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Yoga is the settling of the mind into stillness. Then the one who sees 

rests in its own nature.

A plain rendering of the second and third threads of Patanjali’s 

Yoga Sutras.



Disclaimer
This book is for general education and self-understanding. It is 

not medical or psychological advice, and it is not a substitute for 

diagnosis or treatment by a qualified professional. Nothing in it is 

intended to treat, cure, or prevent any condition.

The practices described here are contemplative practices, not 

clinical interventions. For most people they are safe. For some 

people, in some conditions, they are not the right tool and can 

make things worse. If you are dealing with depression, anxiety, 

bipolar disorder, trauma, an eating disorder, psychosis, or any 

other significant mental or physical health concern, please work 

with a qualified professional, and treat anything in this book as 

something to discuss with them rather than as a replacement for 

their care.

If you are in crisis or thinking about harming yourself, please 

reach out now. Contact your local emergency number or crisis 

line. This matters more than any practice in these pages.
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A Note Before You Read
Before the introduction, three things about how to read this book.

On tradition and remaking. This book takes practices and 

ideas from Hindu and Buddhist philosophy (especially Patanjali’s 

Yoga Sutras) and reads them through modern psychology and 

neuroscience. That move costs something: strip out the meta

physics and you get something useful but flatter. Brahmacharya 

as “right use of energy” loses its original depth; surrender to the 

divine is not quite the same as accepting what you cannot control. 

The fuller statement is in the back matter; for now just know it 

upfront. What follows is useful as far as it goes, and it is not the 

whole territory; the living traditions that birthed these ideas are 

still here, and carry dimensions this book simplifies away.

On what science can show. This book draws on neuroscience 

and psychology to show where modern research and ancient 

practice converge: where, for instance, what meditators report 

about their own minds maps onto what brain scans reveal. This 

convergence is real and worth knowing. What it does not do 

is prove the Sutras’ metaphysical claims. That the default-mode 

network quiets during meditation does not prove there is a pure 

awareness underneath it all. That approach and avoidance sys

tems shape behavior does not settle whether Patanjali’s analysis 

of the kleshas is cosmically true. A brain correlate of an experience 

is not the same as proof of what the experience means. This book 

tries to stay on that line, but it is worth knowing where the line is.

On who is speaking, and how this was made. I write as a 

practitioner, not a guru, reporting what I have found and what 

the research says about it. The substance here comes from my 

own notes and my own practice; I used AI tools to help draft and 
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A NOTE BEFORE YOU READ

organize it into prose, then edited it and checked every claim 

against its source. I stand behind the claims and the citations, and 

the errors that remain are mine. None of that asks for your trust: 

read closely, notice where claims are hedged and where they are 

not, test the practices yourself, and trust your own experience 

over mine. That is the method this book asks you to use anyway, 

and it applies to the book itself. The fuller account is in the back 

matter.

With those three things clear: the path ahead is real, the map is 

useful, and you are invited to walk it and see.

On the companion books. This is the deep, personal walk of 

one path, Patanjali’s eight limbs, through the lens of a restless 

mind. Two later books sit beside it. The Practical Yoga Sutras is 

the complete manual to the whole of Patanjali’s text, every limb 

and all four chapters, checked against the evidence. The Long 

Argument is the wider map of the six schools of Hindu philosophy 

this path sits inside. You do not need either to use this one.
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Introduction
This is a book about the restless mind: the one that will not settle 

when you finally lie down, that keeps working long after there 

is anything left to be done about anything, and that costs some 

people sleep, peace, and years. I have spent enough time on the 

loud end of it to want a way out that actually works, and this book 

is the one I found.

It is built on an old text and a new science, held together 

honestly.

A word first on “clear seeing,” because you will meet it through

out and it needs grounding. Clear seeing is not mystical. It is the 

capacity to look at what is actually in front of you (your own mind, 

a circumstance, another person) without the distorting filter of 

fear, desire, habit, or self-image. It is noticing the thought about 

yourself without identifying as the thought. It is recognizing 

what you actually control versus what you don’t. It is seeing the 

impulse toward grasping before you move, seeing the impulse 

toward aversion before you react. When the mind is clouded by 

these overlays, you cannot see clearly, and you mistake your own 

projection for reality. The path trains this capacity because clear 

seeing is both the method and the point: the method of change, 

and the point of the path itself. There is a circularity in that worth 

naming: if clear seeing is both the tool and the goal, the path can 

always re-describe a doubt as something not yet seen. I try to 

guard against it by keeping outside checks (how you function in 

ordinary life, and the eyes of people who know you) as standards 

the practice is not allowed to define away.

There is an old yogic principle that names the engine of the 

whole thing: awareness precedes control. You cannot govern 
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INTRODUCTION

what you cannot see. The proof runs both ways: when a dentist 

numbs your tongue and you lose awareness of it, you lose control 

of it too; control returns only when sensation does. So the first 

move is never to force the mind into line. It is to see it clearly. 

Control follows seeing, not the other way around. This is why the 

book is named for the one who notices: noticing is not a prelim

inary to the work, it is the work.

The old text is Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, compiled in India 

around sixteen hundred years ago, which lays out an eight-part 

path for doing exactly one thing: settling the restless mind so that 

what you actually are can be seen underneath it. Not the yoga of 

postures, which is one small part of the system, but a complete 

and sequenced method that runs from how you live, through the 

body and the breath, into attention, and finally into stillness. I 

practice this path. It is the part of this book I can speak to from 

the inside.

One honest framing before we start, because it will save you 

from a misunderstanding that makes people quit. The eight-limb 

path is one of four classical roads to the same summit, not the 

only one. The tradition recognized that different temperaments 

need different routes: the path of devotion for the devotional, the 

path of selfless action for the doers, the path of knowledge for 

the intellectuals, and the systematic eight-limb path, the one this 

book follows, for those who want a sequenced method they can 

practice step by step. There is an old line that meditation is like 

cuisine: mindfulness is French food, considered by much of the 

world the height of sophistication, but Japanese and Indian and 

Mexican cooking are radically different and none is simply better. 

If the eight limbs do not fit you, that is information about you, not 

a verdict on the path.

The new science is modern psychology and neuroscience, 

which arrived at strikingly similar territory by a completely dif

ferent route, with no meditation and no Sanskrit, just observation 

and experiment. Again and again, what the contemplatives de

scribed by looking inward lines up with what researchers found 
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THE ONE WHO NOTICES

by looking outward. That overlap is real, and it is the engine of 

this book.

But I want to be honest about what I am not doing, because the 

thing I am avoiding is the most common move in this entire genre. 

I am not going to tell you that the ancients secretly knew modern 

science, that the Sutras predicted neuroscience, that a brain scan 

proves the tradition true. That move is mostly false, and it is intel

lectually lazy, and it makes the tradition depend on a laboratory 

for its worth. What I will do instead is set the two side by side and 

follow whichever one actually sees a given problem better. On the 

nature of suffering and the shape of practice, the tradition usually 

leads. On the mechanics of the body, the breath, and attention, 

the science usually leads. And where they genuinely disagree, 

which they sometimes do, I will say so, because the disagreements 

are where you learn something neither could teach alone. Con

vergence is only worth anything if I am willing to show you the 

divergence too.

A word on the metaphysics, since this is where books like this 

usually ask you to believe things. I am not going to. The frame

works in here, the layered self, the life-energy of the breath, the 

idea of a pure awareness underneath the mind, are powerful tech

nologies for living, and I treat them as exactly that. Whether the 

cosmology behind them is literally true is a question I hold open, 

and you are free to hold it open too. You do not have to accept any 

metaphysical claim as literally true to use a practice in this book, 

though some practices ask you to adopt their working picture for 

the duration, the way you follow the rules of a game while you are 

playing it. The practices work, or do not work, on their own terms, 

in your own experience, which is the main court that matters 

here, even if, as later chapters admit, your own experience can 

sometimes mislead you too.

You also need to hear, before anything else, that not all suffer

ing is the mind’s restlessness to be practiced with. Some of it is 

a medical condition, and for a medical condition these practices 

are the wrong tool, sometimes a harmful one. The third chapter is 
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INTRODUCTION

about telling the difference, and the disclaimer before this intro

duction is not boilerplate. If several signs point toward something 

clinical, the first move is a professional, not a practice. Clear 

seeing, which is what this whole path trains, includes knowing 

when to put the book down and call a doctor.

About the voice. I write mostly in a plain, impersonal register, 

with a light “I” that shows up to mark something as my own find

ing rather than a rule, or to admit where I still get it wrong. I am 

not a guru and I have no interest in being one. I am a fellow prac

titioner reporting what I have found useful, what the research 

says about it, and where the honest edges are. When I say “I have 

found,” I mean it literally, and when I do not know something, 

which happens often in the last chapters, I say that too.

Here is how to use the book. It follows the path from the outside 

in (how you live, then the body and breath, then attention, then 

meditation and what lies past it) with a map and a safety chapter 

first and a chapter on the hard parts near the end. That order is for 

teaching; in practice the limbs run together rather than in a strict 

line, as the daily-system chapter explains. Every chapter closes 

with one concrete practice. You do not need to do all of them, 

and trying to will guarantee you do none. Pick the one limb that 

meets you where you are, choose its smallest practice, and hold 

it for a season, doing it consistently while letting go of how fast it 

works. That last instruction, steady practice plus a loose grip on 

results, is the method the whole book runs on, and it is in here 

early because nothing else takes without it.

This book will not fix everything, and I would distrust any book 

that promised it would. The mind does not go quiet because you 

read about it. What changes, slowly, with practice, is your rela

tionship to the noise: the grooves loosen, and you stop mistaking 

every passing thought for yourself. You learn, in small repeatable 

moments, to be the one who notices rather than the one swept 

along. That is not nothing; on this path it turns out to be a great 

deal.
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THE ONE WHO NOTICES

So pick one limb, one practice, one season, and begin. The map 

was only ever for the walking.
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Start Here
If you have come to this book because something is loud right 

now, do not start at the beginning and read your way in. That is 

the right way to understand the path, but it is the wrong way to get 

help when you are hurting, and you can always come back for the 

rest. For now, pick one entry point, the one that matches whatever 

is loudest, and start there.

If your nights are loud and you cannot sleep, start with the 

breath. Read Chapter 8, learn the long slow exhale, and use it 

tonight.

If you are wound tight with worry through the day, start with 

the breath and the senses together, Chapters 8 and 9: the long 

exhale to settle the body, and a little less coming in through the 

gates.

If your attention is shredded and you cannot hold a thought, 

start by reclaiming the senses, Chapter 9, and change the envi

ronment before you blame your willpower.

If your life feels chaotic and you are exhausted, start with the 

body floor, Chapter 7 (sleep and movement and daylight) because 

nothing built on a rotting floor will hold.

If you are stuck in self-criticism, start with non-harm turned 

inward and self-compassion, Chapter 5, and learn to put down the 

second arrow.

If you cannot start anything at all, start with discipline and 

action-before-motivation, Chapters 6 and 13: the five-minute 

version done before the feeling arrives.

And if you are in real darkness, or you are not sure whether 

what you carry is something a practice can touch or something 

clinical, start with Chapter 3 first. That chapter is about telling 
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THE ONE WHO NOTICES

the difference, and it matters more than where you would rather 

begin.

Wherever you enter, hold it with the two wings: do it consis

tently, and let go of how fast it works.

If this is a hard moment right now, turn to The Acute Card, 

which follows. To find a specific tool later, use the Practice Index 

in the back matter, and the Season Planner there will help you 

turn one limb into a season.
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The Acute Card
For a bad moment: two in the morning, a surge of panic, a mind 

that has you. You do not have to read this. Just do the first thing.

First, the breath. Start here, every time. The long slow 

exhale is safe for anyone and it works when nothing else can reach 

you.

• The physiological sigh. Two inhales through the nose, the second 

stacked on top of the first, then one long slow exhale through 

the mouth. Repeat a handful of times.

• Then slow breathing. Make the out-breath longer than the in-

breath: roughly in for four, out for six. Stay with it a few minutes. 

You are not negotiating with the mind; you are pulling a physical 

lever, and the body will follow.

Then, name the kind of thought. Silently label what the mind 

is doing: remembering, planning, worrying. Then return to the 

breath. You are not trying to stop the thought; you are stepping 

onto the bank instead of being in the river.

Then, put down the second arrow. The first arrow is the hard 

thing itself. The second is you attacking yourself for being hit. 

Stop firing it. Speak to yourself the way a good coach would: this 

is hard, this will pass, I am here with you.

• If you may be in danger, reach out now; this comes before 

any practice.

• Anywhere: findahelpline.com or befrienders.org will route 

you to your country’s crisis line, or call your local emergency 

number.

If you cannot tell whether you are in danger, that uncertainty 

is itself a reason to reach out. You do not have to be sure. Let 

someone else help you see clearly.
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PART ONE: THE MAP

This first part is the map, not the walking. Before any practice, it 

lays out four things: what the problem actually is, where suffering 

comes from, when to set the book aside and see a doctor, and the 

method that governs everything after. I put the practices off for 

years, partly because I skipped this groundwork and then could 

not understand why nothing held. So we start here.
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Chapter 1: The Restless Mind

A mind with nothing to do rarely rests. Left alone, it drifts to 

the unfinished conversation, the worry that is not yet due, the 

running commentary that narrates and judges and rehearses. For 

a lot of people this is loudest at night, when there is nothing left to 

push against and the only thing still moving is the mind. I know 

it best in that form myself: nothing is wrong, the day is over, and 

the mind has decided this is the hour to work.

This is the condition the book is about, so it is worth naming 

before we try to do anything with it. The trouble is not that we 

have thoughts. It is that the thoughts tend to have us.

Patanjali opens the Yoga Sutras, around sixteen hundred years 

ago, with a definition I keep returning to for how little it wastes. 

In the second line he says that yoga is the stilling of the turnings 

of the mind. Chitta is the mind in the wide sense, the whole field 

of mental activity. A vritti is a turning, a fluctuation, the way wind 

moves over water. Nirodha is the settling of it. Yoga, by this defin

ition, is not a posture. It is what happens when the water goes still.

In the next line he says the part that took me longest to under

stand. When the turnings settle, you rest as what you are. The rest 

of the time you are identified with the turnings, taking yourself 

to be the movement. You are not the thoughts; you are the one in 

whom the thoughts occur. At two in the morning that can sound 

like wordplay. In practice, slowly, it became the most useful dis

tinction I know.

