like a question mark, or swaying back and forth. Particularly when your mind wanders away from the passage, or you become drowsy or enter a deeper state of consciousness, verify once in a while that your posture is still correct. 

The appropriate dress for meditation has nothing to do with fashion. Simply wear loose-fitting garments, things that keep you from becoming too warm or too cool. Basically, clothes you feel comfortable in will do nicely.

Drowsiness 

You may have noticed how tense you feel when you are agitated, and how relaxing it feels to be absorbed in something. In meditation, of course, we welcome deep concentration. But it does bring with it a difficulty that will be with us for a long time with relaxation comes the tendency to fall asleep. As concentration improves and the neuromuscular system begins to relax in meditation, a wave of drowsiness may come to you. A beatific look spreads across your face, you begin to nod, and that’s it.

Once, after I had been meditating with friends, the fellow sitting next to me confided, “I really had a good meditation tonight!” I wouldn’t have called it good, but it was certainly audible. What he actually had was about twenty-five minutes of pure sleep.

So now I have to tell you something unpleasant. As soon as sleep begins oozing through you, just at the moment you are really beginning to feel marvelous, move away from your back support and let the wave of drowsiness pass over your head. Do not give in. At the very first sign of sleepiness, draw yourself up, keep your spinal column quite erect, and give even more attention to the passage. This will not be fun. But if you say, “Oh, I’ll enjoy a few more minutes of this delicious drowsiness and then . . .” well, in a few minutes you will not be able to do anything about it.

You may have to resist sleep for a long time. But if you do not resist now, whenever a wave of drowsiness comes, there will be trouble ahead. Later on, when you enter the depths of the unconscious in meditation, you will not be able to remain alert. I have seen people meditating with their heads on their chests, and it is extremely difficult to deal with the problem then. If from the earliest days you can remain awake throughout meditation, you will be able to descend from the surface level right into the unconscious and walk about completely aware.

So whenever you feel sleepy in meditation, or the words seem fuzzy or slip away, draw yourself up. It may be necessary to repeat this over and over again. If you are still unable to dispel the drowsiness, open your eyes and continue with the passage or repeat the mantram for a minute or two. But don’t let your eyes wander, or your mind will wander too. It helps to have a focus for attention that will not distract you from your meditation perhaps a picture of a great mystic or spiritual teacher whom you find inspiring.

Of course, I am assuming in all this that you have had your legitimate quota of rest the previous night. If you have not, drowsiness in meditation will surely defeat you.

The problem of sleep can be distressing, but it is also reassuring. It means that your nervous system has begun to relax, that the feverish pace of the mind has begun to slow down and that new challenges are presenting themselves to you.

Physical Sensations 

Deepening meditation and the physiological changes that accompany it require a body that works beautifully at all times. We must do what we can to make the body a good ally. We must give it what it needs: adequate sleep every night, wholesome, nourishing food in reasonable quantities, and lots of vigorous movement. Without a balance between physical activity and meditation, for instance, we may become irritable or restless. Exercise jogging, swimming, climbing, hard work, and so forth for young people, and walking for just about everybody can help to solve some of the problems that come as you descend in consciousness.

I would like to advise you of some of the little physical annoyances you may meet during meditation. When you sit down, the mind can line up scores of these and say, “Okay, boys, here we go! Now, one at a time!” Then the eerie sensations parade before you: you feel your left foot swelling; you feel a creature inching up and down your spine; you feel some dizziness, nausea, itching, tightness, or salivation. 

Broadly speaking, these sensations are nothing more than stratagems of the mind to resist being brought under control. It wants to distract you and will use any trick. The Marquis of Queensberry rules simply do not apply. If you say, “That’s not fair,” the mind will answer, “What does this curious word `fair’ mean?” 

Never allow these annoyances to become an excuse for skipping meditation. If you do, the next day will be harder, because the mind has won a round. When strange sensations trouble you, it is helpful to go for a short, brisk walk before meditation be sure the meditation room is ventilated wear loose clothes have plenty of exercise during the day If you feel too hot, I would suggest that you also avoid overheated rooms and clothes that are too warm do not indulge in stimulants sleep at night with windows open drink plenty of liquids (fruit juices and buttermilk are especially helpful).

Try not to dwell on these sensations, but give more attention to the words of the passage. When you concentrate more, you will probably find that these distractions disappear. But if your ears are ringing and you start to swat them, they will just ring louder.

If you are meditating with others, then sneezes and coughs (and their cousins yawns, hiccoughs, sniffles, and snorts) not only tyrannize you but other people too. One sneeze and everybody’s meditation may be interrupted for a time. Do what you can to minimize these respiratory outbursts and preserve the quiet.

Similarly, it is a thoughtful act, a spiritual act, to enter and leave the meditation room silently, so you do not disturb others. Turn the door latch gently; tiptoe in and out; place your cushion and lap blanket, if you have one, quietly and mindfully. And use discretion in calling someone out of meditation. Do not do it unless a critical need arises and if you must interrupt, please don’t stride up to them speaking in a loud voice or try to shake them vigorously; it can be a real shock to the nervous system. Touching the person with a bird’s lightness and waiting a few moments will probably be enough to make him or her aware of your presence.

You may find you need to reposition your arms or legs during meditation because they are going to sleep, or because you feel some fatigue, cramps, or tension there. It is not helpful to be too indulgent, of course, and move at every slight discomfort, but there does come an appropriate time to make some adjustment in position. Here, too, do it as quietly as possible and without altering your upright posture.

If you discover at the end of your period of meditation that your legs have gone to sleep, you can sit for a few minutes and massage them gently instead of trying to rise. In fact, I would say that it is better not to jump right up after meditation at all, especially for beginners, because your legs may have gone to sleep without your being aware of it.

Dangers in Meditation 

Strong emotions may be activated during meditation. Occasionally, for example, someone will be afraid of breaking through the surface level of consciousness to a deeper level. Should this happen to you, open your eyes for a minute or two and repeat the mantram in your mind. Then close your eyes again and resume the passage. If the fear returns, repeat the process. Having a picture of a great mystic nearby may help here too.

Waves of positive emotion can also sweep over a meditator. A few get so moved they weep. Such a purging of pent-up emotion may be very beneficial. But it becomes an obstacle if you dwell on it, get excited about it, run to report it to everybody. A great Catholic mystic warns those who bask in this emotion that they may turn into bees caught in their own honey. When you go on concentrating on the passage even during waves of emotion, your meditation is immeasurably deepened.

Earlier I mentioned the mind’s many tricks and distractions, and here I can add one of its cleverest: tempting us with interior stimuli. You may see lights, perhaps brilliant ones, or hear sounds. Some people are fascinated by such things; they become hypnotized by the eruptions of light, by the colors and shapes. They relax their hold on the passage and stay back to watch the show. Exactly what the mind wants! This impresario will stage endless spectacles if you are content to stop and gawk.

We can see the most gorgeous interior fireworks and still be impatient in our daily living. And we can progress far on the spiritual path and never meet any of these things. So whatever you see lights, lines, colors, shapes, faces, trees do not stop to give your attention to them, but concentrate more on the words.

Entering deeper consciousness is like descending into a cave. There are bewitching experiences, and there can also be awesome, even disorienting ones. Just as the spelunker uses a rope to thread his way downward, the meditator’s lifeline is the passage. No matter what happens in meditation, never loosen your grip on the passage! It will guide you through all situations. If you do lose the words for a second, come back to them immediately. 

One last warning: please do not try to connect the passage to a physiological function, such as heartbeat or breathing rhythm. Such a connection may seem helpful initially, but it can cause serious problems later. When you give your full attention to the passage, your breathing cycle slows down naturally and all the functions of the body begin to work in harmony; there is no need to force them into line.

Renewing Our Commitment 

To make progress in meditation, you must be regular in your practice of it. Some people catch fire at the beginning, but when the novelty wears off in a few days and the hard work sets in, their fires dampen and go out. They cut back, postpone, make excuses, perhaps feel guilty and apologetic. This is precisely where our determination is tested, where we can ask ourselves, “Do I really want to get over my problems? Do I want to claim my birthright of joy, love, and peace of mind? Do I want to discover the meaning of life and of my own life?” 

There is only one failure in meditation: the failure to meditate faithfully. A Hindu proverb says, “Miss one morning, and you need seven to make it up.” Or as Saint John of the Cross expressed it, “He who interrupts the course of his spiritual exercises and prayer is like a man who allows a bird to escape from his hand; he can hardly catch it again.” 

Put your meditation first and everything else second; you will find, for one thing, that it enriches everything else. Even if you are on a jet or in a sickbed, don’t let that come in the way of your practice. If you are harassed by personal anxieties, it is all the more important to have your meditation; it will release the resources you need to solve the problems at hand. 

To make progress in meditation, we have to be not only systematic but sincere too. It won’t do to sit and go through the mental motions halfheartedly. We need to renew our enthusiasm and commitment every day and give our best all the time. Success comes to those who keep at it walking when they cannot run, crawling when they cannot walk, never saying “No, I can’t do this,” but always “I’ll keep trying.” 

If you set out on the path of meditation and I certainly hope that you do please follow carefully the guidelines presented here. Read them over and over until they become thoroughly familiar to you. You may have heard the expression, “When everything else fails, follow instructions.” In meditation, you can avoid most difficulties by following the instructions from the very first. From my own experience, verified by the mystics of all lands, I know that in meditation we enter a new realm or, more accurately, we enter with conscious eyes a realm that is already ours. To do this safely and surely we need guidance. These instructions are your guide.

You are now embarking on the most extraordinary journey, the most exacting and rewarding adventure, open to a man or woman. I haven’t tried to conceal the fact that learning to control your mind is difficult the most difficult thing in the world. But I want to remind you always that what you are seeking is glorious beyond compare, something far beyond my capacity, or anybody’s, to render into thoughts and words. In my heart I have no greater desire than that you should reach the goal. Accept my wish for your great success!

A mantram is a powerful spiritual formula which, when repeated silently in the mind, has the capacity to transform consciousness. There is nothing magical about this. It is simply a matter of practice. The mantram is a short, powerful spiritual formula for the highest power we can conceive of – whether we call it God, or the ultimate reality, or the Self within. Whatever name we use, with the mantram we are calling up what is best and deepest in ourselves. The mantram has appeared in every major spiritual tradition, West and East, because it fills a deep, universal need in the human heart. 

Select a mantram that appeals to you. Every religious tradition has a mantram, often more than one. But you needn’t subscribe to any religion to benefit from the mantram – you simply have to be willing to try it. For Christians, the name of Jesus itself is a powerful mantram; Catholics also use Hail Mary or Ave Maria. Jews may use Barukh attah Adonai; Muslims repeat the name of Allah or Allahu akbar. Probably the oldest Buddhist mantram is Om mani padme hum. And in Hinduism, among many choices, is Rama, Rama, which was Mahatma Gandhi’s mantram.
Choose whichever version of the Holy Name appeals to you; then, once you have chosen a mantram, do not change it. If you do, you will be like a person digging shallow holes in many places; you will never go deep enough to find water. 

Unlike meditation, which involves sitting quietly and silently repeating a memorized passage, the mantram can be repeated under almost any circumstances, and it is so brief that it will come to your mind under even the most agitating circumstances. (In fact, that is often just when you will want it!) 

The mantram is most effective when repeated silently in the mind. Repeat the mantram whenever you get the chance: while walking, while waiting, while doing mechanical chores like washing dishes, and especially when you are falling asleep. Whenever you are angry or afraid, nervous or hurried or resentful, repeat the Holy Name until the agitation in your mind subsides. 

Do not make up your own version of the mantram, but use a formula that has been sanctioned by centuries of devout tradition. If you repeat it sincerely and systematically, it will go deeper with every repetition. It can be with you even in the uttermost depths of your consciousness, as you will discover for yourself when you find it reverberating in a dream – or, deeper still, during dreamless sleep. 

Tips on Choosing and Using a Mantram by Eknath Easwaran

A mantram, or Holy Name, is a powerful spiritual formula which has the capacity to transform consciousness when it is repeated silently in the mind. There is nothing magical about this. It is simply a matter of practice, as you can verify for yourself. 

Choose a mantram that appeals to you deeply from the list of those I recommend. (If you are in doubt, I recommend Mahatma Gandhi’s mantram, Rama, Rama.) Once you have chosen, do not change it. 

Repeat your mantram silently whenever you get the chance: while walking, while waiting, while doing mechanical chores like washing dishes, and especially when you are falling asleep. You will find that this is not mindless repetition; the mantram will help to keep you relaxed and alert. 

Whenever you are angry or afraid, nervous or worried or resentful, repeat the mantram until the agitation subsides. The mantram works to steady the mind, and all these emotions are power running against you, which the mantram can harness and put to work for you.

If possible, when you are agitated, go out for a fast walk repeating your mantram in your mind. The rhythm of your footsteps will combine with the rhythm of breathing to steady the rhythm of your mind. 

These and many other ways for using a mantram to deal with the problems of modern life are elaborated in my book The Mantram Handbook.
On festival days in India you will often see a huge elephant, caparisoned in gold and gorgeous cloth, carrying an image of the Lord on its back through the village streets. Everyone enjoys the sight: the musicians with their drums and cymbals in front, then the beast slowly lumbering along and the devotees behind, all on their way to the temple. 

But there can be one difficulty. Stalls of fruits, vegetables, and sweets line the narrow, crooked streets, and the trunk of an elephant, as you may know, rarely stays still. It sways back and forth, up and down, constantly. So when the procession comes abreast of a fruit stall, the elephant seizes a shelled coconut or two, opens his cavernous mouth, and tosses them in. At another stall the big fellow twists his trunk round a bunch of bananas suspended from the roof. The mouth opens again, the whole bunch goes in with a thud . . . you hear a gulp . . . and that’s the end of it. 

The humble people who own these stalls cannot afford this kind of loss, and to prevent it the man in charge, the mahout, asks the elephant to grasp a firm bamboo shaft in his trunk. Though not sure why, the elephant, out of love for his mahout, does as he is told. Now the procession can pass safely through the streets. The elephant steps right along with his stick held upright in a steady trunk, not tempted to feast on mangoes or melons because he has something to hold on to. 

The human mind is rather like the trunk of an elephant. It never rests . . . it goes here, there, ceaselessly moving through sensations, images, thoughts, hopes, regrets, impulses. Occasionally it does solve a problem or make necessary plans, but most of the time it wanders at large, simply because we do not know how to keep it quiet or profitably engaged. 

But what should we give it to hold on to? For this purpose I recommend the systematic repetition of the mantram, which can steady the mind at any time and in any place. 

What Is a Mantram? 

Of late, the ancient word mantram (or the familiar variant mantra) has had considerable exposure on talk shows and in the Sunday supplements. To many it may conjure up an exotic image of flowing robes, garlands, and incense. It may seem to be something impractical and otherworldly, perhaps a bit magical and mysterious. Actually, just the opposite holds true. The mantram – under other names, to be sure – has been known in the West for centuries, and there need not be anything secret or occult about it. The mantram stands open to all. And since it can calm our hearts and minds, it is about as practical as anything can be. 

If you have preconceptions about using a mantram, let me ask you to put them aside and give it a personal trial. Why take someone else’s word for it? Enter the laboratory of your mind and perform the experiment. Then you will be in a position to judge for yourself, and nothing can be as persuasive as that.

A mantram is a spiritual formula of enormous power that has been transmitted from age to age in a religious tradition. The users, wishing to draw upon this power that calms and heals, silently repeat the words as often as possible during the day, each repetition adding to their physical and spiritual well-being. In a sense, that is all there is to a mantram. In another sense, there is so much! Those who have tried it – saints, sages, and ordinary people too – know from their own experience its marvelous potency. 

We find a clue to the workings of the mantram in the popular etymology which links the word to the roots man, “the mind,” and tri, “to cross.” The mantram, repeated regularly for a long time, enables us to cross the sea of the mind. 

An apt image, for the mind very much resembles a sea. Ever-changing, it is placid one day, turbulent the next. Awesome creatures lurk below in the unconscious – fears and animosities, desires and conflicts. Each of us drifts about on the surface, blown by typhoons and carried by currents, in a rudderless little boat called “I.” With such vast and treacherous waters before us, with no glimpse at all of the far shore, can we ever hope to make the crossing without some help?

The mantram is such help. The scriptures of all religions proclaim it to be a radiant symbol of ultimate existence, the supreme reality which, depending on our background, we call by various expressive names: God, Nature, the Divine Mother, the Clear Light, universal consciousness. What we call it matters little. What matters greatly is that we discover – experientially, not intellectually – that this supreme reality rests at the inmost center of our being. This discovery constitutes the goal of life, and the mantram stands as a perpetual reminder that such perfection is within all of us, waiting to flow through our thoughts, words, and deeds. 
What the Mantram Can Do 

In the simple act of repeating the mantram we accomplish remarkable things. The tension in our bodies, the cause of specific complaints and general malaise, ebbs away, and we find delightfully that real health is more than just an absence of disease. We toughen our will, too, which signals the end of addictions that may have enslaved us for years. Internal divisions are healed and our purposes unified, so we become a beneficent force in life and not, as all of us may have been at times, something of a burden on the earth. We gain access to inner resources – courage, patience, compassion – which are presently locked up within. Then all our relationships flourish; we love and are loved. Gradually, if we repeat it often, the mantram permeates and utterly transforms our consciousness.

This is a strong claim. Can a mere word achieve all that? It is a natural question. I remember when I had to give a speech to my high school class; I was so nervous at the prospect that I was afraid my knees might not hold me up. My spiritual teacher said, “While you’re waiting for your turn, don’t sit there worrying about the audience; repeat the mantram.” I was skeptical, but because I loved her I did as she suggested. I remember saying to myself, “Rama, Rama, Rama . . . I hope it works.” 

I got through the ordeal safely enough, so the next time I had to give a speech I tried the mantram again . . . and again. I soon found myself saying, “Rama, Rama . . . I think it works!” Now, after many years of practice, I know it works. As a medical friend once told me, we don’t even know how aspirin works, but that doesn’t keep it from relieving pain. Similarly, with the mantram, no explanation I can give can take the place of your own personal verification. 

In daily life we often credit even common words with immense power. Take advertising. Be it soup or soap, cereal or cigarettes, product makers understand the impact of words and spend millions yearly trying to lodge a jingle, slogan, or brand name in our minds. And the key element of the campaign is repetition. 

All that pounding away harms us because we are induced to buy things we don’t need, things that may weaken our bodies. But why can’t we use the obvious effectiveness of such repetition for our health and peace of mind? When we repeat a mantram, that is precisely what we do. 

Repeating a mantram sounds so simple that most people cannot believe it works until they try it. For one thing, many consider it mere mechanical repetition – a job for any tape recorder. But I would say that a journey makes a better analogy. Each step on a journey superficially resembles the others, but each uniquely takes you into new territory and moves you closer to your destination. In just the same way, the repetitions of the mantram are superficially alike, but each takes you ever deeper into consciousness and closer to the goal of love and joyful awareness. 

Mystics East and West have answered this objection. Mahatma Gandhi wrote: 

The mantram becomes one’s staff of life and carries one through every ordeal. It is not repeated for the sake of repetition, but for the sake of purification, as an aid to effort. It is no empty repetition. For each repetition has a new meaning, carrying you nearer and nearer to God.

And in The Way of a Pilgrim, the remarkable record of a Russian peasant’s spiritual pilgrimage, we read: 

Many so-called enlightened people regard this frequent offering of one and the same prayer as useless and even trifling, calling it mechanical and a thoughtless occupation of simple people. But unfortunately they do not know the secret which is revealed as a result of this mechanical exercise; they do not know how this frequent service of the lips imperceptibly becomes a genuine appeal of the heart, sinks down into the inward life, becomes a delight – becomes, as it were, natural to the soul, bringing it light and nourishment and leading it on to union with God. 

Nor can we call the mantram mere reverie or self- hypnosis – an attempt to escape from problems, whether personal, social, or global. When we are refashioning our consciousness so that what is ruinous in us becomes creative, our actions cannot help adding to the welfare of the whole. Our sensitivity grows until we become quite incapable of thinking of our own needs in isolation from the rest of life.

The Mantram & Meditation 

In the program presented in this book, the use of a mantram is distinct from meditation. You have to sit down to meditate, close your eyes, and repeat the inspirational passage for a certain period of time. You can’t practice meditation while you are walking or waiting in a queue. Nor can you resort to it on the spot if someone aims an unkind remark at you, or if you find yourself besieged by an old temptation. 

The mantram, on the other hand, can be repeated anywhere and at any time. And while meditation demands discipline and will, the mantram requires only the effort needed to start it up and keep it going. What matters is saying it; as long as you do that, the healing work goes on.

Meditation, to put it playfully, is like placing a call to the Lord on a phone that has been installed at your own home. You can talk to the Lord, but you must work hard every day to earn the money to pay for the phone. But even if you have no phone and no money either, you can always stop at a booth and call collect. Just say, “Lord, I’m broke – not a single coin to pay for this call – but I’m really desperate!” If you keep calling the Lord through the mantram, he’ll finally say out of infinite love, “Yes, I see your situation. You can count on me.” After all, you are not calling on anybody outside you. The Lord is your real Self, and when you use the mantram to call on him within you, it releases deep inner resources. 

