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Week 4: Contemplation & Study Questions 

What’s Up for This Week 

In Teleclass 4 we explored Sutras I:34-36. This guide offers some commentary and 

contemplation questions on some of these sutras.  

Even if you don’t have much time, it will be very fruitful if you can spend a few minutes 

this week reading these sutras (handout available on the Student Page). We’ve also put 

a handout on the Student Page with extracts from Pandit Rajmani’s commentary on 

Sutra-s 34 and 36. I encourage you to read through the commentaries at least once.  

My recommendation is that if you don’t have much time, you focus on Sutra 36 and 

Pandit Rajmani’s commentary.  

Contemplation Questions and Exercises for Sutras 34-36 

SUTRA 1:34  

!"द$निवधारणा,ां वा !ाण. ।।३४।।  

pracchardanavidhāraṇābhyāṁ vā prāṇasya ।। 34।।  

Transparency of mind also comes by practicing pranayama that involves 

forceful exhalation and breath retention.  

As we discussed in class, prana is the form of Shakti that manifests at the interface 

between the formless unmanifest realm and the psychophysical realm. In the physical 

world, it manifests as the life force that breathes us, keeps our organs functioning, and 

is the core energy that supports life. Spiritually, it is the “engine” that carries the mind 

inward. Kundalini is a form of prana. Prana and chitta are fully connected, and 

therefore breathing practices are both a first-line antidote to anxiety and stress, and 

also a vehicle for coaxing the mind into quiet. 

In Book II, Patanjali states that pranayama is practiced to remove the veils that cover 

the inner light. In Vyasa’s commentary on Sutra II-52, pranayama is cited as the most 

powerful “weapon” against the darkening samskaras, karmic impurities etc, that afflict 

the body/mind. In the later commentaries on the sutras in Book II, pranayama is 

defined not as breath practice but as “control of prana”, meaning control of the subtle 

prana that we cultivate through breath practice, particularly retention of breath 

between the inhalation and exhalation. 

When breath retention is cultivated over a long period of time, we gain the ability to 

dwell in the gap between each inhalation and exhalation. By anchoring the attention in 

the “gap”, the mind is carried into its real nature, which is consciousness itself. Stilling 
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the mind through breath practice is thus a way of cultivating the gap, known in tantra 

as the “Madhya”, the middle space, or the Center. Those of you who have 

experienced this know that it is a portal into the very subtle aspect of our interior 

world. As long as we’re in this state, disturbances of mind are silent, and each 

entrance into that state diminishes our tendencies and mental/emotional obstructions. 

According to Pandit Rajmani’s commentary, Sutra I-34 is understood by the Shree Vidya 

tantrikas as a pointer to a practice of opening the Ajna Chakra by activating the region 

above the soft palate. We practiced with this in class in a slower and less forceful way than 

his commentary indicates. (Instructions for that are in the meditation homework.) 

Some of you, after reading the commentary on this verse (which you can find on the 

Student Page) may want to experiment with the practice he offers of aiming a forceful 

breath into the soft palate. This practice, if done regularly over time, can result in 

opening the visionary centers in the head, and kindling an experience of inner lights 

and inner “subtle objects” such as luminosity, sun or moon-like lights, points of light 

like fireflies or lightning flashes. It also opens portals to the Ajna Chakra, and kindles 

intuitive wisdom. 

These are advanced yogic practices, and not all of us find them illuminating. But even 

if you are not drawn to forceful pranayama aimed at the soft palate, even a little 

practice of the softer breath we have been working with can open you to a recognition 

of the subtle states in these chakras.  

The questions below are contemplations related to your own practice with the soft 

palate and Ajna chakra meditations. If you found the practice of breathing into the soft 

palate or Ajna chakra uncomfortable, please skip them. 

Question: In practicing the soft palate breathing, what was your experience? Did you 

notice a quieter state? Were there visual experiences or subtle feelings? Journal about 

these if any, and discuss them with your partner.  

Question: Why do you think Patanjali so strongly praises pranayama as a “weapon” 

against the obstacles? What is your experience of breath practice for calm and stability 

of mind? 

Question: How have you experienced the relationship between prana and the mind? 

If you regularly practice pranayama before or during meditation, do you notice that it 

heightens your meditation experience?  

Question: Have you ever felt the expansion of your subtle body past the physical skin 

barrier? Or the expansion of the area around one of your chakras? What was that like?  

