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Nine Obstacles or
the Yoga UJaq

have discussed the potential the mind has to become focused
(dharana), to enter into ongoing communication with a chosen object (dhyana),
and finally to merge completely with it (samadhi). These are natural states of
mind that can arise spontaneously, but there are always obstacles arising that
prevent their occurrence. Recognizing these obstacles can help us prepare the
mind for attaining a state of great clarity. The question is, therefore, what are
the obstacles and what can help us get them out of the way? Pataifijali describes
the obstacles (antarayas) as rocks lying on the path traveled by someone who
has set off on the yoga journey. The student is constantly stumbling over them,
making detours, or getting stuck. Let us consider these nine obstacles, see how
they come about, and learn how we can get rid of them.

The nine obstacles listed by Pataiijali are illness, lethargy, doubt, haste or
impatience, resignation or fatigue, distraction, ignorance or arrogance, inabil-
ity to take a new step, and loss of confidence. They are manifested in symptoms
like feeling sorry for oneself, a negative attitude, physical problems, and
breathing difficulties.!

Obstacles

Obviously it is an obstacle to my yoga practice when I feel unwell or am ill.
Vyadhi, illness, disturbs the mind so much that I must first do something to
improve my health before I can go on.
Another obstacle that directly affects my state of mind is subjection to my
moods. Sometimes I feel good and know I can tackle anything; at other times
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I might feel lethargic and lacking enough energy to do anything. This heavi-
ness and lethargy, styana, can be caused by eating too much, by eating the
wrong Kinds of food, by cold weather, or by the very nature of the mind. Of the
three guna, tamas describes this lethargy, this heavy state of mind. If tamas
takes over we can hardly do anything, even things we are accustomed to doing.
We can scarcely move.

For some people, doubt is the greatest obstacle to progressing in yoga. I am
not referring here to svadhyaya, the kind of self-examination that can help us
progress. Svadhyaya is an intrinsic part of yoga. The doubt Patafijali speaks of
is samsaya, a regular and persistent feeling of uncertainty, as for example
when we are in the middle of doing something and suddenly ask: “How shall
I go on? Is it worth it even for another day? Perhaps I should look for another
teacher. Perhaps I should try another way altogether.” This kind of doubt
undermines our progress in yoga.

Sometimes we act hastily and carelessly, especially when we want toreach
our goal quickly. Pramada, haste, can create problems; acting in haste, we slip
back rather than make progress. Because we have not spent enough time
analyzing and reflecting on what we are doing, we grind to a halt in our
practice.

Another obstacle is the kind of resignation or exhaustion which we call
alasya. It manifests in such thoughts as: “Perhaps I am not the right person to
be doing this.” There is a lack of enthusiasm and very little energy. When this
happens, we must do something to regain our motivation and enthusiasm. Lack
of enthusiasm is a serious obstacle on the yoga path.

The nextobstacle can crop up when our senses gain the upper hand and begin
to see themselves as masters rather than servants of the mind. Sometimes this
happens without our evennoticing it, which is hardly surprising since from birth
we are trained to look here, see this, listen to that, taste this, touch that. It can
casily happen that the senses take over out of habit and little by little steer us
imperceptibly in the wrong direction. Avirati, distraction, is a great obstacle.

The most dangerous of all obstacles occurs when we think we know
everything. We imagine we have seen the truth and have reached the zenith,
when in reality we have simply experienced a period of calm that makes us
say: “This is what I have been looking for! I’ve found it at last! I’ve made it!”
But the feeling of having reached the top rung on the ladder is only illusion.
Illusions like this are very common. They are nothing but ignorance and
arrogance—>bhrantidarsana.

Another stumbling block can arise when, just as we’ve been thinking we
have made some progress, we suddenly notice how much there still is for us to
do. We can grow very disappointed at this point and become fickle in mood.
We suddenly have no interest in trying again, in finding another way to begin,
in taking the next step. We start saying: “No more for me. I thought that
was it, but now I feel like a fool, even more stupid than before. I just don’t
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want to go on.” We are incapable of taking another step. This is called
alabdhabhumikatva.

