Cultivating Shakti: A Sadhana for Our Time with Sally Kempton

Week 2: Meditation & Contemplation Homework

Cultivating Shakti Telecourse
Week 2: Contemplations & Homework
for Deepening Your Experience

Please meditate for at least 20 minutes each day. You can meditate at any time of day or
before bed. And you can practice with any of the meditation instructions here. Deb pulled
out several of the meditations we did during class, so if you like, you can use the audio of
any one of these to guide your meditation; they are available on the Student page.

Core Daily Meditation Practice

The practice below is the same one we practiced at the end of Class 2, in which we
inhale the first four syllables mantra through the crown down to the heart, then allow
the last two syllables to expand the heart. If you like, you may prefer to practice with
last week’s meditation, focusing in the heart center.

Begin by settling into a comfortable upright posture, letting the breath ground you
through the sitz bones, and the exhalation help you lengthen your spine up through the
crown.

Spend a moment or two scanning the body, noticing any tensions, and softening them
with the thought “Soften” or “Let go.” If the tension feels strong, tighten that area of the
body and then release it.

Chant the mantras on your chanting sheet as we did at the beginning of class.

Offer your meditation for the benefit of all beings, asking that your practice be of service
to the whole of life or to a particular person or situation for which you would like to offer
blessings.

Invoke Shakti in your native language, saying silently or out loud:

“O goddess Shakti, you whose form is love, wisdom, and invincible strength,

please reveal yourself within me. Let me feel your presence, whether in my

body, my heart, or my mind. Let me know vou as my own self. Let me feel
your presence in the world.”

Breathe in the Felt Sense of Shakti

For a moment or two, have the feeling of welcoming or allowing the energy of the
Goddess to flow into you through the breath.

Let yourself surrender to the feeling of being breathed by the Shakti, whose breath is
your breath.
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Have the recognition—using these words or your own-- “My skin is made of particles of
shakti, subtle divine energy. My bones are solidified Shakti. The goddess has taken form
as my flesh. She is the beating of my heart, the blood pouring through my veins. The
goddess dances as the thoughts in my mind. She arises as my emotions. The goddess is
the energy that lives as me. The air [ breathe is the goddess. The ground I sit on is the
goddess. My whole being is pervaded by the energy, the Shakti of the goddess. [ am being
lived by the shakti, the blissful freedom of the goddess herself.”

Breathe in the Seed Syllables of the Mantra through the Crown

Have the sense that your crown center opens like the shutter of a camera. Inhaling, have
the feeling that the first four syllables of the mantra are flowing in like living liquid or living
light through your crown. Om hreem shreem dum flow with the breath through the
center of your head, through the throat and upper chest into the heart.

With the exhalation, sense the words DURGAYE NAMAHA filling the heart as the
exhalation expands the inner body through the chest.

Tune into the energetic sensation of the mantra flowing with the breath, and for a
moment, have the understanding that the syllables of the mantra are the sound form of
the goddess. Gradually let the mantra mingle with the breath. The intention is to gradually
feel the mantra as a flow of grace entering your body.

Feel that the mantra flowing in through your crown and flowing own to and expanding
the heart. Find you own rhythm and feel as you do that the mantra is opening up the
inner body, the energetic space beneath your skull and within the neck and chest. Sense
the syllables as subtle energies that softly drop into your heart, and softly expand through
your heart.

As thoughts arise, when you notice the thought, note it as “thought”. Or try looking at
thoughts as manifestations of Goddess. Then, return to the mantra.

Alternative (To try at least once or twice this week)

As you exhale, imagine that feelings of discomfort, fear, negativity, and karmic burden are
being lifted from your body by the breath and the mantra, Aum Hreem Shreem Dum
Durgayai Namaha

Open-Eyed Practices

To do at any time throughout the week. Some of those below are new, while others
were also in last week’s homework

Start the day by asking that Shakti, perhaps in the form of Goddess Durga, be present
with you today and ask to be able to recognize her presence. Consider offering your day
to her. You can also use the dedication




Cultivating Shakti: A Sadhana for Our Time with Sally Kempton

Week 2: Meditation & Contemplation Homework

NEW: Make a point of remembering the mantra through the day, especially when you
are walking, doing housework, exercising at the gym, cooking. (Sometimes you might
want to sing it or say it out loud, but mostly you’ll probably want to repeat it silently) Let
your focus on the mantra be soft, and slur it slightly, since this seems to make the mantra
less of an ‘object’ and more of a subtle energy like the breath. Try it with the breath, or
just think it. As much as possible sense the resonance or texture of the mantra as it
impacts your energy body.

Find different bhavas (spiritual attitudes) as you say (think) the mantra: for instance, with
the feeling that it is being offered into the heart, or with the feeling that the mantra is the
Goddess and that you are bringing her presence more and more deeply into your body;
asking her through the mantra to be present with you, to protect you, to reveal her power
and love within you; with the feeling that you are calling on grace; with the feeling that
each repetition of the mantra is giving you strength and energy. You can repeat it like a
prayer, offer it for someone else’s well-being. Notice any energetic shifts that occur.