The mantram fits everybody. It does not matter where you live, what you do, or how old you are. Whether you have four degrees or never went to school at all, whether you are rich, poor, or something in between, whether you are sick or well, you can use the mantram.

Some Great Mantrams 

Because the mantram is, above all, a spiritual tool to be used, I am going to skirt around its more technical aspects. You can come across some very erudite theories that link mantrams to the basic vibrations of matter and energy in the universe, but here our focus will be on a method for changing lives, not speculation. I admire the impulse, common in this country, which leads someone to listen for a while to theory and then say, “Okay, when do we start?” 

Let us begin by looking at some of the great mantrams that have come down to us. You will find them in all the religions of the world – itself a testimony to their universal appeal and proven worth. 

In Christianity, the mantram is often called the Holy Name. Indeed, the very name of Jesus constitutes a mantram that can be repeated – Jesus, Jesus – by anyone who yearns to become more like Christ, full of wisdom, mercy, and love. In the Orthodox Church, the Prayer of Jesus – Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on us – has been used in this way for centuries. A shorter version, Lord Jesus Christ, is also found.

Catholics who have been saying Hail Mary or Ave Maria regularly for years may be surprised to hear that they already have a mantram – a bit like the character in Moliere’s play who discovers that he has always been speaking prose. In India we say that a mother will busy herself at the stove while her child plays happily in the next room. But when the child grows tired of toys, throws them down, and begins to cry, the mother immediately comes in to give comfort. So, too, when we stop playing with our adult toys and call out for the Divine Mother as Mary, she will come to our rescue from within. 

Jews may use the ancient Barukh attah Adonai “Blessed art thou, O Lord,” or Ribono shel olam, “Lord of the universe,” which I am told has been used continuously by Hasidic mystics for almost two hundred years. In Islam, Allahu akbar – “God is great” – remains one of the most popular mantrams. Another is simply Allah, Allah.

Om mani padme hum, used by Buddhists for centuries, signifies “the jewel in the lotus of the heart” – a reference to the hidden spark of divinity within each human being. Here the heart is likened to the lotus, a symbol as universal in the East as the rose is in the West. The lotus takes root in the mud at the bottom of a pond and sends its tall stalk up through the water towards the light. At last it breaks into the clear air, the leaves resting on the surface, the blossom opening to the sun and following it throughout the day. We are thus reminded that however imperfect our beginnings, whatever mistakes we may have made in the past, all of us can purify our hearts and come to dwell in spiritual illumination. 

Of the many mantrams from India, one of the most powerful is the simple Rama. This was Mahatma Gandhi’s mantram; with it he transformed himself from an ineffective lawyer into the irresistible force that won his country’s freedom – not with bullets, not with hate, but with truth and love – Rama comes from a Sanskrit root meaning “to rejoice.” Anyone who repeats it summons the great joy found in our deepest Self. 

Rama also forms the core of the mantram I heard so many times from my own spiritual teacher as she went about her daily chores, milking the cows or sweeping the courtyard with a coconut-fiber broom. I think that is the sweetest sound I have ever heard, and it echoes in my consciousness strongly still: 

Hare Rama Hare Rama Rama Rama Hare Hare Hare Krishna Hare Krishna Krishna Krishna Hare Hare 

This mantram consists of three holy names. Hare (pronounced ha-ray) is a name for God derived from the Sanskrit har, “to steal.” What bold imagery! The Lord may be tagged the Divine Thief because he has stolen our hearts, and we cannot rest until we catch him. Rama, as we have seen, represents the Lord as the source of all joy. And Krishna comes from the root karsh, “to draw” – he who ceaselessly, ceaselessly draws us to himself.

These are some of the most widely used and best-loved mantrams from the major religions of the world. Clearly, when you decide to use a mantram, you are not taking up a practice that has, as we say in my mother tongue “sprung up like last night’s mushrooms.” The repetition of the mantram is venerable, universal, proven. It has been verified by the experience of millions of men and women everywhere, in every age. True, mantrams have different sounds and come from diverse traditions. But essentially they all do the same thing: turn us away from our dependency on what lies outside – money and things, awards and position, pleasure and comfort, selfish relationships and power – to the serenity and goodness within our own being.

Choosing a Mantram 

Please exercise some care in your choice of a mantram. After all, it will be with you for a long time. Deliberate for a while and take into account the practical significance of the words, your religious background, and your personal response. A bit of self-knowledge is required when it comes to making a selection. Some people respond profoundly to the Virgin Mary, and Hail Mary may be the mantram for them. Or perhaps her holy son touches them deeply, and Jesus, Jesus will be their choice. But other people, owing to the conditioning of their youth, have a kind of allergy to certain names, sometimes the ones from their own religious traditions. When people tell me they do not care for a particular holy name, I simply encourage them to choose something else. That’s plain economy. It will take a long while to become established in the mantram; is there time to spend a couple of years just learning to like it? 

If you have such negative associations from childhood, you might choose Rama. Easy to say, sonorous, it embodies a principle – the principle of joy – that everybody, irrespective of background, can appreciate. I also recommend Om mani padme hum to those with reservations about the Holy Name. This mantram, associated with the Compassionate Buddha, does not refer to God at all. The Buddha’s approach is free of ritual, theology, and dogma, full of empirical examination. He does not indulge in metaphysical speculation; he simply says, “Here is the boat; there lies the goal, the opposite shore. Don’t take my word for what you will find there; go and find out for yourselves.” 

Initially, the mantram you have chosen may not sound natural to your ears. But I assure you this will soon pass. After a little while the mantram will “take,” and you will see for yourself the difference it makes in your life. These matters go beyond the diversity of languages, and your higher Self, your true Self, will not care whether you speak to it in English, Arabic, Latin, or Sanskrit. 

Occasionally someone will ask, “Can I make up my own mantram? How about Peace?” “Peace” is a beautiful word, I know, but not any word will do as a mantram. I strongly urge you to choose a mantram that has been sanctified by long use – one of proven power, that has enabled many men and women before you to realize the unity of life. The roots of such a mantram go far deeper than we can ever know when we begin to use it. This profundity enables it to grow in our consciousness.

After you have chosen your mantram carefully, please do not change it under any circumstances. Many people let themselves be swept away by novelty; it is part of the restlessness of our age. They will use a mantram for six weeks and then tire of it. They change to another, and then grow weary of that one too. So they go on in this way, new mantram after new, like a farmer who keeps starting a new well; they will never find water. 

Let me urge you not to yield to the temptation to change your mantram if you do not seem to be getting anywhere, as may happen from time to time. That is only a trick of the wily mind to throw you off – usually because you are getting somewhere, and the mind knows it. No matter what comes up that seems newer and better, keep digging away with your chosen mantram. One day you will strike the living waters! 

How to Repeat the Mantram 

The mantram works best when we repeat it silently in the mind with as much concentration as possible. Mantrams are usually rhythmical, but if you sing or chant them it will draw your attention towards the tune or rhythm and away from the mantram itself. Saying your mantram a few times out loud may help you get it going in your mind, but by and large I encourage you to stick to a silent repetition. 

And you need not concern yourself with finding just the “right” pronunciation or intonation when you say your mantram. If the Lord will listen to you in any language, he will certainly accept your accent, wherever you are from. Above all, it is the calling that counts, and we want to focus on that and on nothing peripheral. 

Our aim, remember, is to drive the mantram to the deepest levels of consciousness, where it operates not as words but as a healing power. So avoid anything that holds you to the surface level; otherwise, you are in the position of someone trying to dive to the bottom of a lake while wearing water wings. For this reason, I do not recommend counting your repetitions or using manual aids like a rosary. Though these things may seem helpful at the start, keeping track of numbers or remembering what your hands are doing binds you to the physical level and can lead to a merely mechanical repetition. 

Trying to synchronize your mantram with physiological processes, such as heartbeat or breathing, also divides your attention. No harm will result if this happens by itself, but do not try to make the connection. Actually, it can be quite hazardous to interfere with vital functions that are already operating smoothly without our conscious intervention.

Use Every Opportunity 

The purpose of having a mantram is to repeat it as often as possible. Beautiful calligraphy of the words for your wall is not enough; you have to set about making the mantram an integral part of all your responses, all your thoughts and feelings. And you have to persist. If you do it for just a few minutes and then lose heart, little will be gained. 

Sometimes you hear that it is essential to repeat a mantram a certain number of times or for a specified period of time. Perhaps some spiritual teachers living in the monastic context have required that of their students, but where are we who live in the world going to find an hour or two of uninterrupted time for repeating the mantram? You might manage that if you work the graveyard shift at a toll bridge, or if you have a role in a movie where they need a couple of hours to put on your makeup, but most of us are going to have to catch as catch can. 

Over the years I have learned to use every opportunity, no matter how brief, to repeat the mantram. We can take advantage of all the odds and ends of time that present themselves during the day, and even set out to find them, as a miser scans the sidewalk for a coin that has chanced to fall from someone’s pocket. We all come upon these little bits of time, you know, but most of us fail to seize them. Look at the people at bus stops at a loss for what to do! Some tug their ear lobes or work their knuckles; some vacantly watch the cars drive by or read a billboard for the eleventh time. Others keep rising to see if the bus is coming, as if that would bring it any sooner. And just watch people at a theater intermission as they rush out to have a cigarette or to eat food they don’t need! 

Actually, many injurious habits result from our efforts to fill empty time. Considering the health risks in smoking and overeating, imagine how people must dread having nothing to do and what price they will pay to avoid it. The mantram ends this dread permanently. 

Two minutes here . . . five minutes there . . . all those snatches of time add up. On the Blue Mountain in India, where I lived, the villagers lacked the means for traveling to town, so the small bank sent a boy around to the cottages every day on a bicycle to ask if anybody wanted to make a deposit. Usually there would only be a few pennies or nickels, but all was carefully recorded, and at the end of the year someone might have amassed fifty or a hundred rupees. That is how the mantram works. It accumulates and accumulates, finally paying a far richer dividend than any bank ever can. 

The mantram also proves to be an absorbing companion when we are doing mechanical tasks. All of us have chores which don’t require concentration – cleaning the house or shop, washing the car or the dishes, brushing hair, brushing teeth – and most of our attention flies elsewhere, commonly to the future or past. All that excess mental power can be put behind the mantram, so that as we clean things, we clean our consciousness as well. 

But do distinguish such mechanical tasks from activities that require concentration. When listening to music or lectures, when reading, writing, studying, or conversing with others, it is good to be fully attentive. These are not times for repeating the mantram.

I have observed that many people treat driving as automatic. But lives are at stake, and to avoid accidents we must be supremely vigilant. Even in light traffic the unexpected can happen: a tire goes flat, an animal or child darts onto the road. So please do not repeat the mantram at the wheel. When operating any kind of powerful machinery, or when using dangerous tools like chisels or kitchen knives, concentrate on the job at hand. 

It is refreshing to close one’s eyes and repeat the mantram silently a few times before each meal – a reminder that food comes to us as a gift from the Lord, a precious gift of energy to be used wisely. If you eat lunch on the job, the mantram also brings detachment, the ability to drop your work and enjoy the meal in front of you. In fact, you might stop briefly to repeat the mantram and draw yourself out of your involvement several times during the day. If you are doing close work – reading, typing, sewing, or small repair jobs – you can use this moment to rest your eyes by shifting your gaze into the far distance.

Carry the mantram along when you step out for your daily exercise, too. Energetic movement is not an option, not a luxury, but an imperative on the spiritual path if we are to do the work that needs doing. Young people require strenuous activities, such as jogging, swimming, and hard work, that tax the heart and lungs. And nearly all of us, of course, can walk, as briskly as our condition permits. I say “briskly” because the body is designed for and thrives on vigorous motion, so give it a pace that will send the blood spinning through the veins and bring the cells to life. And as you exercise, repeat the mantram; you will be regenerating your mind as well as your body. 

Here again, you should not wait until you come upon a full free hour; perhaps it will never happen. Use the time you have, five or ten or fifteen minutes. Instead of coffee or a snack, try a mantram break. To the store or bank, at the beach or park, up and down stairs, wherever you can, move with your mantram
At Night 

Above all, use the mantram as a preparation for sleep. Few of us realize the impact of what goes on in our minds at night. “Oh,” we say, “I have some dreams, but I don’t remember them very well.” They seem no more substantial than movies seen years ago, and we dismiss the matter. Actually, there is a vast newsroom in our deeper consciousness that starts to hum just before we fall asleep as everyone prepares for the night edition. Reporters rush hot items – the events of the day – to the city desk. One Pulitzer Prize winner tears out of his Olivetti a special piece on resentment; he has been working on it all day and filled up quite a sheaf of pages. Another reporter calls with a “stop press” – he has some fears about tomorrow, big ones, that simply must go in. So the edition is “put to bed” right there in your bed, and it appears as dreams. An extra, a really sensational edition with giant headlines, that’s a nightmare. 

All the turmoil of the day rises in our minds as we loosen conscious control, and it continues on into sleep. As a result, we don’t rest very well. Haven’t you ever got up unrefreshed, almost as tired as when you lay down? And when we read agitating books and magazines or watch violent television shows and movies before we go to bed, we make it much worse.

That is why I recommend that you read some spiritual literature before you turn out the light. I will suggest specific material in a later chapter, but I want to stress now the connection between what you do before going to sleep and the contents of sleep itself. After you have finished your reading, close your eyes and start repeating your mantram silently – Rama, Rama, Rama or Jesus, Jesus – until you fall asleep saying it.

This is not as easy as it sounds. You will have to practice it for a while, and you will have to exert some effort. At the beginning, it may even keep you wakeful for a time. People have complained that they lose an hour’s sleep repeating the mantram. I don’t think that constitutes a crisis, and I usually reply, “Congratulations! While you’re learning to fall asleep in it, you are getting an extra hour of repetition.” 

If you keep practicing this skill, your entire attitude towards sleep will change. Have you ever seen youngsters stand at the foot of their beds and fling themselves backwards onto the mattress without even looking? No broken bones, no broken beds – they are sure of themselves, and it all works out. When you have learned to fall asleep in the mantram, you too will be sure that everything is well as you near your bed. There will be no anxiety about what lies ahead: will I sleep or thrash about, or have nightmares, or wake up tired – or fail to wake up at all? The mantram is the ideal tranquilizer, and it leads to a full night of restorative sleep.

Between the last waking moment and the first sleeping moment, a tunnel stretches down deep into consciousness. Most people do not perceive this subtle state; indeed, you cannot be aware of it with your everyday mind. At that instant, when you are neither awake nor asleep, this tunnel opens up, and if you know how, you can send the mantram down it as you might a bowling ball. The proof is that you may hear the mantram during sleep; when an unpleasant dream begins, you may discover the mantram echoing through consciousness, dissolving that dream completely. A profound and peaceful sleep comes to you, so you wake up in the morning refreshed in body, calm in mind, and strong in your faith in the mantram’s power.

Dealing With Emotions 

In one other context the mantram is of inestimable help – when negative emotions sweep through our minds. We make a remark, for instance, and someone suddenly fires back a verbal fusillade. The normal response would be to speak even more discourteously in return – which, of course, only provokes the other person to retaliate. This can go on, insults flying about, until one party breaks something or starts packing a suitcase. 

Instead of getting caught in this destructive game of tit-for-tat, repeat the mantram. If you can, leave – gracefully if possible, ungracefully if not – and go for a long, brisk walk repeating your mantram. Leave as soon as you become aware that you are about to get entangled. Don’t try for one final cutting remark, one last clever double entendre; go outside and begin your mantram walk. 

You will have more than just the mantram working for you. The rhythm of the words will soon be reinforced by the rhythm of your footsteps – and, as the anger subsides, by the rhythm of your breathing and heartbeat too. In this harmony your mind will gradually grow calmer and you will gain the precious detachment you need to understand the quarrel clearly. Gradually you will see the other person’s point of view – perhaps you will realize the stress he is under, or how her conditioning has shaped her attitudes – and hostility will give way to compassion.

It may take a while for anger to be transformed on such a walk – half an hour, an hour, or even longer. But isn’t that a sound investment of your time? You might well waste that much or more in enlarging the conflict, and still more in seething with resentment. But now you return with a measure of sympathy, able to bring the estrangement to an end. Often the other person will see the change and respond. Deep inside, he or she too has been suffering acutely at the rupture between you. 

Psychologically-minded people sometimes ask, “Aren’t you advocating a kind of unhealthy suppression?” As I understand it, in suppression we force a wave of, say, anger below the surface level, where it acts destructively on our own bodies. Today we are assured that we do better to let negative emotions gush forth, however painful this may be for those around us, than to let them build up and stagnate within. But the mantram provides a third alternative. The tremendous power behind these emotions can be rechanneled, put to work to calm the mind and to conciliate differences. The power is there in both cases, but now it works for us rather than against us.

Like a skilled trainer, the mantram harnesses restlessness. We live in an era of hectic movement, of going places, of shifting from job to job, house to house. When I see marked restlessness in people, though, I am hopeful, because I know they possess the energy they need for spiritual growth. But they cannot grow if they continually drive off to see the sights, or window-shop, or drop in at the spots where, supposedly, the action is. All that depletes vitality and gives us nothing to show for it. If you ever feel such restlessness – or the mental kind that leads to compulsive talking, reading, and TV-watching – take a mantram walk or write your mantram a fixed number of times, say a hundred or more. In this way, your vital energy will be consolidated and will not ebb out.

To Prevent Depression Extreme oscillations of the mind like elation and depression can be controlled by the mantram. You will find excitement played up everywhere today – thrilling flavors, intoxicatingly new eye shadow, vans with breathtaking interiors – and everywhere today you will find depressed people. Hardly anyone sees a connection. Hardly anyone realizes that the old truth “What goes up must come down” applies to the mind too. We believe that we should pursue excitement as much as possible and that if we are lucky we can have it all the time. If we are unlucky – well, we can have a drink or take a pill and try again later.

This whole problem is a large and complex one, and I have dealt with it at length in a companion volume, my Mantram Handbook. Let me just say here that in our behavior, we often defy an inescapable principle: if you let your mind be ruffled by what is pleasant, it is bound to be ruffled by what is unpleasant. Outwardly, the slump and downturned gaze of the depressed person seem far from the giddy gestures and chatter of the elated person, but in both cases the mind has gone out of control.

In other words, excitement makes us vulnerable to depression. When I say this, you may think that I am trying to wrap a wet blanket around you. But actually, when we reduce the pendulum swings of the mind, we enter a calm state of awareness that allows us to enjoy the present moment most fully. 

So if you should fall into a depression, use the mantram to bring yourself out. But more important, learn to prevent depression by repeating your mantram when you first feel yourself becoming excited. When praise comes, for instance, don’t let yourself be swept away by it. If you do, you will as surely be swept away by the criticism that life inevitably brings. When you find yourself dwelling on future events – the party tonight, your next vacation, graduation, retirement – bring yourself back to the present moment so you can avoid disappointment if future events take an unexpected turn. Above all, use the mantram to free yourself from the tyranny of strong likes and dislikes – all those preferences, aversions, fixed opinions, and habits that make us soar when things go our way and crash when they do not. The mantram can free us from all dependence on outer events, so that we can remain cheerful whatever happens. 

In Times of Crisis 

The mantram works beautifully also when fear and worry invade us. During my first year in this country I became good friends with the handful of students from India who were attending the University of Minnesota. One afternoon a very bright chap told me he had a final in physics the next morning and was sure he would fail. I asked him if he had been studying right along. “Yes,” he said, “but I know I’m going to forget everything at the critical moment.” He wrung his hands and looked most miserable, a Romeo throwing himself down in Friar Lawrence’s cell and crying out that all was lost. 

It was a frigid day, snow blanketing everything, and most Indians are not at all fond of cold. But this called for immediate action. “Get your coat, please,” I said, “and start repeating your mantram. We’re going out."

We did. From time to time he wanted to bring up the matter of his impending failure, but I just said, “Don’t talk. Repeat the mantram.” On and on we walked, from Minneapolis to St. Paul and back again, a distance of about twelve miles. When we got back that night I led him up to the dorm, opened his door, gave him a loving push, and he dropped on the bed so completely relaxed that he fell asleep instantly. I made sure that there was someone to get him up on time, and left. Of course, he did splendidly on the exam. 

The mantram took care of his anxiety, but it didn’t put any physics formulae in his head. Hard study did that. You can’t spend an entire semester playing chess or chatting in the campus co-op and then expect the mantram to rescue you. Similarly, when it comes to travel, the mantram cannot take the place of good tires and properly adjusted brakes. But if you have done all you can, then the mantram can free you from energy-sapping, pointless fear. 

Children often suffer from little fears, and they too can use the mantram to mitigate them. When they wake up from a nightmare, for instance, we can comfort them and then suggest they repeat the mantram. Divine figures like Krishna and baby Jesus appeal to the young; so they can often learn to say the mantram at an early age. It is not good to be insistent about such things, of course; choose the right time and the right degree of exposure. But even preschoolers can take easily to repeating the mantram before meals and when they are afraid. 