As you see, the obstacles can consist of ordinary reality such as a physical
illness, orthey canbe as subtle as anillusion of being better than youreally are.
When you become aware of the illusion you have been harboring and look
reality squarely inthe face, it is unfortunately all too easy to then view yourself
as smaller and less important then you really are. This leads to loss of
confidence, the last obstacle described by Patafijali. You may have reached a
point you have never reached before, but you lack the power to stay there and
fall back, losing what you have gained. Patafijali calls this anavasthitatvani.

These are the obstacles that may be encountered on the yoga path. We do
notnecessarily meet them in the order I have described, and not every student
has to deal with all of them.

At no stage on the yoga path should we think we have become masters.
Rather, we should know that the feeling of being a little better today than
yesterday exists just as much as the hope that we will be a little better in the
future. These feelings will come and go until we reach the point where there
is no better and no worse.

Overcoming Obstacles

Just as yoga identifies the obstacles you may encounter along the way, so too
does it suggest waysto help you overcome them. It is a great help to work with
someone who can show you how to stick with the discipline you have chosen.
Say youhave a certainteacher with whom you are studying. It may happen that
in the course of your work with that teacher you come across something new,
only to discover later that it leads nowhere. The consequence of this may be
that you begin to desire a different, “better” teacher. When the same thing
happens with the new teacher you look for another—and the cycle continues
in this way. The Yoga Satra tells us not to do this, but to instead maintain the
relationship with your teacher, for if you do you will reach a deeper under-
standing and a greater degree of trust in him or her. It is also likely that the
teacher, when he or she senses your trust, will be better able to discover what
it is youneed to be taught. Following one teacher and one direction helps you
discover the ways and means of avoiding and overcoming the various ob-
stacles discussed earlier.?

Pranayama is another technique often recommended as an aid to overcom-
ing obstacles. For this purpose, the exhalation is of particular importance;
Patafijali suggests practicing pranayama with a long quiet exhalation, and
holding the breath afterward.? Simple techniques like this can be of tremen-
dous help in overcoming obstacles.

Another method for dealing with blocks on the yoga pathisto investigate the
senses inorder to quietthe mind.* We can explore such questions as: How does
the tongue function? How does this taste on the tip or in the middle or at the root
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of the tongue? How do I observe things? How do I hear sounds? It is not what
we discover that is important, but rather that we quietthe mind and get to know
ourselves better. Another possibility for stilling the mind is to begin examining
the concept of purusa. The Upanisads locate the purusa somewhere in the
region of the heart, describing it as a small “muscle” in the heart area, in the
depths of which can be found a tiny opening shaped like a lotus bud. If we
concentrate our attention on this and look into our purusa, the mind becomes
quiet and peaceful.’

One more effective technique recommended in the Yoga Satra is to find out
about people who have experienced much suffering (duhkha) throughout their
lives, and have overcome it.5 By talking to or reading books written by such
people, we can also find out how they solved their problems, which may in turn
help us find solutions to our problems. In India there are many temples, each
with its unique story of why it was built and what tradition it follows. Standing
in front of a temple, we contemplate and investigate the meaning of the
sculptures, the symbols used, and the people who made them, and as we do this
we can discover some very moving stories. We gradually understand what a
particular symbol signifies and what real meaning it can have for us. The more
we allow ourselves to discover such things, the freer the mind becomes.

When we are in a state of confusion and agitation, it is helpful to look for the
cause within ourselves. It may be that something that arises continually and
may therefore be very familiar to us is really something we know very little
about. We can also ask ourselves where our dreams come from and what the
underlying meaning of the dreams are, or what it is that sleeps and what
happens when we wake up. Many people say that in deep, dreamless sleep we
the children, the purusas, are sleeping in the lap of the father, I§vara. An
mvestigation into deep sleep can therefore not only help us to learn more about
this state, but can also contribute to a feeling of well-being and peacefulness.
We might even ponder what makes it possible for life itself to continue. Quietly
investigating all these things can help the mind to become more still.”