NEW: From time to time, open fully to the breath with the feeling that you are being
breathed. Feel that the breath comes in and out through the pores of your skin. Try this
for several breaths with the sense that you are breathing through the front of the body.
Then the back of the body. Then begin to feel that the breath is flowing in from all sides
and above and below. Notice how the breath can soften the skin boundaries, so that you
feel less separate from the atmosphere around you.

Begin to feel that the breath is making love to you, or that the universe—the Goddess—is
making love to you through the breath.

NEW: Become very conscious of your words. Notice the effects that the words you use
have on your own energy, and on the energy in different situations. Become especially
conscious of your thinking patterns. When you catch yourself in a negative thinking
pattern, a self-criticism or criticism of others, notice the effect and if appropriate, try to
change your negative thought to a neutral or positive one.

From time to time, stop and notice your heart-beat. Feel the slight muscular tightening
that allows you to hold a position. Notice and soften any tensions with the thought,
“Everything | am experiencing is a form of the Goddess Shakti. The goddess is
manifesting as this conversation, this feeling, this action that I'm doing, this person.”

Take moments throughout the day to silently say the Durga mantra to yourself,

Become aware of the space behind your heart. Feel that Durga is standing behind you.
Breathe in with the feeling that your breath opens the back of your heart. Exhale with the
feeling that the Goddess is breathing her power through you. At a certain point, allow the
exhalation to fill you with the feeling that the Goddess’s shakti has become your body.

When you feel uncomfortable, tense, confused, stop and remember that the field of subtle
grace, offer the contracted or negative feeling to the Goddess, the Shakti. Breathe it out
without aversion, feeling that your breath offers the energy of discomfort or tension into
the field of grace
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Meditation on the Goddess Durga—A Visual Invocation

You may use one of the pictures on the Home Page as a focal point for the meditation.
Look at it for a while, then close your eyes and practice the following contemplation. The
instructions include a specific visual image. However, don’t feel that you have to do an
exact visualization. It's enough to sense the presence of the energy of Durga in your field.
The meditation will work just as well.

Sitting comfortably upright, close your eyes and imagine yourself sitting in a mountain
grove, surrounded by tall peaks.

See the goddess moving towards you from the depths of the mountain. It is as if she
comes from a distance, taking shape as she comes closer. She is dazzlingly beautiful, with
dark skin and flowing black hair. She is naked to the waist, wearing jeweled necklaces and
bracelets. Around her hips is a red silk cloth. Her eyes are large and dark, and in the
middle of her forehead is an open, glowing third eye. She rides a tiger, which moves in
sinuous grace until they are sitting in front of you. You feel her power as an enormous,
embracing, protective love, which begins to envelope you like a cloak.

You may deepen your experience of her presence by inwardly repeating aum hreem
shreem dum durgayei namaha

You gaze into the goddess’s eyes. She smiles at you, and a beam of golden light flows
from her third eye into your forehead. You breathe it in as particles of golden light that
stream through your brain, removing mental fog and delusion. You may also feel that the
mantra flows in with the breath, sensing its energy mingling with the particles of light that
mingle with the breath. Allow the golden light to stream through your body.

After a while, you notice that there is a deep red light flowing from her heart into yours.
You breathe in the light and feel it streaming through your torso. Feel that as you breathe
out, you breathe out your own obstacles, obstructions, and hesitancies, and feel that the
Goddess breathes them into her own heart, transmuting them into light and freedom. Feel
that as you take her light into your body, you are taking in the power to protect yourself
and others, speak truth, and wield strength with love.

Allow this red light to flow through you for a few moments, feeling how it fills you with
the goddess’s vital force.

Now, imagine yourself drawing the goddess’s energy into your own body. You might
imagine her in your whole body, or sense that her presence takes up residence in the
center of your chest, in the region of the heart. Ask that she be present in your heart,
and that her power, love and strength flow through you. Thank her for her gifts and
blessings.

Notice any feelings or sensations you experience.

Take a few moments to journal about what occurred during this meditation. And notice
how the rest of your day unfolds when you have done this practice.
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NEW VARIATION: Receiving Guidance

As you sit in meditation, ask a question to the Goddess. If there is a specific issue of
concern to you now, ask it in this form: “What wisdom can you give me about
this situation?”

Or ask a more general question such as “What can you tell me about my path?”

The best way to do this practice is to write her answers rather than expecting her to
“tell” them.

Keeping pen and paper handy, sit in meditation and invoke Durga’s
presence either as an energy in your heart or sitting in front of you. Sit with this for a few
minutes. Then, ask the question, and IMMEDIATELY pick up your pen and write without
thinking. Let the words flow from your hand. Don’t censor.

When you are sure it is finished, read over the words, and if necessary, ask
for clarification.

If this is a “real” message and not your mind talking, it will be fundamentally loving
and positive. If it is critical, then it is probably a “message” from your critical inner voice
and not from the Goddess!

Durga is the goddess to call on when you need strength to meet your challenges, when
you doubt yourself and need to have your confidence restored, when you sense the need
for an infusion of vital force, or when you want to be able to act powerfully in a non-egoic
way. She is also the goddess of protection, so you can invoke her when you are
frightened and want to feel protected from fear.