The mantram disposes of painful memories, which prowl through the mind, abducting us into the past. When these apparitions appear – resentments, missed opportunities, rejections – we can render them powerless. If they come at night, their favorite time, drive them away with the mantram. Eventually you can reach such a secure state that you can say to one of these fellows, “I’ll give you five minutes. Go ahead and put on your show.” And the Guardian of the Tomb of Time looks at you through his empty sockets, rattles his keys and chains, and opens the crypt door. The memory of a sweetheart leaving you crawls forth, and there it is . . . the same tired performance. Instead of getting agitated and reaching for a drink or a pill or a piece of chocolate cake, you sit there and watch. At the end, you applaud and call out, “Well done, you old fraud!” And the memory, terribly disappointed that it couldn’t upset you, leaves, never to be heard from again. 

When pain comes, as it must to all, the mantram gives the mind something to hang on to. It is especially helpful during illness – particularly for those who have been hospitalized, who often feel anxious and even angry as they lie in an intensive care unit or wait to be wheeled into major surgery. Instead of repeating, “Pain . . . pain . . . ,” adding mental anguish to physical, why not say Jesus, Jesus or Rama, Rama and cast ourselves into the arms of him who transcends all suffering? I would not hesitate to offer the mantram in such circumstances, even to agnostics. True, such people may not believe in God. But if you are dear to them, they may be willing to try something that helps, though they don’t understand how or why it works. 

In the midst of any powerful emotion like fear or anger, you may find it difficult to hold on to the mantram if it is a long one. In such emergencies I suggest you repeat a shortened form based on the most potent word: Rama if you use Hare Rama Hare Rama or Jesus if you use the Prayer of Jesus. When you are greatly agitated, it will be easier to stay with this kernel word. 

The Mantram Repeating Itself 

Naturally, skill at holding on to the mantram increases with practice. In the early days the mind is out of shape, and its flabby fingers won’t close tightly. The grip feels tentative, modest. In time, however, its fingers grow stronger and the mind can grasp firmly, though occasionally the mantram still slips away. After a long while, the mind builds up sensational strength and has a permanent hold on the mantram. 

In this glorious state, the mantram repeats itself ceaselessly without any effort whatsoever. Walking along a road, waiting for a friend, dropping off to sleep, you will hear the mantram tolling through consciousness. If you’re fully absorbed in some activity – at a concert, for instance – the mantram repeats itself on a deeper level. Then, when the intermission begins the mantram rises and resounds on the surface level as well. 

Sanskrit has a precise word for this state: ajapajapam. Japam alone means “the repetition of the mantram,” and a means “without”: ajapajapam is japam without having to do japam. You receive all the benefits without having to do the work. There is nothing magical or occult in this. It results from the steadfast practice of repeating the mantram at every possible moment for many, many years. This state may be likened to that of a person retiring from his career. For decades he has had to be at the office faithfully, and sometimes it may have taken a lot of effort. But now the harvest has been gathered – he draws a pension without having to report ever again.

At this stage, the mystics say, the Lord himself is present, pleased to utter his own name as a perpetual blessing on a devoted servant. Great waves of joy sweep through such a man or woman, and a divine radiance touches everything. Meister Eckhart spoke of this more than six hundred years ago: 

Whoever has God in mind, simply and solely God, in all things, such a man carries God with him into all his works and into all places, and God alone does all his works. He sees nothing but God, nothing seems good to him but God. He becomes one with God in every thought. Just as no multiplicity can dissipate God, so nothing can dissipate this man or make him multiple.
In today’s speeded-up ways of working and living slowing down is an important spiritual discipline. In the modern world we are conditioned to live faster and faster with no time for inner reflection or sensitivity to others. We are only beginning to see that speed makes our lives tense, insecure, inefficient, and superficial. 

It is not enough to talk about this; we must learn to slow down the pace of our lives. To do this it is a great help to start the day early; that is how you set the pace for the day. Have your meditation as early as possible. Don’t rush through breakfast. Allow enough time to get to work without haste. At any time during the day when you catch yourself hurrying, repeat the mantram to slow down. 

In order to slow down, it is necessary to gradually eliminate activities outside your job and family responsibilities which do not add to your spiritual growth. At first you may feel at a loss for what to do with your newfound extra time. What we lose in activity we gain in intensity by learning to rest content on each moment. The British poet John Donne says, “Be your own home and therein dwell.” We can find our center of gravity within ourselves by simplifying and slowing down our lives. 

It is essential not to confuse slowness with sloth, which breeds procrastination and general inefficiency. In slowing down, attend meticulously to details, giving the very best you are capable of even to the smallest undertaking. 
Tips for Increasing One-Pointed Attention
by Eknath Easwaran

Avoid doing two or more things at once, even if they seem trivial and you know you can manage it.
When you do more than one thing at a time, you are teaching your mind to be scattered. That is just the opposite of concentration, which is essential for a good performance in any field. 

You are also training your mind to be divided at other times: teaching it to vacillate, to get caught in past or future, to brood on problems, to act on compulsions or on impulse. 

When you read and eat at the same time, for example, part of your mind is on what you are reading and part on what you are eating. You are not getting the most from either activity. 

When talking with someone, give that person your full attention. 

Remember the Buddha's words: “When you are walking, walk; when you are sitting, sit. Don't wobble.”

When driving, give full attention to the road. Don't listen to music or talk to your passengers; tell them you need to concentrate. Similarly, when you're a passenger, don't distract the driver. 

Don't bring your work home, in your briefcase or in your mind. And don't bring the problems of home into your work.

When your attention gets caught somewhere other than here and now, for example, in some past event you can't stop dwelling on, use your mantram to get your attention free. Throw yourself into work, or go for a fast walk repeating the mantram in your mind.

Everything you do should be worthy of your full attention. If it seems worthy of only partial attention, ask yourself if it is really worth doing. 

Remember that even if an activity seems trivial, you are training your mind.

If we want to live in freedom, we must have complete mastery over our thoughts. For nearly all of us, it is just a euphemism to say we think our thoughts – actually our thoughts think us. They are in command, and we unwittingly serve them. 

Let us imagine that you are a student and have just settled down to study for your finals. You have everything you need – sharpened pencils, textbooks, class notes, calculator, and a willing spirit – and you know you must really work at it because there is a lot of material to absorb. Turning to your economics text, you begin to read about the law of supply and demand... Suddenly, through a door on the far edge of your consciousness, a desire comes creeping in. It smacks its lips and whispers, “How about a pizza?” You have a serious purpose – these finals count – so you courageously reject the temptation and return to your reading. But the door is open now, so in rushes a memory of last week’s rock concert, followed by a daydream about the swimming party next weekend. Again you return to your reading . . . or try to. 

This question arises: if what you want to do is study, aren’t these thoughts intruding without permission? Well, then, why don’t you ask them to leave? We must face an unpleasant truth – they won’t go. They know you’re not the master here. And so there you sit, with half your mind on your studies, half on other things.

Suppose you find yourself troubled by some worry. It is a little thing, you would be the first to admit, but you can’t shake it off. You go to a movie, thinking that will give you a fresh perspective, but the worry follows you and gnaws away at your consciousness like a mouse. Or perhaps you are sometimes possessed by song lyrics or bothered by a forgotten name; or you may play over and over again in your mind the tape recordings of pleasant and unpleasant moments, like that day at the ocean four years ago or the time Mary Sue snubbed you at the class reunion. 

Or possibly more serious matters. A major error in judgment at work, carelessness that ended in injury for yourself or someone else, the memory of someone separated from you by estrangement or death, paralyzing fears and self-doubts, missed opportunities, debilitating addictions, envy and jealousy, a failure of will or some ethical lapse – how horribly any of these can haunt us; how they make us feel we have taken up residence in a sepulcher, far from the light and joy of day.

In all these common cases, the mind lacks an essential condition for clear thinking and smooth functioning: one-pointedness. In Sanskrit, this is called ekagrata. Eka means “one,” agra means “point” or “edge.” “One-pointedness” is a very vivid expression, because it assumes quite accurately that the mind is an internal instrument which can either be brought to a single, powerful focus or left diffuse. Light, as you know, can be focused into an intense beam through the use of reflectors. But if holes and cracks lace the reflecting surface, the light will spill out in all directions. Similarly, when the mind is diffuse and many-pointed, it cannot be effective. The mental powers are divided up, and less remains available for the task at hand. 

Training the Mind 
Though our mind may be three-pointed or four-pointed or a hundred-pointed now, we train it to be one-pointed in meditation. This remarkable discipline brings all the powers of the mind to an intense focus. We can say that it seals all our mental cracks and then sends the vital energy that was seeping out to the single point on which we have put our attention. As our meditation deepens, we shall discover that where we thought we had only a tiny, rather leaky light, we actually possess a tremendous beacon that can instantly illumine any problem. 

In meditation we train the mind to be one-pointed by concentrating on a single subject – an inspirational passage. Whenever the mind wanders and becomes two-pointed, we give more attention to the passage – over and over and over again. It is certainly challenging work, but gradually the mind becomes disciplined, taking its proper place – not as the master of the house, but as a trusted, loyal servant whose capacities we respect. 

Consider the practicality of having a disciplined mind. If you haven’t trained your mind and you feel, for example, some resentment towards your neighbor, you may say, “Don’t be resentful, my mind.” But the mind answers superciliously, “To whom are you speaking?” When very angry, you add a “please,” but the mind only responds, “You haven’t taught me to obey you; why should I now?” And the mind has a case. If, however, you have learned to meditate and made your mind one-pointed, you have only to say, “No, my friend,” when the mind gets unruly. There’s the end of it. If the disturbance stems from a negative emotion like resentment, you will be able to draw your attention away and the distress will immediately be lessened. If it is actually a problem with a solution, you will be able to take some action later on to work it out.

In the Katha Upanishad we find a brilliant simile likening the mind to a chariot. Untrained horses can break away and run where they will, here and there, perhaps leading us to destruction, and what can we do about it? But trained horses – horse lovers know the delight of this – respond to even a light touch of the reins. Similarly, the mind well trained in meditation responds to a light, almost effortless touch. If the memory of a hostile act done to us by our partner tries to force its way in, we can eject it by turning our full attention to the many loving acts our partner has done in the past. Here we are refusing to be pulled about relentlessly by our thoughts – we are thinking them in full freedom. This is what the Buddha meant when he said, “There is nothing so obedient as a disciplined mind – and there is nothing so disobedient as an undisciplined mind.”

The Benefits of One-Pointedness
The one-pointed mind, once we have obtained it, gives us tremendous loyalty and steadfastness. Like grasshoppers jumping from one blade of grass to another, people who cannot concentrate move from thing to thing, activity to activity, person to person. On the other hand, those who can concentrate know how to remain still and absorbed. Such people are capable of sustained endeavor.

I’m reminded of a story about a great Indian musician, Ustad Alauddin Khan. When Ravi Shankar, the sitarist, was a young man, he approached Khan Sahib for lessons, passionately promising to be a diligent pupil. The master turned his practiced eye upon Ravi and detected in his clothes and manner the signs of a dilettante. He said, “I don’t teach butterflies.” Fortunately, Ravi Shankar was able after many months – a test of his determination – to persuade the master to reconsider. But we can readily understand the teacher’s reluctance to waste his precious gift on someone who might jump from interest to interest, dissipating all his creative energies. 

People who cannot meet a challenge or turn in a good performance often suffer from a diffuse mind and not from any inherent incapacity. They may say, “I don’t like this job,” or “This isn’t my kind of work,” but actually they may just not know how to gather and use their powers. If they did, they might find that they do like the job, and that they can perform it competently. Whenever a task has seemed distasteful to me – and we all have to do such things at times – I have found that if I can give more attention to the work, it becomes more satisfying. We tend to think that unpleasantness is a quality of the job itself; more often it is a condition in the mind of the doer.

The same may be said for boredom. Few jobs are boring; we are bored chiefly because our minds are divided. Part of the mind performs the work at hand and part tries not to; part earns his wages while the other part sneaks out to do something else or tries to persuade the working half to quit. They fight over these contrary purposes, and this warfare consumes a tremendous amount of vital energy. We begin to feel fatigued, inattentive, restless, or bored; a grayness, a sort of pallor, covers everything. How time-conscious we become! The hours creep, and the job, if it gets done at all, suffers. The result is a very ordinary, minimal performance, since hardly any energy remains with which to work; most of it goes to repair the sabotage by the unwilling worker. 

When the mind is unified and fully employed at a task, we have abundant energy. The work, particularly if routine, is dispatched efficiently and easily, and we see it in the context of the whole into which it fits. We feel engaged; time does not press on us. Interestingly too, it seems to be a spiritual law that if we can concentrate fully on what we are doing, opportunities worthy of our concentration come along. This has been demonstrated over and over in the lives not only of mystics but of artists, scientists, and statesmen as well. 

The Secret: Attention 
If we are to free ourselves from this tyrannical, many-pointed mind, we must develop some voluntary control over our attention. We must know how to put it where we want. 

It is a sad fact that most people have little control over where their attention goes. That is why, for instance, billboards succeed so well. Advertisers know that we will not be able to pull our eyes away from those signs. Our associates may claim they are the masters of their faculties, but we have only to ride with them down a highway to see how easily their attention is snatched away and messages slipped into their consciousness. No matter how repugnant to our values and good sense, all those signs rush in, simply because we have no control over our attention. 

Or watch people reading in libraries. When somebody walks by – perhaps every few seconds – many people will lift their heads to watch. This is hardly a willed act; their attention simply runs about wherever it wishes. If we allowed our children to run about like that in a public building, we would earn looks of condemnation. But you can see attention running amuck everywhere. 

Divided attention can lead to physical exhaustion too. Have you ever been completely worn out by a busy day of shopping, or by a visit to a museum in which you tried to cover everything from the Egyptian room to the French impressionists? Being on your feet is part of it, of course, but allowing attention to shift rapidly from one sensory object to another depletes your vital energy and gives you very little in return. Probably you didn’t give either the mummies or Monet the appreciation they deserve; about all you can say is that you have seen it all.

A famous specialist of the brain, Dr. Wilder Penfield, remarked that if he had his life to live over he would devote it to the study of human attention. For one thing, this faculty is intimately bound up with perception. Do you know the old proverb, “You are what you eat”? We can ring a variation on it by saying, “You see what you are.” What you see in front of you is not precisely what is there, nor all of it, as any scientist will tell you. Vision depends on a complex internal process, one element of which is desire. What motivates us receives our attention, and whatever has our attention is what we see. 

Ask four people what’s happening on Main Street today. A businessman, just returning from a Rotary luncheon at the Livingstone Hotel, says, “Big crowd at Delfini’s today. That guy sure knows how to move merchandise.” 

The elderly schoolteacher says, “Oh, something nice! Mr. Delfini’s nephew George is working in the store now.”

A teenage girl tells you, “Delfini’s is having this really neat sale.” 

And the teenage boy: “Wow, did you see those girls coming out of Delfini’s?” 

These people are simply reporting what they saw; their attention went automatically to the subject of their interest. 

When through the practice of meditation we have gained a measure of control over our desires and learned to direct our attention where we want, the world will appear very different to us. More and more we will see things as they are, our vision unimpeded by compulsive attachments. Not only will we see the colors, textures, and shapes of things with greater clarity, but we will see the principles of harmony and order – or lamentably, in some cases, man’s violations of these principles – in the objects and situations before us. So striking is the transformation in our ways of perceiving that Sri Ramakrishna, the nineteenth-century mystic of Bengal, speaks of growing “new eyes” and “new ears.” 

In a glorious outburst Thomas Traherne, the English mystic, tries to put into words the marvelous, ever-fresh appearance of the world to one whose eyes have been opened:

The dust and stones of the street were as precious as gold . . . . The green trees, when I saw them first through one of the gates, transported and ravished me; their sweetness and unusual beauty made my heart to leap . . . . Boys and girls tumbling in the street, and playing, were moving jewels . . . . Eternity was manifested in the light of the day, and something infinite behind everything appeared.

Our attention, then, is a most precious faculty. It matters greatly what we do with it, because whatever we place our attention on, be it good or ill, is encouraged to flourish. If someone comes late to a public gathering and everybody turns to stare, they magnify the disturbance: they have given it their attention. If they can keep their attention fixed on the speaker, the clatter of the latecomer will be minimized. Similarly, if someone drops a plate or glass, how does it help to interrupt our business to stare? This is why I recommend that you not fight distractions in meditation. If you do, you give them your attention, your vital energy, and they swell up with it and are harder than ever to dislodge. 

Involuntary Attention 
Occasionally we find people who have been gifted with one-pointed minds and have not had to undergo the strenuous sensory training necessary for most of us. Excellent – it saves a lot of effort – but there can be one potential drawback. Such a person’s mind may fix itself so passionately on the subject of his interest that he cannot leave it even when necessary. As an educator, I am reminded of the professor whose entire concern is with ancient Sumerian or the late diary entries of Samuel Pepys. No matter where he goes, he carries that with him. This is certainly one-pointedness, but it’s not volitional and can lead to poor social relations and minor mishaps.

Many stories are told about Albert Einstein, though I don’t know if they can all be verified. Once, it is said, he received a check for ten thousand dollars. A check like that makes a convenient bookmark, and that is how he used it until a librarian found it when the book came back. On another occasion, when someone asked whether he had had his lunch, Einstein replied, “Which way am I walking? If I’m going to my house, I haven’t had it. If I’m coming, I have.” And a passerby once saw him with a huge bulge in the shoulders of his coat; he had put it on without bothering to remove the hanger.

Einstein’s contribution to science is so immense that this total absorption in his work seems more amusing to us than consequential. But for others it can take on a grimmer aspect. I remember reading about a man driving home from Carmel with his friends when he realized he had left his camera on the beach. He turned his car around and raced back at a terrific speed to retrieve it. His mind was fixed on that camera; he had to have it back. Tragically, he forfeited his life in an accident. So as we train ourselves to be one-pointed, we should strengthen our discrimination and will at the same time, so that we know where to put our attention and how to shift it when necessary. 

One Thing at a Time 
If, as is the case for nearly all of us, our minds are indeed diffuse, how do we develop this valuable capacity of one-pointedness? The first step is the systematic practice of meditation, which is the perfect way to learn this skill. There is another valuable aid, too: to refrain from doing more than one thing at a time, to abandon totally our habit of trying to perform several operations simultaneously.

I learned this emphatically when I was still a teenager. My uncle, my English teacher, had just introduced me to Washington Irving. I had read about Ichabod Crane frightened nearly to death by his own imagination and was well into the tale of Rip Van Winkle one morning when it was time for breakfast. I brought my book and set it down beside the plate of rice cakes and coconut chutney. Chewing absentmindedly on the rice cakes, I read about poor Rip’s reception by the village children when he returns after that long snooze. My grandmother, who had made the rice cakes with great love, just walked up quietly and took my plate of food away. I had not been aware of the taste, and for a few moments – I was really absorbed – I must have kept on lifting an empty hand to my mouth, because I heard her say, “You haven’t got anything in your hand.” I looked down for the plate . . . it was gone! Then she added, “This is poor reading. This is poor eating.” I learned to put some distance between Washington Irving and rice cakes.

For a similar sight on this side of the world, visit Montgomery Street in the financial district of San Francisco. The favorite lunch of these financiers and would-be tycoons is not a Caesar salad or a club sandwich but a big serving of the Wall Street Journal. They may have some food on their plates, but all their attention is on the stock quotations, and that is what really goes in. You can see the same thing – different newspapers, of course – at soda fountains, truck stops, and coffeehouses.

Perhaps you know people who try to split their attention by reading books or newspapers even when they eat with their family or friends. It seems an inconsiderate thing to do, because it shuts other people out. In fact, I’ve seen a few who deliberately lift their newspapers up like a big shield which they hide behind so they won’t have to see or be seen, talk or be talked to. But wouldn’t those who love you rather look at your countenance – doleful as it may be some mornings – than at a full-page advertisement about saving seventy-three dollars by flying to Minneapolis on an after-midnight flight?

I’m told that whole families have now organized their evening meals around television. They decide to eat a little later in order to catch the reruns of Lucy, and at the appointed hour they all gather in the living room or den, some on chairs, some on the floor, all reverently facing the set. Mom brings in a TV tray for each person, then dims the lights so the best picture will appear. The volume is turned up so no one’s enjoyment of the show will be marred by any conversation. And for thirty minutes the family munches on the domestic mishaps of Lucy. So much of the love and labor put into the meal has been wasted. The family may receive some physical sustenance, but the spirit finishes the meal unfulfilled. After a while, rather than spend her time preparing meals that are not valued, the mother may yield to the temptation of serving up TV dinners – which, I must admit, fit the trays very well and are easy to clean up – or she may pick up the phone and order some fast food to be delivered to the door in plastic containers. 

One-Pointedness & Learning 

Take a walk through any college cafeteria, and you will find students engaged in several activities at once. There may be one reading a textbook, having a cup of coffee, listening to piped-in music, and smoking, all at the same time. That is not one student; that is four quarter-students. All the powers of the mind have been divided up, and nothing is done with true absorption or true relish. I even saw a kind of circus feat on one occasion. A young fellow had a cigarette dangling from his lips – barely – while he sipped from his coffee cup! 