But suppose none of the suggestions mentioned so far appeal to you. What
doyoudo? Youcould try a form of meditation that makes use of a visual object.
For example, you can visualize something and then reflect on what it means
to you. In India we often meditate like this on the images of gods. As we
visualize a particular god in the mind’s eye, we recite his or her name 108 or
1008 times, if we are following the tradition. We immerse ourselves in the
ideas and concepts associated with that particular god. We read poems about
the god written by our great poets; we callthe god overand overagainbyname.
This kind of meditation helps the mind to become quieter and more clear and
prepares us for dhyana, the merging of the ego with the object of meditation.
We do nothing except focus our attention on the god.

If you try this technique you should be sure that you use objects that will
actually bring peace to your mind and spirit, not ones that will cause more
distraction. There is a verse in the Yoga Sitra that says that we can meditate
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on anything we like.® But we should never lose sight of the fact that in choosing
our meditation object, we must find one that is pleasing and calming to us.

Isvarapranidhana

The most important method for removing obstacles on the way to greater
clarity is 1§varapranidhana, submission to I§vara.® The concept of
iSvarapranidhana stems from the belief that there is a spiritual being higher
than we are; we give ourselves to this higher being, believing it can help us.
We devote all the fruits of our labors to this being.

What is ISvara? First of all it is a name, a concept that, as I have said,
describes the highestdivine being. I§vara doesnot belong to the material world
(prakrti), or to the seer in us (purusa). I§vara is distinguished by these qualities:
I$vara sees all things as they are; his action is perfect; he is omniscient, the first
teacher, a source of help and support. Unlike us, I§vara is not subject to the
influence of avidya. Although he is acquainted with avidya, he remains
untouched by it, which is why he never acts wrongly, never has acted wrongly,
and never will act wrongly. Unlike us, he has never been covered with the veil
of avidya, and for this reason he can see things that we cannot see. This is why
he can lead and direct us.

I$vara does nothing that could have a negative outcome or regrettable
consequence. He is beyond the vicious cycle in which actions produce bad
effects that cause new conditioning that in turn leads to action with negative
effects. Like our purusa, I§vara sees—that is one of his greatest qualities. For
this reason, the Yoga Sitra calls him a purusa, but a very special one: viSesa
purusa. The word visesa means “extraordinary.” I§vara is extraordinary in that
he is not subject to avidya, knows no negative action that could cause regret,
and is not susceptible to duhkha, suffering. For this reason he possesses the
extraordinary ability of knowing and understanding everything. Yoga uses the
word sarvajfia to describe this special quality. Sarva means “everything,” and
Jfia translates as “to know.” I§vara is all-knowing—he knows everything
always, and at every level. This quality he alone possesses; we as human
beings do not. That is why he is the great teacher, the master who is honored
as guru. Pataiijali calls I§vara the First Guru. He is the teacher who surpasses
all others. The honor accorded him rests on the fact that he knows everything.
Anyone who calls on him says: “You who know, share your knowledge with
me!” ‘

Yoga does not describe I§vara in a particular form. If you want to have a
relationship with this being, you use a special symbol that represents him. This
symbol is the sound OM. You will not find any mention of OM in Pataiijali’s
Yoga Satra. Instead you will find the term prapava, which has the same
meaning.

Itis possible to enter into relationship with I§vara, to contact him, by reciting
the sound OM. The more we recite OM, and at the same time bearing in mind
that OM means I§vara, the more we will come to know I§vara. In the process
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of reciting OM, the mind merges into this sound symbol and the concept of
I$vara. There will then come a moment when we grow quiet and take another
step on the yoga path.

What is our relationship to I§vara? We accept him as the great teacher; we
callupon himto help us because we know thathe can. Tumning to I§vara forhelp
is called 1§varapranidhana. Yielding to ISvara is one of the ways Pataifijali
suggests for overcoming the obstacles we may encounter on our journey.!°

Unfortunately I cannot find an English word for I§vara; perhaps it is God or
the Divine Power. What is important is that yielding to this higher being is an
expression of a belief that something exists that is higher than ourselves,
something in which we can place our trust. With faith in this being, we devote
all our efforts to him and so make progress along the way. For many people,
iSvarapranidhana has no meaning. For them it is more important to find other
ways of overcoming obstacles. What is always important is that we never try
to force anything in situations where there seems at first to be no way to move.
We must just create space for ourselves, for the mind. Whether it is through
i§varapranidhana, or with the aid of breathing techniques, whether it is by
approaching a teacher or investigating our senses—whenever there is confu-
sion in our minds we must try to create space. There are many possibilties for
getting out of a difficult situation. Ways and means can always be found for
overcoming the obstacles we meet. Yoga is open to a wide variety of
approaches.