Contemplation for Drawing in Divine Strength

Ask yourself: How do I experience personal strength and courage? Write down
whatever arises.

Then, ask the Goddess Durga to breathe her power, courage, and love into your heart.
Begin to breathe in with the feeling that you are breathing in her divine presence and
breathe it through your body. Use the mantra to invoke the Goddess, or simply address
her directly, “Dear Durga, please fill me with your presence in the form of inner strength,
courage, and love.”

Notice how invoking the presence of the Goddess Durga shifts your energy. Is it
centering? Strengthening? Does it awaken a sense of energy in you? Write down how
your sense of your own strength and courage shifts when you feel yourself drawing in the
strength of the Goddess.




Cultivating Shakti: A Sadhana for Our Time with Sally Kempton

Week 2: Meditation & Contemplation Homework

Contemplation and Partner Practice

Several possible topics are given below. Choose one or several, depending on your
time. As you begin the discussion, take a moment to feel into your own heart, to
become aware of your partner’s heart. Then imagine the form or energy of Durga
behind both of you, ‘feeding’ you wisdom. As you have the discussion, periodically
check into your heart and the sense of Durga shakti behind the two of you

Topics for Personal Journaling:

Set aside 20 minutes (which can be in your meditation time) to deliberately notice the
habitual thoughts that come up for you when your mind is not engaged in activity. Are
there recurrent negative thoughts? Are there particular emotional reactions that you can
notice? What is the climate in your mind when you are thinking negatively? What are the
characteristic emotional responses that you can notice? Are there ‘stories’ you tell yourself
about how you are, what your friends and family members are like, what the state of the
world is? This is a practice of self-awareness; you're just getting to know your own mind.
Journal about what you discover.

Choose some “enlightened thoughts” to experiment with, such as “Everything that arises
in my mind and body is Shakti” or “That person is an aspect of my own self” or “Love
is present here.” Notice the effect of holding such an enlightened thought.

Try replacing critical thoughts with more positive and accepting thoughts like “Everyone
is doing their best, including me,” or “I accept myself just as I am” or just offer the
critical thought to Goddess asking that she free you from it. Journal about this and discuss
it with your partner.

What “signals” from Shakti are you getting this week? What are you doing about them?
Contemplate this, journal about it, and discuss with your partner.

Topics for Partner Discussion

Do start by meditating together, and then spend some time discussing your experience of
the course, what is happening in your life as you do the practices, and anything you want
to share about the Navaratri practice or goddess Durga.

Discuss your understanding about Matrika Shakti and what came up for you during the
discussion in class. Have you ever felt that thoughts and emotions were out of your
control? How could this teaching help you understand your own communication patterns?
Have you ever experienced yourself partnering with the Matrika to change a pattern?
Consider together some skillful methods for working with your own Matrika.

Discuss your experience of mantra as a spiritual practice. What does mantra do for you?
Have you used it to clear negativities? To take you into meditation? What effects have you
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had from mantra practice? What doubts or questions or resistances do you have to it?
Does this particular Durga mantra affect you in a unique way?

Discuss the teaching that the mantra and the deity are the same. How do you understand
it? What don’t you understand about it?

Read and discuss this passage (from Mark Dyczkowski’s Doctrine of Vibration)

“The essence of mantra is an experience entirely free of objective relations.
[MEANING that it refers to nothing in the so-called objective world, but only to the
Divine—S.K.] (Mantra) is the pure power of awareness directed at its own nature
and thus free of objectivity and eternal. It frees us of the desire to attend to things
temporal by redirecting attention to the heart of consciousness which thus
assimilates thought back into itself and stills the agitation occasioned by object-
centered awareness. In this way, the yogi rises from the partial perceptions
individualized by thought, to the universal perception free of thought constructs. By
remembering and rightly enunciating the mantra, he attains a level of reflective
awareness in which all things are experienced as one with his own nature.”

Question: What does it mean to say that Mantra is the pure power of awareness? Is this
another way of saying that mantra is a form of the deity, or even of the Absolute?

Question: What do you make of the statement that “mantra redirects attention to the
heart of consciousness, which thus assimilates thought back into itself?” What is meant by
the heart of consciousness here? Is he referring to the Self, the felt state of Shakti? Or
could the statement also refer to the way that mantra can ‘swallow’ thought and clear the
mind?

Reading

Read the chapter on Durga in Awakening Shakti. Also, if you have time, read the
opening chapter. You will find both on the Student page, if you don’t already own
the book.

Some of you might want to look at an academic article on Durga in David Kingsley’s
Hindu Goddesses or Laura Ammazone’s Goddess Durga and Sacred Feminine Power.
(The latter is an account of a pilgrimage to the Navaratri festivities at one of the great
Goddess temples in India, and includes the writer’s experience with childhood trauma.)

And if you’d like to read the Devi Mahatmayam, I recommend the edition called In Praise
of the Goddess by Devadatta Kali. It's complete, readable, and has a very good
commentary.




