What is Yoga ? – Part II

By Balwant Singh Sahans
In my previous article I mentioned that I would explain the Eight Limbs or Paths of Yoga. The Eight Limbs or Paths of Yoga are called “Asthanga” and the eighth limb is Samadhi. These Eight Limbs are difficult to follow, but when mastered will have a positive effect on your Yoga practice and your interaction with the world around you.
Asthanga : The Eigh Limbs of Yoga : Asth = Eight; Anga = Limbs
1. Yamas : Ethical Disciplines that are moral and righteous behaviour such as non-violence, non stealing and non converting. Dishonest instincts and behaviours are harmful and breed negativity, by observing the code of Yamas we channel energy for self-developments and universal peace.

2. Niyamas : Observances, purity, contentment, self-study, surrender of ego. The principles of Niyamas (Niyam) go hand in hand with Yamas.

Sage Pantajali listed 5 Niyamas –

· Saucha : Purity or Hygiene

· Santosha : Contentment

· Tapas : Devotional zeal

· Svadhayaya : Self Study

· Ishvara Pranidhana : Dedication to the Lord – When one feels that all resources have been exhausted, one turns to the Lord and Bhagti begins. In Bhagti, the mind, the intellect and the Will are surrendered to the creator. In Bhagti there is no place for the “I”. The ego, as ego acts as an iron curtain and conceals Pramatma to blend and unite with one’s antar-atma (inner-spirit).

3. Asanas : Steady Poses. Asanas have evolved over the centuries and exercise every muscle, nerve and gland in the body. Asanas secure a fine physique which is strong and flexible, hence reduce fatigue and keep the body free of disease thus soothes the nerves and mind is controlled.

4. Pranayhama : Control of Vital Energy. By the practices of Asanas and Pranayamas a yogi makes his body a fit vehicle for the spirit to settle in his body. The techniques of Pranayamas are designed to channel the subtle life force energies to steady the mind and increase the vitality of the mind and spirit. 

In general Prana is related to the breath but it means breath, respiration, life force, vitality, wind, energy and strength.
Prana = Jiv-atma is part of the cosmic breath of the universal spirit. There are fourteen Pranayama techniques, but in general Ujjayi and Nadi Sodhana are practiced. Asana and Pranayama go hand in hand so when practicising asana regulated breathing is required.

5. Pratyahara : Withdrawal of the senses. If a man falls victim to the pull of his senses he is lost, but withdrawal of senses is very difficult to attain. The techniques of rhythmic control of breathing using the Naam Mantra, praising, listening to praises and singing the praises of the Lord. The Sadhaka (aspirant) goes through a searching self-examination in hope to overcome the deadly but attractive spell of sensual objects, Maya, illusions, desires bondages, he turns to Bhakti. At first Pratyahara is like bitter poison, but with perseverance it becomes a sweet nectar.

6. Dhara : Concentration of the mind. This is commencement and preparation towards refined state of mental activity:

Dhayana

Once the body has been tempered by asanas,mind calmed by Pranayamas and senses controlled by Pratyahama the Sadhaka reaches the sixth stage of Dhayana. Now he is concentrated on one single point, which leads to meditation.

7. Dhayana : Meditation. This is very concentrated of mindfulness to still the mind to achieve the super conscious state the Samadhi.

8. Samadhi : The super conscious state. Samadhi is the final goal of a Yogi at the peak of meditation one passes into Samadhi. The body and the senses are as if is asleep but the mind is alert as if one is awake yet gone beyond consciousness. The person in Samadhi is fully conscious and alert. Perhaps this is how e can explain Samadhi, but he who has achieved this state of Samadhi can feel the unity with Pramatma and the bliss. We can only imagine.

In my next article I will discuss the hints and cautions of the practice of Asanas.

Kind Regards and Good Health.
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