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3 – Yoga Letter Two  
 
 While the second letter covers basic concepts, Nitya’s 
accurate depiction of them forms a solid basis for the much more 
complex investigations ahead. The older material of mine, clipped 
in in Part II covers much of this, and is fun to revisit if you’re in 
the mood. 
 Deb led us off by admiring Nitya’s ability to clearly home in 
on these various aspects of our brain and psyche that we often see 
as something we’re trapped in. The last of his five brief 
meditations, on one-pointed attention or absorption, ekagra, is a 
way to be released from our traps. 
 The text inspired a conversation about the three gunas (see 
Part II for their description), giving them a familiar hierarchical 
status, where sattva is excellent, rajas necessary evil, and tamas 
abysmal. From the unitive standpoint, this is unwarranted. The 
gunas are simply three aspects of nature, which we participate in 
all the time, with various degrees of success or failure. They are an 
attempt to depict the shape of the horizontal, practical aspect of 
life.  
 Because of this unitive treatment, Nitya has a more positive 
outlook on tamas than nearly anyone else: it’s simply the result or 
end product of our efforts. Our need as nondualists is to continue 
observing their cycling, allowing ourselves to keep being 
motivated by new insights, and bringing the most worthwhile of 
them into manifestation; not to stop participating in life as though 
it was a ghastly mistake, an inexcusable imposition on the 
unmanifested state. What we need to discover is that the nature 
modalities are not the whole story. There is more to life than 
reflected consciousness is aware of. And we don’t have to be 
aware of it as much as give it opportunities to express itself. It 



exists independently of our awareness, for the most part. 
 I brought a handful of newly-compiled Nitya quotes, and the 
first one is most apt (brahman is the Absolute, samsara the linear 
process of working through cyclic existence): 
 

As we are used to accomplishing things and obtaining desirable 
ends by our actions, we entertain the false impression that for 
the self to become brahman there has to be some kind of 
process by which the part can evolve into the whole…. This is 
not so. We are always the whole. All that we need to do is 
forget the false notion that we are anything other than brahman. 
Realization is not accomplished by a forward march but by a 
regressive dissolution. Up to the last moment you have a choice 
to skip the whole process of samsara merely by accepting the 
fact that you are the Absolute. (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 
Vol. II, 583) 

 
Andy commented that this (grounding in the Absolute) is 
something we’re constantly forgetting, as we get caught up in the 
steps of problem solving. 
 Nitya epitomizes the gunas—sattva, rajas and tamas—as 
transparency, translucency and opacity, respectively. Miki, 
motivated, perhaps, by the popular quest to become “more sattvic,” 
asked how do you maintain this state of transparency? 
 Deb responded that repeated states of absorption allow you to 
remain transparent. However, in our everyday life, the different 
modalities cycle again and again. The idea isn’t to quash them, but 
to step back and observe them. In that way we maintain 
equanimity. 
 Exuberantly, Miki spoke of her love for the spontaneity of 
absorption, how she maintains constant vigilance and awareness, 
witnessing her actions and thoughts, because to maintain that focus 
takes a very fine balance. 



 I suggested that in the Gurukula perspective, we are very 
much involved in living in the world. Periods of absorption are 
valuable, but we don’t insist on exclusive withdrawal from 
interactions. We need to reclaim sattvic clarity when we get 
bogged down in fixed states of mind that we instinctively cling to, 
imagining they are going to carry us through the muddy waters of 
our half-baked thinking. Fixed notions and conditionings impede 
the flow, as Nitya describes in the Letter: 

 
The stream of consciousness is always moving. The momentum 
of its flow is accelerated, slowed, or stilled by a certain 
dynamic that is somewhat predetermined by the quality of 
individuation that has gone into the making of each living 
organism as a separate psychophysical entity. A person’s 
hormonal flow, glandular secretion, irritability of receptors, 
synaptic resistance, latent urges, and preprogrammed pursuits 
are only a few of the known participants that go into the 
general flow of consciousness. These psychobiological factors 
can cause various kinds of eddies, whirlpools, turbulences, and 
tidal waves. This accounts for another state of consciousness: 
an interference with the mirroring, which is far from the serene, 
transparent, clear image that you had been seeing [in sattva]. 
Now you experience translucency instead of transparency, 
exaggeration instead of truth, agitation instead of serenity, 
urgency instead of peace. You cannot run away from it because 
this is a revelation of another aspect of your nature, called 
rajas. 