I§vara and the Sound of OM

The reasons why the audible symbol OM has been chosen to call on I§vara are
interesting indeed. With the sound OM we say everything.

If we analyze OM as it is written in Sanskrit, we see that it is made up of A,
U, M, and a symbol representing resonance. So OM has four aspects. The first
is the A, a sound that comes from the belly, is formed in the open throat, and
is voiced with the mouth open. As with many alphabets, A is the first letter of
the Sanskrit alphabet. The second aspect is the U, a sound that is formed in the
middle of the mouth. The mouth is not as wide open as it is for sounding the A.
With the third sound, M, the mouth closes. The sound rises to the nasal
passages, from where the resonance, the fourth aspect of OM, issues forth.

U stands for continuity and connection, and M is the final consonant in the
Sanskritalphabet. So getting from A to M through Urepresents everything that
can be expressed in letters and words. And everything which can be expressed
in words is ISvara. When I sound A, I must open my mouth, which stands for
the process of creation. U symbolizes the continuance of creation, which is
constantly renewing itself. M symbolizes the end and dissolution. Following
M, the sound carries on a while. This sound has no alphabetical symbol to
represent it. We can therefore say that ISvara is not only that which can be
expressed in words, but also that which cannot be expressed in words. This is
the full meaning of OM.
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The Upanisads say that Arepresentsthe waking state, U the dream state, and
Mthe state of deepdreamless sleep. The fourth state, sounded inthe resonance
following M, is samadhi. This parallel points to the one who stands behind all
four states, the only one whois truly awake: I§vara. There is One who is present
in all these states, One whonever sleeps and never dreams, One who is always
awake, always watchful, One who knows about everything and yet is beyond
everything. If I repeat OM with these ideas in the back of my mind, I will
gradually become immersed in I§vara and my mind will become so saturated
with I§vara that I will become very still. Then I can go on my way again. For
this reason, TS§varapranidhana is one of the strongest ways for dispelling the
obstacles we meet as we move forward in life.

Further Thoughts on I§vara

Q: If I try chanting OM, must I have an idea of what I§vara is?

A: Whenever we say OM, we mean I§vara. [§vara is beyond avidy3a; I§vara is
the One who has known, does know, and always will know everything. So
if I§vara can guide us, we assume we can become better. Saying OM is
actually a form of meditation in which the meditation object is a concept
with the name I§vara. AsI§vara is beyond all naturally occurring forms that
we are able to imagine, we need a symbol for it, and that symbol is OM.
When we say OM we think of it as the aural representation of I§vara.
Whenever we chant this sound we must give ourselves time for our mind
to consider what it really means.

Both the repetition of the sound (japa) and the meaning must be present
in the OM. Otherwise there is a danger that the repetition will become
mechanical. If we repeat a mantra like parrots we will not gain anything.
The meaning of the OMis important, forthe deeper we look into it, the more
we will see in it. And each new discovery will lead to another.

: Isn’t OM a Hindu symbol?

o)

A: Yes, but the Hindu OM is not written the same way as the yoga OM. We
must not confuse the two. Let me tell you a story. A few years ago I was
invited to a big international conference on yoga. On the firstday, a Muslim
yoga teacher showed me the conference brochure. On the cover was the
Hindu symbol for OM.Tturned it over and on the back was the same symbol.
Iopened it and found the same OMon every page used as a logo to separate
the announcements of the various activities and events. A number of
people were wearing T-shirts with a huge Hindu OM printed on the front
or the back.Idon’t know how many people were wearing pendants with the
same symbol on them, and there was even a dog there named OM!

I must admit I was most embarrassed by this teacher who knew India
well and was asking me the meaning of this ubiquitous display of the Hindu
OM. For us OMis not a gadget or a decoration. We regard it with the utmost
seriousness and respect.