He sorts the turnings into kinds, and the list is humbling. The 

mind turns through correct knowledge, error, imagination, sleep, 

and memory. Even accurate thoughts are still turnings. Even 

being right is the water moving. The aim is not better thoughts 
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THE ONE WHO NOTICES

but knowing the stillness underneath them, which is part of why 

thinking your way to peace tends not to work. You are using the 

water to calm the water.

There is a reason the mind reaches for thoughts the way it does. 

The food of the mind is thinking; an unoccupied mind is a hungry 

one, and what it most wants to avoid is not pain but boredom, 

the state of having no stimulus to chew on. This is why the loops 

arrive in the quiet hours. Lying in bed with nothing coming in, the 

mind goes looking for something to process, and if nothing good 

is on offer it will reach for the worry, the regret, the half-finished 

argument, the way a person with nothing in the house will eat 

whatever is left in the cupboard. The restless mind at midnight is 

not malfunctioning. It is feeding.

Neuroscience came at something similar from the other direc

tion, not by sitting still but by watching. When a person is not 

focused on a task, a particular set of brain regions becomes active. 

Researchers call it the default mode network, and it is roughly 

the network of self. It runs when we think about ourselves, replay 

the past, rehearse the future, and track our standing with other 

people. It is the system most active in the wandering, self-refer

ential mind. It is tempting to call it “the self,” and I will sometimes 

use that shorthand, but it is a label to be careful with, for reasons 

I come back to below.

There is a useful detail here that doubles as reassurance. In 

some states this self-network does not merely run, it gets stuck 

on, looping inward and refusing to hand control to the parts of 

the brain that could change the subject. When that happens, no 

amount of being told “look on the bright side” lands, because 

the circuit is turned inward and cannot easily take in the outside 

world. That is not a failure of willpower or gratitude; it is a circuit 

doing too much. There is a striking sign that this is machinery 

and not character: the anesthetic ketamine, a supervised medical 

treatment, can lift a depressed mood within hours and is associ

ated with changes in this same network (though its mechanism is 

debated and broader than the network alone) then wears off over 
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CHAPTER 1:THE RESTLESS MIND

days. A medical intervention can shift the state for a while. The in

terest of the contemplative path is that sustained practice seems 

to turn the dial down and keep it there: not by flipping a switch 

but by slowly retraining the system. In the tradition’s language, 

training non-attachment, vairagya, is in part the systematic work 

of teaching this self-network to quiet down.

In some people, in some states, that inward wandering hard

ens into rumination, the repetitive churning over distressing 

thoughts, and the brooding kind of it tracks with depression. The 

current picture, and I want to be honest that it is not a clean one, 

is that in depression this self-network tends to bind more tightly 

to itself and to hand control less easily to the parts of the brain 

that could change the subject. The mind not only drifts toward the 

painful, it gets stuck there. Most of the evidence points this way, 

though not every study agrees, so I would not lean on it harder 

than that.

A distinction worth carrying from here on: anxiety is the 

future-focused mind and depression is the past-focused mind. 

Anxious thought leans forward, predicting a consequence that 

has not happened yet; even when it seems to be about yesterday, 

the live wire is tomorrow’s fallout. Depressive thought leans back, 

into regret and a story about who you are that the past has sup

posedly settled. The cruel twist is that the depressed future does 

not feel uncertain the way the anxious one does. It feels like a 

sure thing, already determined by who you have decided you are. 

Naming which direction your mind is leaning is itself a small act 

of clear seeing.

There is a genuine overlap in observation. The untrained mind 

does not rest, its baseline is motion, and most of that motion is 

about the self. The yogi with closed eyes is observing this directly. 

The researcher reading a scan is observing the machinery of 

self-referential mind. But these are not the same thing. One 

is phenomenological, the lived experience of the mind turning. 

One is mechanistic, the brain activity that corresponds to that 

experience. They point at the same phenomenon from different 
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THE ONE WHO NOTICES

angles, but the angles are different, and conflating them is one of 

the most common mistakes in contemplative neuroscience. What 

they genuinely share is this: both point to a mind normally in 

motion about the self, and both suggest that mind can be still.

They part on what is underneath it. Neuroscience describes the 

machinery and mostly stops there. Patanjali claims the turnings 

can settle for good, and that what remains is not blankness but a 

steady awareness that was present the whole time. That is more 

than a scan can show, and I cannot tell you from the outside 

whether it is true. What I can tell you is that the path in this book 

is how the claim gets tested, and the first taste of it is small.

The practice. Sit for three minutes. The aim is not to stop 

thinking, which does not work and is not the point. Each time a 

thought arrives, name it by its kind, silently: remembering, plan

ning, worrying. Then return to the breath. You will name one, lose 

the next three, and catch yourself somewhere down the line. The 

catching is the exercise. Here is the reframe that changes every

thing: the wandering is not the failure and the catching is not the 

success that interrupts it: the catching is the repetition that trains 

the mind, the way lifting the weight, not holding it, is what builds 

the muscle. Every time you notice you have drifted and come 

back, that is one repetition. A mind that wandered and returned a 

hundred times did not fail a hundred times; it did a hundred reps. 

The people who think they are worst at this are usually the ones 

getting the most practice. For a moment, when you notice the 

mind turning, you are on the bank rather than in the river. That 

noticing is the one who notices. Start there.
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Chapter 2: The Five Roots

Most attempts to change ourselves work in pieces. You address 

the worry, it quiets, and the irritation takes its place. You work 

on the irritation and the craving shows up. Within a season the 

same trouble has grown back in a slightly different shape. I did 

this for years without seeing the pattern, and when I finally saw 

it, it looked less like failure than like cutting weeds and leaving 

the roots.

Patanjali is direct about the roots. He says most of our suffering 

grows from five of them, the kleshas, a word that means affliction, 

or poison. They are avidya, asmita, raga, dvesha, and abhinivesha, 

and between them they account for a surprising amount of a life.

Avidya is misperception, usually translated as ignorance, 

though it is not about missing information. It is seeing wrongly at 

the base: taking the passing to be permanent, taking what cannot 

satisfy to be the thing that will, taking the changing contents of 

the mind to be the self. Asmita is the ego, that misperception 

hardened into a fixed self-image that then has to be defended. 

Raga is grasping, the pull toward the pleasant that does not switch 

off once the pleasant arrives. Dvesha is its opposite, aversion, the 

push away from the unpleasant that runs more of our choices 

than we notice. Abhinivesha is the clinging to life, the survival 

reflex that sharpens into the fear of death and, at its dullest, is the 

low background unease that stays even when nothing is wrong.

These are not personal flaws but standard equipment. The 

brain you are running was not built to make you happy; it was 

built to keep your ancestors alive long enough to reproduce. 

Survival runs on exactly two arrows: move toward what helped 

us live (raga, the pull) and away from what could kill us (dvesha, 
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the push), with the fear of death (abhinivesha) underneath as the 

master signal. A machine tuned this hard for survival is not tuned 

for contentment, which is why contentment has to be trained 

rather than expected. When you notice grasping or aversion run

ning you, it is worth remembering you are not broken. You are 

operating exactly as designed, on a design that was never aiming 

at your peace.

He adds that avidya is the field the other four grow in. Pull at 

the grasping or the aversion or the ego or the fear, and you find 

misperception underneath all of them. This is the part I find most 

useful, because it explains why fixing the pieces fails. The piece is 

rarely the real problem. The soil is.

He adds one more detail that anyone who has relapsed will 

recognize. The afflictions are not always active. They can lie 

dormant until something wakes them, or be thinned by practice, 

or be interrupted for a time, or run fully. This is why the calmer 

version of you can revert under enough stress. The root did not 

leave; it slept, and stress watered it. Psychology has its own words 

for this, vulnerability and triggering, which is roughly the same 

observation in different clothes.

These roots operate in a mind, and the tradition’s model of 

that mind is unusually teachable; you will use it for the rest 

of the book. The contemplatives, watching the mind from the 

inside, described it as having a few distinct parts. There is manas, 

the reactive emotional mind, which fires first and fast, stamping 

things as pleasant or unpleasant before you have had a thought 

about them. There is buddhi, the intellect, which can analyze, 

weigh, and, above all, digest an emotion rather than just react to 

it. There is ahamkara, the I-maker, the ego, the part that says “this 

is happening to me” and then has a self to defend. There is chitta, 

the underlying field or screen on which all of this plays. And there 

are samskaras, the grooves: impressions left by past experience 

that sit dormant and then fire when something matches them. 

Notice that asmita, the second klesha, is simply ahamkara doing 

its job too well. The reason this model earns its place is one 
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observation you can verify tonight: the emotion comes before the 

thought. The fear arrives first; the thoughts are what the mind 

generates afterward to explain and justify the fear. Most people 

get this backwards and try to argue with the thoughts, which is 

like editing the smoke instead of the fire. Watch closely the next 

time something rattles you and you will see the feeling land a half-

second before the story about it.

The overlap with modern psychology is close, and it was 

reached by a completely different route, with no meditation 

involved. Raga and dvesha are approach and avoidance, the two 

arrows underneath most of motivation and emotion. Abhinivesha 

is the threat system, the fast survival circuitry that fires before 

thought and, when it stays switched on, produces much of anxi

ety. Asmita is the self-concept the mind protects. Avidya is the 

cognitive layer, the biases and predictions through which we 

misread what is in front of us. Two traditions, sixteen centuries 

apart, working in completely different ways, both landed on the 

idea that suffering has a few deep roots and that working the 

surface while leaving the roots is why it keeps returning.

They diverge on what can be done. Psychology mostly treats 

these as features of being human, to be managed and lived with 

more skillfully. Patanjali treats the deepest one as removable. He 

holds that clear seeing can be trained until misperception loosens 

and the afflictions growing from it lose their water supply. That 

is a stronger claim than the science makes, and you can use the 

map without taking it. Read only as psychology, the kleshas still 

explain the regrowth better than most things written since.

The practice. Take one disturbance that came back this week 

despite your having dealt with it, and ask which root it grows 

from. Grasping for something you have decided you need. Avoid

ing something uncomfortable. Defending an image of yourself. 

The fear underneath, dressed as something more reasonable. Or 

plain misperception, treating something temporary as if it were 

permanent. Name the root in a single word. Then, separately, try 

to catch the order of operations next time it fires: notice whether 
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the feeling arrives before the thoughts that seem to cause it. You 

will not pull the root up today, but naming it thins it, because a 

root you can see has lost its disguise.
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Chapter 3: Illness or Signal

A hard line before the path, because skipping it does real harm.

Not all suffering is a turning of the mind to be stilled by prac

tice. Some of it is a medical condition, and for a medical condition, 

practice is the wrong tool, sometimes a dangerous one. A person 

in a true clinical depression can no more meditate their way out 

of it than out of a broken leg, and telling them to try wastes time 

they do not have. So before the first step on the path, you want a 

rough sense of which kind of suffering you are dealing with.

The most useful distinction I know is not “mild versus severe.” 

It is whether your suffering is episodic or constant, because the 

two call for different first moves. Clinical depression, in the strict 

sense, tends to come and go in episodes: it descends and lasts 

weeks to months. Episodes often lift over time, but they can also 

become chronic, they tend to recur, and they can be lethal while 

you wait, which is exactly why waiting it out is not a plan. You 

usually cannot tell from the inside which kind you have, and 

treatment shortens episodes and lowers the risk, so the move is to 

get assessed rather than to ride it out. The other kind is constant: 

not an episode that arrived, but a life that is genuinely missing 

something (meaning, connection, direction) and is reporting that 

absence accurately. There is an old name for this second kind, 

dukkha, and, it turns out, a clinical one: the constant low-grade 

version is close to what clinicians call dysthymia. The reason the 

distinction matters is that the first kind needs a medical assess

ment, while the second is more like a signal pointing at something 

absent, and the work of this book is mostly aimed at the second. 

But none of this is an argument against medication, and nothing 

here is a reason to start, stop, or change a medication on your 
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own: the constant kind responds to treatment too, and stopping 

an antidepressant without your prescriber can be dangerous. You 

rule out the first kind with a professional, not a book.

Here is the trap that keeps people from doing that: for many, 

the symptoms have been present so long they no longer register 

as an illness that could be fixed. It just feels like who they are. So 

you will not diagnose yourself from a book, and you should not 

try. What you can do is notice the signals that mean the next move 

is a professional rather than a practice.

Think of a depressed mood the way a doctor thinks of a fever: 

not a diagnosis but a symptom, one that can have many different 

causes, some of which need specific treatment. A handful of 

features are worth knowing because they point more strongly 

toward something clinical, and because they are easy to miss 

from the inside:

• Anhedonia: the loss of pleasure. The things that used to carry 

enjoyment go flat, like a meal with the salt left out. This is one 

of the more specific signs and one of the saddest, because it 

removes the very rewards that would otherwise pull you back 

toward life.

• A rigid, un-reassurable negative self-attitude. Ordinary low 

moods take in comfort; this one swats reassurance away. If kind 

words from people who love you cannot land at all, the circuit 

may be turned too far inward.

• Early-morning waking. Waking at four or five in the morning, 

exhausted but unable to get back under, with the mind immedi

ately at full speed. (Note the contrast with anxiety, where the 

trouble is usually falling asleep, not waking too early.)

• A clear change in appetite, weight, or energy. Eating much 

less (or much more) than usual, weight moving without your 

trying, or a fatigue that makes the limbs feel heavy and ordinary 

tasks enormous. Do not read “I can still eat” as an all-clear; the 

change in the pattern is the signal.

If several of these are present for two weeks or more, or more 

simply, if you cannot work, sleep, or eat; if you are losing time 
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to a fog you cannot account for; if you have been underwater for 

months regardless of what changes around you; if the low mood 

comes and goes on a schedule unrelated to your life; if mood or 

anxiety disorders run in your family, the move is the same: get 

a proper assessment. Use these as information that prompts an 

appointment, not as a diagnosis you make yourself. And above 

all, if you are having thoughts of ending your life, treat that as the 

thing that cannot wait. The book will keep.