 
We might try to suppress these whirlpools, imagining we can stay 
put in sattva and they won’t happen. But they are part of us, and 
suppressing them builds up explosive resistance that pulls us into 
eddies even more powerfully than if we accept them. It’s true that 
perfect transparency allows the flow with the least resistance, and 



the more concrete our actions are, they more they alter and even 
choke off the flow. The Gurukula doesn’t have a set of principles 
to make the flow happen, since steppingstones can turn out very 
similar to boulders in the stream. The message, such as it is, is 
more about encouraging each person to find their own optimal 
functioning. Nitya puts this beautifully in In the Stream of 
Consciousness: 
 

Yoga is not just sitting cross-legged and freezing into a static 
corpse of the past, it is a conscious participation in the scheme 
of life. By constantly pulling ourselves out of the tendency to 
freeze, to become morbid, numb or inertial, and lose awareness, 
we make ourselves available to the meaningful vitality of the 
moment. (SOC, 31) 

 
In unitive philosophy, the meaningful vitality of the moment is not 
captured in the mirror of the gunas. It’s what else there is to our 
being. We aren’t trying to polish the mirror to make it reflect 
better, but to turn away from its limited purview to inhale the fresh 
breezes nurturing us. 
 Steven mused about the relation between absorption and 
flow, how we’ve talked about our experience of absorption as 
being timeless, where hours go by and you don’t notice the time at 
all. He wondered if consciousness is still flowing even if one has 
no sense of time? He feels flow implies time, continuity over time, 
yet absorption does have a quality of timelessness. 
 One of Nataraja Guru’s favorite philosophers, Henri Bergson, 
distinguished between duration, a kind of timeless time, and linear, 
mechanical time banged out by clocks. The flow that is liberating 
is not a mechanically derived sequence, and the more you’re tuned 
into duration, the more of that flow is happening, even though 
externalities are not taking place. Mechanical time is identifiable, 
while duration is present when we aren’t paying attention to time 



at all. This state is something we all experience quite often, but 
don’t single it out as particularly special, unless we happen to be a 
philosopher. 
 I read a rather silly article on flow the day of the class, with a 
modern take on how important going with the flow is. There are 
the beginnings of nosing into an important topic in it, including the 
flow’s relation to one-pointed concentration. As usual, though, the 
experiments are done with college students, so the ideal flow turns 
out to be… Video games! We adults surely have more 
personalized flows available to us, but check out the relation of the 
gist with our discussion: https://getpocket.com/explore/item/why-
does-experiencing-flow-feel-so-good-a-communication-scientist-
explains?utm_source=pocket-newtab  
In fact, I do feel the flow when doing dishes, but that’s not true for 
most people. It is for Mr. Natural, though: 
http://rcrumb.blogspot.com/2011/11/r-crumbs-latest-serigraph-
edition-mr.html . (Click on the image.) 
 Deb spoke of the Absolute as the source of life, generating 
the four-dimensional reality that seems so real to us. In ekagra you 
see through that construct. Absorption takes us away from all those 
small constructions that make separate entities. 
 Andy steered us away from some ancient dualistic notions 
that overlap into the present, and are still being batted around, 
reminding us that Guru Nitya was a nondualistic Vedantin, while 
the Sankhya and Yoga systems are dualistic, separating nature and 
its witness. Vedanta offers the reconciliation of those two aspects 
into one all-encompassing Absolute. As in the earlier quote from 
the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, Nitya approaches Yoga as a 
Vedantin, so there’s a deemphasis on getting somewhere else, 
since you are already there. 
 Andy’s right: the Vedantic concept is where we’re coming 
from in this class, and although we recognize duality without 



animus, it can be synthesized into a globally-inclusive 
appreciation. In his Gita, Nitya makes the distinction: 
 

Devotion or practice in the Gita is not to be confused with 
indications in such texts as the Nārada Bhakti Sūtras and 
Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras, which should be looked upon as 
darśanas (distinct systematic visions of reality) on their own, 
with very little in common with the pure contemplation of the 
Absolute which is implied in this chapter (XII). (Gita, 287) 

 
This topic is neatly expressed in a novel I read recently: “What you 
already have is better than what you so desperately seek.” – 
Anthony Doerr, Cloud Cuckoo Land. 
 Deb mused that we need to think of the Absolute as 
something dynamic, and we can’t ever find a box to put it in. 
We’re good at making boxes and being boxed in by them. By 
unifying we enable utter absorption and dynamic flow. 
 After more discussion on how to become more sattvic, I 
reiterated that we are being made aware of the gunas so we won’t 
be caught up in them. We’re not trying to identify with them, but 
to rediscover what is in us that is other than them. Deb added that 
Nitya took many pains to disabuse us of the idea that one guna was 
better. Sattva is not the deep inner self; we want to move to deeper 
grounding in the Absolute. 
 All you need to know: the idea of becoming more sattvic 
feeds the ego like nothing else. 
 Andy is sure we’ve all had the experience that our 
consciousness is greater than just our thoughts, and I added that’s 
why we want to stop looking in the mirror and see what else we 
have going for us. 
 Based on this, Miki rephrased her original question: how do 
you go beyond the mirror? How do you maintain that space, that 
light and lightness, that equanimity? 