Some students buy big bags of potato chips or nuts to snack on while they study in their rooms. Read a sentence or two, nibble. Read a sentence or two, nibble. Then, having interrupted the flow of logic in the text, they have to keep going back and rereading. Great progress is made in emptying the potato chip bag, but not much progress in mastering the subject. I have to confess that I have even seen teachers divide their attention in this way by bringing a pile of student papers to the conference room and setting about to correct them while a meeting was going on. Some, too, play radios in their offices while they read, when they should be illustrating for their students the ways of a dedicated teacher.

Anyone who deliberately divides his attention will find it more difficult to achieve mastery. Isn’t it obvious that learning requires concentration? The really bright student understands this naturally. When he sits down to read and drink a cup of coffee at the same time, the coffee gets cold. If he has a cigarette in the ashtray it smokes away untouched – the best thing that could happen to it. If music is playing, he won’t hear it. Such students stay completely concentrated and unaware of their surroundings. If you touch them or call them, they may not even know it.

You may remember Larry, the young American hero of Somerset Maugham’s fine novel The Razor’s Edge. The narrator tells us that when he entered the club library one morning, he saw Larry seated and reading with complete attention. When he left, probably in the late afternoon, Larry was still there, deeply absorbed, not having even changed his posture. Here, evidently, is someone with an unusual bent of mind, someone destined to excel in whatever activity he takes up. Later on, we find that nothing less than a spiritual awakening will satisfy Larry, and he begins his search with impressive singleness of purpose. 

One-Pointedness & Enjoyment 
Any person who has a great love for an art will scrupulously avoid splitting his concentration by doing two things at once. Take the lover of music. In a matter like this, you don’t go by what people say – most people will claim to be devotees of music – but you watch them. True lovers of music will instinctively close their eyes when they are listening because they don’t want any of their consciousness to be diverted. If you sit in a concert continually glancing around, your awareness is scattered; if I may say so, you’re not only listening to the music, you’re watching a movie too.

On the other hand, I’ve gone into bookstores and reading rooms and heard music being played. In such places there should be complete silence. Respect for the book we are reading demands it; even respect for the music demands it. The theory behind the use of music in such places is that it relaxes people. Music may relax people, but not when they’re reading. The Buddha summed this up in his usual down-to-earth way when he said, “When you are walking, walk. When you are standing, stand. When you are sitting, sit. Don’t wobble.” 

Some time ago I went to see the Royal Shakespeare Company stage Romeo and Juliet. The uncle of mine that I mentioned earlier introduced this play to me in my high school years, and one of the last communications I sent him before he shed his body was a program from this performance, with my thanks for passing on to me his great love of Shakespeare. The play began; I was completely concentrated. Fine actors and actresses all, and I responded very much to their delivery and to the beauty of the language and action.

Then came the famous balcony scene that touches everybody. No matter how blase or hard-boiled you are, that scene will take you back to the bittersweet days when you were capable of such feelings. Juliet came onto the balcony; Romeo stood below, breathless with expectation. “But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.” The theater fell perfectly still. 

Then I heard the words, “Where is the candy, please?” I know Shakespeare rather well, but – “Where is the candy, please”? I thought my memory must be slipping or that they played a different text than the one I’m used to. Perhaps Juliet wants to test Romeo’s love . . . he should have brought candy if he wished to woo her. 

Then I heard it repeated with more urgency, “Quick, where’s the candy?” What a strange thing to be on Juliet’s mind! Suddenly I thought I detected a California accent – and sure enough, two high school girls seated next to me were having this competitive exchange with Romeo and Juliet. My grandmother’s assessment applies here: these girls hadn’t learned how to appreciate Shakespeare or how to enjoy candy.

Lovers of God possess intense concentration, as the biographies of the saints and sages show. In prayer, in adoration, in deep meditation, their attention rivets itself so completely onto the Beloved that nothing can tear it away. Even a suggestion of the divine – the Holy Name, an altar or relic, the sight of someone standing in a posture associated with an incarnation of God – may draw them into a higher state of consciousness. Occasionally this can be somewhat inconvenient, and it is said that one Italian mystic used to hide a little joke book in the sacristy so that when he said mass he could keep one foot on mundane ground and be sure to get the words out. 

We read, too, that Sri Ramakrishna once went to see a religious drama produced by his disciple Girish Ghosh. He was very fond of Girish and of the play, so he sat right up front. The curtain went up, and a character started singing the praises of the Lord. Sri Ramakrishna immediately began to enter the supreme state of consciousness. The stage faded; the actors and actresses faded. As only a great mystic can, he uttered a protest: “I come here, Lord, to see a play staged by my disciple, and you send me into ecstasy. I won’t let it happen!” And he started saying over and over, “Money . . . money . . . money,” so as to keep some awareness of the temporal world.

Most of us obviously have the opposite problem: too little concentration. But we can learn to magnify our concentration by assiduously practicing this discipline of doing only one thing at a time. When you study, give yourself entirely to your books. When you go to a movie, concentrate completely on that; don’t eat popcorn or talk to people. When you listen to music, do that and that alone. You will get more out of these activities, and your meditation will prosper. 

I believe it a disservice to mix extraneous matters into our jobs too – a disservice to ourselves, to our employers, and to the work. The only way to draw out our deeper resources is to use fully what is presently available to us. Snacking, reading magazines, listening to the radio, gossiping, solving crossword puzzles, or making astrology charts at work divides and enervates our mental powers. Our conditioning alone leads us to believe that a divided mind is efficient. If we can unify our mind, we will see for ourselves that concentration breeds efficiency while division brings inefficiency, error, and tension. 

One-Pointedness & Safety
Whatever the work, one-pointed attention averts mistakes and costly accidents. When you use powerful tools or dangerous instruments in the kitchen or shop, to provide an absolute measure of safety you should be totally concentrated on the task. I use the word “absolute” deliberately, and in the matter of safety I think we should strive for nothing less. It is not enough if we can say “This seems fairly safe” or “I think I can do that.” We need a higher standard where the physical security of our body and the bodies of others is concerned. 

What a pity to reduce safety by pointless distractions, such as blaring radios and irrelevant conversation. When you are in the kitchen, for example, cutting vegetables with an exceedingly sharp knife, is that a time to discuss who is going to win this year’s Oscars? If you must discuss the Best Picture of the Year, put your knife down, get the other person’s full attention, and then cast your vote. 

Similarly, when operating a high-powered machine like a power saw or a Rototiller, you should not let your attention waver from the machine even for an instant. If someone enters the work area to talk to you, let him wait until you have finished that particular phase of the operation and can either shut the machine down or remove your hands and body from the hazardous zone. I hope you will see that this is actually good manners, and that it would be bad manners to whirl around suddenly and present someone an injured hand. 

We can also further the one-pointedness of those operating machines by using caution in approaching them. It threatens their safety to rush into the work area or to shout near them or touch them. If it is essential that you talk with them, I suggest you try to edge slowly into their field of vision and wait until they are free. Anything that causes them to jump or lose their concentration can produce an accident. 

I have noticed too that people go in for all kinds of talk while driving: political debates, quarrels, complex plans, jokes, anecdotes, even games. The driver should drive; the others can silently repeat the mantram. It’s not just conversation; most cars have radios, and some have tape decks, phones, or CB sets. What a lot of distraction for the driver! Think of the serious consequences of it. Wouldn’t you grieve if you seriously injured someone and knew that just an extra bit of vigilance might have made the difference? Simple reason demands that we recognize what we are doing: when we hurl our fragile bodies encased in several thousand pounds of steel down a concrete highway at more than fifty miles per hour while others – who may be emotionally upset or very tired or even intoxicated – are coming at us at similar speeds, isn’t it obvious that every bit of available attention should be used to avoid collisions? Anything less than full attention is simply irresponsible; it doesn’t matter if we have managed to get away with it for any number of years. 

It is incumbent on us not only to practice one-pointedness ourselves when we drive, but to help others to do it too. If you are a passenger, don’t distract the driver. It may be true that the unhappy fellow has never seen a purple cow, and lo, one is grazing by the road – but then, if in the interest of reality I may be a bit grim, he may never have seen the inside of a hospital emergency room either, and it is far better to see neither sight than both.

Passing One-Pointedness to Others 
Often we can gracefully remind – people of this principle of one-pointedness. If someone talks to you while doing something else, you can say, “I’ll wait until you are finished.” If they are performing several tasks at once, you can say, “You seem to have your hands full; may I help?” Even a little playfulness might be appropriate. When you go to a film, you can gently reprove your friends with the old line, “I can’t hear what you’re saying for the noise they’re making on the screen.” Above all, our own example will instruct others.

Dentists, naturally enough, try to entertain us by chatting while they work. I had a very friendly dentist who wanted to reduce my awareness of the pain. I appreciated that, but I told him straight out that to show his affection for me he should attend to my teeth. I’d take care of the pain if he’d take care of my molars. He liked being free from the obligation of dental gossip.

Have you noticed how easily people become distracted when they are conversing? Their eyes roam about to their shoes, or the clouds, or passersby. Their hands flick about, picking imagined lint off their sleeves or drawing streaks on their moist coffee mugs. Their minds work up what they’re going to say next, or, worse yet, pass over a number of irrelevant topics. When you listen to someone, listen with complete attention. In the Zen tradition the meditation teacher tells his students, “Listen to me with all your ears, and don’t take your eyes off me.” Good advice. If your boyfriend begins telling you about the last chapter of his Great American Novel, as yet unwritten – keep both eyes on him so firmly that even if a peacock struts into the room fanning his tail, you won’t notice. And when you admire the plumes of a peacock, give them all your attention, to the degree that you don’t even hear the words of your would-be Melville. 

Since children are less developed intellectually, we sometimes give them only a portion of our attention, believing that will satisfy their needs. We read a few paragraphs about the Middle East in a news magazine and then look up to say, “Oh, you’re building a castle. That’s nice.” Then we jump back around the globe. The divided mind becomes a model for them, and we can be sure it registers on some level. It also underestimates the capacities of children. When they play, they are not just passing time but learning, and we can help by giving discreet assistance when needed. If we have not been alert to their progress, we will err by failing to step in at the timely moment – or, worse, by interfering at the wrong moment. Children require a certain context for growth, and that includes, whenever possible, the presence of a loving adult fully alive to the situation and not one who has been pressed into custodial care. 

We need to respect the child’s one-pointedness. Even in infants, though the span may be very short, attention can be intense. Preschoolers are capable of remarkable concentration. I have read that a child in nursery school, having discovered a new operation with blocks, will perform it again and again as many as fifty times in total absorption. The table on which the blocks are resting and the chair with the child in it can even be moved across the room without disturbing this involvement.

Concentration Is Consecration 

Developing a one-pointed mind as suggested here will enrich your life moment by moment. You will find that your senses are keener, your emotions more stable, your intellect more lucid, your sensitivity to the needs of others heightened. Whatever you do, you will be there more fully. Entering a home, you won’t slam the door because you will be there to hear it. You won’t so easily trip or spill things or bump into people because you will be aware of your movements. You won’t forget things, because now your mind is engaged. You won’t become mentally fatigued, for you are conserving your powers. You will not be fickle or vacillating because you will have healed the mind of its divisions. And perhaps most precious of all, you will not ignore the distress or joy of others, because in looking into their eyes you will be looking truly into their hearts.
Achieving this precious – I might say wondrous – one-pointedness will also greatly facilitate meditation and speed our progress on the spiritual path. Meditation is concentration, and concentration becomes, finally, consecration. As our absorption grows, we shall come to see that possessions, evanescent pleasures, fame, and all the power in the world can never satisfy us, but only that which is full of love and wisdom, that which does not pass. When we let our minds become scattered, we are but leaves on the surface of the lake of life, far from the infinite reality. When we unify our minds, we plunge deeper and deeper into that reality and move ever closer to the Lord.
Everything you do should be worthy of your full attention. Doing more than one thing at a time divides attention and fragments consciousness. When you read and eat at the same time, for example, part of your mind is on what you are reading and part on what you are eating; you are not getting the most from either activity. Similarly, when talking with someone, give that person your full attention. These are not little things. Taken together they help to unify consciousness and deepen concentration.

To enjoy life in freedom – to “live intentionally” – we have to train the senses to listen to us, for the simple reason that attention follows the senses. To do this, it is not necessary to deprive ourselves of good food or good entertainment, but simply to enjoy what is beneficial and ignore indulgences we will regret later. Training the senses does not mean denying them. It means educating them not to demand things that will cost us in health, security, or freedom. 

In the food we eat, the books and magazines we read, the movies we see, all of us are subject to the dictatorship of rigid likes and dislikes. To free ourselves from this conditioning, we need to learn to change our likes and dislikes freely when it is in the best interests of those around us or ourselves. 

We can have rigid likes and dislikes about anything from clothes to opinions, but the most practical place to start loosening them is with the senses: our likes and dislikes in what we taste, smell, watch, listen to, and touch. Freedom from the tyranny of likes and dislikes begins with training our senses to want what we approve of, and to obey when our judgment says no. 

We can begin by saying no when our senses are urging us to indulge in something that is not good for our body or mind. The senses are the secretaries of the mind; to get the mind to listen to us, we need to bring them over to our side. We should choose what we eat by what our body needs, for example, rather than what the taste buds demand. 

Similarly, the mind eats too, through the senses. In this age of mass media, we need to be particularly discriminating in what we read and what we go to see for entertainment, for we become in part what our senses take in. 

Often rigid likes and dislikes are merely a matter of attention getting stuck. We get caught in a groove of what we have been conditioned to like or dislike, and we can’t imagine getting free. And when we find that others have their attention stuck in their groove, friction results. Usually, without thinking, we react negatively and move away. But we can learn to play with those likes and dislikes instead, and once we taste the freedom this brings, we really find it enjoyable.

Tips for Training the Senses
by Eknath Easwaran
In the food we eat, the books and magazines we read, the movies we see, the television shows we watch, all of us are subject to the dictatorship of rigid personal likes and dislikes. 

To free yourself from this conditioning, practice juggling with your likes and dislikes cheerfully when it is in the interests of those around you (or yourself). 
Juggle with your opinions too, especially when you find that you are rigid or emotional about them. The opinions you cherish may actually not be any better than those of other people. 

Practice working cheerfully with someone you think you don't like. 

Don’t waste time getting caught in past or future. Repeat your mantram to bring your full attention back to the present. 

Choose what you eat by what is good for your body rather than by taste.

Similarly, the mind eats too, through the senses. Choose very carefully what you read and watch and listen to. Ask yourself whether it elevates or lowers your image of yourself and others.
Remember that we are what we think. What goes into your mind becomes part of what you are. 
Everybody, I think, values excellence. When the great masters in any field appear, we catch fire. I have always been interested in sports, and I still enjoy watching the Olympics or championship tennis on television; I am intrigued by the way the top athletes have trained their bodies, judgment, and endurance. Those excellent swimmers in their middle teens, those gymnasts who surpass circus performers, must have begun at a very early age. How much dedicated effort all this must take! It is hard not to admire the discipline and enthusiasm behind any performance that captures a gold medal.

Just as the body can be trained for virtuoso skills in the pool or on the uneven bars, so our senses can be trained, immensely benefiting ourselves and those around us. Then the senses become our trusted servants. But when they are untrained, as we shall see, they become the most oppressive masters. 

Saint Francis of Assisi put the matter well. He used to speak of “Sister Moon” or “Brother Wolf” as though they were close relatives, which indeed they are; and with the detachment of a great mystic, he spoke that way about his body and senses too. “This is Brother Donkey,” he would say, “and I’ll take good care of him. I’ll wash him, feed him, and give him rest. But I’m going to ride on him; he’s not going to ride on me.” Imagine walking along a country road in Italy when over a rise comes a peasant bent nearly to the ground by the donkey on his back. A ludicrous picture! But isn’t that what we do when we let our senses and body take charge and issue all the orders? Believe me, they don’t make kind masters; they are very demanding, very hard-riding. Through training the senses, we climb out from under them and regain our proper role as their master. 

To put it another way, our senses are like puppies. If you have had a pup, you will recall how they seize a slipper and growl and tear at it until it’s shredded. We expect that of puppies, but we don’t want the dog acting that way when he grows up. To make a good companion of him requires training; fortunately, he loves to learn. Similarly, the senses can be the best of friends if they receive some training. But if we let them run loose without any training, they will simply turn against us.

We begin the training of the senses by denying them things that injure the body. We wouldn’t drive into a service station and ask the attendant to fill our gas tank with thirty-weight oil; the car wouldn’t run. To operate a machine we have to use a particular type of lubricant, fuel, coolant, or whatever, and we do. But regarding our own bodies, we are not so careful. We put in all kinds of things that nutritionists – and plain common sense – tell us impair the body’s smooth functioning, mainly because they taste pleasant. We haven’t yet learned that the body’s needs should determine what we eat, not the appeal of the senses. 

As your awareness grows, it will hurt you to watch people let their senses drive them into harmful habits of living. When you see somebody smoke, you will understand the discomfort of those lungs. You will feel yourself in those air sacs, dreading the inrush of tobacco-laden air. Overeating will distress you too; you will hear the poor stomach crying out in its own language, “Please, please, don’t stuff anything more into me! It hurts so.” Whenever you see people damaging their bodies like this, you will be all the more vigilant about what goes into your own mouth. However tasty it used to seem, however aromatic or agreeable to the eye, food with no nutritional value will lose its appeal for you. And you will shun all those highly processed and synthetic foods which try to better nature: “balloon bread,” cream without a cow, “instant breakfast,” spray-can cheese. 

Children especially are vulnerable to the appeal of the senses. We all know how television prompts a howl for breakfast cereals with little or no food value, simply because it tastes “neat” and comes in three different colors. Children below the age of judgment are urged to eat cereals consisting of as much as forty-five percent sugar, when they need solid nutrients for energy and growth. And all this so people can make some money! Worse yet, we go along with it by letting children watch these shows and giving in to their demands to eat what Booba the Bear eats – his Tooty-Fruity All-Jam Breakfast Triangles. 

To wean children away from this, though, takes some time and energy on our part. We won’t be able to say “Go watch TV” and hand them over to the set. We will have to be with them ourselves. And we can’t say, “Honey, will you fix your own breakfast? You know where the Fruity Triangles are.” It takes some effort to prepare a tasty, nutritious cereal of whole grains. We need time to prepare it, and time to sit down with the children so that all can enjoy it together. 

Preparing healthful dishes also requires a rudimentary knowledge of nutrition. You needn’t be an expert; it is enough to know the basic principles. But wherever you obtain your information, I would urge you to follow the findings of qualified experts rather than go in for fads.

Automatic Eating 

The next step in training the sense of taste is to eat only when hungry. Food may lie close by, but no force compels us to eat it. Physicists have assured me that we can maintain a constant distance from food – or even increase our distance from it – just as easily as gravitate towards it. Most of us have been to dinner parties where the guests – after assuring the hostess they couldn’t eat another mouthful – find themselves in the living room with bowls of mixed nuts and mints and cheese in strategic places. Soon all those bowls are emptied. No matter how often they are filled, empty they become. Someone says a few words and then pops in a mint. Another makes a smashing point about politics, then swirls a few peanuts in his fist and tosses them in. A third gets up to cross the room and makes a small detour by the Camembert on the way. We aren’t really aware when we eat like this. Our attention is divided, and we eat compulsively rather than from hunger. 

Automatic eating occurs too in front of the television set, or at a movie theater, nightclub, or sports event. The action catches us and the hand just keeps moving up and down, to and from the mouth, like an automated signboard of a cowboy endlessly waving “howdy” from a casino in Las Vegas. But we can learn to be more aware of what we are watching, and do one thing at a time. It will multiply our enjoyment immensely. 

Eating has become so mechanical now that people eat and talk at the same time. I am not objecting to conversation passing across the table, which is certainly a part of the satisfaction of eating with friends or family. But it is quite another thing to try to talk about important or complicated matters with your mouth full of food. It just doesn’t seem to be mannerly for me, say, to take a good bite of a corn muffin and then try to explain some point about meditation. Yet, I sometimes get the impression from the media that reporters and private detectives can’t talk at all unless they have in hand a cup of coffee, a cigarette, or some sandwich sent up from a nearby delicatessen.

To train our sense of taste, we need to stop eating mechanically and become aware of what we eat. Eating only at mealtime helps, because we can focus our attention on the food more fully when we sit at the table. But give up snacks? What a terrifying prospect! The moment we feel a twinge of hunger – or even anticipate one – many of us head for the refrigerator or cookie jar. “No snacks means we’ll get hungry. We’ll have to wait all the way from lunch to dinner.” What’s wrong with that? It is good to be a little hungry. It enables us to relish food when we do eat. It lets our overworked stomach and digestive system complete their work before we give them more to process. And it helps in reducing total food intake, too.

Artistry 

If you do find that you have eaten more than you should at a particular meal – which is likely to happen to most of us occasionally – I have a simple suggestion for restoring the balance: skip the next meal. Instead of going about saying, “Why did I do it? Why did I do it?” and working yourself up to such a state that you head back to the refrigerator, just resolve to sail past the meal coming up. The mind loves to get entangled in all kinds of regrets, especially when it suspects you aren’t really serious about changing your behavior. It says to itself, “I get to overeat, which I like; then I get to put on my black suit of woe and mope around for a while. I kind of like that, too!”