One important caveat before the specific ones: a person can 

be both clinically depressed and also practicing skillfully. These 

are not strictly either/or categories. Someone on medication for 

depression can meditate; someone in therapy for anxiety can 

do breathwork. The distinction the chapter marks is not “never 

practice if you have a diagnosis.” It is: if the baseline suffering is 

medical, that needs medical care first or alongside, not instead of. 

And the person doing the practicing needs professional eyes on 

the situation, because clinical conditions can disguise themselves 

as contemplative difficulty, or meditation can surface material 

too big to hold without support. So the move is not isolation, it is 

informed integration: practice with professional awareness, not 

practice as a substitute for it.

A few cautions matter more than the general rule, so I will 

name them plainly.

Bipolar disorder. First, a correction, because the word is badly 

overused: moods that swing within a day are not bipolar. Mood 

that shifts over hours is lability, which is common and means little 

here. True bipolar disorder involves mood states that last weeks 

to months, and it is genuinely uncommon. What matters for this 

book is the warning sign most people overlook: not the lows but 

the highs. If you have ever had a stretch, even a few days, of need

ing almost no sleep yet not crashing, of racing thoughts, grand 

plans, pressured speech, or uncharacteristically risky spending 

or behavior, tell a clinician before you take up intensive breath

work or long meditation, because in someone prone to mania 

those practices can destabilize a system that was holding. This 

24



THE ONE WHO NOTICES

caution earns its place for a concrete reason: a person whose real 

condition is bipolar, treated as if it were ordinary depression, can 

be tipped into a manic episode, which is exactly why a careful 

assessment comes before self-directed intervention.

Panic versus the heart. If you get chest pain, breathlessness, 

a racing heart, numbness, or a sense of unreality, do not call 

it anxiety until a doctor has cleared your heart, lungs, and hor

mones, because those conditions wear each other’s clothes. A 

panic attack and a cardiac event share a frightening number of 

symptoms. Real panic attacks are intense surges that can arrive 

completely out of the blue, peak within minutes, and pass within 

the hour, often with a feeling of impending doom, and they can 

wake people from sleep as well as strike during the day. That 

they are common and treatable does not mean you get to skip the 

medical rule-out, especially the first time, especially with chest 

pain that radiates, especially if you have any cardiac risk. Get the 

body checked, then treat the panic.

Attention. If your attention has failed across your whole life 

and in every setting, that is different from an attention worn thin 

by a phone, and it deserves a real evaluation rather than a medi

tation cushion.

Trauma. If you carry trauma, the body practices later in this 

book can open things that need a professional in the room, so you 

go slowly, and not alone. The body chapter and the final chapter 

both return to this, because it bites in more than one place.

I think of this as the first real use of the last chapter rather than 

as a disclaimer. Reading an illness as a spiritual problem is itself 

a kind of misperception. The clear seeing the path is trying to 

build includes knowing when the skillful move is to call a doctor. 

Getting checked when you turn out fine costs little. Not getting 

checked when you are not fine can cost everything.

The practice. Run an honest check, not a diagnosis. Over the 

last two weeks, can you work, sleep, eat, and feel safe in yourself? 

Is the pleasure gone from things that used to carry it? Can reas

surance reach you at all? Are you waking before dawn with the 
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mind racing? Has the suffering tracked the shape of your life, 

or floated free of it? Is there family history, or any past stretch 

of sleepless, racing highs? If several of these point toward some

thing clinical, the practice this week is not on the cushion. It is 

making the appointment. If you are in crisis, or thinking about 

harming yourself, treat that as the thing that cannot wait, and 

reach out now to a crisis line or a professional. findahelpline.com 

and befrienders.org will route you to your country’s line, or go to 

an emergency department. This is a sensitive subject, and if it is 

live for you right now, let it come before anything else in this book.
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Chapter 4: Practice and Letting Go

There are two ways to fail at everything that follows, and they 

mirror each other.

The first is to try hard. You take the practice up like a project, 

attack it with the intensity you bring to work, demand results, and 

burn out in a month, annoyed that stillness did not yield to effort 

the way a deadline does. The second is to let go of everything, 

having heard that letting go is the secret, and then to drift, mis

taking passivity for peace and wondering a year later why nothing 

changed. One grips too hard, the other not at all. I have failed in 

both directions, more often the first.

Patanjali gives the remedy in a line. The turnings are stilled by 

two things held together: abhyasa and vairagya. Practice and non-

attachment. You need both at once, and most of what goes wrong 

here is one of them without the other.

Abhyasa is steady practice, and he is specific about it. It is not 

intensity. It is long, unbroken, sincere repetition, and he says it 

takes hold only when done for a long time, without interruption, 

with care. The occasional heroic session is worth less than the 

small thing done daily. Consistency beats intensity, and duration 

beats both. This is the part I still get wrong, reaching for the big 

effort when the boring daily one is what actually works.

Vairagya is the other wing, non-attachment, and it is harder for 

a striving mind to hear. It is releasing the craving for outcomes, 

doing the practice without gripping the result. Not indifference, 

which is only aversion in disguise, the pushing-away of caring. 

Release. You do the thing fully, and let go of how fast it works.

Behavior science has said the practice half almost word for 

word. The research on how habits form agrees that small, con
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sistent, repeated action builds the automaticity that willpower 

cannot sustain, that the reliable daily minimum beats the ambi

tious plan you abandon, and that the streak matters more than 

the size of any one effort. The release half has its echo in the 

acceptance-based therapies, which found, through trial rather 

than contemplation, that struggling against your own inner expe

rience tends to amplify it, and that the move which helps is to stop 

fighting the inner state while still acting on what matters. That is 

non-attachment turned toward your own mind: do the work, drop 

the struggle.

There is a second reason the two wings have to travel together, 

and it has to do with how motivation actually works, a point worth 

getting right early, because the whole book depends on it. We tend 

to believe motivation comes first and action follows: once I feel 

like doing the thing, I will do it. For most worthwhile things this 

is backwards. The brain’s wanting system and its liking system 

are separate circuits, and they come uncoupled all the time. You 

can genuinely enjoy the gym every single time you go and still 

never want to go, because the part of the brain that generates 

wanting only reinforces rewards it has actually experienced and 

predicted, and it is bad at predicting rewards that are slow, dis

tant, or abstract. You will eat the cake again because one taste was 

enough to teach the wanting system; you will not crave the gym, 

because the payoff took six months to show up and the circuit 

never learned to expect it. People take this decoupling as evidence 

that something is broken in them. It is not broken. It is standard 

wiring. And it means the move is not to wait for motivation, which 

for the slow goods may never arrive, but to act first and let the 

wanting catch up once experience accrues. Action precedes moti

vation far more often than the reverse. The effort wing is how you 

act before you feel like it; the release wing is how you keep going 

when the feeling has not yet arrived.

They part at the far end, and that is the genuinely foreign 

part. Psychological acceptance still serves a goal; you accept the 

anxiety to live better. Vairagya, taken all the way, releases the grip 
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even on the goal of the practice, even on your own liberation, the 

clinging, not the aim itself, which is the same distinction santosha 

will draw, and that still sounds either paradoxical or irresponsible 

to a culture built on goals. I cannot resolve that neatly, and I will 

not pretend to. The most I have noticed is that the people who grip 

hardest at peace tend to be the furthest from it.
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The Mechanism of Change

Having named the method (practice and non-attachment) it is 

worth understanding how change actually happens, because peo

ple often misunderstand what “practice” means in this context. 

You are not practicing to succeed at the practice. You are practic

ing to have the experience of the practice, over and over, so that a 

different relationship to your own mind becomes possible.

Here is what neuroscience has discovered, and it matches what 

the tradition always claimed. In the brain, repeated experience 

creates pathways that become grooves, the stronger the more 

they fire. A thought that runs a thousand times is a groove that 

the mind naturally falls into. The tradition calls this a samskara, 

an impression. There is a homely image for it: pour warm water 

over a block of ice and it carves a thin channel; pour again along 

the same line and the channel deepens; before long the water 

runs there by default. Or picture a trail through tall grass: one 

animal treads a faint line, the next follows it, and soon there is a 

path where there was none. Thoughts and reactions wear grooves 

exactly this way. What makes a groove a groove is its automaticity; 

it happens without deliberation. You see a trigger and you react 

before you have chosen to react.

One candidate mechanism researchers point to is memory re

consolidation: the finding that a reactivated memory can briefly 

become editable again rather than staying fixed. Whether that is 

precisely what happens when a groove loosens in practice is not 

settled, but it is a useful picture. When you encounter the trigger 

in a state of awareness rather than automaticity, there is a window 

in which you can do something different, and if you do, the path

way weakens slightly. It does not erase. But it loosens. And if you 
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do something different enough times, the pathway becomes less 

automatic, and you gain what neuroscientists call control, which 

is choice. The impulse is still there, but the impulse no longer runs 

you automatically.

The tradition says the same thing in different words. By hold

ing awareness steady, without feeding the groove, you let it slowly 

fill in. You are not fighting the impulse. You are declining to run 

it, repeatedly, until it loosens.

What this means in practice matters: you are not trying 

to change the groove in a single sitting. You are showing up 

repeatedly so the brain gets repeated experiences of noticing 

rather than running. The groove changes not through insight 

but through repetition, through the small repeated choice not to 

follow it down. For this reason, the change is often invisible in 

the moment; you only see it in retrospect, when you notice that a 

reaction that used to be automatic is now optional. At the time it 

is just practice, the same small thing again.

This is also why the two wings, effort and release, have to run 

together. The effort is the showing up, the repetition. The release 

is the not-gripping, the willingness to do it for a hundred times 

and see no obvious change. When you grip the outcome, you are 

actually feeding a different groove, the one that demands imme

diate change, and that loop is much harder to break. When you 

show up and let go, the groove loosens by itself, and one day you 

notice you are different.

A warning that will save you a great deal of wasted effort: the 

groove does not loosen through analysis. The most tempting mis

take for a thoughtful person is to treat a stuck pattern as a puzzle 

to be solved by thinking, to analyze its origins and explain it from 

every angle. But a groove is built of emotional energy, not of argu

ments, and analysis does not digest emotional energy; it usually 

just gives the mind a more sophisticated way to avoid feeling the 

thing. The change comes from meeting the groove in awareness 

and being willing to feel what is there without immediately doing 

something about it. Insight can point you at the door. Only the 
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willingness to sit in the feeling, repeatedly, walks you through it. 

The later chapters return to this in detail, because it is the hinge 

on which the whole method turns.

The practice. Build a two-winged minimum, and make it 

small. For the effort wing, pick one practice you can do every day 

without fail, small enough that skipping it would take more effort 

than doing it. The three minutes from chapter one is plenty. For 

the release wing, say the second half as you begin: I will do this 

every day, and let go of how fast it works. Then do it, and mean 

both halves. The rest of the book is built on these two, because a 

path is just a practice you keep, held lightly enough not to crush it. 

The next part starts the path itself, at the outermost limb, with the 

most underrated question in the work: not how you sit, but how 

you live.

An Early Warning

One failure mode is worth naming before you start, because it 

is the most seductive on the whole path: using these tools not to 

see more clearly but to avoid what is difficult, a calm that depends 

on not looking. It is called spiritual bypassing, and it looks exactly 

like progress. The practices in this book are not an exit from your 

human business; clear seeing includes seeing what is hard. If you 

ever find yourself growing calmer and number at the same time, 

more accepting and more absent at the same time, pause; that 

is the flag. Chapter 14 develops this in full; for now, just know it 

exists and watch for it.
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PART TWO: HOW YOU LIVE

The path starts further out than most people expect. Not with pos

ture, not with breath, and not with meditation, but with conduct. 

Patanjali puts two whole limbs ahead of sitting down: how you 

treat the world, and how you treat yourself. For a long time I read 

this as a moral preface to get through before the real techniques 

began. I had it backwards. The conduct is not the preface. It is the 

first technique, and skipping it is why so much later practice does 

not hold.
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Chapter 5: The Yamas

The first limb is a set of five restraints, the yamas: non-harm, 

truthfulness, non-stealing, the right use of your energy, and non-

grasping. Ahimsa, satya, asteya, brahmacharya, aparigraha. They 

look like a morality list, the kind of thing you nod at and skip. 

They are not a morality list, or not only that. They are closer to a 

description of what keeps a mind agitated.

A word first on what this chapter is doing. It reads the yamas as 

mental hygiene, which is useful and accessible but also a simpli

fication: in their original context they carry ethical and spiritual 

weight that this framing flattens, and there is more in them than 

this adaptation reaches. This is the part the tradition sees more 

clearly than we usually do, so it leads here. The reason these come 

first, before any sitting practice, is that a mind cannot settle on 

top of a life that is harming, lying, taking, over-indulging, and 

grasping. You can learn the most elegant breathing technique in 

the world, and it will not quiet a mind that spent the day being 

dishonest, because the residue of the day is what shows up the 

moment you close your eyes. The yamas are not about being good 

for its own sake. They are mental hygiene. They clear the distur

bances at the source, so that the later practices have something 

stable to work on.

One reframing worth holding before the list: the contempla

tives who devised these were not moralists handing down com

mandments, they were closer to scientists running experiments 

on themselves. A yama is less a rule than a hypothesis (live this 

way for a stretch and watch what happens to your mind) and you 

are meant to test it, not obey it. That stance keeps the whole thing 
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honest and keeps you out of the trap of performing virtue instead 

of observing yourself.

Patanjali also hands over the method for working them, in a 

single line that surprised me the first time I understood it. When 

you are disturbed by a harmful impulse, he says, cultivate the op

posite. Pratipaksha bhavana. Do not wrestle the impulse directly, 

which tends to feed it. Turn the mind deliberately toward the con

trary quality. If resentment rises, you do not fight the resentment, 

you call up its opposite and dwell there instead. Anyone who has 

met cognitive therapy will recognize this immediately. The delib

erate substitution of a contrary thought is, more or less, cognitive 

reframing, named and prescribed sixteen centuries before the 

clinical trials.

Each restraint has a modern echo, and they are worth taking 

one at a time rather than as a block.

Satya, truthfulness, is the one I find most testable, because 

the cost of breaking it is measurable. In a ten-week experiment 

on honesty, people who were asked to stop telling everyday lies 

managed to tell far fewer, and across the whole sample, in the 

weeks when people lied less, they reported better mental and 

physical health, with the effect running largely through their 

relationships, which went more smoothly when fewer lies were in 

them. I want to be careful here, because the health reports were 

self-rated and the design was correlational, so this is suggestive 

rather than proven. But it points at exactly what the Sutra claims. 