I'suggested to the conference director that I give a lecture on the abuse
of the symbol. I explained the value of the symbol for us and talked about
the great respect and care with which we have been taught to regard it.
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I also tried to help people understand that this symbol does not belong just
to yoga, saying there had been some mistakes made in the way it was being
used at this very conference. I naively believed that my audience would
appreciate these things, but in fact some of them were so attached to their
pendants and T-shirts that they became very angry at my intervention.

I think this story exemplifies the confusion that exists between Hindu-
ism and yoga, even among teachers of yoga. The symbol OM also belongs
to the Buddhist and Jain traditions; it is not exclusive to Hinduism. To
misuse it wittingly is to act with disrespect toward all these groups.

Q: If I give myself over to the protective guidance of I§vara, what does my
purusa do? How am I to understand what you have said in the past about
purusa being the master?

A: Youhave problems and are unable to overcome certain obstacles—purusa
is certainly not in charge at this time! For this reason, you entrust yourself
to another master. Just think for a moment of a situation in which you are
having difficulties with your practice. You need help. But what kind?
Whatever form of help you get, it has only one goal—to restore your
equanimity and bring clarity to your mind. When your mind is a little
quieter, youbegin tomove again. Youdo notneed anyone to push you. The
moment you get stuck youcantry a little pranayama ordo a few asanas; that
may be enough. Yoga offers you many possibilities; foremost among them
are devotion, faith, and complete trust in I§vara.

When I discuss how the Samkhya philosophy and yoga see the relation-
ship between purusa, body, and mind, the highest entity is purusa, then the
mind, then the senses, and lastly the body. In the course of our lives this
relationship gradually becomes inverted and purusa is pushed to the
bottom. Purusa is ruled by the mind, the mind by the senses, the senses by
the body. That is our everyday situation. The aim of yoga is to turn this
process around and restore purusa to the place it really should occupy. The
real quality of the human being is that it can be guided by that something
that has the ability to perceive. That something is our purusa. The problem
is always only that we lose sight of our purusa, even forgetting that it exists.

Machines and the outside world control us completely. Yoga attempts
to restore us to our true nature, wherein purusa is the master that mind,
senses, and body obey. These three rank lower than purusa and are meant
to serve it.

Q: Ifthisis so—if all these things are meantto serve the purusa—is the purusa
then meant to serve I§vara?

A: The question you pose does not arise in yoga. There is no master-servant
relationship between purusa and I§vara. What I am trying to say is this:
someone who is attempting to improve him- or herself and suddenly cannot
make any more progress can turn to various sources and techniques for
help. Of these, one of the most important is to turn to I§vara for guidance.
By so doing there is more room, more space created in the mind, and the
clearer the mind becomes, the more chances there are for our purusa to play
itstrue role and enable us to understand our situation. I§varapranidhana can
therefore be helpful to us because only I$vara is, was, and always will be
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beyond avidya. Thatis how it is. Whether our purusa is there to serve I§vara
is irrelevant.

: Can yousay that devotion to I§vara is the best way to overcome obstacles?

: That varies from one person to another. If someone comes to me with

difficulties and I immediately say: “Why don’t you just pray?” it is very
likely that I am not responding at all appropriately to that person. Many
people would turn down a suggestion like that at once. “Don’t tell me to
pray!” they would say. “I have no time for God.” I used to be like this
myself. When I went through the Yoga Satra with my father the first time,
I'said to him: “Please don’t preach I§vara to me. I want to know about yoga.
Idon’twanttolearnhow to pray.” NowadaysIwould not say that,butIhave
not always been the way I am now.

Irepeat whatI have said before: we must teach a person what he or she
canacceptatthe time, not what we think would finally be best for them. We
do well torespect the fact that, to some people, the concept of I§vara means
nothing at all. Over the years I have had a lot to do with people who, when
they first took up yoga, had the same attitude I used to have. I don’t know
how it happens, but in the course of time their attitude toward the concept
of I§vara almost always changes. A kind of respectdevelops, and gradually
they begin to accept the existence of something that is higher than we are.
They would never have been able to accept this at the beginning of their
practice. This happens with people of very different backgrounds, and this
change almost always occurs. We cannot make devotion to I§vara a
prerequisite for starting yoga studies. To be open is essential in yoga.
Everythingisreal, but everything changes. So only when someone isready
to talk about ISvara do I ever mention the concept.