At a wedding or other special occasion, I enjoy being with my friends and sharing fully in the festivities. I don’t want to be an Ebenezer Do-Good announcing in a funereal voice, “No pie for me; I’m on a rigorous program of sense-training.” So if I know an elaborate meal is on the way, I go lightly on or even skip the meal that comes before. Then, at the feast, I participate in everything without overdoing it. 

This requires a certain artistry. A while back one of my young friends made her entry into the world of the teens, and I joined in the celebration. Everything was carefully arranged for teenage tastes – “calories don’t count.” I sat down at the table and there was a big silver bowl of raspberry swirl ice cream looking up at me. But I didn’t quail – I had prepared in advance by having a very light breakfast, and I ate the whole bowlful – and enjoyed it thoroughly. 

But my taste buds were still smacking their lips. “Give us more!” That was the time to be firm. “That’s it, boys,” I said, and I gave all my attention to the friends seated around me. I can assure you, I found that much more satisfying than a second helping – and no need for “fast relief” from the pharmacy after I got home. 

Gourmets claim that the true enjoyment of fine cuisine requires that you stop just when you would like to have a little bit more. In this way, the connoisseur maintains his interest. Everywhere, knowing how to stop short of satiety helps you to savor life and, more important, helps you to be free. At parties, instead of waiting far into the night until you are exhausted and the host doesn’t know how to get rid of you, you can take your leave when there is still some life left. Even in letter writing, the same principle holds true. Haven’t you received a letter of inordinate length and asked yourself why it couldn’t have all been said in a couple of paragraphs? How much better for the recipient to say, “If only she had written a little more!”

Vigilance 

We need to be vigilant in training the senses. For a long while we are so vulnerable that we can be caught at any time. The senses will be comfortably seated inside when some of their former pals – sense-objects – come to the door and call, “Can the senses come out and play?” At this point, of course, we can always say no. But if we are napping upstairs, the senses will jump up, look around, grin at each other, and rush right out. 

We happen to pass by the pizza parlor, say, with the best intentions, just going to pick up a watch from the jeweler’s. We have had our lunch; food is the farthest thing from our mind. But there is the big glass window with the fellow tossing powdery wheels of dough in the air, and we stop to watch. He opens the brick oven and slides out a hot pie with the cheese bubbling, topped with mushrooms . . . our favorite! Next thing we know, another mushroom pizza – ours – is bubbling in the oven, and we are trying to decide whether we want garlic dressing or bleu cheese on the salad. About halfway through we remember, rather guiltily, that we are trying to train our senses. 

This kind of temptation may seem to lie everywhere. To the pizza parlor you may need to add the candy counter, the bakery, or the fast-food drive-in. But however many apply, you will surely gain mastery by working at it every day. There may be a few slips and falls, some close calls, but there will also be some rewarding victories. Just keep trying! 

Because our habits are so deeply entrenched, we should not expect too much too fast. We have to assess just what we are capable of at any time. After all, we are trying to make our senses faithful servants, not abject slaves. We need to understand them and be firm but gentle: expect a little more from them than they have been used to, but not make unreasonable demands. We need to know when to issue strict orders, when to persuade and negotiate, and when to let them frisk a bit. 

In the early days of your training it is helpful to have a few gambits you can play against your senses. They are simple fellows, really, and not that difficult to appease if you go about it the right way. If you crave candy, for example, you can offer your taste buds some nutritious substitute like raisins or fresh fruit. They will probably accept. Or when a sensory desire arises you might try saying, “Well, if you still want that in an hour, I’ll give it to you.” Very likely the desire will have subsided by that time, since it is the nature of desires to come and go.

The mantram can also be a ready ally in training the senses, especially when some negative emotion gets the better of us and we feel obliged to take it out on the refrigerator. Something goes wrong at work and we compulsively dispose of a few doughnuts or half of a pineapple cheesecake. It solves nothing; it only increases our mental agitation. Why not use the power of that negative emotion constructively? When we go out for a brisk walk repeating the mantram, we not only give our body a healthy workout, we transform negative emotions into their positive counterparts – anger into forgiveness, envy into sympathy, depression into good cheer. 

Meditation, of course, is our most powerful tool for rechanneling our mind, for reconditioning ourselves. Sincere and regular practice can lead to complete transformation of the contents of consciousness. But even if we sit for meditation in the morning and then again in the evening, that will not of itself change our eating habits. We have to make wise choices during the day. Meditation gives us the freedom to make these choices, but we still have to make them. If we meditate for half an hour and then get up and head for the bakery, we wipe out the benefits of our meditation. But if we can use the power released in meditation to choose a wholesome breakfast instead, we are beginning to change ourselves. That is why I often speak of meditation and its allied disciplines: in this instance, meditation helps us train our senses, and training the senses draws on and deepens our meditation.

We Have a Choice 

All this requires personal responsibility. Many people, for example, gain weight and insist that nothing can be done. Such talk is not usually very persuasive, especially after a glance at their heaped-up plates. We can only go forward when we frankly admit that we have a weight problem because we eat too much, and we eat too much because we have not – as yet – trained ourselves to do otherwise. 

I like to think of the contrast between two British writers, great favorites of mine when I was a professor of English in India: George Bernard Shaw and G. K. Chesterton. Both appeared often in the news, and even in India we heard a lot about their personal lives. What a difference between them! Shaw was a tall, thin man, not an ounce of extra weight on him. He took to vegetarianism when little was known about it in England, and the literary world feared that a promising writer would be cut off prematurely. The eminent physicians of London too warned him that his life would be shortened by his new way of eating. Of course, he went on to produce remarkable plays even in his eighties, and his friends naturally suggested that he go back to those physicians and show them how well he was doing. “I’d like to,” he replied. “But unfortunately, none of them is around any more.” 

Chesterton, on the other hand, weighed three hundred pounds and hugely loved the pleasures of the table. You can imagine how they looked together when they met. Both had a marvelous sense of humor, and each enjoyed making rapier-sharp thrusts of wit at the other. Once, it is said, Chesterton cast an appraising eye on Shaw and said, “To look at you, GBS, one would think there was a famine in merry old England.” And Shaw replied, “To look at you, GKC, one would know what caused it.” So the question arises: do you want to look more like a GBS or more like a GKC? It is up to you. You can inflate yourself by eating wrong food in immoderate quantities, or you can have a trim, vital body by eating the right food in temperate quantities.

The Power of Conditioning 

The difficulty in resisting sensory desires comes from the force of conditioning working against us. When a river, for example, has gained momentum, how hard it is to stop it or even divert it! Most of our desires too flow like that, along deep channels cut in the mind through repetition. But just as a river can be rechanneled or dammed, well-established patterns of behavior can be changed. Naturally, the longer the channels have been there, the more work will be needed to remove them. But it can always be done, by drawing on the power released in meditation. 

Most of the rigid likes and dislikes of our senses are picked up early in life. A mother gives her toddler a small dish of plain yogurt, and a neighbor, already conditioned, wrinkles up her nose with disgust and groans, “Plain yogurt?” Enough repetitions and the child’s nervous system reacts automatically to the stimulus. He has been conditioned, and every time we are conditioned in this way, we lose a little of our freedom and our capacity to choose. That child has moved closer to the day when any food that is healthful but sour makes him wrinkle up his face and shove the plate away with a loud “No!” 

Most of us have been through this. Usually, of course, we don’t remember when, or where, or how we were conditioned. The person doing it probably did not know that he or she was teaching us how to react, putting limits on our consciousness. Actually, we begin to think that the unpleasantness lies in the food itself. We don’t like the yogurt we have been served because it doesn’t taste good, although next to us sits a lady happily savoring a big bowl of the very same thing, unflavored and unsweetened. It is the same yogurt; the conditioning is different. 

I recently witnessed the enormous power of this conditioning in one of my young friends, who wants to be a football player. It happens too that he abhors zucchini, which I have found to be a rather harmless vegetable. So one day I said to him, “If the Lord came to you and said, `I will make you the greatest football player in America if you eat zucchini every day,’ what would your reply be?” 

He was silent; I could see the battle going on in his consciousness. Finally he said, “I would tell him, `No, Lord.’”

The power of likes can be just as strong. In my native state of Kerala, where cashews thrive, most of us are quite partial to them. I too shared this fondness. But when I left Kerala to teach at a university in central India, cashews more or less dropped out of my life. 

Then, when I came to America, someone gave me a big can of cashews as a present. I opened it and was amazed at the response of my mind. All the old attraction came pouring in, and I could hear my mind say, “Ahh . . . at last! Cashews!” 

But by this time I understood the ways of the mind, and I was training my senses. So I said, “Oh, you remember how good cashews taste, do you?” 

The mind said, “Don’t waste time talking . . . let’s get to them!” 

I replied, “I think you’ve forgotten again who’s the boss around here. But I know you have a great fondness for these little nuts, and I’m a fair man, so I’ll make a bargain with you. As soon as you stop clamoring for cashews in that insistent way of yours, I’ll give you some.” 

Then I placed the open can of cashews on the table beside me and turned to my academic work. For some time, the battle went on. I would be reading an incisive passage from Ralph Waldo Emerson, and suddenly I would feel something small and smooth touching my fingertips. Part of my mind – utterly unbeknown to me – had sent my hand over to the cashew can. “What’s going on?” I asked gravely.

”Oh, nothing, nothing,” the mind said. “We weren’t going to eat any of them. We just wanted to see how they felt.” 

I didn’t have to say anything more. My hand came back, and my mind scurried back to The American Scholar where it belonged.

At last, the mind gave up its tricks and subsided. I looked at the can of cashews and saw them for what they were – nuts, grown on trees in India where I used to live – and my mind did not move. “Good show,” I said. “Now you may enjoy some.” Those were the best cashews I have ever eaten in my life, because I ate them in freedom. 

When you first learn to juggle with your likes and dislikes, there may be a lot of inner irritation. Some of the things you have chosen to eat taste so dreadful, and some you have chosen not to eat seem so luscious! But after a while, you will feel more than compensated by the marvelous juggling skill you are acquiring through your efforts. You may even begin, as the pulp magazines put it, to “amaze your friends and associates.” 

One young woman I know went into an ice cream parlor when she was beginning her sense training and asked the proprietor, “What’s the worst flavor you have?” 

”Licorice,” the man said. “It’s got to be licorice.”

She ordered a bowlful and ate it all – and when she went to pay, the man said with awe, “It’s on the house.” 

After a while, you discover that your sense of enjoyment has been greatly multiplied. Freed from conditioning, you can now relish everything in perfect freedom – not only what you have always liked, but what you used to dislike too. You realize that taste lies in the mind, and the mind is yours to change.

Selecting Entertainment 

So far we have been focusing on eating, but we do not eat with our mouths only. Eyes can eat. Ears can eat. And just as we exercise watchfulness about what we put in our mouths when we are training the senses, we have to be watchful about what passes through our other senses too. 

A good play, for instance – one that explores character or expands our understanding, or even one that gives us some light entertainment – can be a wholesome meal for the mind. But a bad play is an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord; we stuff ourselves and often end up with a severe case of mental indigestion. And movies? I used to enjoy them, until I began to tire of seeing people throw off their clothes three or four times in an hour. But long ago, when I was training my senses, I discovered that even this can be turned into an opportunity. 

Before a torrid scene came on, I recall, the whole theater would be fidgety. You could hear some talking and coughing, some candy wrapper and popcorn noises here and there. Then, suddenly, there would be complete quiet, complete concentration. Nobody would move, unless it was to the edge of the seat to get a closer view. 

At this point, I began to do a very difficult thing: I closed my eyes. Or rather, I tried to close my eyes. I put my hands over them, but usually a chink would open up. After a while I managed to keep the lids closed, but the eyeballs still struggled and cried out, “This goes beyond the possible!” However, I persevered: if I was going to look at something, I wanted at least to have some say in the matter. I didn’t want any of my responses to be automatic. 

In this way, bit by bit, I gained mastery over my sense of sight. After that, I was free to use my eyes as I liked – and instead of watching the screen during such scenes, I began to look at the rest of the audience. Then I came to understand the nature of compulsion. What power! If only those people could have harnessed that concentration in meditation. 

By such training, what once seemed a grand thrill now appears in its true perspective. As spiritual awareness grows, we begin to realize that this body itself is a kind of garment, the ultimate costume. It just is not possible to be really naked until we shed the body in death. 

I remember when my nieces dressed up for a wedding and showed me their little white gloves. One said, “Uncle, you don’t have on any gloves!” 

I held out my hands and replied, “Oh, yes, I have – custom-made, too. A perfect fit; you can’t even see the seams.” 

When you have this realization, you lose interest in seeing people take off their shoes or shirt. You know they are still fully clothed, and the whole thing seems not wicked but rather boring. Today, when such scenes arrive on the screen, I often doze. 

In the name of hard-hitting communication, the media increasingly also offer us debased language – a few shopworn vulgarities, hauled out to serve every occasion. Presumably they are supposed to shock us, but what I find shocking is that people will allow the full range of their expressiveness to be encapsulated in a few stale interjections. It may seem old-fashioned, but I would recommend standing guard over the gate of the mouth to ensure that only the right kind of words come out. It is another form of sense training. Vulgar speech, sarcasm, gossip, even pointless chatter, should all be denied exit visas.

The Sufis capture this idea in a splendid metaphor. They advise us to speak only after our words have managed to issue through three gates. At the first gate we ask ourselves, “Are these words true?” If so, let them pass on; if not, back they go. 

At the second gate, we ask, “Are they necessary?” They may be true, but it doesn’t follow that they have to be uttered; they must serve some meaningful purpose. Do they clarify the situation or help someone? Or do they strike a discordant or irrelevant note? 

At the last gate we ask, “Are they kind?” If we still feel we must speak out, we need to choose words that will be supportive and loving, not words that embarrass or wound another person. All of us understand what blows can do to someone, but we do not realize that words can create a more painful injury, one that can last for many years. Nor do we understand the terribly destructive impact words can have on the consciousness of the person who uses them.

The Power of Thoughts 

Even thoughts leave a powerful imprint on the mind. The Buddha says forcefully, “All that we are is the result of what we have thought.” And on several occasions, Jesus pointed out that just thinking about an action can affect our consciousness almost as much as the actual performance. 
All of us are appalled by the increase in violent crime across our land. We respond by buying more guns, training fiercer watchdogs, installing stronger locks and higher fences. We have not yet recognized that we live in an increasingly violent physical world because we have chosen – largely through the media – to live in an increasingly violent mental one. 

Every time we see a show or read a story filled with violence, our minds are being steeped in that, just as they would be if we saw real violence. More amazing, we voluntarily pay for this kind of violence, witness it, and make it real inside our mind. When we do this over and over, we become insensitive to it. Gradually violence becomes a possible solution to frustration, poverty, and injustice; we may even end up applauding it. 

In being selective about what we take in from the media, we shield ourselves from so many banal concepts which turn us away from the permanent joy within our hearts. How often we have been shown the same tired ideas: to smoke and drink is the mark of sophistication, to drive at dizzying speeds is the mark of courage, to have a new partner every day is the mark of masculinity or femininity, to use violence is the mark of strength, to be uninvolved is the mark of freedom. No wonder the mystics say our world is upside down! To be secure everywhere is the mark of sophistication, to be unshakable is the mark of courage, to be permanently in love with every person is the mark of masculinity or femininity, to forgive is the mark of strength, to govern our senses and passions is the mark of freedom.

The Goal 

When we stimulate the senses unduly, vitality flows out through them like water from a leaky pail, leaving us drained physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Those who indulge themselves in sense stimulation throughout their lives often end up exhausted, with an enfeebled will and little capacity to love others. But when we train the senses we conserve our vital energy, the very stuff of life. Patient and secure within, we do not have to look to externals for satisfaction. No matter what happens outside – whether events are for or against us, however people behave towards us, whether we get what pleases us or do not – we are in no way dependent. Then it is that we can give freely to others; then it is that we can love. 

The implications of this are enormous. The historian Arnold Toynbee has characterized our civilization as sensate, lacking a spiritual foundation. A grave charge, but I think we have to accept its validity. And society is growing more and more sense oriented, which means that people will be trying ever more desperately to cling to what is, by its very nature, transitory – the momentary pleasures of the eye, the ear, the taste buds, the body. This is not a matter of right and wrong, but a matter of logic. If you have within you, as all of us do, a need that can be filled only by what is permanent, how can you fill that need with what is fleeting – sometimes there, sometimes absent, never to be counted on? If you are on a sinking ship, you do not want a block of ice that will be gone before you reach the shore; you want a good, solid boat with a rudder that will steer you home. 

By now it will be clear that training the senses means training the mind as well. If we could become detached observers of what happens in the mind when we see a piece of apple strudel or the current sex symbol in a film, we would find that a wave of desire has risen, agitating our mind as a wave agitates the surface of a lake. Where there are many strong desires, the mind is in constant turmoil. Huge waves lash and roil the surface, and we cannot see the bottom of the lake of the mind: our true Self. When we learn to train our senses and master our desires, fewer and fewer of these waves rise up. Gradually the mind becomes still, so that we can discover our real identity. Every major religion emphasizes this: to realize God, we must quiet the mind. As the Bible says, “Be still and know that I am God.” 

When the senses are trained, they will participate harmoniously in this supreme stilling of the mind. As we interact with people, as we work and play, we of course need to send our senses out a bit. But in deep meditation they will obediently return, as good servants should when the master or mistress – the soul – is entertaining a special guest – the Beloved. Saint Teresa of Avila beautifully expresses this goal, attainable by anyone who will undergo the training:

You will at once feel your senses gather themselves. They seem like bees which return to the hive and then shut themselves up to work at the making of honey; and this will take place without effort or care on your part . . . . At the first call of the will they come back more and more quickly. At last, after many and many exercises of this kind, God disposes them to a state of absolute repose and perfect contemplation.

One-pointed attention is a powerful aid to meditation. Though our mind may be three-pointed or four-pointed or a hundred-pointed now, we train it to be one-pointed in meditation. Until it is trained, the mind will continue to go its own way, because it is the nature of an untrained mind to wander. Attention can be trained, and no skill in life is greater than the capacity to direct your attention at will.

The benefits of this are numerous. If you have trained your mind to give full attention to one thing at a time, you can achieve your goal in any walk of life. Whether it is science or the arts or sports or a profession, concentration is a basic requirement in every field.

One-pointed attention is helpful in whatever job you are doing. But perhaps the greatest benefit of a trained mind is the emotional stability it brings. In order to get angry, your concentration must be broken – your mind has to change lanes. In order to get afraid, your mind has to change lanes. In order to get upset, your mind has to change lanes. That is what we all yearn for – a mind that cannot be upset by anything. And we can achieve it, too; but it calls for a lot of work in the training of attention. 

When the mind is one-pointed it will be secure, free from tension, and capable of the concentration that is the mark of genius in any field. 

To enjoy life in freedom – to “live intentionally” – we have to train the senses to listen to us, for the simple reason that attention follows the senses. To do this, it is not necessary to deprive ourselves of good food or good entertainment, but simply to enjoy what is beneficial and ignore indulgences we will regret later. Training the senses does not mean denying them. It means educating them not to demand things that will cost us in health, security, or freedom. 

In the food we eat, the books and magazines we read, the movies we see, all of us are subject to the dictatorship of rigid likes and dislikes. To free ourselves from this conditioning, we need to learn to change our likes and dislikes freely when it is in the best interests of those around us or ourselves. 

We can have rigid likes and dislikes about anything from clothes to opinions, but the most practical place to start loosening them is with the senses: our likes and dislikes in what we taste, smell, watch, listen to, and touch. Freedom from the tyranny of likes and dislikes begins with training our senses to want what we approve of, and to obey when our judgment says no. 

We can begin by saying no when our senses are urging us to indulge in something that is not good for our body or mind. The senses are the secretaries of the mind; to get the mind to listen to us, we need to bring them over to our side. We should choose what we eat by what our body needs, for example, rather than what the taste buds demand. 

Similarly, the mind eats too, through the senses. In this age of mass media, we need to be particularly discriminating in what we read and what we go to see for entertainment, for we become in part what our senses take in. 

Often rigid likes and dislikes are merely a matter of attention getting stuck. We get caught in a groove of what we have been conditioned to like or dislike, and we can’t imagine getting free. And when we find that others have their attention stuck in their groove, friction results. Usually, without thinking, we react negatively and move away. But we can learn to play with those likes and dislikes instead, and once we taste the freedom this brings, we really find it enjoyable.

If we have been slowing down the pace of our life, practicing one-pointed attention, and loosening our likes and dislikes, we should begin to see the benefit of these new patterns in all our relationships. 

John Donne said, “No man is an island.” That is why selfless relationships lead to happiness, while a self-centered life leads to loneliness and alienation. As human beings, it is our nature to be part of a whole, to live in a context where personal relationships are supportive and close. Dwelling on ourselves builds a wall between ourselves and others.

Those who keep thinking about their needs, their wants, their plans, their ideas, cannot help becoming lonely and insecure. 