And there is a subtler benefit the research does not capture, which 

you can only feel by trying it: a commitment to truthfulness does 

three things to the mind at once. It pulls you into the present, 

because to avoid lying you have to actually attend to what you are 

saying as you say it, and life stops running on autopilot. It quietly 

reshapes your conduct, because the simplest way to never have 

to lie about something is to not do the thing you would need to 

hide. And it teaches you to let go of control, because so much of 

lying is an attempt to manage what other people think and feel, 

and truthfulness means releasing your grip on their reaction. A 
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lie is almost always a bid for control. Dropping it is a small daily 

rehearsal of surrender.

Ahimsa, non-harm, has an inward face that I think matters 

more than the outward one for most readers. The harm we 

are most fluent in is the harm we do to ourselves, the running 

commentary that would be cruelty if we aimed it at anyone else. 

The research on self-compassion is fairly consistent that treating 

yourself with the tone you would use for a friend does more 

for your functioning than the harsh self-talk we tend to mistake 

for discipline. There is a useful image here: the inner voice you 

actually need is not the coach who tells the team at halftime that 

they are worthless, but the coach who says the game is not over, 

this is hard, and I have faith in you. The first voice feels like 

rigor and produces collapse. The second feels soft and produces 

performance. Non-harm, started at home, is where ahimsa stops 

being abstract.

Aparigraha, non-grasping, is the quiet one, and it sets up the 

next chapter: the pull to acquire and to hold does not deliver the 

settled feeling it promises.

Asteya, non-stealing, reaches past property into things we 

rarely name as theft: taking someone’s time, their credit, their 

energy, the small thefts that leave a residue on the one who com

mits them as much as the one who suffers them.

And brahmacharya, often translated as continence, reads better 

as the right use of energy: not repression of appetite but the 

refusal to leak yourself in every direction at once.

Where the tradition and the modern view part is worth naming, 

because it keeps this honest. Modern ethics usually grounds itself 

in the welfare of others or a social contract. Patanjali’s framing, 

at this stage, is more inward and frankly more instrumental: live 

this way because it settles your own mind. That can shade into a 

self-centered ethics, where the other person becomes a tool for 

your calm. I do not think that is the intent, and the honest way to 

hold it is to let both be true. Conduct settles your mind, and the 
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people on the other end of your conduct are real, not props for 

your practice.

The practice. Pick one yama for a week, the one that pricked 

you most as you read. If you are not sure, choose satya, and set 

the bar concretely: go as long as you can each day without telling 

a lie, including the small social ones. For seven days, watch only 

for where you break your chosen yama, without trying to force a 

change yet. When you catch yourself in the act, do three things. 

First, name the impulse: “this is a lie I’m about to tell,” “this 

is grasping.” Second, use Patanjali’s method: deliberately turn 

toward the opposite and stay there for a breath. Not suppression, 

substitution. Third, and this is the part that often gets missed, 

ask gently what need was underneath. The lie covers a fear of 

judgment. The grasping covers a fear of not being enough. You 

are not trying to become honest or non-grasping by Friday. You 

are learning to see the impulse early enough to have a choice, and 

to understand what it is protecting. That understanding is where 

real change begins.
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Chapter 6: The Niyamas

If the yamas are about how you meet the world, the niyamas 

are about how you meet yourself. Five again: cleanliness, con

tentment, discipline, self-study, and surrender. Saucha, santosha, 

tapas, svadhyaya, ishvara pranidhana. This chapter is built differ

ently from the others on purpose, because these five do not share 

one owner. Some are seen more clearly by the tradition, some 

by the science, and the honest thing is to let each enter from 

whichever side actually holds it. So I will take them one at a time, 

and you will see the lead change as we go.

Saucha, cleanliness. This is the modest one, and for years I 

treated it as too modest to matter. I was wrong, and here the 

science actually upgrades the tradition’s claim. A cluttered space 

does not just feel bad; it taxes the brain. Your visual system is 

constantly registering the unfinished, the out-of-place, the mess, 

and sending up low-level signals about it, and suppressing those 

signals costs the very attention you were trying to use for some

thing else. Cleaning the room is not avoidance of the real work; it 

frees up some of the attention the real work needs. The same logic 

scales inward. A surprising amount of contemplative technique 

(by some reckonings a third of what gets taught as “meditation”) 

is really shuddhi, cleansing practices that clear the body and mind 

so the still state has somewhere to land. Most problems of func

tion, in the body and out of it, begin as blockages and clutter. Tidy 

the room, clear the inbox, attend to the unglamorous hygiene of 

body and space, and notice the drop in background noise. It is a 

legitimate practice, not a delay before one.

Santosha, contentment. Here the tradition leads, and deci

sively. Santosha is contentment held as a practice rather than a 
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circumstance, a thing you cultivate rather than a thing you arrive 

at when conditions finally cooperate. Modern psychology found 

the same wall from the other side and named it the hedonic 

treadmill: we adapt to improvements in our circumstances and 

drift back toward our baseline, which is why the raise and the new 

house and the next acquisition do not move the needle for long. 

You can watch this happen in real time on any feed that counts 

approval: a post that draws a hundred likes feels wonderful, and 

within a few posts a hundred feels like a disappointment, and 

the people pulling ten thousand are still scanning for more. The 

number that thrilled you becomes the number that lets you down, 

and the wanting simply relocates to the next rung. The science 

describes the trap. The Sutra describes the exit, and they do not 

fully agree on it. The treadmill research mostly says we adapt and 

keep running. Santosha says you can step off the belt entirely, 

by practicing contentment with what is, now, rather than waiting 

for the circumstance that adaptation will only erase. One honest 

caveat: contentment itself can become another form of adapta

tion. You can practice contentment, notice an improvement in 

your baseline, and then drift. So santosha is not quite “want less 

and be happy forever.” It is subtler. It is the repeated practice of 

releasing the extra layer of wanting that sits on top of wanting, the 

clinging around the desire. When that extra layer releases, what 

remains is different: want without the suffering that clings to 

want. This is the niyama I underrate most often, because stepping 

off the belt feels, to a striving mind, like giving up. It is not. It is 

the move that was ever going to work, though the work itself is 

subtler than it sounds.

Tapas, discipline. Tapas is the heat of voluntary difficulty, the 

willingness to do the hard, purifying thing; the tradition’s image 

is a fire that burns off impurity. It is the principle from Part One 

in its own clothes: action comes before motivation, not after, so 

in low mood you do the smallest version first and let the feeling 

arrive, if it arrives, on the far side of the action. Tapas is the disci

pline of acting into the gap where the feeling is supposed to be.
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Svadhyaya, self-study. Here the two are genuinely even. 

Svadhyaya is the study of yourself, watching your own patterns 

as they run, and it is the same faculty modern psychology calls 

metacognition, the mind observing the mind. The witness from 

chapter one, turned analytic and pointed at your own recurring 

grooves. There is a distinction worth keeping here between two 

kinds of knowing. There is information (the facts you can read in 

a book and repeat to someone else) and there is understanding, 

the kind that only comes from direct experience and cannot be 

transmitted in words. You can read every page written about love 

and not know what the person who has been in love knows; you 

can memorize the chemistry of a strawberry and still not know 

its taste. Behavior changes on the second kind, not the first. This 

is why merely knowing a habit is bad for you changes nothing, 

and why genuinely seeing, really attending to how you feel during 

and after the thing you keep doing, can dissolve the pull without 

any willpower at all. Svadhyaya is the deliberate cultivation of 

that second kind of knowing about yourself. The yogi watching 

the breath and the therapist’s client tracking their own thoughts 

on paper are training the same muscle.

Ishvara pranidhana, surrender. And here the tradition leads 

again, into its most foreign territory for a modern reader. This 

is surrender, the release of the grip of total control, traditionally 

a devotion to Ishvara, the divine. You do not have to take the 

metaphysics literally to use it, and per how we are holding this 

whole book, I am not asking you to. The function underneath the 

framing is what matters: the loosening of the illusion that you 

run everything. There is a practical hinge here that the tradition 

states more cleanly than most modern advice: you have authority 

over your actions, never over their results. You can study; you 

cannot pass the exam. You can prepare and offer; you cannot 

make another person respond. Anxiety is, very often, the futile 

attempt to control the part you were never holding. The release 

is to throw yourself fully into the action that is yours and let the 

outcome go, to be able to say, and mean, “I have done what is mine 
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to do; the rest is not in my hands.” Psychology circles the same 

ground with acceptance, with the research on locus of control, 

with the plain wisdom of acting on what is yours to act on and re

leasing what is not. The tradition simply goes further, and offers 

something larger to release into rather than just a gap where the 

control used to be. But here is what you should know: the surren

der to Ishvara, the divine as a living presence, is not the same 

as acceptance of what you cannot control, even though they sit 

beside each other. In the original framing, you are surrendering to 

something that cares, that holds you. In the modern version, you 

are accepting limitation. Both can quiet the mind, but they have 

different textures. When the divine is removed, something is lost: 

not the utility, but a certain warmth, a sense of being held rather 

than simply releasing. This book does not ask you to believe in 

that warmth, but you should know it was there, so you can decide 

whether to seek it elsewhere.

The practice. Choose one niyama, and I will point you at the 

two that move the most. For contentment, run a one-day exper

iment: for a single day, want nothing you do not already have, and 

each time the wanting starts (including the reflexive reach for the 

phone to check a number) name it and return to what is in front of 

you. (One caution: if you have any history of disordered eating, the 

“want less,” going-without, and cleansing framings in this book 

can be co-opted by the illness; skip those and work with a profes

sional rather than turning them on yourself.) For discipline, use 

the mechanism directly: take the thing you have been waiting to 

feel like doing, and do the five-minute version of it now, before 

the motivation arrives, on the explicit understanding that the 

motivation is supposed to follow the action rather than precede it. 

Either one, for one day. The next part leaves conduct behind and 

turns to the body, where the path stops being about how you live 

and starts being about what you are made of.

41



PART THREE: THE BODY AND 

THE BREATH

Conduct settles the disturbances you create. It does nothing for 

the ones you inherit through the body. You can keep every yama 

perfectly and still sit down to practice with a nervous system in 

alarm, a body short on sleep, a chest already tight, and discover 

that no amount of right living quiets it, because the disturbance is 

not coming from your choices. It is coming from your physiology. 

So the path turns next to the body, and here the order matters 

more than anywhere else, because almost everyone gets it back

wards, myself included for years. We try to fix the mind with the 

mind while the floor underneath it is rotting.

A picture of how the parts relate helps here, and the tradi

tion offers a good one. The self, in this model, is layered like 

sheaths, one inside the next. The outermost is the physical 

body, the one made of food, annamaya. Inside it is the layer 

of breath and energy, pranamaya. Inside that, the mind and its 

emotions, manomaya. Then a layer of discernment and identity, 

vijnanamaya. And at the center something the texts call bliss: 

anandamaya. (Do not confuse these five sheaths with the five parts 

of the mind from Chapter 2: the whole mind-model sits inside 

42



THE ONE WHO NOTICES

just one sheath, the mental one. The koshas are a coarser, whole-

person map, not a relabeling of the mind’s machinery.)

You do not have to take this as anatomy. Take it as a working 

map, and the useful part is twofold. First, the layers are connected, 

so you can reach an inner one by working an outer one: you can 

steady the mind by tending the body beneath it, which is the whole 

strategy of this part and runs against the modern instinct to fix the 

mind directly. Second, the map doubles as a checklist for where a 

trouble actually lives, and therefore what will touch it. Low mood 

that is really a physical-layer problem (poor sleep, no sunlight, 

no movement) will not yield to insight, because you are working 

the wrong sheath; it wants light and motion and rest. A trouble 

in the energetic layer shows up as the person whose every blood 

test is normal and who is nonetheless depleted; it wants breath 

and movement. An emotional-layer trouble wants to be felt and 

shared, not solved. An identity-layer trouble (“I am a failure”) 

wants the contemplative and cognitive work of the later chapters. 

And a trouble in the innermost layer is the ache of meaning

lessness with nothing visibly wrong, which wants purpose and 

stillness, not another technique. Much of the frustration of trying 

to feel better is the frustration of working the wrong layer. Name 

the layer first, and the right tool usually becomes clearer. (Using 

the model this way, as a rough diagnostic, is my own habit, not the 

tradition’s and not a tested method. Treat it as a way to generate 

hypotheses about what might help, not as a diagnosis.)

One practical reason to take the energetic layer seriously, with

out buying any metaphysics: yoga (on its face “just stretching”) 

tends to edge out plain stretching for mood in head-to-head trials, 

though that evidence is not strong. If it holds up, the likeliest 

reason is that yoga bundles breath, focused attention, and a felt 

sense of the body in with the movement. The tradition would call 

that bundle prana; you do not need to believe in a measurable 

energy to see why such a bundle might do more than the stretch 

alone.
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People expect this to be the chapter about postures, because that 

is what the word yoga now means in most of the world. It is not, 

and Patanjali barely mentions postures. He gives the body limb 

almost no space, and what he says is nearly all contained in one 

phrase: the posture should be steady and comfortable. That is the 

entire instruction. Not advanced, not strenuous, just a body stable 

and at ease enough that you can stop thinking about it and turn 

inward. The point of the body limb is not the body. It is a body 

quiet enough to get out of the way.

What keeps a body from getting out of the way is mostly 

unglamorous, and here the science leads, because it has mapped 

the mechanics the tradition only gestured at. Three things make 

up the floor.

Sleep is the first, and it sits underneath everything else. The 

relationship between sleep and mood runs both directions, each 

feeding the other, and insomnia is one of the most common 

companions of depression and anxiety. You cannot out-practice 

a chronic sleep debt. If one thing in this chapter is broken, start 

there, because a tired brain misreads the world in exactly the 

direction the kleshas already pull it.