Question: Have you ever felt the breath stop in meditation? Were you able to stay 

with it without fear? What was your experience of the stilling of the breath? 
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SUTRA 1:35  

िवषयवती वा !वृि89:;ा मनसः ि@ितिनबिEनी ।।३५।।  

viṣayavatī vā pravṛttirutpannā manasaḥ sthitinibandhinī ।। 35।।  

A unique cognition pertaining to a sense object arising from within also 

anchors the mind to sthiti, the peaceful flow free from all thought 

constructs.  

This sutra also has an esoteric practice tradition behind it. Vyasa’s commentary on this 

and other verses describe a series of meditations for opening the “superpowers” 

hidden in different parts of the physical body. Specifically, he prescribes meditations 

on the tip of the nostrils, the tip of the tongue, the middle of the tongue, the root of 

the tongue and the soft palate for opening up, respectively, the inner senses of smell, 

taste, touch, sound, and vision. When these inner senses open, we can experience 

subtle fragrance, tastes, feelings of being caressed from within, visions, and the subtle 

sounds called “nada”. All these inner sensory experiences may come online when 

kundalini awakens, and meditations on these points in the physical body have been 

used for awakening kundalini. (Many tantric traditions awaken and cultivate kundalini 

from the higher chakras rather than from the Muladhara.) 

Some of you may have had these experiences of inner tastes, subtle fragrance, hearing 

inner music or mantra, and seeing inner lights or visions.  What is more common is 

the experience of a subtle luminosity, or a blue field that you see with closed eyes, or 

of a tiny point of white or blue light, or a circle of blue, white or gold that may not be 

very bright, but which does have a distinct shape. 

Meditating on one of these visions or sounds is a recognized practice in Laya Yoga, 

the yoga where you use a vision or a sound as a point of focus. Because these 

experiences are internally generated, they can easily draw your mind inward. However, 

they should not be treated as goals, but rather as 1) signs that your meditation is 

deepening, and 2) as focal points for meditation. 

Many traditions—Zen Buddhism, for instance—dismiss all such phenomena as 

distracting, and suggest you ignore them. For the yogis, however, these inner 

phenomena are to be honored and cultivated, because they lead to the development of 

subtle powers like clairaudience and clairvoyance, and also because they are literally 

doorways to the deeper regions of the subtle body. Yet they are never considered to be 

the goal of meditation, rather as useful instruments for going deeper. 

If something like this appears in your meditation, use it as a place to softly concentrate 

the mind. 

Question: Have you had such an experience? How did it feel to you, and how did 

you use it? 
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SUTRA 1:36  

िवशोका वा JोितKती ।।३६।।  

viśokā vā jyotiṣmatī ।। 36।।  

The state of consciousness free from sorrow and anguish and infused with 

inner light also anchors the mind to sthiti, the peaceful flow free from all 

thought constructs.  

Viśokā means joyful contentment. Jyotiṣmatī means radiance, or illumination. 

Vyasa adds a Sanskrit phrase to this sutra that points to an actual practice of meditation. 

In English, the re-written sutra means “By concentrating on the lotus of the heart, there 

arises a state of sorrowless joy infused with inner light; upon its emergence, such a state 

anchors the mind to a peaceful flow free of all thought constructs.” 

I highly recommend this section of Rajmani’s commentary, now up on the Student 

Page of the website, which approaches this sutra from a devotional perspective, 

aligning it to the Ishwara Pranidhan (“Surrender to God brings about samadhi”) sutras 

that occur earlier in Book I and later on in Book II. Rajmani’s commentary is highly 

poetic and will be especially resonant to those of you who have a devotional bent in 

practice. He very strongly points to the heart as a seat where you can directly 

experience God. For many people on a devotional path, the heart is the seat of the so-

called “Ishta Devata” or personal deity. A personal deity may be experienced 

abstractly, as an energetic presence, as light, or as love or joy. For those of us who are 

drawn to practice in a devotional tradition like Bhakti Yoga or Christianity, the 

personal deity is often visualized as a form such as Krishna, Lakshmi, or Jesus, or a 

saint or guru. 

The Lotus of the Heart 

What is the lotus of the heart? This is an image that appears in several Upanishads 

and is a standard focus point for meditation in many yogic traditions, including that of 

Ramana Maharshi, who instructs students to station themselves in the heart and 

inquire “Who am I?” 