The simple but effective technique I recommend is learning to put other people first – beginning within the circle of our family and friends and co-workers, where there is already a basis of love on which to build. When husband and wife try to put each other first, for example, they are not only moving closer to each other. They are also removing the barriers of their ego-prison, which deepens their relationships with everyone else as well. 

It is important to remember here that putting others first does not mean making yourself a doormat, or saying yes to whatever others want. It means putting the other person’s welfare before your own personal desires. That is what love is: the other person’s welfare means more to you than your own. And love often requires you to say no. 

When we put others first, we deepen our own security and dramatically enrich our relationships. 

Tips for Putting Others First
by Eknath Easwaran

Dwelling on yourself builds a wall between you and others. 

When you find yourself dwelling on your own needs, your own wants, your own plans, your own ideas, repeat your mantram and turn your attention to the needs of others. 
Practice putting the welfare of other people first, before your own. You can begin within the circle of your family and friends, where there is already a basis of love and respect on which to build. 
Make a game of finding ways to do this: let the other person choose dinner for both of you, for example, or go to the film the other person wants to see. 

Share activities with your children. Enjoy their enjoyment. Don’t compete in any relationship. Look for ways to complete each other instead. 

When differences arise, remember that to disagree, it is not necessary to be disagreeable. 

Take time to listen with complete attention and respect; there may be less to disagree about than you think. 

If you have children, put their welfare first. When this means saying no, which is very important with children, it can be done with love, tenderness, and respect. 

My grandmother was a remarkable woman. We come from a tradition that has been matriarchal for centuries, and within our large extended family – over a hundred people – Granny had weighty responsibilities. She liked to get up before dawn, long before the heat of the tropical sun became oppressive, and though I don’t remember her doing anything just for herself, she would work throughout the day. Self-reliant, afraid of nothing, she stood steady as a pillar when a crisis arose – a death in the family, for instance, or a failure in the crops. In worship, in work, she set an example for everyone.

But Granny knew how to play too. She could throw off her years and join the children at their games – and not just the girls either; she played hard with the boys at tag and ball, and usually got the better of us. During a particular annual festival, she liked to stand up on the bamboo and palm swing we had fashioned in the courtyard, single out one of the strongest boys, and say, “Push me as high as you can!” And up, up she would go in prodigious arcs, wood groaning from the strain, while the women gasped and we boys stared in admiration below. 

Granny possessed a great secret: she knew how to put others first. If she bothered to think about her own needs, it was only after everyone else had been taken care of. I think especially of little things that mean so much to a child. On school days, she always prepared something special for my lunch – a favorite dish, a treat – and I would run all the way home to be with her. “Here comes the Malabar Express!” she would say. Then, though it wasn’t her own lunch time, she would sit next to me and keep me company as I ate. One of the village priests called her “Big Mother” – I imagine because she nurtured and sustained us so well. 

At one point, when I developed some illness or other, the local doctor prescribed a saltless diet for a year. Three hundred and sixty-five days without salt! I cannot convey to you what a sentence that was. In a tropical country where salt figures into almost every dish . . . well, my school friends said, “Why don’t you just throw yourself into the river?”

The day after the order had been given, I came to breakfast with a long, long face. “What’s the use?” I said, staring down at my plate. Everyone gave me a look of commiseration. But what could they do? They felt helpless. 

But not Granny. Serving me, she said quietly, “I am going on a saltless diet for a year too.” I don’t think I have ever had a better breakfast. 

I said Granny possessed a great secret, but that wasn’t because she hid anything. The sad truth is that most people do not want this knowledge – chiefly, I think, because they fail to see the joy it brings, the sense of freedom. 

One day I came home after school with something deeply disturbing on my mind: I had seen, for the first time, a child with elephantiasis. It is a terrifying disease, one that we are fortunately free of in this country. This little boy’s legs had swollen badly. He walked only with great effort and of course he was unable to join in our games. I told my grandmother about him. “Granny, it must be awful for that boy to have elephantiasis and not to play.” 

Her face became very compassionate. She said, “Yes, everything in life will be hard for him.” Then she added, “But only one in a million suffers from elephantiasis of the leg. There is a much more dreadful disease that can afflict every one of us if we don’t guard ourselves against it all the time.” 

“What’s that, Granny?” 

“Elephantiasis of the ego.” 

The more I have pondered that remark down the years, the more perceptive it seems. Our swollen concern for ourselves, she was saying, constitutes the worst threat in life. And the teachings of every religion bear her out. Repeatedly we are told that ego or self-will, our drive to be separate from the wholeness of creation, is the source of all our suffering. It keeps us from accepting others, from sympathy and quick understanding. More than that, it alienates us from the supreme reality we call God. It alone prevents us from knowing that, as Meher Baba put it, “You and I are not `we’; you and I are one.”

Puffed up by our self-will, we look out at the world through the distorting medium of our likes and dislikes, hopes and fears, opinions and judgments. We want everyone to behave as we think they should – the right way. When, naturally enough, they not only behave their own way but expect us to do as they do, we get agitated. And what we see through this agitation makes up our everyday reality.

The Ego 

The word ego, as you may know, comes from the Latin for “I.” Sanskrit too has a precise term for self-will: ahamkara, from aham, “I,” and kara, “maker.” Ahamkara is the force that continuously creates our sense of I-ness and its close companions “me,” “my,” and “mine.” Independent of any situation, something deep within us, as persistent as our heartbeat, constantly renews our sense of separateness. Whether we are awake or asleep our ego goes on, though we are more conscious of it at some times than at others. Since it is always there, we think of it as our identity, and we protect it as a miser does his gold. Not only that, we expect others to treasure it too. 

Management consultants advise their executive clients to establish priorities before they start to work. The ego creates priorities too. At the top of one of those legal-sized yellow pads it puts “To Be Taken Care Of.” Below, on the first line, it writes “Me.” There follows a list of all its requirements, which take up most of the page. At the bottom come the needs of those around. Oh, yes, if there are time and energy and resources left over, we will give them freely to others. But by and large, we must be served first. 

Ironically, this drive for self-aggrandizement has never led to happiness and never will. We cannot always have what we want; it is childish to think so. No one has the power to regulate this changing world so that he or she can continuously sing, “Everything’s going my way” – if we could do so, it would only stunt our growth. I have heard that even simple organisms placed in an ideal environment – controlled temperature, plenty of food, no stress of any kind – soon perish. Luckily, no one is likely to put us in such a situation. 

”For those whom ego overcomes,” the Buddha says, “sufferings spread like wild grass.” You must have seen crabgrass or dandelions take over a lawn. In the countryside where I live, our fields have an even fiercer threat: thistles. The first spring only a few appear. You can walk through the grass without any trouble from them, and if you don’t know their ways, you may not bother to remove them. After all, the flowers are a lovely color, and who doesn’t like thistle honey? 

But the next year, the “stickers” have spread. Big patches stand here and there, small clusters are everywhere; you cannot cross the field without feeling their sting. And after a year or two, the whole field becomes a tangle of tall, strong thistles; it is agony to walk through. 

Similarly, the Buddha tells us, self-will inevitably leads to increasing frustration and pain. What a strange situation! We desire, naturally enough, to be happy. But if we put our personal happiness at the top of the list, we only succeed in making ourselves miserable.

“Personality” 

When a villager in India wants a monkey for a pet, he cuts a small hole in a fresh coconut and sets it on the ground. A monkey – usually an immature one – sees it, swings down, squeezes a paw through the tiny opening, and grabs a big fistful of the juicy kernel. Then comes a surprise: the hole is too small; both paw and food cannot come out together. But the little monkey will not let go! It simply cannot pass by a delicacy; so it hops around pitifully with a coconut dangling from its arm until the villager walks up and claims his new pet. 

So it is with us. The ego lures us; its promises are so appealing that we cannot let them go. But in the end self-will entraps us, and we lose our freedom. Worse, we have found ways in the modern world to heighten our distress. Take the contemporary cult of personality. Nearly everyone wants to be visibly unique, to be charismatic, to have a dazzling personality. “Have you met Mr. Wonderful? He’s witty, talented, and so good-looking!” Madison Avenue stands ready as ever to help us fulfill these aspirations with products that proclaim, “Now you can be the you you have always wanted you to be” – if, of course, you rinse your hair with Lady Nature Herbal-Protein Concentrate or splash on Le Sauvage aftershave. 

“Personality” happens to be a perfect word here. It too comes from Latin: persona, the term for the face masks worn in ancient Greek and Roman plays. Have you seen sketches of them? How stony they look, how rigidly fixed! All the fluidity, all the spontaneity of the human countenance was missing. Whether he wore the downturned mouth of the tragic mask or the grin of the comic, the actor was stuck with it throughout the play. 

Our much-valued personalities are usually just like that – rigid and inflexible. We work up a particular concept of who we are and strive to live it whatever the circumstances. We think of ourselves as hard-boiled and commanding, and act harshly when we should be tender. Or we think of ourselves as kind-hearted and behave sentimentally when we should be firm. 

Those old masks amplified the voice so it could be heard throughout a vast amphitheater. That was good; the Greek playwrights were worth listening to. Not long ago I was walking with some friends when along came a car with a public address system attached to the top. “Hello!” boomed a smug, disembodied voice. “I’ll bet you’re surprised to hear me talking to you!” Hundreds of watts of power and the fellow had nothing to say! 

We may not actually carry around a public address system, but most of us want our personality to be widely known and admired. If people do not think of us – and think well of us – a good part of the time, something must be amiss, and we turn to a course, a book, a therapy, a health spa, or a different hairstyle. 

This desire for attention not only leads us into affectations of dress, speech, and gesture; it also divides our consciousness. A small portion of our mind may be aware of the needs of others, but the larger portion is preoccupied with the effects we are creating. If the role does not fit, we will be self-conscious and ill at ease, never quite sure if we are going to be booed off the stage. 

Surprisingly, when we stop trying to live up to an artificial image of ourselves, our real personality bursts forth – vivid, appealing, unique. Look at the lives of the great mystics – Francis of Assisi, Teresa of Avila, Sri Ramakrishna, Mahatma Gandhi. These are not drab figures stamped from the same mold; never has human personality been more dynamic, more spontaneous, more joyful, more strikingly individual. Saint Teresa, for example, underwent severe trials in setting up her order of Carmelites, but about her always hovered a wonderful playfulness. When the bell rang for recreation in the convent at Salamanca, the novices used to rush to block Teresa’s way, gently tugging at her habit and cajoling her, “Mother?” “Dear Mother!” “Isn’t Your Reverence staying with us?” She would laugh and yield, tarrying to compose some coplas which the whole convent sang, all clapping hands and dancing together.

Next to someone like this, for whom joy became a continuous presence, it is we whose lives must seem uniform and routine. No wonder Traherne says, “Till you can sing and rejoice and delight in God as misers do in gold and kings in scepters, you never enjoy the world”! 

Love 

It is only by giving up this attempt to put ourselves first that we can find what we really want – peace of mind, lasting relationships, love. Do you remember the children’s game “King of the Mountain” – scrambling up the sand pile, pulling and pushing each other to get on top? That may be all right when we are seven years old, but when we are twenty-seven – or fifty-seven? By the time we become adults, we should begin to think of leaving these scrambling games behind. 

Eradicating self-will is the means by which we realize the supreme goal of the spiritual life. This is what all the great mystics have done, and done completely, through years of strenuous effort. True, if we set out to do it, we are going to find it difficult and uncomfortable for a long while. But what freedom we experience when that monstrous impediment we call the ego is finally removed! Says Saint Bernard of Clairvaux:

Just as air flooded with the light of the sun is transformed into the same splendor of light, so that it appears not so much lighted up as to be light itself, so it will inevitably happen that every human affection will then, in some ineffable manner, melt away from self and be entirely transfused . . . . The substance indeed will remain, but in another form, another glory, and another power . . . . 

In this self-naughting lies the power of life itself, and through it we are born anew. This is what Jesus meant when he said, “If you want to find your life, you have to lose it.” It is what Gandhi meant when he said, in response to the suggestion that he was without ambition: “Oh, no, I have the greatest ambition imaginable. I want to make myself zero.” 

What concrete steps can we take to bring this about? What can we do day by day? 

When my grandmother told me about elephantiasis of the ego, I remember I asked her whether there was any cure for this malady. “Oh, yes,” she said. “Love of God.” 

Love of God? Some may say it was natural that Granny would use those words, with her devotional Hindu background. You might even hear them among a few pious people in the West. But what can they possibly mean to us? If the materialistic bent of our culture has not banished such devotion, our intellectual training has. How can we conceivably have a fervent love of God in our times? It is a good question, and I think there is a practical answer to it.

First, we need to ask what we mean by “love.” The term has been used so shamelessly in connection with all kinds of things – soft drinks, paper towels, garage door openers. And love between a man and a woman, we are told, means a muscular, tanned fellow running hand in hand through the surf with a stunning, billowy-haired girl, or couples sitting across glasses of wine at a little hideaway restaurant. From such imagery we draw our romantic notions of love. 

But listen to Saint Paul, in his First Letter to the Corinthians:

Love is patient; love is kind and envies no one. Love is never boastful, nor conceited, nor rude; never selfish, not quick to take offense. Love keeps no score of wrongs; does not gloat over others’ sins, but delights in the truth. There is nothing love cannot face; there is no limit to its faith, its hope, and its endurance. Love will never come to an end. 

That is a love worthy of us. That is a love powerful enough to dissolve our self-will. 

When Jesus urged us to love God, he added also: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” The two interconnect. The Lord is present in every one of us, and when we love those around us, we are loving him. The Hindu scriptures put it memorably: 

When a man loves his wife more than himself, he is loving the Lord in her. When a woman loves her husband more than herself, she is loving the Lord in him. When parents love their children more than themselves, they are loving the Lord in them.

Everyone Can Learn to Love 

I once spoke to a group of high school girls at a luncheon in Minneapolis. After my talk I answered questions, and the girl who presided asked, “You’ve used the word love many times. What does love mean to you?” I gave her the same answer: “When your boyfriend’s welfare means more to you than your own, you are in love.” This girl turned to the rest of the gathering and said candidly, “Well, I guess none of us has ever been in love.” 

I think that can be said for most people. But we can learn to be in love. The spiritual life is marvelously fair: it is open to everybody. No favoritism, no hereditary class. No matter where you start, you can learn everything you need to learn, provided you are prepared to work at it. So too of love. Any one of us may be very self-willed now, but why should we be depressed about it? We can begin the work of eradicating our self-will, and the easiest and most natural way is by putting the welfare of those around us first. 

In a sense, it comes down to attention. When we are preoccupied with ourselves – our thoughts, our desires, our preferences – we cannot help becoming insensitive to others’ needs. We can pay attention only to so much, and all our attention rests on ourselves. When we turn away from ourselves, even if only a little, we begin to see what is really best for those we love. 

Hugh, for instance, really looks forward to watching “The Wide World of Sports” every weekend. He has done it for years. “I’ve had a hard week,” he says, puts up his stockinged feet on the ottoman, and leans back. 

But what about his wife, Elaine? Was her week so easy? He might ask her what she would like to do. Go to the beach? Shop? Get the garden started? It might be painful to pry himself away, but if he loves her – and if he wants to grow – he will choose to read the scores in Monday’s paper. 

For Hugh it may be “The Wide World of Sports” that has to be forgone; for another it may be a shopping trip, a nap, a chance to make some extra money, a hobby, an unfinished painting. Whatever it is, giving it up, even temporarily, may hurt. Our preferences are sticky, like the adhesive on a bandage; there may be a wince when we tear them away. But it has to be done if we want to relate easily and lovingly with those around. 

Any time we refrain from self-centered ways of acting, speaking and even thinking, we are putting others first. Anger, for example, is often nothing more than violated self-will. Hugh expected a bonus and didn’t get it, so he sulks. Elaine wants their son Jack to stop tinkering with his car and spend more time on his schoolwork, but Jack has other ideas; both get resentful and quarrel. To be blunt, when we are crossed like this by people or events, we do our human equivalent of roaring, baring our fangs, and lashing out with claw, horn, tail, or hoof. The household can become quite a menagerie. 

But anger is power, and Hugh, Elaine, and all the rest of us can learn to harness this power by putting each other first. Whatever the flavor of our anger – irritability, rage, stubbornness, belligerence, or sullen silence – it can all be transformed into compassion and understanding. Those we live with will certainly benefit from that, and so will we. 

This does not mean that if someone we love tries to do something foolish or injurious, we should ignore it or connive at it by saying, “Whatever you want, dear.” Putting others first does not at all entail making ourselves into a doormat. In fact, if we really love someone, we will find it necessary to speak out for that person’s real and long-term interest – even to the point of loving, tender, but firm opposition. 

Often the way we do this makes all the difference. If we are accusing or resentful we will seem entangled, judgmental, just the opposite of loving. Our words, our facial expressions, may betray a lack of respect: “I knew you couldn’t stay on that diet, Hugh!” Even with the best of conscious intentions, we may provoke a nasty clash. But if we can support the other person and express our disapproval tenderly, with respect, it will help him or her to see more clearly. When we have such a helpmate, my grandmother used to say, we do not need a mirror. 

Lately I have run across best-selling books encouraging people to compete with each other, even with one’s own husband or wife. Many couples, I hear, have taken this advice. Who brings home the most income? Who has the most promising career? I have even seen couples compete over their friends – or, tragically, for the love of their own children. But a man and woman brought into union are not adversaries. They are meant to complete each other, not to compete. Their union should dissolve separate boundaries – what is bad for one can never be good for the other.

Patience 

In my experience, love can be fairly well summed up in a single word: patience. Oh, I know it isn’t thought to be a glamorous quality. I don’t remember anyone writing a song about it. We can turn on the radio and hear songs about coral lips and pearly teeth, about candlelight and moonlight, about Paris and Rio . . . nothing about patience. But you can have very ordinary lips and uneven teeth, live in Hoboken and never travel, and still have the most ardent love affair with your husband or wife, boyfriend or girlfriend, if you both have patience. 

Just try flying off to Acapulco with the current sex symbol and see how well you get on if you are both impatient! For a few dazzling hours you may be able to conceal from one another the self-will lurking within. Even after the puzzled glances, the astonished stares, the little disagreements begin, you can still ignore them by searching out a new wine to savor, a new sight to see. But soon the truth becomes painfully clear to all parties, and before long you are on the phone: “Flight to the States, please – any flight! For one, one way.” 

When you are patient, on the other hand, an unkind word or thoughtless act will not agitate you. You will not want to run away or retaliate. Your support will hold steady, based as it is on deep respect and the knowledge that the Lord lives in the other person. Pride will not keep you from making the first – and, if need be, the second or third – overture towards reconciliation. 

The scriptures of all religions contrast spiritual union with the relationship based solely on physical attraction. The first shows itself in patience and forgiveness; each person wants what is best for the other. The second cannot help being evanescent, marked by manipulation, self-assertion, and pride, because each person wants what is pleasurable for himself or herself. 

We need not talk about right and wrong here at all. I am saying, simply and practically, that while sex has a beautiful place where loyalty exists, we cannot build a lasting relationship on it. The very nature of the physical bond is to exhaust itself quickly. One day we think Cecily or Dexter the most flawless, the most alluring creature on earth; we cannot live another moment apart from such embodied charm. This is the stuff of great literature – all those stories and poems which depict the suffering lover. But some months later, isn’t most or all of that gone? Strange, but when we look closely, Cecily has some not so endearing quirks of personality that we never noticed before; Dexter’s physical imperfections have begun to grate on our nerves. And there we are: alone again, lonely, perhaps moving on to Angelique or Zachary . . . who (and this time we couldn’t be wrong) is the most flawless and alluring creature on earth. 

I am not denying the temporary satisfaction in a relationship centered only on sex. That is what pulls us into it. But if we follow that pull, we are heading for disruption, and for all the heartbreak and turmoil that follow. If we want relationships that deepen with the passage of time, relationships that help us grow, we have to remain loyal through the bad times as well as the good, to accept the differences as well as the congruencies. This is what we learn to do when we try patiently to put the other person first.

Widening the Circle of Love 

Of course, this applies not only to couples but to children and parents, and to friends and friends. Hugh, for instance, likes movies that are tough, hard-boiled, realistic . . . intrigues of Washington and Wall Street, documentary techniques, clacking teletypes, stark photography. But he can still take his teenage daughter to a heart-tugging story of love triumphant over adversity – and he can enjoy himself, even if the film is all lace and flowers, slow-motion abandonment in gorgeous color, ever so mistily out of focus. He doesn’t need to change his tastes; he can enjoy her enjoyment . . . catching the look in her eyes, hearing her sigh, discreetly passing her a hanky at the appropriate times. His world expands with this kind of sharing, and their relationship deepens and grows. 

The magazines and newspapers we buy, the furniture we select, the place we go for a vacation – all these opportunities for graceful yielding! At a restaurant, Hugh can let Elaine choose and then announce, “I’ll have that too.” Or Elaine, if she is daring, can leave her menu unopened: “Hugh, why don’t you order for me tonight?” Little things, but they help to free us, to lower the barriers of self-will a little so that we move closer to our partner, our children, our friends. 