Movement is the second. The evidence here is genuinely good, 

and I want to state it at its real strength, which is moderate 

rather than miraculous. Large recent analyses find that exercise, 

ordinary walking and strength work and yoga among the most 

effective kinds, reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety, 

with more vigorous activity tending to help more. The honest 

footnote is about certainty rather than size: the effects look large 

on paper, but the confidence in that evidence is rated low, because 
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most of the trials are small and easy to bias. So the fair reading is 

that movement genuinely helps (probably by less than the head

line numbers once you account for that) and works best alongside 

other treatment rather than as a replacement for it. But as a lever 

you control, that you can pull today, for free, it is one of the most 

reliable in the book.

The third is the nervous system itself, the body’s running esti

mate of whether you are safe, and it is worth understanding more 

precisely than “calm versus stressed,” because this is where the 

body keeps its longest records. The autonomic nervous system 

has two branches, one that arouses you toward action and one 

that settles you toward rest, and what matters for resilience is 

not which one is on but how flexibly the system moves between 

them. There is a measurable version of this flexibility: the small 

beat-to-beat variation in your heart rate, which rises when the 

system is supple and falls when it is locked. A body with high 

variability is like a well-stretched muscle, able to absorb a stres

sor and rebound; a body with low variability is a muscle clenched 

tight, with no give and no reserve, so even a small stressor sends 

it over, because so much of its capacity is already spent just 

holding the baseline. (This picture of variability as resilience is 

a useful one, though the popular versions of it run ahead of the 

evidence.) Chronic stress and, especially, trauma lock this system 

down. When that system is in alarm, the mind does not get a 

calm substrate to work on. This is why reasoning with yourself 

in a panic does not work. You are arguing with a body that has 

already decided there is a threat, and the body’s vote counts for 

more than your logic in that moment. The way in is not through 

the argument. It is through the body, which is what the next 

chapter is about. (A small corollary: some studies find that heart-

rate variability rises during certain meditative states, which fits 

the idea that deep settling has a bodily signature and not only 

a mental one; though the brain-based evidence is larger and the 

heart-rate findings are mixed, so I would hold this loosely.)
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One hard caution belongs here, the same one from the safety 

chapter, because the body is where it bites, and it deserves a 

fuller telling now, because understanding the mechanism is what 

makes the caution land. Trauma is not a malfunction. It is the 

body, brain, and mind doing exactly what they evolved to do to 

survive something damaging, and then continuing to run that 

survival program long after the danger has passed. The trouble 

is that the adaptations that kept you safe then cost you now: a 

danger-detection system wired to fire early, a body that learned to 

numb itself to what it could not bear, sensation switched down so 

far that problems are not noticed until they are severe. So when a 

body-based practice reconnects you to the body, it can reopen the 

very channels that were shut for a reason, and stored material can 

surface faster than you can hold it. This is not a sign the practice 

is working in some purifying way you should push through. It 

is a signal to slow down and get help. The research on yoga for 

trauma, while positive, supports it only as an ancillary practice 

alongside trauma-focused therapy, not as a substitute and not as 

something to do alone. If that is you, the instruction is to go slowly, 

gently, and with a professional who knows your history. Safety 

comes before depth, always. The body keeps the score, and you 

do not want to settle the account by yourself.

Where the tradition and the science part is small but worth 

naming. The layered-self model claims the sheaths are a real 

architecture, culminating in something beyond the physical. The 

science claims only that body and brain are tightly coupled. You 

can run the entire strategy of this part on the coupling alone, 

without buying the metaphysics, and I mostly do. The map earns 

its place by being useful, not by being literally true.

The practice. Audit the floor before you build on it. Across 

the last two weeks, rate the three honestly: sleep, movement, 

and the basics of food and daylight. Pick the single weakest one 

and shore it up by one notch this week, nothing heroic, just the 

smallest sustainable improvement. Then borrow Patanjali’s one 

instruction for the body itself: find a position you can hold, steady 
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and comfortable, for a few minutes without strain. If you want one 

tool for the body’s alarm specifically, keep the long, slow exhale 

from the next chapter in your pocket; it is safe for anyone and 

reaches the nervous system directly. (There is a more vigorous 

trick some people use between episodes: a hard burst of exertion 

for a minute, to force a rebound into calm, but do not reach 

for it during an acute attack unless a doctor has already cleared 

your heart and confirmed these are panic, not cardiac, events. 

The breath is the tool to lead with, always.) You are not learning 

postures. You are building a floor stable enough to stand the rest 

of the path on.
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The breath is the one place where two systems overlap. It runs 

on its own, without your attention, like the heartbeat and diges

tion. But unlike those, you can also take it over by hand. That 

overlap is the doorway. The breath is the one lever that reaches 

the involuntary nervous system through a voluntary action, and 

the tradition found that doorway and built an entire technology 

around it, called pranayama, long before anyone could measure 

what it was doing. When the old seekers asked the yogis to teach 

them to control the mind, the first thing they were taught was al

most always a way of breathing. Breath was the original handle on 

the mind, and a fair amount of what now travels under the name 

“meditation” is, technically, pranayama wearing other clothes.

In the layered model, the breath is the sheath between the body 

and the mind, the bridge. The tradition treats it as the place where 

you regulate the life-energy it calls prana. I hold that word as the 

tradition’s language for something genuinely felt, the way breath 

changes inner state, rather than as a claim about a measurable 

energy, and I think that is the honest place to stand. What is not 

in doubt is that the lever works, and here the science and the 

tradition are equal partners, because the practice is yogic and the 

mechanism is physiological and neither is a footnote to the other.

That the lever runs in this direction (breath changing mind, not 

only mind changing breath) is not obvious, so it is worth knowing 

how firmly it is established. Everyone accepts that a frightened 

mind quickens the breath. The reverse is just as real: change the 

breath and the mental state follows. The cleanest demonstration 

is unsettling: one of the most reliable ways researchers have to 

induce anxiety in a willing subject in the lab is to have them 
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breathe air enriched with carbon dioxide, which mimics the 

chemistry of over-breathing and reliably produces the bodily and 

mental signature of anxiety. That the breath can manufacture a 

state does not by itself prove the opposite, that breath dissolves it; 

that rests on the separate evidence about the long exhale and the 

vagus nerve, below. What the carbon-dioxide finding establishes 

is narrower but still useful: the breath is not merely downstream 

of the mind, it can drive a mental state, which is enough to take 

pranayama seriously rather than as folklore.

Breath itself has a simple map. Every breath has two dials: 

rate, fast or slow, and depth, shallow or deep. States of mind sit 

at predictable settings of those dials. Anger tends to run fast and 

deep; anxiety runs fast and shallow; calm runs slow and deep. So 

when you catch your breath gone fast and shallow, you have not 

only diagnosed anxiety, you have found the two dials to turn. The 

antidote is written in the map: slow it down, and deepen it.

The finer mechanism is simple enough to feel in real time. 

When you inhale, the heart speeds slightly and the system tilts 

toward arousal. When you exhale, the heart slows and the system 

tilts toward rest, through the vagus nerve, the main cable of the 

body’s calming branch. That within-breath physiology is solid, 

and it is why the calming breaths tend to share one feature: the 

exhale is longer than the inhale. Slow breathing at around five or 

six breaths a minute, with the out-breath stretched longer than 

the in-breath, tilts the whole system toward settling: the effect 

on the body is reliable, and the effect on the mind is real if 

modest. There is a faster version for acute moments, sometimes 

called the physiological sigh: two inhales through the nose, the 

second stacked on top of the first, followed by one long exhale 

through the mouth. One promising controlled study found that 

five minutes a day of that pattern improved mood and lowered 

arousal more than the comparison practices, including mindful

ness meditation, did over the same period. The study itself has 

limits: the outcomes were mostly self-reported, the sample was 

not huge, but the direction aligns with everything known about 
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the long exhale, and it is the mechanism itself that matters most: 

the vagal physiology is real, the long exhale does work, and it costs 

nothing to test.

The tradition mapped this same two-branch system in its own 

language and built a tool on it that is worth knowing. It saw the 

body as governed by a warming, activating current and a cooling, 

settling one (sun and moon) and noticed you could tilt toward 

either through which nostril you breathe. Hence alternate-nostril 

breathing, nadi shuddhi, used to balance the two or to deliberately 

steer toward arousal or calm. You can hold this as a literal claim 

or simply as a refined version of the same fact the vagus nerve 

gives us: the breath is a two-way switch on the nervous system, 

and you have your hand on it.

The thing I appreciate most about the breath is that it works 

when nothing else can reach you. At two in the morning, you 

cannot reliably argue yourself calm, and you certainly cannot fall 

asleep on command. But you can lengthen an exhale, and the 

body will follow, because you are not arguing with the mind at all; 

you are reaching past it to the nervous system, through a switch 

the mind does not control. This is the clearest case in the book of 

reaching an inner layer by working an outer one.

One caution, carried forward from earlier and worth restating 

here rather than making you remember it. Not all breathwork 

calms. The intense, fast, hyperventilating styles do the opposite 

on purpose, driving arousal up, and for some people they can 

do real harm. Do not do fast or forceful breathwork if you have 

any history of mania or hypomania, seizures, a heart or respira

tory condition, if you are pregnant, or if you carry trauma that 

can tip into dissociation. For those readers the slow, long-exhale 

practices in this chapter are the only ones here to use. Anyone 

wanting to go further into the forceful techniques should do so 

with a teacher, and a doctor first if any of those flags apply. The 

practice. Learn two breaths and keep them ready. For acute mo

ments, the physiological sigh described above, repeated a handful 

of times. For daily use, five minutes of slow breathing with the 
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exhale clearly longer than the inhale, roughly in for four and out 

for six. Do the daily one whether or not you feel you need it, 

because the point is to raise the baseline, not only to rescue the 

bad moments. The next part leaves the body behind and turns to 

the mind itself, starting with the thing the modern world is quietly 

dismantling: your attention.
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With the body steady and the breath available as a lever, the path 

finally reaches the mind directly. But it does not start where you 

would expect, with thinking. It starts one step upstream, with 

what feeds the thinking. The next two limbs are about attention: 

first reclaiming it from the things that steal it, then learning to 

direct it on purpose. Almost everyone in the modern world has 

lost the first and never learned the second, which is why the mind 

feels both invaded and uncontrollable at the same time.
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The mind does not generate most of its contents from nothing. It 

builds them from what comes in through the senses. You think 

about the thing you saw, the message you heard, the notification 

that flashed, and a great deal of what feels like spontaneous 

mental noise is actually the echo of sensory input you took in 

earlier and did not choose. The yogis noticed this a long time ago, 

and built a limb of the path around it. They called it pratyahara, 

the withdrawal of the senses, and the insight underneath it is 

that the mind is downstream of the senses, which they called the 

indriyas. If you want to govern your thoughts, the leverage is one 

step earlier, at the gates where the raw material enters. The point 

is easy to test against history: no one two thousand years ago lay 

awake craving the next blockbuster, not because they were more 

disciplined but because the thing had never entered their senses. 

Excitement, craving, dread: they arrive through the gates or not 

at all. An entire industry exists to pay for the privilege of putting 

particular thoughts into your head by controlling what reaches 

your eyes and ears. Your environment, seen clearly, is simply the 

set of sensory impressions you have allowed to surround you.

This is the tradition’s own contribution, so it leads here, but 

the modern situation gives it an urgency the original teachers 

never faced. Pratyahara was once a contemplative’s discipline, 

a way of drawing the senses inward to prepare for meditation. 

Today it is closer to a survival skill, because your senses are 

under deliberate, industrial assault. There is an entire economy 

built on capturing your attention and selling it, and the products 

that do this are engineered, tested, and refined to be as difficult 

to look away from as possible. Your attention is not wandering by 
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accident. It is being taken, by people who are very good at taking 

it. Every notification is a hand reaching through the sense-gate to 

pull your mind somewhere it did not choose to go.

The pull is hard to resist, and it is not mainly a moral failing, 

and treating it as one keeps you losing. These systems work 

by engaging the brain’s reward chemistry: fast, easy, variable 

rewards (the feed, the game, the endless scroll) light up the same 

dopamine pathways that other compulsions do. It is tempting, 

and probably oversimplified, to say the system builds “tolerance” 

the way it does to a drug. The honest version is mostly behavioral: 

heavily engineered, instantly available rewards make the slow 

rewards of ordinary life (a book, a conversation, a walk) feel flat 

by comparison, so the twelfth hour of scrolling is no longer even 

enjoyable and you still cannot stop. There is a further cruelty in 

the design: the mind is tuned to attend to the negative, because 

the ancestors who ignored threats did not survive, so the most 

compulsive material is often the most upsetting. You are not being 

entertained. You are being recalibrated, until the baseline of what 

feels rewarding has quietly moved out of reach of anything that is 

actually good for you.

The cost is not only the lost minutes or the dulled baseline. It 

is what researchers call attention residue: when you switch from 

one thing to another, part of your mind stays stuck on the first, 

so you arrive at the second already diluted. A day of constant 

switching is a day spent at a fraction of your actual capacity, never 

fully anywhere. There is a reason single focus amplifies a sense 

and divided attention starves it: a divided attention is simply a 

diluted one. Eat with your eyes closed and the food tastes more; 

study with the television on and you neither study nor enjoy the 

show. The senses, ungoverned, do not just fill the mind with noise. 

They fragment it, and a fragmented attention is a faint one.

What I had to learn here, slowly and against my pride, is that 

this is not mostly a willpower problem, and treating it as one 

kept me losing. The systems pulling at your senses are designed 

by teams of people to defeat willpower, and they usually will. 
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The move that works is not to resist the cue in the moment but 

to remove the cue, to engineer the environment so the pull never 

arrives. There is a hard piece of evidence behind this that is worth 

holding onto: in children, teaching plain organizational and en

vironmental skills produced gains on the everyday-functioning 

outcomes they target that can rival what medication does there, 

and that tend to last longer once the training stops, not because 

skills replace medication, since the two tend to help different 

things, but because the environment is a far more powerful lever 

than willpower. Think of it in terms of friction. In an old library, 

getting distracted meant packing your things and walking down 

six flights of stairs, so you simply stayed with the book; the phone 

lets you lose a thirty-second battle and pay an hour for it. You 

win by raising the cost of the distraction and lowering the cost of 

the thing you actually want, so that the easy default and the good 

default are the same. Pratyahara, in practice, is less about heroic 

inner restraint and more about not bringing the slot machine into 

the bedroom. For some people the pull is simply stronger, because 

the brain’s own control systems are weaker, as in attention dis

orders. If that is you, the fragmentation is not a character flaw, 

and the answer is more structure and less self-blame, not more 

willpower you were never going to win with.