 Andy pointed out that Nitya is talking about how there is 
something a priori in us, and nothing is needed to construct it.  
 This is what the Stream of Consciousness quote is trying to 
tell us: we keep freezing ourselves in our conceptions; we are 
driven by peer pressure to hang on to them and be static, and in the 
process we tune out the meaningful vitality of the moment. 
 Susan proposed there is a difference between being fully 
absorbed and being in meditation, and she found some agreement. 
Deb was adamant, however, maintaining they are the same.  
 Whatever we get absorbed in is a meditation, and that can 
and should happen at all times. Meditation, of which there are 
millions of versions, is but one broad category of skills, like sports 
or the arts. It doesn’t matter that partisans attribute all sorts of 
magical effects to their favorite meditation. All require 
concentration and dedication; practice if you will. You have to get 
into them, and then you see what comes of it. 
 Steven proposed another way to think of the difference, that 
there are two fundamental philosophies about dharma. One leads in 
the direction of renunciation and one is more involved in the 
world. This is essentially the scheme of the vertical and horizontal 
aspects, as conceived by Nataraja Guru. Practice, with its many 
implications, applies to the horizontal world of skills and 
comprehensions. Vertical unfolding takes place despite our efforts. 
I asked, how does a one-year-old become a four-year-old? Not by 
having a program to follow (though these days they might be roped 
into one), but by the natural development of their inner potentials. 
No two experience the same set of influences, though there are 
age-appropriate activities they may roughly share. The point is the 
“flow” occurs as this natural process of development. It’s growth, 
but not managed growth. If it is managed, many important factors 
will be omitted, tending toward narrow-mindedness and limited 
skill sets. 
 Steven put in a word for cognitive behavioralism, how 



modern-day behavioral therapies are coming to same conclusion: 
that you step back from entrapment. It’s a similar to vision of 
identifying with the Self rather than the changing modalities of 
mind. 
 I suggested we should be careful not to overlay our 
horizontal behavior onto our vertical development. It’s admirable 
to perfect our horizontal activities, but this class is helping us to go 
with the flow of vertical growth, the unfolding of our dharma. 
 To emphasize this, Deb read out the last part of Don Berry’s 
Foreword to Nitya’s Psychology of Darsanamala: 
 

As in all Nitya’s works, Psychology of Darsana Mala is 
infused with his characteristic compassion for the student. His 
commentary and examination are never merely for the sake of 
intellectual fancy. His eye is always on direct realization of the 
unitive life, approached through the mind but not grasped by it. 
 

Deb went on: the point of the work is to help us realize our inner 
being. We don’t want to make detours hither and yon; we’re trying 
to get back to the goal of direct realization of unitive life. Anything 
handled well can be enlightening and unburdening, and Nitya’s 
guidance can help us get the most out of it. 
 Anita talked about a recent time visiting her family, when she 
became a witness more than a participant. She observed everyone’s 
behavior, and how they pricked one another, the themes running 
through. She was relaxed and let it go by, without needing to 
intervene. Problems didn’t irritate her. 
 Witnessing is a good word for what we’ve been talking 
about, despite its overuse. If we step back, we can still be part of 
what’s going around us, even while we’re detached from it. To get 
there we have to stop rigidly viewing situations from a 
predetermined attitude. We can open to flow of life if we let go of 
inflexible belief systems. 



 Steven noted the paradox of attempting to do something that 
is more about letting go, letting something emerge. He finds that 
paying attention to breathing helps him with this. It’s a way 
intentionality can lead you to what is already there, allowing you to 
see what is already the case, and get in touch with the dynamic 
flow of being. 
 Bill concluded by saying that Patanjali doesn’t so much set 
out a program as present the entire picture, and then leaves it open 
to how we want to pursue it. 
 The class was its own demonstration of flow, showing how 
the intentional interactions and thought-sharing of a small group 
can create an environment of expansiveness and quiet joy. Like 
meditation, this is something we can carry with us always, not 
consigning it to special occasions. 
 