Even in jobs we can learn to see things through somebody else’s eyes. If a friend agrees to help Hugh sheetrock the new room in his house, for example, they will very likely face two different approaches to the job. Joey always works slowly and methodically; Hugh likes to get the job done. Around two in the afternoon he can’t help complaining to himself, “Joey, can’t you hurry? I don’t want to miss `The Wide World of Sports’!” 

Rigid opinions on the job lead to tension and resentment. Sometimes the whole project comes to a halt, with one worker announcing that he can’t take it any longer and storming out. I remember seeing a cartoon of two distinguished-looking scientists boarding a jet. One of them is saying, “All right – we’ll go to Stockholm together. We’ll sit at the banquet and be photographed together. But after we get the Nobel prize, I never want to see your ugly mug again!” 

Usually, of course, there are a number of valid ways to do a job, and the idea that our way is best may reflect nothing more than habit. Rather than trying to have everyone be like us, we can learn to see differences as part of the richness of life. Work then becomes a marvelous opportunity to practice patience and rub off the sharp edges and corners of our personality that separate us from others. If co-workers can profit by doing things the way we do, very likely they will see this and change. When their ways are better than our own, we can gracefully follow their example. Mending Estrangements 

More awesome, more daring, we can learn to expand our love to include even those with whom we are in enmity. Estrangements, as all of us know, can drag on for months or years, sometimes between blood relatives. Parents and children fall out with each other; brothers who rode tricycles together, built tree houses, played football, and took their dates to the prom together, no longer speak to each other because of a quarrel over money or property. Co-workers, neighbors, one-time friends become alienated without realizing the terrible impact it has on consciousness. 

“But I have grievances,” we may say, “legitimate grievances. Isn’t it natural to react with anger to the wrongs we have endured?” I agree: there is an inborn tendency in us to fight back or move away from people we dislike. Instinct is a powerful force; we are used to obeying it without question. But every such force in consciousness can be transformed. As human beings, all of us have the capacity to take our evolution into our own hands and act not compulsively, but from free choice. If we hate because we are hated, injure because we are injured, we have no freedom; instinct has thrust its fingers up inside us as if we were a child’s puppet. One finger goes into the arm, and we find ourselves hurling a piece of crockery; another opens the mouth and wags the tongue, and we hear ourselves saying, “Drop dead!” 

When we hate someone we are bound to that person, just as if we felt affection. Often we cannot stop thinking about what we wish we could say or do to him: “Wouldn’t I like to give so-and-so a piece of my mind!” Little things make us think of that person; he may even appear in our dreams. What a paradox! Here is someone we cannot stand, someone we go out of our way to avoid, yet we carry him around with us constantly. Part of our mind conjures up his image – which may not correspond to reality at all – and another part of the mind, dwelling on that image, flies into a rage. 

Almost every estrangement can be mended if one person involved is willing and able to forgive. How easy to repay in kind – “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”! But just try to reverse the course of your mind when anger breaks loose. The Buddha compares the furious mind to a runaway chariot: only those with courage and endurance can control it; the others, borne helplessly about, simply finger the reins. 

When we forgive, we wipe the slate clean. We choose to live, not in remembrance of the past, but in the present. We choose to trust, rather than live in fear of the future. Past and future, those twin burdens, fall away, and here, in the present moment, we are free to love unconditionally, wholly. 

How long should we do this when the other continues to provoke us? I remind you of Jesus’ words:

Then Peter came up and asked him, “Lord, how often am I to forgive my brother if he goes on wronging me? As many as seven times?” Jesus replied, “I do not say seven times; I say seventy times seven.” 

We must persevere in forgiveness; that is why it is so challenging. Jesus himself showed the height this can reach when he said from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 

Forgiveness makes whole both the forgiven and the forgiver. The forgiven may start anew and do better henceforth, even turn about completely. The forgiver comes to realize that he or she has brought into play a profound spiritual law: in forgiving those who have wronged us, we forgive ourselves for our wrongs of the past. Even though we may have, through ignorance, committed many mistakes in life, these mistakes need not weigh heavily on our hearts if we have tried our best to free ourselves from ill will. When all ill will is extinguished, we find ourselves in our native state, which is love. 

Sometimes our enmities are not based on wrongs done us at all. We might be hard put to explain exactly why a certain person irritates us so much. English has many colorful expressions for this: “He goes against my grain,” “She gets my goat,” “He makes my skin crawl.” There just seems to be something – or everything – about the person we cannot take. We don’t like his pace, her gestures, his speech, her taste in clothes. We don’t want to see him, don’t even want to hear her mentioned favorably. In such cases, the real source of irritation is not the other person. We are tyrannized by our conditioning – our likes and dislikes.

However hard it may be, we have to close the distance between us and those we do not like if we really want to grow spiritually. Often it means gritting your teeth, walking over, and trying to be friendly to someone you cannot stand. You may not be too successful at first; perhaps you can only stay five minutes before the inner screaming becomes more than you can bear. The next time, though, you do better. And gradually you learn to master your mind, which means that you can transform antipathy into sympathy at will.

By Eknath Easwaran
If we have been slowing down the pace of our life, practicing one-pointed attention, and loosening our likes and dislikes, we should begin to see the benefit of these new patterns in all our relationships. 

John Donne said, “No man is an island.” That is why selfless relationships lead to happiness, while a self-centered life leads to loneliness and alienation. As human beings, it is our nature to be part of a whole, to live in a context where personal relationships are supportive and close. Dwelling on ourselves builds a wall between ourselves and others.

Those who keep thinking about their needs, their wants, their plans, their ideas, cannot help becoming lonely and insecure. 

The simple but effective technique I recommend is learning to put other people first – beginning within the circle of our family and friends and co-workers, where there is already a basis of love on which to build. When husband and wife try to put each other first, for example, they are not only moving closer to each other. They are also removing the barriers of their ego-prison, which deepens their relationships with everyone else as well. 

It is important to remember here that putting others first does not mean making yourself a doormat, or saying yes to whatever others want. It means putting the other person’s welfare before your own personal desires. That is what love is: the other person’s welfare means more to you than your own. And love often requires you to say no. 

When we put others first, we deepen our own security and dramatically enrich our relationships. 

Spiritual friends are what Buddha would have called “right companionship.” Everything we do, he reminds us, either adds or subtracts from our own image as human beings. What we give our time and attention to, what we talk about, what we read about, the people we are close to – all these contribute to either a higher image of the human being or to a lower one. 

Cultivate time with people whose companionship elevates you. We can seek out goodness in people. We can seek out what is noble in human character. We can look for goodness and nobility in choosing our friends, in choosing to whom to give our attention and our love. It is especially helpful to spend time regularly with others who are basing their lives on the same spiritual values.

When you are trying to change your life, you need the support of others with the same goal. If you have friends who are meditating along the lines suggested here, you can get together regularly to share a meal, meditate, and perhaps read and discuss your spiritual reading. Share your times of entertainment too; relaxation is an important part of spiritual living.

One of the best forms of spiritual association is to work together for a selfless goal like relieving hunger or protecting the environment. Wherever people work like this, without expecting any reward or recognition, their individual capacities are augmented and enhanced. They are unleashing an irresistible force, which, though we may not see it, is going to change the world.

Tips on Practicing Spiritual Fellowship
by Eknath Easwaran
Cultivate time with people whose company elevates you.

It is especially helpful to spend time regularly with others who are basing their lives on the same spiritual values. If you are trying to follow the program presented here, association with others following the same program is invaluable. (Check the Satsang Group list to see if there is a group meeting in your area.) 

Share your times of entertainment with such people too. Relaxation is an important part of learning to slow down.

Soon after my arrival in San Francisco for the first time, I took a walk downtown and saw a strange sight: hundreds of men on the streets wearing that conical Turkish cap with a tassel, the fez. I couldn’t understand it. How did it happen that all these Turks, most of them fair-skinned, had gathered in San Francisco? Then someone explained to me that the Shriners were in convention. 

We are a gregarious species, and everywhere you will see like-minded people coming together. Visit a ski shop, and you will find the worshippers of Winter at the long racks of Head skis speculating with one another about the prospects for snow. On most campuses there is a club day early in the semester with tables staffed by the lovers of French, hiking, chess, theater, electronics, or rhyme. Each weekday in the towns and cities of America, from Albuquerque to Zenith, clubs like the Rotary and Kiwanis have their luncheon meetings. Every academic and professional association holds its convocation and reading of papers. And so it goes, from shower to soiree. 

It should be no surprise then that an essential part of the spiritual life is joining together with those who are spiritually minded, those who want to promote our growth and who want us to promote theirs. This should not be considered a luxury or an indulgence. The Buddha would say that most people throw themselves into the river of life and float downstream, moved here and there by the current. But the spiritual aspirant must swim upstream, against the current of habit, familiarity, and ease. It is an apt image. We know how the salmon fights its way along, returning at last to its original home. Those who set out to change themselves are salmon swimming against the relentless flow of the selfish life. Truly, we need every bit of support we can get; we need friends, loyal companions on the journey. We have to do the swimming, of course; nobody else can do it for us. But there will be an easier and swifter passage if we can swim with those who encourage us, who set a strong pace and will not stop until they reach their destination. The burdens are shared, easing them; the joys are shared too, multiplying them.

In Sanskrit, this sharing is called satsang. The word derives from two smaller words: sat, meaning “the good” or “truth” or “reality,” and sanga, meaning “group” or “association.” Thus it signifies the seekers of the highest, banded together. 

Every day devout Buddhists chant three phrases, one of which touches upon this fellowship of seekers. “I take refuge in the Buddha” – he who shows the way, the perfect reminder that nirvana, or liberation, is indeed possible here on this earth in our lifetime. “I take refuge in the dharma” – in the deepest law of our being, that all of us are one. “I take refuge in the sanga” – in the company of those who have come together for the supreme purpose of attaining liberation.

Living Together 

I am told that people now want to be loners and live by themselves. If you ask why, they will say it is more convenient; they can do what they want, when they want, in the way they want. When they shuffle in the door from work, tired and edgy, they don’t need to concern themselves with squabbling children; they can kick off their shoes and drop their clothes anywhere. No waiting to get into the bathroom; they can turn on the hot water – there is always plenty of it – put some bubble bath or their little yellow duck in the tub, and stay as long as they like. And when they have finished, there is no partner or roommate to listen to. They can fix the perfect martini, set the stereo to the volume they like, and pet the turtle in the terrarium, which is always grateful for any attention it can get. All this is called freedom. I call it sterility and the surest road to making ourselves more separate and self-willed.

You occasionally hear it said that spiritual aspirants should drop everything and set off for the woods, or go to India and wander about on the slopes of the Himalayas. But only through daily contact with people – not trees or brooks or deer – can we train ourselves to be selfless in personal relationships. 

When we keep company with those who are spiritually minded, we help each other grow through mutual support and example. Yet since we are all human, we give each other plenty of opportunity for developing patience too. Either way, we move forward. If things are going well, fine; we can look for new challenges. If they are not going well, we have the challenges right there in front of us. But none of this is possible if we live in isolation. How can a basketball player achieve excellence if he never touches a ball? Doesn’t a ballerina have to put on her slippers and a pianist sit down to his Steinway? In like fashion, we need to be with people if we want to learn to live in harmony with them. 

People sometimes tell me, “I’m living with my family, but it’s a terrible place for the spiritual life. My father says meditation is hogwash, and my mother’s afraid I’ll turn into a zombie. Should I move out?” As a general rule, it is much better to stay. No matter what the initial reaction may be, no matter how much teasing or ridicule we may have to bear for a while, everyone responds deeply to the growth of goodness and wisdom in a child, a partner, or a parent. All of us begin meditating in less than ideal circumstances. But if we are giving our best to these eight basic disciplines, we can be sure we will get all the opportunity we need for spiritual development. 

So if you live with your family, fine; if not, wherever practicable, live with friends. The important matter is the day-to-day involvement. It is not enough just to take a room in a big house and eat by yourself – a house where the only thing you ever say to anyone is, “Has the mail come?” Get to know your friends and the people you live with. Is there anyone you ought to know better? Ask about their work, studies, or projects. Exchange views about space probes or vitamin C or mulching or trends in fiction. You will come to realize that rich relationships with a number of people constitute one of the great blessings on this earth. 

Some people sparkle when things go well for them but withdraw into a shell of isolation when things go poorly. But dwelling on yourself only keeps you stuck in depression. When you feel inclined to brood, that is precisely the time to come out and be with people – to turn yourself outwards and away from your problems, which isolation only magnifies and distorts like a fun-house mirror.

The Spiritual Household 

Spiritual aspirants can share their lives in many ways. To begin with, if circumstances permit, invite friends from other households to join you in meditation. They can walk or ride over in the early morning and take their places beside you. Perhaps they can have breakfast there too, and leave with you for work or school. You might also try having dinner first at one house, then at another; you can stay on together for meditation later. Of course, some sacrifices may be needed. You may have to get up earlier, or skip a few activities in the evening. But the home where this occurs will become a better place to be. It takes some personal experience to understand why. If the neighbors were to glance in and see everybody seated there – still, silent, eyes closed – they probably would not grasp that spiritually those people are moving closer moment by moment. 

After a time, the room set aside for meditation will become valued by all. Where before the television room or kitchen was the hub of bustling life, now the meditation room, though only used for a portion of the day, symbolizes the growing harmony in the house. Little by little, that room becomes holy. 

Once or twice a week, you might spend an evening with your spiritual companions reading and discussing the scriptures and the writings of the mystics. Most of the spiritual documents mentioned in the next chapter can be used, but I would especially suggest The Bhagavad Gita For Daily Living. In this commentary on one of the world’s great scriptures, I have included many practical suggestions for applying the eight-step program presented in this book. I think you will find that it is not an arid or philosophical presentation, but one meant to touch your day-to-day life. 

The mantram too fits in perfectly with family and friends. For instance, you can have a brief period of quiet for repeating the mantram before meals, bringing all to a remembrance of the company, the loving preparation of the food, and the divine Giver of it. And why not bring the mantram along on outings, repeating it silently instead of distracting the driver with unnecessary talk? You can watch the scenery while you do; you don’t have to close your eyes. Repeating the mantram will also help overcome the ups and downs of those annual family vacations where everyone piles into the car full of excitement and comes back ten days later hot and tired, drooping and deflated, with a few stickers on the dusty windows proclaiming that they did indeed make it to the mystery caves and the petrified forest. 

Slowing down and practicing one-pointed attenion benefit from the support of others. When people around you are reading at the table – the sports page, a chemistry text, “Dear Abby,” and the stock quotations – it is difficult not to fall into the habit. But when most are giving their full attention to the meal and the company, we naturally do the same. Similarly, if we find ourselves starting to rush about in the kitchen because special guests are expected, it is much easier to slow down again if the rest of the household is maintaining a leisurely pace. 

Mealtime, of course, is the most natural time for good companionship. How fulfilling to eat food cooked with love in the midst of those we love and who love us! Think of that poignant gathering, the Last Supper, the simple scene of Jesus giving his final instructions and bidding farewell to his disciples over bread shared by all. Every meal should be a sacrament, in which we strengthen not only the body but the spirit too. 

But if the meal is to be sacramental, the home must be a loving one. Today it has often become an institution where people with different interests take their meals and sleep. Everyone wants to be on the move; no one can find a minute to be with anyone else. We seem to live in giant centrifuges that hurl us out at every opportunity for our shopping trips, dance lessons, club meetings, bowling leagues, and overtime work at the office. I am sometimes asked if I think a woman’s place is in the home. I reply, “Of course. And a man’s place is in the home, too.” 

To make a meal a time of sharing, we should avoid all acrimonious talk. How ironic that when the whole household gathers – perhaps only once a day – we often make remarks which drive us apart and spoil our digestion! Mealtime is no time to quarrel about hairstyles or hem lengths, to recriminate with someone for not doing an errand, or to dispute about foreign policy. On the other hand, we are not sharing when we sit in deathly silence, each person entombed in his own concerns, issuing forth only for an occasional “Pass the butter, please.” 

Instead of looking at a meal as a chore, as something to be hurried over or an opportunity to settle grievances, we can come to see it as a precious time of communion. We extend this time when all who are able join in preparing the food. If there is a household vegetable garden, and perhaps some fruit trees, everyone can participate in growing the food too. Even small families can plant, care for, and harvest some of what they eat; they share the labor, and they share the bounty. Children of all ages delight in tending living things; it teaches them about growth, nurturing, and the cycles of nature. 

When it comes to training the senses, spiritual companionship is crucial. If you go out with an undiscriminating crowd and pass a dimly remembered haunt, you may well find yourself seated again in your favorite corner with a mug of lukewarm beer and the last few pretzels in front of you, watching the proprietor turn the chairs upside down on the tabletops and wondering where the evening went. It is hard to say no to a group, even hard to say no to one coaxing friend. But if you are with spiritually minded companions, they will know what you’re up against, and vice versa. You can steer right around each other’s temptations and together find some tasty, healthful food to eat, some entertaining, worthwhile things to do.

Recreation 

In their earnestness, some people who take to the spiritual life devalue recreation. But the spiritual life should not be grim. It should be lighthearted, and recreation has an important place. If we have been working hard, the body needs to be renewed and the mind refreshed. When we spend leisure time with our family or friends on a picnic or a trip to the beach, that is spiritual companionship. But it is not necessary to go as far as the beach. Why not go for an evening walk repeating the mantram? You will probably see a few things you had never really noticed; perhaps you will have a chance to talk a bit with the neighbors or their children too. 

If a good movie comes along – always at least a possibility – go together to see it. A play, especially a musical that the children will enjoy, is ideal, even if the company consists of local high school students who haven’t perfected their talents in singing and dancing. The lights, costumes, sets, and actual presence of the performers will give the children, and the grown-ups too, what the silver screen never can. We share something special when the audience and the performers come together in the same place at the same time. 

We don’t even have to leave the house to entertain ourselves. For millions, of course, entertainment at home means only one thing, television. How we have let ourselves be enslaved by those tubes and circuits! I suggest that you turn it off, consider getting rid of it, and try some participatory recreation in your own home or backyard. Especially if there are children in your household, try reading aloud from stories and plays. Memorize a few lines or hold the text or just improvise – add a few old clothes, some makeup, a wig, a mustache or two, and you’re on stage. But however you do it, be active. Let us not accept as entertainment those half-hour, prefabricated television programs and lose our capacity to entertain ourselves.

Spiritual Seedlings 

When I say we need to be selective in our company, I am not talking about withdrawing into a little group and refusing to have any contact with people who do not do as we do. We should be courteous and friendly with everyone, aware of their feelings and points of view, and avoid being judgmental. I am stressing the need to build deep relationships with those who welcome the changes we are trying to make and who will help us make them. 

When a seedling is planted in the countryside, it is fenced in so it will have some protection. Similarly, as spiritual seedlings, it is a good idea to surround ourselves with the protection of others who are spiritually minded. In time, of course, when our new ways of thought, speech, and action have taken a firm hold, we can stand in any company without being uprooted. Far from returning to our old patterns of conditioning, we will influence others by our personal example to change their patterns as well. 

Wherever people gather for selfless ends, there is a vast augmentation of their individual capacities. Something wonderful, something momentous happens. An irresistible force begins to move, which, though we may not see it, is going to change our world. In this lies the power and the meaning of spiritual companionship. 

The media drown us in such a low image of the human being that it is essential to remind ourselves constantly of something higher. We can balance our outlook with spiritual reading: something positive, practical, and inspiring, which reminds us that the spark of divinity is in all of us and can be released in our own lives by meditation, prayer, and daily spiritual practice. 

For this reason, I recommend half an hour or so each day for reading from the scriptures and the writings of the great mystics of all religions. Just before bedtime, after evening meditation, is a particularly good time for this kind of reading, because the thoughts we fall asleep in will be with us throughout the night.

The spiritual life is so challenging that it can be likened to an ascent up a lofty and noble mountain. We start from the plains – we might even say Death Valley – and slowly, very slowly, work our way up. There are joyous recompenses, of course: knowing that at long last we are moving towards the summit, glancing back and seeing how far we have come, feeling ever stronger and more vibrantly alive. But there are difficulties too, and they do not disappear as we climb higher. Gorges fall away on all sides, massive rocks stand in our pathway and must be surmounted, swirling mists and storms impair our vision. Cold and lonely seems the way at times, and we doubt we will ever reach the top.

At such moments we can draw welcome consolation from the writings of the mystics who have themselves gone up the mountain. Whenever our confidence ebbs – for most of us as frequently as the ebbing of the sea – we can turn to the words of these men and women of God and renew our hearts, draw fresh breath, and bring back into sight our supreme goal. Their trials put our obstacles into perspective, and their triumphs give us courage. We see just what we can be as human beings: our capacity to choose, to change, to endure, to know, to love, to radiate spiritual glory. Personally, I never tire of reading these precious documents. How blessed it is to be in the holy presence of a St. Teresa or a Sri Ramakrishna!

Tips on Reading the Mystics
by Eknath Easwaran
The media drown us in such a low image of the human being that it is essential to remind ourselves constantly of something higher. 

For this reason I recommend half an hour or so each day for reading from the scriptures and the writings of the great mystics of all religions. Just before bedtime, after evening meditation, is a particularly good time, because the thoughts you fall asleep in will be with you throughout the night. 