There is also a deeper reset available when the recalibration 

has gone too far, and it is worth naming because half-measures 

often fail. If easy dopamine has flattened everything, a sustained 

break from the whole class of fast rewards (not just one app but 

the family of them, for a couple of weeks) lets the reward system 

climb back toward a normal baseline, so that ordinary pleasures 

register again. The thing to expect, and the reason most attempts 

fail, is that the first days bring a restless boredom and then a wave 

of whatever feeling the stimulation was covering. That surfacing 

is not a setback; it is the point, and it passes. The skill that carries 

you through it is not winning a war against each urge but surfing 

it: an urge, like everything else in the mind, crests and falls on its 

own if you simply decline to act and wait, because the mind gets 
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bored even of wanting. You do not have to defeat the wave. You 

have to not be knocked over while it passes.

Where the tradition and the modern use part is honest to admit. 

The yogis withdrew the senses to turn inward toward something, 

toward meditation and eventually stillness. Most of us, most of 

the time, are using the same discipline defensively, just to stop 

being farmed for our attention. Both are real, and the defensive 

version is a fine place to start, but the tradition would say reclaim

ing your attention is not the destination. It is what you do with the 

attention once it is yours, which is the next chapter. And a note 

on the aim: pratyahara is not building a wall against the world, 

sealing the senses off in retreat. It is building a window you can 

open and close at will: the power to choose what comes in, rather 

than being permanently shut or permanently flooded.

The practice. Stop fighting your senses with willpower and 

change the environment instead. Pick the one input that hijacks 

you most, and this week make it structurally harder to reach: 

the phone in another room, the app deleted from the device, 

notifications off by default rather than on, the account logged 

out so re-entry takes effort. Raise the friction on the pull; lower 

it on what you actually want. Then add one daily window, even 

fifteen minutes, with no inputs at all, no screen, no audio, nothing 

coming in. The first few times this will feel like boredom, which 

is just the mind noticing it has to generate its own contents again. 

Let it. That boredom is the sound of the senses going quiet. If the 

recalibration has gone deep, consider the longer reset: two weeks 

off the whole family of fast rewards, with the days planned in 

advance so boredom has somewhere to go, and the early storm 

understood as the system healing rather than a reason to quit.
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Reclaiming your attention reveals an awkward truth: once noth

ing is stealing it, you discover you were never taught to aim it. 

The mind, left to itself, still wanders, just more quietly. The sixth 

limb, dharana, is the training for this. It means concentration, the 

holding of the mind on a single object, and it is the first limb that 

is purely about directing the mind from the inside rather than 

managing what reaches it from outside.

One word does a lot of quiet damage here, and we should 

dismantle it before going further: motivation. The old texts have 

no equivalent term, and what we call motivation turns out, on 

inspection, to be nothing more exotic than a concentrated mind: 

the ability to hold a single thought, a single intention, long enough 

for it to drive action. This matters because it relocates the whole 

problem. “I have no motivation” is usually not a deficiency of 

some special fuel; it is an untrained attention, a mind that cannot 

hold one aim without scattering. A person who plays a game for 

nine hours is not short on motivation; their one-pointedness is 

simply aimed at the game. The same focused energy, like light 

gathered to a point, achieves vastly more than the diffuse version: 

a lamp lights a room, the same energy as a laser cuts through steel. 

So when you train concentration, you are not just preparing to 

meditate. You are building the very faculty that the modern world 

keeps calling motivation and willpower and discipline, and you 

are building it directly, at the root.

This is a place where the tradition and the science are equal 

partners, because they describe the same skill and the same 

method. The yogic instruction is to choose one object and return 

the mind to it, again and again, whenever it drifts. Modern 
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psychology says attention is a trainable capacity, strengthened 

the way a muscle is, by repeated effortful use, and weakened by 

the constant switching most of us now live in. Both agree that 

sustained single focus is where the good things happen. The 

psychologists call the deep version of it flow, the state where chal

lenge and skill are matched, time loosens, and the work becomes 

absorbing and oddly effortless. The yogis would recognize that 

description, because dharana ripening into effortless absorption 

is exactly the direction their path is heading.

The mechanism of training is the same one from the very first 

chapter, now pointed at a target, and it really does reduce to three 

simple movements the mind can make: you direct attention to the 

object, you notice and drop whatever pulled it away, and you hold 

it there for as long as you can. Place, drop, hold; place, drop, hold. 

The instinct is to think the wandering is failure and the holding is 

success, but it is the other way around; the same reps-not-failures 

point from chapter one, now aimed at a chosen object. I wasted 

years believing I was simply bad at focus, when what I had never 

done was sit with one object long enough to do a single rep on 

purpose.

There is no single right object, and this is where the tradition 

is more generous, and more useful, than the one-size version of 

meditation that reached the modern West. Different minds settle 

with different anchors, and matching the technique to the mind 

matters more than picking the “correct” one. Some minds do 

best watching, letting attention rest openly on whatever arises, 

the breath, the body, sound, and this open style suits the obser

vational temperament. Others do best focusing hard on a single 

point, a flame, a mantra, a spot of sensation, narrowing every

thing down, which suits the driven, goal-directed temperament 

that wants a target. There is a third axis worth knowing because it 

is rarely discussed: some people need to ground, to pull attention 

down and out of the mind onto something stronger than thought 

(cold water on the face, the weight of the body, a vivid physical 

sensation), and this is the right move for anyone whose own mind 
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is, at the moment, a painful place to be, full of loops or panic, 

where the aim is to get out of the mind rather than further in. And 

some minds do best when given a task, a small riddle to chase: 

notice the temperature of the breath, then where in the body it 

travels, because a curious mind that cannot sit still will gladly 

follow a question. If sitting and watching the breath has felt like 

failure, it may be that you were handed the one technique that fits 

your temperament least. Try another quadrant before concluding 

the fault is yours.

The honest divergence is in what the concentration is for. The 

modern framing aims it at output, at deep work and skill and 

achievement, which are real goods. The tradition aims the same 

trained attention at something further on, using concentration as 

the runway toward meditation and stillness rather than toward 

productivity. The training is identical. The summit is different. 

You can use dharana to do excellent work, and that is a legitimate 

use, but the path is pointing it somewhere past the work.

The practice. Do concentration reps, deliberately and briefly. 

Pick one object matched to your temperament: the breath or 

open awareness if you are observational; a single point, a candle 

flame, or a mantra if you are driven and want a target; a strong 

physical anchor like cold water or the weight of the body if your 

mind is currently a hard place to be; a small sensory question to 

chase if you are restless and curious. Hold attention on it. When 

it wanders, and it will within seconds, run the three movements 

(notice, drop, return) and count the return as the rep, without 

judgment. Start with three minutes and let the duration grow only 

as it gets easy; for the durable benefits the research points to, 

somewhere around twenty minutes a day is the eventual target, 

but that is where you are going, not where you start. Separately, 

pick one daily activity (eating, walking, washing up) and do it as 

a single task with your attention fully on it, nothing else running. 

You are training the mind to stay where you put it. The next part 

is what trained attention finally opens onto: meditation, and the 

question of what is left when the mind goes quiet.
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PART FIVE: FREEDOM

The last two limbs are the ones the whole path was built toward, 

and they are the hardest to write about honestly, because lan

guage runs out before the territory does. They are also where 

a careful book has to be most careful, because this is exactly 

the ground where wisdom writing tips into either vagueness or 

overclaim. I will try to stay plain, mark clearly where the tradition 

is making a claim the science cannot check, and hold the meta

physics open rather than sell it.
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A confusion is built into the English word, and it causes most of 

the frustration people bring to this, so clear it up first. We use 

“meditation” for one thing; the tradition used three, and kept 

them carefully distinct. Dharana is the technique you actually do: 

the focusing, the returning, the work of the last chapter. Dhyana 

is a state that can arise out of that work, in which the returning 

grows quiet and attention simply rests on its object without 

needing to be nudged. And samadhi is a deeper state that can grow 

out of dhyana, which the next chapter is about. The distinction 

matters because of one fact people miss and then quit over: you 

cannot do dhyana, any more than you can do sleep. You can only 

do the thing that invites it. You go to bed; sleep comes, or does not, 

but it is never something you perform. In the same way you do 

the dharana (the breath, the mantra, the returning) and the medi

tative state arrives as a guest, on its own schedule, or it does not 

arrive today. No one, however accomplished, makes it happen. 

Once you understand this, the wandering mind stops being a 

verdict on your ability. It is just the bed not yet having given way 

to sleep, and the work, as ever, is simply to keep lying down.

Concentration, held long enough, stops feeling like effort. The 

constant bringing-back from the last chapter grows less frequent, 

the gaps between distractions widen, and at some point holding 

the object becomes a steady flow rather than a series of correc

tions. That ripened flow is dhyana, the seventh limb, which is 

what we usually mean by meditation. Dharana is aiming the mind. 

Dhyana is the mind staying aimed without your having to keep 

nudging it.
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This state sits on a simple map, and locating it there helps, 

because “quiet mind” sounds mystical and is not. Picture two 

independent dials: how much mental activity is running, and how 

much awareness is present. Ordinary waking life has both turned 

up: lots of thought, and awareness of it. Deep sleep has both 

down. Dreaming is mental activity with the awareness switched 

off, and things happen without your knowing you are dreaming. 

Daydreaming is the everyday version: thoughts running while 

awareness has slipped away, until you “snap out of it” and aware

ness returns. Most of human suffering clusters in one corner of 

this map (high mental activity, low awareness) where thought 

runs unchecked and you are fused with it, which at its extremes 

is panic, obsessive looping, the kind of heartbreak that swallows 

you whole. The meditative direction is the opposite corner: 

awareness high, mental activity low. You have tasted it without 

trying, watching a sunset, standing with your feet in the ocean, 

when the thoughts thinned out and there was just presence and 

a quiet contentment that asked for nothing. Flow sits near there. 

Dhyana is further along the same line. Naming the two dials de

mystifies the goal: you are not trying to force the mind blank, you 

are raising awareness while letting activity fall, and the second 

tends to follow the first.

Something happens in that sustained stillness that the tradi

tion considers the real work, and it is the same mechanism the 

whole book has been circling: the grooves from the Mechanism 

chapter, the samskaras, the dormant roots from the kleshas chap

ter. Meditation is where that mechanism finally gets sustained 

room to operate: awareness held steady, the groove declined 

rather than fed, until it loosens.

Because this is the heart of the practical method, it is worth 

setting out concretely how you actually work with a groove when 

one fires, rather than leaving it as a slogan. Think of a samskara 

as a folder of old files sharing a common emotional thread, laid 

down at some past age and retaining that age, which is why a 

grown adult, when one activates, can suddenly feel and behave 
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like a much younger version of themselves. This is the other face 

of the groove from the Mechanism chapter: where a plain habit-

groove loosens by being declined again and again, an emotionally 

charged one like this loosens by being felt all the way through. 

One gate before you begin: if you carry trauma, do this only with 

professional support, because tracing an old feeling back to its 

source is exactly the kind of work that can flood a trauma-wired 

system, as the body chapter warned. The work has a shape:

First, catch it activating. The tell is a reaction out of proportion 

to the trigger: a flare of fear, shame, anger, or jealousy too big 

for what actually happened. Name it: “this is an old groove firing, 

not a true emergency.” That noticing alone, done in the present, 

already takes some of its power, because you are no longer fused 

with it.

Second, take a snapshot. What is the feeling, exactly, and where 

does it live in the body: the tight chest, the dropped stomach, 

the heat in the face? Emotions are not abstractions; they have a 

physical address, and going to the body is how you stop escaping 

into the story. Third, trace the files. Ask, gently, “when have I felt 

exactly this before?” and let memories surface without forcing 

them. They may surprise you with how small or how old they are. 

As they come, the original feeling comes with them, and that is 

not a problem, that is the digestion happening.

Fourth, feel it rather than analyze it. This is the step everyone 

wants to skip, because thinking is so much more comfortable 

than feeling. But analysis does not metabolize emotional energy; 

it usually just helps you avoid it more cleverly. You sit with the 

feeling, in viewing mode, not fixing mode (not justifying, not 

blaming yourself, not building a case) and let it move through. The 

relief on the far side, the lightness people describe after a real cry, 

is the file being cleared rather than re-buried.

And throughout, be patient with it, the way an older sibling is 

patient with a frightened child, because the part of you that is 

activated formed at the age it formed, and bullying it, shaming it 

for being weak, only deepens the groove. The one thing we almost 
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never offer a samskara is patience, and patience is most of what 

it needs. Note what is not on this list: solving it, winning against it, 

figuring it out. The grooves do not yield to force or to cleverness. 

They yield to being felt, in awareness, without being fed.

Here the tradition leads and the science follows at a respectful 

distance, and I want to be honest about the distance. In experi

enced meditators, the self-referential network we met in chapter 

one, the default mode network, tends to quiet during practice, and 

they report less mind-wandering, which fits the idea that medi

tation reduces exactly the churning that drives suffering. That is 

real and it points the right way. But the studies are often small, the 

effects are modest, and the field has a long history of overclaiming 

what meditation does, so I will not tell you it rewires your brain 

or hand you a percentage. What I can say is that the direction of 

the evidence and the claim of the tradition agree: a mind repeat

edly returned to stillness gets quieter over time, and the grooves 

lose some of their pull. A word on dose and on misconception, 

since both keep people stuck. The benefits the research can see 

seem to need a real dose, on the order of twenty minutes a day, 

give or take, rather than a token minute, and they tend to show 

up over weeks, not in a single sitting, which is roughly the time 

the body needs to settle its stress chemistry and the brain to 

begin retraining. And the most common misconception, the one 

that makes people declare themselves failures, is that meditation 

means emptying the mind. It does not. A wandering mind is not 

a failed meditation; it is the raw material of the practice, the very 

thing you return from. The aim is not a blank mind but a changed 

relationship to a moving one.

I should also be honest that the version of meditation most of 

us inherited is a narrow slice of a vast tradition. What crossed 

into the modern West as “mindfulness” was deliberately stripped 

of its context and metaphysics to make it portable and testable, a 

real achievement, but a thin one. There is an apt comparison: it is 

like studying “carbohydrates” instead of bread and pasta and rice 

and potato, efficient for the laboratory but drained of all the par
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ticularity and flavor. By some reckonings, mindfulness is a small 

fraction of what the contemplative traditions actually developed. 