Part II 
 
From the old notes, 6/3/8: 
 
 The bulk of the second Letter deals with the three gunas, 
sattva, rajas and tamas. The analogy of the clear, polished mirror 
for sattva, a distorted one for rajas, and a shattered or opaque one 
for tamas should be familiar to anyone who has studied Vedanta 
for any length of time. Then Nitya adds a new wrinkle that is very 
helpful in the upcoming Yoga study. He likens our consciousness 
to watching a movie in a theater. While we all know theoretically 
that there is a light shining through a film that is projected on a 
screen in front of us, very quickly we become absorbed in the play 
of colors and their interaction, and forget that it’s all make believe. 
In this instance, sattva is akin to looking on dispassionately, rajas 
is when we are emotionally involved and taking sides, and tamas is 
the parts where we are confused, lost, or else the film breaks. 



 While a little less apt than the mirror image in terms of 
representing the gunas, the movie analogy is awesome regarding 
the outward projection of our being as what we call life. 
Consciousness is the light, samskaras and vasanas (memories and 
genetic propensities) are the film, our physicality is the projector 
with its focusing and directing apparatus, and the screen is the 
dharmakshetra—the field of meaning—the battlefield where it all 
plays out. At the outset of this study we are learning to see 
ourselves as sitting in the auditorium bearing witness to the whole 
setup rather than simply imagining ourselves as an inextricable 
part of the action onscreen. 
 Much of the sharing in the class discussion involved seeing 
how the alternation of the gunas takes place in actuality. Once you 
are aware of it, you begin to see it all over the place! The artists 
provided the clearest example. First they have a vision or 
inspiration (sattva). Then to make it actual, materials must be 
gathered and skills cultivated and time spent (rajas). Soon an actual 
piece of art appears in the world, to instruct, inspire or amuse 
others as well as the artist, who after all could have been content 
with the vision alone. At the end of the process is the solid object 
(tamas), that can be hung on a wall or stored in a basement. Many 
factors converge to determine whether it is displayed in the Louvre 
to enjoy a long life or humbly retires to the discard pile. Or as 
Scotty said, decorates someone’s bathroom.  
 Eugene stressed that the gunas overlap and appear 
simultaneously, that they aren’t clear and distinct very often. This 
is true—in a sense they are all encapsulated in every item of 
interest or activity. Often one dominates, but they are still mixed 
together. Only the philosopher or the yogi takes the time to 
discriminate what’s what. The value of examining the process is in 
not getting stuck, especially in the more static end of things, where 
despair and depression often lurk. While these are meant to be 



stimuli to a new round of inspiration, they all too often become 
traps or ends in themselves. 
 All three gunas are important and essential to a healthy, 
happy life. The Gurukula is unusual in embracing all of them as 
equal aspects of existence, while also teaching the ability to stand 
apart as an untrammeled witness. Many schools stress becoming 
sattvic and minimizing rajas and tamas, which can lead to 
monkhood and dissociation with life. Our aim is to bring light to 
an active, engaged span of days. We want our efforts to have 
effects, and to accomplish things. There are trillions of potentials 
to be actualized before the universe gets boring. We are here to 
enjoy, not to pack up and leave the minute our feelings get hurt. 
 Deb talked about how witnessing and sattva are not the same, 
though similar. The difference is subtle, as between an actual state 
and a reflected one in a mirror. But witnessing stands apart from 
all three gunas, as the Gita repeatedly stresses. Sattva immediately 
becomes rajasic when action enters the picture, but sattva is still an 
embroiled condition, the opening stage of yet another movie or 
drama. Witnessing doesn’t give birth to action, it is only a 
detached observer. When it joins the fray it has been caught in the 
gunas yet again, and is no longer detached. 
 Anita led us to a discussion of how our vasanas and/or 
samskaras produce the artistic inspiration of sattva. She likes to 
make collages, and had started one with a picture with a certain 
structural pattern. Seemingly at random she next chose a very 
different picture and began trimming it with her scissors. What was 
the connection? She couldn’t for the life of her see any. They were 
totally different. She kept cutting, even though she was mystified. 
And then, voila! Suddenly she had cut away enough to reveal the 
same pattern in the second as the first picture. Her conscious mind 
hadn’t been aware of it, but some part of her had perceived the 
connection nonetheless. 