The heart lotus, which is generally said to be situated at the “root” of the heart chakra, 

just above the solar plexus,  behind the sternum, is considered to be the seat of the 

individual soul (jiva). In the center of the heart, in the subtle body, the individual soul, 

the personal self, is said to be experienced as a flame the size of a thumb, as a sun, or 

as a felt sense of blissfulness. In Indian philosophy, the mind is said to be seated in the 

heart. In this meditation practice, over time, the experience is that the attention will 
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begin to sink into the energetic field that becomes active when you practice in the 

heart center. 

The heart lotus is one of the most universal images in all of yogic literature, and to my 

mind, one of the simplest and most effective places to rest your mind in meditation: 

From the Kaivalya Upanishad: 

“The supreme heaven shines in the lotus of the heart…There, meditate on the 

presence of Brahman—the pure, the infinite, the blissful.” 

The Chandogya Upanishad has a long passage on it: 

“Within the city of Brahman, which is the body, there is the heart and within the 

heart there is a little house. This house has the shape of a lotus, and within it dwells 

that which is to be sought after, inquired about, and realized. 

“...Even so large as the universe outside is the universe within the lotus of the 

heart. Within it are heaven and earth, the sun, the moon, the lightning and the 

stars. Whatever is in the macrocosm is also in the microcosm. 

“…Though old age comes to the body, the lotus of the heart does not grow old. It 

does not die with the death of the body. The lotus of the heart, where Brahman 

resides in all his glory, is the true city of Brahman” 

And from the Mundaka Upanishad: 

“Within the lotus of the heart he dwells, where the nadis meet like the spokes of a 

wheel. Meditate upon him as OM and you may easily cross the ocean of darkness.” 

Any of these passages is worth meditating on! The Mundaka Upanishad passage 

references specifically the Anahata Chakra, which is often seen in the shape of a 

wheel (chakra means “wheel”). Om, as we’ve seen last week, can be interpreted as any 

sacred mantra. 

In the last 40 minutes of Tuesday’s talk, I introduced a version of meditation on the 

heart-lotus. There is also a version of it in the meditation homework for this week. I 

suggest you do these contemplations after practicing the meditation itself. 

Study Protocol: Read through the contemplations below and choose one or two of 

them to work with. You can use any of these as the basis for a partner discussion. 

Contemplation: Read the commentary from Pandit Rajmani, then journal about it 

or discuss it with your partner. Consider: how does his assertion that Ishwara and the 

individual soul both live together in the heart land for you? Have you had any 
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experience that might lead you to believe this is true? What does it mean to you to 

consider that divine presence lives in the heart? In tuning into the heart 

Exercise: Spend time this week focusing your attention in the heart center, beneath 

the sternum, in the middle of the body, a couple inches to the right of the physical 

heart. 

See if you can keep your focus internalized here, and notice how the energy feels both 

internally and in the rest of your life when you focus here. How does focusing in the 

heart affect the way you make decisions? How does it affect your tendency to engage 

in rumination and overthinking? Is there a sense of pleasure or easefulness that arises 

when you are focused in the heart? 

Exercise: Imagine a flame in the heart and make that the focal point of your 

meditation. Or meditate by offering the mantra into the heart and taking rest in the felt 

sense of energy there. 

Notice that the felt sense of illumination or joy may arise in a very mild or subtle form. 

Illumination may appear as a light or a sense of subtle luminosity that can be almost 

cloudlike. Or it might surface as insight, rather than a visual experience. Joy might be 

felt as a softening or a sensation of ease. In other words, don’t discount very subtle 

experiences that arise when you meditate in the heart. When and if they do arise, see 

if you can avoid commenting on them in your mind, and simply sink your mind into 

the vision or sensation.  Be attentive to whatever appears. 

Or 

Exercise: Place both hands over the chest and say softly, “Beloved”, using this word 

as a calling that is intended to call forth the hidden grace and divinity within the body. 

How does it feel to call to your heart as if to a being? 

Exercise: Inquiry and Invocation in the Heart 

Focus on the energetic sensations in this area of the body, and ask internally “Can I 

feel a divine presence here?” or ask, “Please reveal the sacred presence in the heart.”  

If you have a sense of relationship to a deity or saint, invoke their presence here. Ask, 

“Please take seat in my heart and reveal your presence to me as a feeling, a vision, or 

a sensation of being tenderness.” (Or use whatever words occur to you.)  

Contemplation: Focusing in the heart center, ask a question (such as “Who Am I?” 

or “What is the most important truth I need to know right now?” or something else 

that is important to you and that you want to get wisdom about) then keep your 

awareness focused there and notice if intuition surfaces. It might come as a vision, a 

word, or a feeling. Or it might arise later.  