If the plain breath-watching does not reach you, know that you 

have sampled one dish from an enormous cuisine, and there are 

many others.

Where the tradition and the science diverge is the size of the 

claim. Science, so far, describes correlations in people who have 

practiced a great deal, and is honest that it is early. The tradition 

claims something larger, that the grooves can be worn away at the 

root and the mind fundamentally changed, not just managed. I 

hold that as the tradition’s claim and as the thing practice is test

ing, not as something proven. In my own sitting I have watched 

a particular groove loosen, a reaction that used to be automatic 

become optional, and that much I trust because I felt it. Anything 

past that, I am reporting on faith in the method, not on knowledge.

One honest warning before the practice, because it belongs 

here and the next part develops it. Meditation is not always 

calm and not always safe. Sustained practice can surface difficult 

material, and for some people, in deep or prolonged practice, 

it can be genuinely destabilizing. This is especially true if you 

carry trauma: the open, empty-the-mind styles can lift the lid on 

material the mind has worked hard to wall off, and flood you. If 

that is you, the move is not open monitoring but grounding: an 

anchor strong enough to hold attention outside the flood, and not 

alone. Start small, stay connected to ordinary life, and if sitting 

consistently brings up more than you can hold, that is a signal to 

slow down and get support, not to push harder.

The practice. Sit daily, with one object, the breath being the 

simplest, chosen to fit your temperament as in the last chapter. 

Hold your attention on it and let the bringing-back grow gentler 

and less frequent, not by forcing stillness but by losing interest in 

the distractions. Begin with five or ten minutes and let it lengthen 

toward twenty only as it wants to. When a groove fires during 

the day (a reaction too big for its trigger) run the sequence: name 

it, locate it in the body, trace it back, feel it without analyzing or 
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fighting it, and be patient with the part of you that is young and 

afraid. The aim is not a blank mind, which is a misunderstanding 

that makes people quit. The aim is a steadier relationship to 

the mind’s movement, a growing sense that you can watch the 

grooves run without being dragged down them. That watching is 

the doorway to the last limb.
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The final limb is samadhi, and it is the strangest thing in the 

book, so I will describe it carefully and claim little. In deep 

absorption, the ordinary separation between the one meditating, 

the act of meditating, and the thing meditated on begins to thin. 

The watcher and the watched stop feeling like two things. The 

tradition calls what remains the seer, a pure awareness that is not 

any of the mind’s contents, and says this is what Patanjali meant 

in the second sutra: when the turnings of the mind finally settle, 

the seer rests in its own nature. The rest of the time, he said, we 

are fused with the turnings, mistaking the contents for ourselves. 

Samadhi is that misidentification coming undone.

There is a contemplation that points at what the tradition 

means, and it is worth doing rather than just reading, because the 

seer is not an idea to be believed but a vantage to be found. Ask, 

in turn: am I my body? The body changes completely over a life, 

you could lose a limb and remain yourself, so you are aware of 

the body but not simply it. Am I my emotions? They come and go 

by the hour and you persist underneath them. Am I my thoughts? 

You can watch a thought arise, which means there is something 

doing the watching that is not the thought. Am I my roles and my 

story: father, worker, the history I recite when someone asks who 

I am? You were already you before any of it. Keep subtracting 

everything that can be observed, on the principle that whatever 

you can observe is not the observer, and what does not subtract 

away is the bare awareness in which all of it appears. There is a 

homely image for what remains: a screen on which every image 

plays. The movie changes constantly (bright, dark, loud, still) but 

the screen itself takes no color and suffers no scratch from any 
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of it. The thoughts and feelings are the movie. You are closer to 

the screen. And notice, this is not a recipe for a flat or boring life: 

the best film is not the one where nothing goes wrong, and resting 

as the screen does not flatten the story, it lets you stop being 

terrorized by it.

This is the tradition’s home ground, and the place where 

modern knowledge is thinnest, so honesty requires me to mark 

the line clearly. Psychology and neuroscience can study the expe

rience. They find that states of self-transcendence, where the 

boundary between self and world softens, are reported across 

every contemplative tradition and have been for millennia, and 

that these states come with measurable brain signatures, partic

ularly a quieting of the same self-referential network that drives 

ordinary rumination. A similar signature shows up in the ego dis

solution people report on psychedelics. So the experience is real, 

common to humanity, and has a neural footprint.

What the science cannot do is tell you what the experience 

means. That the sense of a separate self quiets, and that a brain 

network quiets with it, does not prove there is a pure awareness 

underneath that was there all along, which is the tradition’s actual 

claim. Nor does it disprove it. A brain correlate of an experience 

says only how the experience shows up in the brain, not whether 

what the experience reveals is true. This is the honest edge of the 

whole book, and I would rather stand on it plainly than pretend 

the science settles a question it does not touch.

Here, though, a caution of a different and more clinical kind 

belongs, because it is where seekers get genuinely hurt, and it 

took the convergence of the tradition and modern trauma science 

to name it clearly. The dissolving of the self that the tradition 

prizes can be confused with something that looks similar from 

outside and is its opposite from inside: dissociation, the mind’s 

emergency response to overwhelm, in which it unplugs from 

experience, from the body, from reality, to survive what it cannot 

bear. The two even share some of the same brain machinery, 

which is exactly why they are confusable. But they run in opposite 
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directions. Picture a number line of how present and alive you 

feel, with zero as neutral. Healthy self-transcendence starts from 

a baseline of okay and lifts you up: into more presence, more 

vividness, a fuller immersion in the moment, a kind of bliss; 

you are dropping your attachments to be more here. Dissociation 

starts from overwhelm, from deep in the negative, and brings 

you up to numbness, to zero, to a sealed-off blankness, the world 

behind glass, the self watching itself like a stranger; you are 

unplugging to not be here. One is presence; the other is absence 

dressed as peace. The triage questions are simple to ask, though 

not always simple to answer from inside the state. And if you 

genuinely cannot tell, that uncertainty is itself the answer: stop, 

and get another eye on it. Ask honestly: in this state, am I more 

connected to this moment and my body, or sealed off from them? 

Did it lift me from a decent baseline into something fuller, or res

cue me from something I could not stand by shutting the doors? 

If your “transcendence” is really a flight from overwhelm, if it 

leaves you numb, foggy, unreal, watching your life from behind 

a pane, that is not the seer, that is dissociation, and it is a signal 

to stop, stay anchored in ordinary life, and get professional help. 

The genuine article makes you more here. The counterfeit makes 

you gone.

What is available either way, without settling the metaphysics, 

is the function. Even a taste of resting as awareness loosens the 

grip of the most basic misperception, the one underneath all the 

others, that you are the contents of your mind. To have felt, even 

for a moment, that you are the one who watches rather than the 

watched, changes how tightly you hold the next anxious thought. 

You do not have to reach the summit to be changed by seeing it 

exists.

The everyday face of this is where the seer becomes practical 

rather than exotic, and it has a familiar name: the difference 

between confidence and ego. They feel related but sit at opposite 

ends of a spectrum. Ego, ahamkara, the I-maker, sources your 

worth from outside: from comparison, from approval, from the 
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likes and the ranking, which is why it is bottomless and brittle, 

always one slight away from collapse, always needing the next 

confirmation. Confidence sources worth from inside and, coun

terintuitively, is built not by success but by surviving failure: the 

person who has been knocked down and got up no longer needs 

the world to keep reassuring them. You can watch the two react 

to the same insult on the street: the confident person shrugs and 

wonders what is wrong with the other guy, while the ego must 

prove him wrong, because its value is on the line. The seer is the 

far end of this: a place to stand that does not depend on the verdict 

of the moment at all. You do not have to be enlightened to move 

along that spectrum. Every time you source your worth a little 

more from within and a little less from the scoreboard, you have 

shifted toward the watcher and away from the watched.

A caution that leads straight into the next part. This is the 

loftiest material in the book, and loftiness is precisely where self-

deception breeds. The seer is not a trophy, not a level you reach 

and announce, not a way to float above your unfinished human 

business. The people most eager to claim this ground are usually 

the ones using it to avoid something. Hold it lightly, or it will 

quietly become the ego’s most flattering costume.

The practice. Deepen the witness from the very first chapter, 

but turn it on yourself. Sitting quietly, instead of watching the 

breath, run the subtraction: notice that your body, your feelings, 

your thoughts, your roles are all things you can observe; and 

whatever you can observe is not the observer. Rest as the ob

server, the screen on which it all plays, for as long as it holds, and 

when you get pulled back into being the contents, simply notice 

and return. Keep it brief and unforced. One honest check built 

into the practice: notice whether resting as the witness leaves you 

more present and at ease in your actual life, or more distant and 

numb. The first is the direction of the seer, the second is a signal 

to stop and seek support. This is not a technique to master so 

much as a direction to lean. The next part comes back down the 
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mountain, to the harder question of how to live all of this on an 

ordinary Tuesday, and what to do when it stops working.
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A map you have read is not a journey you have taken. By now you 

have eight limbs and a drawer full of practices, and the most likely 

outcome, the one I fell into for years, is that you admire the whole 

thing and do almost none of it. This last part is about closing that 

gap: how the limbs fit into one ordinary life, what to do when the 

practice turns hard or dark, and how to actually start.

72



Chapter 13: The Limbs as a Daily System

The eight limbs are usually drawn as a ladder, one rung after 

another, as if you finish conduct and graduate to posture, finish 

posture and graduate to breath. That picture is misleading and 

it makes people quit, because they decide they are not ready for 

the later limbs yet. In practice the limbs are not a ladder but a 

system, and they run at the same time, holding each other up. The 

one real exception is the final three (concentration, meditation, 

absorption) which do fall in sequence, since each ripens out of 

the one before; it is the outer limbs, where people actually quit, 

that the ladder picture most misleads. Honest conduct quiets the 

mind so sitting is possible. Sitting makes honest conduct easier 

the next day. A slept, moved body steadies the breath. A steadied 

breath steadies the attention. Trained attention is what makes 

meditation more than fidgeting. Pull any one and the others sag. 

Tend any one and the others lift a little. The parts were never the 

point; the interlocking was. And the place the whole thing actually 

lives or dies is humbler than any single limb. It is whether you do 

the small thing today.

So let me say plainly what I most had to learn about doing the 

small thing, because the path died for me, over and over, right 

here. I used to read my failures to follow through as failures of 

character. They were not. They were almost always one quiet 

miscalculation. The brain weighs an action by its benefit against 

its cost and then multiplies by how likely it thinks success is, and 

each of my standard collapses turned out to be one term going 

wrong. When I put something off, I had inflated the cost in the 

moment. When I quit partway, the cost had turned out higher 

than I had budgeted. When I could not start at all, it was the 
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likelihood that had collapsed, a confidence problem wearing a 

productivity costume. The use of this is not to optimize myself; 

it is to stop the flogging and ask, instead, which term is off. That 

question is gentler than “why am I so lazy,” and it points at a fix 

rather than a verdict.

Procrastination in particular I have learned to meet with cu

riosity instead of contempt, because it is not one thing. Sometimes 

I will not begin until it is perfect or until I am ready, which is really 

the ego shielding itself, since readiness has no threshold you can 

ever actually reach; there the move is to let the thing be mediocre 

and start. Sometimes a feeling is sitting on the task, dread or 

shame or resentment, and forcing it only deepens the avoidance; 

there the move is to ask what I would rather not feel, and meet 

that first. And sometimes the task is simply too big for the mind 

to break down, and the move is mechanical: work backward from 

the finished thing until I reach a step small enough to do today. 

The one finding I lean on here is plain. A vague “I should study” 

predicts almost nothing, while “I will study at three on Wednes

day at the library” predicts a great deal. The mind moves on the 

concrete and stalls on the abstract.

When even the small step feels too big, the trouble is usually 

that I care too much, and the caring has raised the bar until the 

first move looks pathetic. The answer is not more motivation 

but a smaller step, or a little detachment: write the email you do 

not have to send, the draft that is allowed to be bad. Halving the 

thing and halving it again until it is almost embarrassingly easy 

to start is not lowering the standard. It is the only way a brain 

that rewards what it has done, rather than what it intends, ever 

builds toward the larger thing. And I set the target now as a verb 

I control, “sit for ten minutes,” not “become calm,” because the 

outcome was never mine to hand myself; the action always was.

Two quieter things hold the system together. The first is that 

unfinished business taxes you even when you are not thinking 

about it, every open loop drawing a little current in the back

ground, so part of living this well is closing or genuinely releasing 
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those loops now and then instead of carrying an ever-heavier pile. 

The second is how I read my own stumbles, which decides, more 

than anything, whether I keep going. “I am not the kind of person 

who can do this” ends the attempt by naming a fixed trait; “I have 

not practiced this enough yet” keeps the door open by naming a 

variable. That is not positive thinking, it is accuracy, and when I 

catch the harsher verdict I ask whether I would say it to a friend 

in my position. I would not, and the kinder reading is usually the 

truer one.

This is also where the four aims of a life earn their keep (a 

different fourfold from the four paths to the summit in the intro

duction; these are the ends a life is lived for, not the roads up the 

mountain), not as the book’s structure but as a periodic check. It 

is entirely possible to go deep on the cushion and let the outer 

life quietly rot, to be serene in meditation and a mess at work 

or absent from the people who love you. So now and then I step 

back and look at the whole: work and security, relationships and 

pleasure, duty and meaning, and inner freedom. If one has gone 

dark while I poured everything into another, the aims are how I 

catch it before it costs me something.

None of these mechanics are mysterious, and underneath 

them are the same two wings from the start. Small and consistent 

beats large and occasional; a daily minimum you never miss is 

worth more than an ambitious routine you abandon in a fortnight; 

and you design the day so the practice is the easy default and the 

distractions sit a step further away than your willpower can be 

trusted to reach. In a real day this is very small: a few minutes 

watching one yama, the body floor kept up, ten minutes on the 

cushion with the breath, the physiological sigh in your pocket for 

the hard moments, a short weekly review, and once a season the 

wider look across the four aims. That is a complete practice, and 

none of it asks for an hour you do not have.

