A Fine Balance

Dean Lerner

“Compared to an enlightened Master, you are all in
spiritual kindergarten!” More than 20 years ago with this

humbling pronouncement, Smt. Geeta Iyengar made it
clear to those of us in her class that we were just begin-
ning our inward, yogic journey. Learning how to place
the hands in adhomukha svanasana was just a starting point. Learning to take a slow,
deep breath was another stage. As students of Iyengar Yoga, we have all taken these first
steps which, knowingly or not, are the foundation to a disciplined, discriminating and
reflective mind. Developing these qualities of mind, we can further investigate and pene-
trate into the depth of yoga and of ourselves. Yoga recognizes five integrated sheaths or
layers of our being called kosas. As each sheath affects the other, a patient, tolerant mind
and a compassionate, loving heart are keys to the integration and balance of our being,

Let us look at one aspect of the kosa just “below the surface” - the pranamaya kosa or
the energy body. Shri BKS Iyengar explains in Light on Life that our emotional body is
part of and found within the energy body (pranamaya kosa). Interwoven in the fabric of
our mind are emotional disturbances. These emotional disturbances - lust, pride and
obsession, anger, hatred, and greed are afflictive in nature because they undermine our
experience of inner peace and they create suffering. We tend to view them as an integral
part of our mind about which we can do very little. Failing to recognize their destructive
potential, we do not see the need to challenge them, and hence ultimately we even nur-
ture or reinforce them. They are the bases of anxiety, depression, confusion, and stress -
features of our modern life style. When we act under their influence we become oblivi-
ous to the destructive impact our actions have on others or even ourselves.

One of these emotions, anger, is especially worth our attention. In some Eastern
health systems, anger is considered a primary source of illness including high blood pres-
sure, sleeplessness and degenerative disorders — a view now increasingly accepted in
allopathic medicine. Under the influence of an angry outburst we may lose a precious
commodity, presence of mind or the capacity for discriminative awareness. We may give
our fellow companions qualities or characteristics which are disproportionate to reality
and forget they are like us in so many ways. We might harm others. I refer you to the
morning paper to emphasize my point.

Years ago when driving my then young children to school, I lost my temper at their
rambunctious behavior. I yelled at them quite thunderously. They immediately cowered
together, and then after a few moments burst into laughter. “What’s so funny?” I roared
becoming more irritated. “You look funny when you are mad,” they replied. A glance in
the rear view mirror revealed a red and menacing face. Our emotions can change the way

we physically look (anatomical body or
annamaya kosa). 1 did look funny. Upon
reflection one can observe another effect
of anger, a sense of power over others
(asmita /ego - the mental body /
manomaya kosa). Conversely, an intuitive
feeling from deeper within (conscience -
the intellectual body / vijnanamaya kosa)
may help one realize that verbal violence
and invoking fear are harmful to both the
giver and the receiver. What type of par-
ent did I want to be?

Anger arises when things are not going
the way we want, when we are thinking of
ourselves first. You can feel anger rise like
a volcano. However, if we pause and
think of others and their perspective,
anger may dissipate and a potentially
harmful exchange may be avoided. To get
rid of anger does not mean to deny our
feelings. There is an important distinction
to make between denial and restraint.
Restraint constitutes a deliberate and vol-
untary adopted discipline based on
appreciation of the benefits of doing so.
This is different from suppressing emo-
tions like anger to present a facade of
self-control or from fear of what others
will think.

If we are to graduate from spiritual
kindergarten, we must cultivate our intel-
ligence.

We should, as Guruiji says, “pose and
repose” both in asana and our mental
postures. In this manner we can begin to
bring harmony and peace to our whole
being. m
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