 We go through life like that, only that we can go for years 
without seeing the golden thread of connection that our very 
beingness is spinning the web of our life from. Even if we don’t 
see the goal to which our steps are leading us, we can learn to have 
faith that the Mystery is benign, and that we will be much inspired 
by it and delight in the whole game of unfoldment. Instead of 
being fearful that we have to make everything happen based on our 
very limited ordinary awareness, we can trust in a much more vast 
context of which we are an integral part. Knowing this, we can 
participate rather than force the issue, harmonize rather than clash. 
From the eager discussion that ensued, it seems the group has 
made considerable progress in precisely this arena of integration 
with what we habitually call the Absolute. 
 
* * * 
 
From my online class participation, 2008: 
 
 Shifting abruptly from one thought to another reminds me 
that the mind is like a gyroscope: it tends to continue moving in the 
direction it’s already moving, and resists a change of outlook. 
Unlike a gyroscope, it gets easier with practice, however. 
 The mind is like a drunken monkey. It’s very hard to control, 
but this class should help a lot. Remember that we are seeking a 
dynamic stillness, not the stillness of no movement. A bicycle 
wheel is a type of gyroscope, but once it stops going around it no 
longer serves as one, and it’s much easier to fall over if you happen 
to be riding on it. We want to keep easy cruising that resembles 
riding a bicycle, but reduce the wobble, the erratic swerving that 
threatens to crash us into a tree or a bus. For that we have to keep 
moving. The wheels will do it by themselves if we don’t panic and 
disrupt their functioning. 



 Nitya’s commentary includes an image that blew my mind 
the first time I read it, and still packs a punch. He describes us as 
being like a movie theater where we sit watching a projection on a 
screen. We have become so absorbed in the play of light and 
shadow and sound in front of us that we have forgotten who and 
where we are. We are almost totally unaware of the mechanism 
that sends the light of awareness through the film of our recorded 
memories to project the experience we’re having. We forget we 
can get up and walk out whenever we want. We forget that the 
people on the screen don’t really die, that it’s all make-believe, a 
tale told by an idiot. By becoming mesmerized, we shrink our 
infinite set of possibilities down to comport with the limits of the 
story we’re witnessing. 
 As to sattva, rajas and tamas, these are an interesting and 
important scheme for observing our behavior. There are some 
subtleties we might get into later on about them, but for now, 
here’s a simple version. Most of my projects reflect the rotation of 
the gunas. First I have a vision of something I’d like to do, a house 
repair, garden project, save the world, yoga study, what-have-you. 
The initial inspiration is sattvic, in other words, pure and untainted 
by any actualities. It’s an ideal. Then a lot of planning and 
busywork go into carrying out the vision. This is the rajasic stage, 
where the vision is actualized. Most of the hum of daily life is 
rajasic. There are always frustrating elements that complicate any 
project. If they cause me to quit, or else after I finish, the project 
enters the tamasic, completed, stage. Pretty soon I will take it for 
granted, even though all through the process I have been trying to 
keep the sattvic aspect alive by show and tell with friends, or 
reminding myself of the original inspiration that got me into it. So 
tamas is both an achievement and a deadening or fixing of the 
living experience. It has a bad name because it’s associated with 
depression and the freezing of potential, but it is by no means only 



negative. It’s a mark that something actually got done, against all 
odds. 
 When I hear a new piano piece I want to learn to play, it’s 
because it has given me a spiritual moment of ecstasy and I want to 
repeat that experience and also share it with whoever might like to 
have a similar experience. Then I have to find the music and spend 
years learning how to get my fingers to bring out the beauty of it. 
After awhile my interest flags and I put it aside. Then, even months 
or years later, I feel a new inspiration and renew my efforts to learn 
the piece, followed by a rest when synaptical connections are 
consolidated. This cycle of the gunas repeats all the time in my 
musical life. 
 We are already happy in our core, though happiness is a 
loaded term. It’s more like what we are is perfection, but that 
perfection can be overlaid by cycles of ups and downs, happiness, 
sadness, despair, boredom, confusion, excitement, etc. The Gita 
counsels us to stand above and beyond such cycles, even as we 
participate in them. Easier said than done!  
 The importance of recognizing sattva, rajas and tamas is to 
come to know that our happiness is not inextricably pegged to our 
accomplishments. The gunas are nothing but the general patterns in 
which light dances on the screen of our movie theater. Our state of 
mind is independent of their influence, or should be, because they 
don’t actually cause happiness or misery. We project our state of 
mind onto the screen, and then imagine it is undergoing changes up 
there. It’s possible to forget which (or who) is the source. The 
Yoga Sutras teach us to turn away from the screen so we can 
perceive our true Self, sitting right in our seat, munching popcorn 
(or vadas). 
 