Choose your path carefully. A good spiritual teacher lives what he or she teaches, and it is the student’s responsibility to exercise sound judgment. Once you have chosen, give your teacher your full loyalty. 

The spiritual life is so arduous, so challenging, that it can be likened to an ascent up a lofty and noble mountain. We start from the plains – we might even say Death Valley – and slowly, very slowly, work our way up. There are joyous recompenses, of course: knowing that at long last we are moving towards the summit, glancing back and seeing how far we have come, feeling ever stronger and more vibrantly alive. But there are difficulties too, and they do not disappear as we climb higher. Gorges fall away on all sides, massive rocks stand in our pathway and must be surmounted, swirling mists and storms impair our vision. Cold and lonely seems the way at times, and we doubt we will ever reach the top.

At such moments we can draw welcome consolation from the writings of the mystics who have themselves gone up this mountain. Whenever our confidence ebbs – for most of us as frequently as the ebbing of the sea – we can turn to the words of these men and women of God and renew our hearts, draw fresh breath, and bring back into sight our supreme goal. Their trials put our obstacles into perspective, and their triumphs give us courage. We see just what we can be as human beings: our capacity to choose, to change, to endure, to know, to love, to radiate spiritual glory. Personally, I never tire of reading these precious documents. How blessed it is to be in the holy presence of a Saint Teresa or a Sri Ramakrishna!

When I first came to this country I brought on shipboard the unabridged version of The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, over a thousand pages, and I spent many, many hours poring over it. True, I missed out on my chance to eat six or seven meals a day, sharpen up my shuffleboard skills, and doze in a rainbow deck chair. I immersed myself instead in that great book, which provided a timely answer to every spiritual question I asked. It isn’t even necessary to read the Gospel systematically. At almost every page words speak to our condition, strengthen us and console us.

The Nature of Mystical Literature 

Mystical literature differs from other forms of writing in that as our understanding deepens, we draw more from it. Most books are not like that. We exhaust our interest in a murder mystery once we discover that the butler’s uncle did it, and even a fine novel is circumscribed by the awareness of the author. But there is no limit to the profundity of spiritual writings, because they have come from those whose consciousness has merged with the infinite. We take away as much as we can carry. 

I do need to sound a few cautions about spiritual reading, though. Many of us are so intellectually oriented that we can easily misunderstand its purpose. Spiritual reading is meant to inspire us to change and show us how to change, but I feel sure the mystics themselves would agree – some having learned it through trial and error – that reading cannot be substituted for experience. No matter how many mystics we read, we cannot move forward on the spiritual path without practicing their teachings in daily life. 

A hard admonition for some of us. One contemporary thinker put it very well when he remarked that if we had to choose between uniting ourselves with God and hearing a lecture about it, most of us would hunt for a good seat. I must admit that I myself once believed that all knowledge lay between two endpapers, and I responded to the smell of a newly printed book just as a gourmet responds to the smell of a piquant sauce. I delighted in opening a new acquisition carefully, admiring the printing and binding, and looking forward to the moment when I would be able to settle into my easy chair, open to chapter one, and drink in its wisdom. I have since learned to be more discriminating. 

I once visited the home of a well-known writer on spiritual themes who took me into his exceptionally full library. There were books on every conceivable kind of meditation, really an impressive collection. “With all these books on the subject,” I said, “you must be an adept in meditation.”

He looked a little embarrassed, “Frankly,” he said, “I’m so busy reading and studying that I don’t have time to meditate.” 

Then he pulled down some of his favorites from the shelves. “You must be familiar with all of these.”

I too looked a little embarrassed. “Only a few.” I did not want to say so, but instead of reading about meditation, I had used my time to practice it. 

If you want to know the mystical tradition, don’t rely on books about the mystics; go directly to the great mystics themselves. A scholarly presentation may have its place, but personal testimonies are infinitely more helpful. When I was a student of English literature, we were expected to know a great deal about Shakespeare’s plays: Hamlet’s motivation, the psychology of Lady Macbeth, the kinds of comedy in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. How many books I read by how many scholars, critics, producers, theater historians, actors – all of it about Shakespeare; scores and scores of books from secondary perspectives. I read what I. A. Richards thought about Bradley’s comment on Coleridge’s opinion of Dryden’s evaluation of Shakespeare in his “Essay of Dramatic Poesy.” Endless! Only later did I realize that by poring over the words of Shakespeare himself, I could have penetrated into the characters, the plot twists, the poetry, the very texture of the plays and of Shakespeare’s spirit. But I did not know this at the time; I probably lacked the confidence to put it into practice. Only after I learned to meditate and began to trust my own powers of observation did I see that I had mistaken a packet of maps for the land.

So please read the words of Saint Augustine and don’t do what I did with the Bard and read what A claims B said C thought about Saint Augustine. The opportunities to detour increase all the time; so many books on the spiritual life are available, an overwhelming array. Don’t spend time on faint reflections; go directly to the sources of radiance.

Books chosen from the annals of mysticism should be read slowly and well. We are not after information, but understanding and inspiration. Take in a little every day, reflect on it, and then try to practice what you have learned. 

There is a tale of a man who found on the road a large stone bearing the words, “Under me lies a great truth.” The man strained to turn the stone over and finally succeeded. On the bottom was written, “Why do you want a new truth when you do not practice what you already know?” 

In spiritual reading, too, it takes time to assimilate the truths we meet. Far better to read a few books and make them your own than to read many books quickly and superficially – just as you will grow more crops by cultivating your own garden, however tiny, than by flying in an airplane over all the farmland in the county.

I have found spiritual reading especially beneficial after evening meditation. When I have finished, I go to bed and repeat the mantram until I fall asleep in it. The reason for this sequence is simple: what we put into consciousness in the evening goes with us into sleep. If we use this valuable time to fill our mind with agitating stuff from books, movies, or television shows, that is what we will see and hear in our dreams. On the other hand, if we follow this nightly sequence of meditation, spiritual reading, and repetition of the mantram, our dreams will gradually reflect an evening wisely spent. We will grow in patience, security, wisdom even while we sleep. 

I suggest, then, that you include half an hour’s reading every day, preferably at night. If this is not possible, have fifteen minutes. Probably you will soon want more time for such reading. It will become something you hunger for – rather like your dinner, which I am sure you don’t care to miss. 

In this, as with other things, we should observe what the Buddha called the middle path. It helps to have some spiritual reading every day so that our enthusiasm does not flag, but we should use our discrimination too. It would certainly be a mistake to pull away from our work, family, or other obligations to shut ourselves up in a room with books, no matter how inspiring they may be.

Read Widely 

The treasures of mysticism can be found in all religions, and we should not confine ourselves to the tradition most familiar to us. No one age, no one people, no one persuasion has any monopoly on spiritual wisdom; the prize is there, and always has been, for any man or woman who cares and dares to look for it. Of course, whichever mystic we turn to, we will meet the same truths, because the mystical experience is everywhere the same. There is only one supreme reality, and there can be only one union with it. But the language, tradition, mode of expression, and cultural flavor will differ. One writes in French, another in Pali. One writes in poetry, another in prose. One speaks of the Mother, another of His Majesty, still another of the Beloved. In this lies the beauty of spiritual literature: on the one hand it reflects the fascinating diversity of life; on the other, the unchanging principles that stand behind that diversity, irrespective of time and place. 

Here, however, it is helpful to draw a practical distinction. On the one hand, there are books we read primarily for inspiration. They can be glorious, we need them, but taken together they encompass diverse ideas, disciplines, and methods of meditation. If we try to follow the exact letter of what we read – say, this week the Hasidic masters, next week Saint Anthony – we will be dancing and singing for seven days and living on bread and water for the next seven. So the other kind of spiritual reading I call instructional – the works which actually bring us the detailed advice of our spiritual teacher. We should draw freely on the classics of all great mystical traditions for inspiration, but this should never take the place of reading and rereading the instructions we are trying to follow in our daily lives.

Some Great Documents 

We can see the universality of the mystical outlook, and the individuality of the mystics too, by surveying a few writings I have found to be especially helpful to spiritual aspirants. Let us begin with the Western tradition. In their enthusiasm for the East, many people in the Western world today overlook the breadth and depth of the mystical writings from their own traditions. There are grand books from the East, and they should be read, but why confuse spiritual insight with the exotic trappings in which it seems to the foreign eye to be dressed? Actually, I have encountered this in both worlds. Some of my friends in India, especially the younger ones, clamor for Western things; it all looks so novel and appealing from a distance, very heady stuff. And in this country, one just has to mention mandalas or Tai Chi or tantra yoga to turn heads. A little of this attitude is harmless enough, but when it causes us to forget the excellence of our own heritage, we suffer a real loss. 

The Christian tradition has brought forth many great saints who have left accounts of their growth in consciousness. One who appeals to me deeply is Saint Teresa of Avila, whose three books – The Autobiography, The Way of Perfection, and The Interior Castle – chronicle nearly twenty years of spiritual apprenticeship which transformed this young woman, unrivaled for her beauty and accomplishments, into a humble servant of her Lord. Teresa also left a few short poems, stamped with her own experience, which make inspiring passages for meditation. This one shows her simplicity and her capacity to penetrate straight to the essence:

Let nothing upset you; 
Let nothing frighten you. 
Everything is changing; 
God alone is changeless. 
Patience attains the goal. 
Who has God lacks nothing: 
God alone fills all our needs. 

In the last hundred years another woman with the same name, Saint Teresa of Lisieux, popularly known as the “Little Flower,” has won the hearts of readers everywhere. Teresa, canonized in our century, died at twenty-four and left the world only one book from her own hand, The Story of a Soul. Her immense appeal is due largely to what she once called her “little way”: the thousand and one small acts of kindness toward family and friends by which we learn to forget ourselves in the joy and welfare of the whole. Teresa’s endearing combination of naiveté and spiritual daring comes through vividly in this passage from The Story of a Soul, in which she describes how she learned to love a nun in her convent whom she found “disagreeable in every way”: 

Not wanting to give in to the natural antipathy I was feeling, I told myself that love should consist not in sentiments but in action. Then I applied myself to do for this sister just what I would do for the person I love most. . . . I tried to render her every possible service, and when I was tempted to answer her in a disagreeable way, I contented myself with giving her my friendliest smile and tried to change the subject. . . . As she was absolutely ignorant of how I felt for her, . . . she told me one day with a contented air, almost in these very words: “Would you tell me, Sister Teresa, what attracts you so much towards me? Each time you see me I see you smiling.” Ah! What attracts me is Jesus, hidden in the depths of her soul – Jesus who makes sweet that which is most bitter. . . .

Another practical manual of spiritual instruction comes to us from a man known as Brother Lawrence. At the age of eighteen he chanced to see a bare tree silhouetted against the gray sky, and the realization that it would burgeon again in full glory in the spring brought a deep and lasting awareness of the power of God. He entered a Carmelite monastery, where of course he was expected to join other monks at their work. Lawrence tells us that he had always had an aversion for anything connected with the preparation of food. Inwardly, I suppose, he must have said to his superiors, “Let me work in the stable or on the grounds. Let me illuminate manuscripts. But, please, not the kitchen.” So they put him in the kitchen – not from callousness, but to help him go beyond his likes and dislikes, knowing that peace of mind cannot depend on external circumstances. Brother Lawrence was installed among the pots and pans, salads and sauces, while the brother who loved to cook and could turn out a perfect soufflé was probably sent to the laundry room. 

Then a wonderful transformation took place. With a great effort spanning a number of years, Lawrence strove to remember the presence of God at every moment, even in the kitchen. When at last he achieved that remembrance, he came to say that he was as close to the Lord amidst the clatter and confusion of his pots and pans as when he knelt for prayer in the chapel. You can read his simple, practical advice in his book, The Practice of the Presence of God. 

Since its first printed edition in 1472, Of the Imitation of Christ by Thomas a Kempis has been, excepting the Bible, the most widely read religious book in the Christian world. It is not a narrative but a book of spiritual counsel, an “introduction to the devout life.” Listen to what it has to say about love: 

. . . by itself it makes light everything that is heavy, and bears evenly all that is uneven. For it carries a burden that is no burden, and everything that is bitter it makes sweet and tasteful. . . . 

Love feels no burden, thinks nothing of trouble, attempts what is above its strength, pleads no excuse of impossibility. . . . Though weary, it is not tired; though pressed, it is not straitened; though alarmed, it is not confounded; but like a lively flame and burning torch forces its way upwards and securely passes through all. . . . In whatever instance we seek ourselves, there we fall from love.

This whole chapter – “On the Wonderful Effects of Divine Love” – makes a perfect passage for meditation. There are other inspiring selections also, but in reading the Imitation or selecting passages from it, we need to keep a few things in mind. Thomas was a monk for over seventy years, and he sometimes uses an idiom appropriate for the monastic order but not for householders. As a novice-master, he advised his charges to forget the world they had left behind. Our goal, on the other hand, is to be “in the world but not of it” : to strive to move gracefully among all the activities of daily life without being ensnared by either outer things or inner desires. 

Also, in medieval fashion, Thomas tends to compare human beings to God – rather at our expense. We should remember, though, that what is ignoble about human nature is not our true Self – ever pure, never sullied by any thought, word, or deed – but the usurping ego who has taken over the kingdom of consciousness. This rude fellow is not the real “I.” He can and must be pulled down from the throne where he arrogantly issues his self-serving orders and banished forever, allowing the true self to take its rightful place and rule in splendor once again. John Woolman, a Protestant mystic in colonial America, records his experience of this coronation in his Diary: 

In a time of sickness with the pleurisy . . . I was brought so near the gates of death that I forgot my name. Being then desirous to know who I was, I saw a mass of matter of a dull gloomy color between the South and the East, and was informed that this mass was human beings in as great misery as they could be, and live, and that I was mixed with them, and that henceforth I might not consider myself as a distinct or separate being. In this state I remained several hours. I then heard a soft melodious voice, more pure and harmonious than any voice I had heard with my ears before; and I believed it was the voice of an angel who spoke to other angels. The words were, John Woolman is dead. I soon remembered that I was once John Woolman and being assured that I was alive in the body, I greatly wondered what that heavenly voice could mean. . . . At length I felt divine power prepare my mouth that I could speak, and then said, “I am crucified with Christ, nevertheless, I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me. And the life I now live in the flesh is by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me.” Then the mystery was opened, and I perceived that there was joy in heaven over a sinner who had repented, and that language, John Woolman is dead, meant no more than the death of my own will.

The Way of a Pilgrim is the work of an anonymous Russian peasant, a humble and simple soul. With a couple of holy books and a little bread in his knapsack, this homeless man with a crippled arm roams the towns and wilds of nineteenth-century Russia repeating the Prayer of Jesus. Dark times befall him: he is robbed, nearly freezes to death, is falsely accused of crime. But there are times of spiritual brightness too, when he sits by his teacher, when he is befriended by loving and devout Christians, when he does a good turn for the very men who robbed him. The whole story makes vivid the power to be found in the repetition of the Holy Name. 

In Judaism, parts of the Old Testament contain the most sublime poetry. King David, the Psalmist, writes:

As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God. 
My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God? 

Imagine dry hills on a scorching day and a thirsty deer in search of water, head and tongue drooping. It will travel any distance, undergo any hardship to find water; it can think of nothing else. That, says the poet, is exactly how we should long for God. 

For centuries too the mystics of Islam – Ansari of Herat, Jalaluddin Rumi, Fariduddin Attar – have been praising the Lord in magnificent language. Here Rumi expresses beautifully the essence of the soul’s union with the divine Beloved:

With Thy sweet soul this soul of mine 
Hath mixed as water doth with wine. 
Who can the wine and water part, 
Or me and Thee when we combine? 
Thou art become my greater self; 
Small bounds no more can me confine. 
Thou hast my being taken on, 
And shall not I now take on Thine? 
Me Thou for ever hast affirmed, 
That I may ever know Thee mine.
Thy love has pierced me through and through, 
Its thrill with bone and nerve entwine. 
I rest, a flute laid on Thy lips; 
A lute, I on Thy breast recline. 
Breathe deep in me that I may sigh; 
Yet strike my strings and tears shall shine.

Buddhism has a venerable tradition of mystical writings; above all, I would recommend the Dhammapada. Its twenty-six chapters distill the essence of the Buddha’s teachings and bear the stamp of his personal experience. The Buddha was a spiritual scientist with a penetrating intellect, relentlessly logical in his pursuit of truth. Using homely images that the villagers of ancient India could easily grasp – no less vivid for us today – he presents the human condition as incisively as an experienced physician. The diagnosis: raging desire, possibly terminal. The antidote: nirvana, the extinction of all selfishness. The prognosis: hopeful, excellent. And last, as we would expect from a good doctor, a strong but invigorating medicine to ensure recovery: the Noble Eightfold Path, based on the practice of meditation. 

In Footsteps of Gautama the Buddha, Marie Byles presents the life of the Buddha as it might have been seen by an early disciple. Drawn from ancient documents, this lively narrative is peopled with some fascinating characters. It makes a good book for reading aloud to youngsters – but be prepared for some gulps and big eyes at the point where the Buddha comes face to face with the terror of the countryside, the fierce bandit Angulimala. 

Hinduism embraces a vast and diverse collection of scriptures and mystical writings, some of them going back many thousand years. The Upanishads, the oldest of these, are among the most profound of all spiritual documents. The German philosopher Schopenhauer said, “It is the most rewarding and the most elevated reading there can possibly be in the world. It has been the solace of my life and will be of my death.” Over one hundred Upanishads have come down to us, and of these, ten or so are generally regarded as the principal ones. I have translated these and two or three “minor” Upanishads as passages for use in meditation. Another set of translations I recommend is The Upanishads: Breath of the Eternal, by Swami Prabhavananda. 

To me, the Katha stands as one of the most significant of all the Upanishads. In it a teenager named Nachiketa goes to the abode of Yama, the King of Death. There, as a gesture of hospitality, Death offers him three boons. Would he like long life? Gold and jewels? Kingdoms and power? Nachiketa, the perfect spiritual aspirant, responds that all this will someday fall into the hands of Death. “Give me something permanent,” he says, “something beyond your grasp.” Yama, pleased, gives the boy instruction into the mysteries of death and immortality. 

Those interested in the theory and practice of meditation might turn to the classic text, Patanjali’s yoga sutras. Patanjali was a brilliant teacher of meditation in ancient India who brought together what earlier sages had learned about the mind and its mastery – rather a lot! – and arranged it all in a priceless handbook noted for the scientific rigor of its presentation. Patanjali’s work is as condensed as a professor’s lecture notes, for it was intended to be filled out, interpreted, and commented on by an experienced teacher. There are many editions, but the one I recommend is How to Know God: The Yoga Aphorisms of Patanjali, by Swami Prabhavananda, whose commentary, aimed at a sincere Western audience, combines practicality with the insight of deep spiritual experience. 

Earlier I mentioned The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, the one volume I brought with me when I came to this country. It was written by a retired schoolmaster totally devoted to Sri Ramakrishna, the tremendous mystic of nineteenth-century Bengal. This schoolmaster, who modestly signed himself “M,” loved his teacher so deeply that he would sit in his little room after the sun set and write down from memory everything that had been said by the Master and his disciples and guests, sometimes from morning till evening. The result is an extraordinary achievement which Aldous Huxley called the greatest piece of hagiographic literature in the world, full of lively parables, lucid explanations of difficult spiritual matters, and dazzling accounts of mystical union. If you take this book up, I don’t think you will want to part from it. 

Of all the books from any spiritual tradition, none has meant more to me than the Bhagavad Gita. If I may borrow Gandhi’s words, “It became my dictionary of daily reference. Just as I turned to the English dictionary for the meanings of English words that I did not understand, I turned to this dictionary of conduct for a ready solution of all my troubles and trials.” To make the Gita more accessible to modern readers, I have offered my own translation and practical commentary in The Bhagavad Gita for Daily Living, drawing on personal experience to show how the precepts of the Gita can be put to work in our own lives.

The eighteen chapters of the Gita pursue a dialogue between the young prince Arjuna, who stands for you and me, and the Lord himself, in the form of Sri Krishna. Arjuna has many questions, many reservations, many doubts; his divine teacher patiently sets them to rest. One passage at the end contains the quintessence of spiritual wisdom. Arjuna wants to know the nature of those who have scaled the peaks of human consciousness. For those of us making this daring ascent, the Lord’s answer, like the sure words of a perfect guide, reminds us of what we shall be once we reach the summit. 

Unerring in his discrimination, 
Sovereign of his senses and passions, 
Free from the clamor of likes and dislikes, 
He leads a simple, self-reliant life 
Based on meditation, using his speech, 
Body, and mind to serve the Lord of Love. 

Free from self-will, aggression, arrogance, 
From the lust to possess people or things, 
He is at peace with himself and others 
And enters into the unitive state.

United with the Lord, ever joyful, 
Beyond the reach of self-will and sorrow, 
He sees me in every living creature 
And attains supreme devotion to me. 
By loving me he shares in my glory 
And enters into my boundless being. 
All his acts are performed in my service 
And through my grace he wins eternal life.

May each of you, through ceaseless striving and the infinite grace and love of him who is the source of all, realize this blessed state!
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