The practice. Write your minimum viable practice on one 

page, and make it almost embarrassingly small. One conduct 

focus for the week. One body commitment. One daily sit with a set 
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number of minutes you are confident you can keep. One breath 

practice for acute moments. One weekly five-minute review. 

Phrase each as a verb within your control, and set the times con

cretely rather than leaving them to “when I feel like it.” The test is 

not whether it looks impressive. The test is whether you could do 

all of it on your worst, busiest, most tired day. If you could not, cut 

it down until you could. You can always grow it. You cannot grow 

a practice you have already quit.
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Chapter 14: When It’s Hard

Most books in this genre end on the mountaintop. This one has 

to come back down, because the path does not run smooth, and 

the chapter nobody writes is the one you will actually need. Here 

the modern view leads, because it sees the failure modes more 

honestly than the tradition usually admits them.

The first and most important is the one Welwood named: spir

itual bypassing, using practice to avoid the very things you most 

need to face. It is the most seductive failure on the whole path, 

because it looks like progress. You can use meditation to numb 

instead of to see, use non-attachment to excuse not caring, use 

the language of acceptance to avoid a conversation you are afraid 

of, use the idea of the witness to float above a grief you have 

not grieved. The practices in this book are not an exit from your 

human business. If you have a wound, a broken relationship, 

an addiction, a depression, those need to be faced on their own 

terms, often with help, and no amount of sitting substitutes for 

that. The clearest sign of bypassing is calm that depends on avoid

ance. Real equanimity can look at the hard thing. The counterfeit 

needs the hard thing kept out of sight.

The second hard patch is ordinary and almost universal: the 

practice goes dry. The early lift fades, motivation drains, and 

sitting feels like nothing is happening. This is where most people 

quit, and it is exactly what the two wings from chapter four are 

for. You keep the practice through the dry stretch by consistency, 

not by feeling, and you loosen your grip on the results that are 

not coming on your schedule. A plateau is not failure. It is most of 

the path.
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The third is the one the genre hides, and honesty requires nam

ing it plainly: meditation can harm. The research here is sobering. 

In studied programs, most people hit some negative experience 

at some point. Research on meditation-related adverse effects in 

these eight-week programs finds that most participants report at 

least some side effect along the way, and a smaller share (on the 

order of one in ten) report effects serious enough to interfere with 

functioning. Deeper and longer practice carries more risk, and a 

history of trauma raises it significantly. This does not mean med

itation is dangerous for most people most of the time. It means it 

is not a warm bath for the mind, and that turning up the volume 

on your inner experience can, for some people, become more 

than they can hold. If sustained practice is consistently making 

you worse, more anxious, more detached, less able to function, 

that is not a sign to push harder. It is a sign to stop, scale back, 

stay anchored in ordinary life and relationships, and get support, 

including professional support, exactly as in the safety chapter at 

the start.

Now the tradition’s own voice, brought in second, because it 

has been here too. The hard stretches are not a modern discovery. 

The Christian mystics named the dark night of the soul, a phase 

of dryness and seeming abandonment on the way through. Zen 

has its own word for the disturbances that can arise. The contem

plative traditions expected difficult passages and treated them as 

part of the terrain. That is genuinely reassuring, and it cuts one 

way usefully: a hard patch is not proof you are doing it wrong. But 

it can be misused, and I want to be careful here, because “this is 

just the dark night, push through” is exactly the story that keeps 

someone in real harm from getting help. The tradition naming 

a difficult stage does not override the clinical gate. Discernment 

still rules.

So the real skill of this chapter is telling the three apart. The 

distinctions are not always clear, but knowing what each one 

looks like helps you navigate. Here is a rough map:
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The work deepening. If the difficulty is coming from the prac

tice itself (sustained sitting is surfacing material you did not know 

was there, concentration is revealing how scattered you are, the 

breath work is making you feel vulnerable) this is often the sign 

of the practice working. The mind is quieting enough to see what 

was underneath the noise. The move here is to stay, but perhaps 

smaller. A shorter sit, a gentler practice, maybe with support if it is 

big, but the basic move is to remain. The quality of the experience 

is often unfamiliar and uncomfortable, but it is not leaving you 

less able to function in your actual life.

Avoidance in a calm mask. If the practice is making you 

gradually more detached from things that matter, more serene 

but also more numb, more accepting but also more absent from 

relationships, more equanimous but also less willing to face 

something hard; this is bypassing. The calm depends on not 

looking. The quality of this is a growing distance from life itself, 

a slow disappearance. The move is to turn toward what you are 

not looking at, often with help from a therapist, not to push the 

practice harder.

Genuine harm or unaddressed illness. If sustained practice 

is leaving you more anxious than before, more dysregulated, less 

able to function, increasingly detached from reality (dissociation 

or derealization, which the open, do-nothing styles can bring on 

in a trauma-prone nervous system in particular), or if meditation 

is destabilizing a system that was previously stable, this is harm. 

The quality of this is a functional decline: you cannot work as well, 

you sleep worse, you are less able to care for yourself or connect 

with people. Your sense of reality feels fragile or unreal. The move 

is to stop the intensive practice, scale back to the gentlest version 

or pause entirely, ground yourself in the body and ordinary life, 

and get professional support.

The hardest part of this triage is that you are doing it from 

inside the situation. When you are in the middle of it, the three can 

look similar. So here is the most important signal: if you genuinely 

cannot tell which one you are in, if you find yourself uncertain, 
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that uncertainty itself is a reason to reach out. Do not use confu

sion as a reason to keep pushing. Confusion is the signal that 

you need another eye on this, a professional who can assess what 

is happening and help you decide. It is the rule from the safety 

chapter again: when in doubt, get checked, the cost of checking 

and turning out fine is small.

Two more things belong in this chapter, because the hard parts 

are not only about meditation going wrong; they are also about 

how ordinary suffering compounds, and how it heals.

The first is the principle of the second arrow. The Buddhists 

put it cleanly: when life strikes you, that is the first arrow, and 

much of it you cannot control; you cannot sleep, you feel anxious, 

something hurts. But then you fire a second arrow at yourself for 

having been hit: you berate yourself for not sleeping, for being 

anxious, for not coping. The second arrow is the one that does 

most of the damage, and it is the one you can actually put down. 

Watch how it works in insomnia: the sleeplessness is the first 

arrow, “what is wrong with me, I need to sleep, I’m going to ruin 

tomorrow” is the second, and the second is what guarantees the 

wakefulness. Forcing yourself to calm down is a contradiction in 

terms; the move is to stop firing. Self-compassion is not a soft 

indulgence here, it is the specific tool that disarms the second 

arrow, speaking to yourself in the voice of the good coach from 

the chapter on non-harm rather than the one who calls the team 

worthless. It changes the whole atmosphere of the mind, and it is 

trainable.

The second is honest hope about the worst things, because a 

book about suffering that ended only in caution would be a lie of 

a different kind. People do not only survive terrible experiences; 

a real number are deepened by them, and the research on what 

they call post-traumatic growth has found the variables that 

travel with it: a renewed appreciation for life, a sense of new pos

sibilities, deeper connection with others, a discovered personal 

strength, and some form of spiritual change. Notice that these are 

precisely the things the whole book has been pointing at, and pre
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cisely the things suffering tends to wall off, which means the path 

back to them and the path of this book are largely the same path. 

But the hope has to stay honest, and the honest version is this: 

what does not kill you does not automatically make you stronger. 

It can also break you, at least for a while. The usual shape is not 

heroic: it is that the thing wrecks you for a time, and the growth, if 

it comes, comes afterward, on the far side of being wrecked, and 

often with help. Hope is warranted. Hope that skips the wreckage 

is just bypassing wearing an inspirational face.

The practice. When practice gets hard, run the triage before 

you decide anything. Ask, honestly: is this discomfort the practice 

deepening, in which case stay and maybe shrink it. Is it calm that 

depends on not looking at something, in which case name the 

something and turn toward it, with help if it is big. Or is it making 

me genuinely worse in my actual life, more anxious, more numb, 

more unreal, in which case stop and get support. Then, separately 

and bravely, finish two sentences. The first: the thing I might be 

using practice to avoid is. The second, for the hard hours: the sec

ond arrow I keep firing at myself sounds like. Whatever comes, 

that is your real work, and the cushion does not replace it.
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Chapter 15: Begin

There is a failure mode left to name, and it is the most common 

one of all: reading the whole map and starting none of it, because 

all eight limbs at once is obviously too much. So do not start with 

all of it. Start with one.

Begin with the limb that meets you where you are, the Start 

Here page and the Season Planner walk through how to choose 

and how to hold it. It does not matter where on the path you enter, 

because the limbs hold each other up, so pulling any one lifts the 

rest a little. What matters is that you actually enter.

Then hold it for a season (not forever, which is too daunting, 

and not a week, which is too short to show you anything) with the 

two wings. That is the entire instruction, and it is enough.

I will not promise you this fixes everything, because it does 

not, and a book that promised that would be the kind I set out 

not to write. The turnings of the mind do not stop because you 

read about them. What I can tell you, from the inside, is that the 

relationship changes. The grooves loosen. The two in the morning 

gets quieter, or at least you stop mistaking it for yourself. You will 

not arrive, but you will be walking, and on this particular path 

walking turns out to be most of the point.

So pick one limb. Pick one practice. Pick one season. And begin 

today, because the map was only ever for this.
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When to Seek Help

This book is not a substitute for professional care, and some of 

what it describes is best done alongside a clinician rather than 

alone.

If you are in immediate crisis, or thinking about harming 

yourself, reach out now rather than later. findahelpline.com and 

befrienders.org will route you to your country’s crisis line, or 

contact your local emergency number. If you are in danger, go to 

an emergency department.

For ongoing mental health concerns, a primary care doctor or 

a licensed mental health professional is the right starting point, 

and the right people to help you decide whether the practices in 

this book fit your situation.

For disordered eating, look for a national eating-disorder or

ganization in your country; many run clinician-staffed helplines 

and referral networks.

For difficulty that arises specifically from meditation or inten

sive contemplative practice, Cheetah House is a nonprofit that 

provides information and support for meditators in distress, and 

is a useful resource if sustained practice has left you more dysreg

ulated rather than less.

Reaching out is not a detour from the path described in this 

book. Clear seeing includes knowing when the skillful move is to 

get help.
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Practice Index

A map of every practice in the book, so you can find the one you 

need. Each line gives the chapter, its one idea, and the practice 

in brief.

• Acute / 2 a.m. tools: see The Acute Card at the front: physiolog

ical sigh; slow breathing (in 4, out 6); name the kind of thought; 

put down the second arrow; crisis lines.

• Ch 1, The Restless Mind: you are the one who notices, not the 

thoughts. Sit three minutes; name each thought by kind and 

return to the breath.

• Ch 2, The Five Roots: suffering grows from a few roots, and 

the feeling comes before the thought. Take one recurring dis

turbance, name its root in a word, watch whether the feeling 

arrives before the story.

• Ch 3, Illness or Signal: some suffering is medical and needs 

a doctor first. Run the honest two-week check; if several signs 

point clinical, make the appointment.

• Ch 4, Practice and Letting Go: two wings: steady practice and 

a loose grip. Build a tiny daily minimum; say “I will do this every 

day, and let go of how fast it works.”

• Ch 5, The Yamas: conduct is the first technique. Pick one yama 

(satya if unsure) for a week: name the impulse, turn to its oppo

site, ask what it protects.

• Ch 6, The Niyamas: how you meet yourself; action precedes 

motivation. A one-day contentment experiment, or do the five-

minute version of the thing now, before the feeling.

• Ch 7, The Body Is the Floor: sleep, movement, nervous system. 

Audit the floor, shore up the weakest by one notch; lead acute 

alarm with the long exhale.
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• Ch 8, The Breath Is the Lever: the exhale settles the body. 

Physiological sigh for acute moments; five minutes daily of slow 

breathing, exhale longer than inhale.

• Ch 9, Reclaiming the Senses: the mind is downstream of the 

senses; design the environment. Make your worst input harder 

to reach; one daily window with nothing coming in.

• Ch 10, Concentration: motivation is a concentrated mind; the 

return is the rep. Hold attention on one object matched to your 

temperament, counting each return; do one daily task single-

focus.

• Ch 11, Meditation: a state that arrives, not an act you force. 

Daily sit on one object; when a groove fires, name it, locate it in 

the body, trace it, feel it, be patient. (Trauma: only with support.)

• Ch 12, The Seer: you are the screen, not the movie. The 

subtraction: notice that whatever can be observed is not the 

observer; rest as the witness; check it leaves you more present, 

not number.

• Ch 13, The Limbs as a Daily System: small and consistent 

beats large and occasional. Write a one-page minimum you 

could keep on your worst day.

• Ch 14, When It’s Hard: tell apart deepening, bypassing, and 

harm. Run the triage; finish “the thing I might be using practice 

to avoid is ____” and “the second arrow I keep firing is ____.”

• Ch 15, Begin: one limb, one practice, one season. Choose, and 

begin today (see the Season Planner below).
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The Season Planner

The whole book comes down to one instruction: pick one limb, 

one practice, one season, and hold it with the two wings. This is 

the practical scaffolding for doing exactly that.

Choosing the one limb. Do not choose the limb that sounds 

most impressive. Choose the one that meets whatever is loudest 

right now: the “Start Here” page at the front walks through which 

entry point fits which trouble. One limb, not all of them.

The shape of a season. A season is about twelve weeks. Not 

forever, which is too daunting, and not a week, which is too short 

to show you anything. Long enough for the early novelty to wear 

off, the dry stretch to arrive, and something quieter to settle 

underneath. You are not trying to finish anything by week twelve. 

You are trying to still be doing the small thing in week twelve.

The smallest daily version. Whatever you pick, find the ver

sion so small that skipping it would take more effort than doing 

it: three minutes of breath, one yama to watch, ten minutes on the 

cushion, the phone left in another room. Then apply the worst-

day test from Chapter 13: if you could not do it on your worst, 

busiest, most tired day, cut it smaller.

The weekly review, one question. Once a week, ask only this: 

Did I do the small thing most days, and can I keep it the same or 

make it smaller? That is the whole review. Resist the urge to grade 

yourself or to scale up because it felt easy. Steadiness is the goal, 

not escalation.

Common stumbles, and what to do. If you missed some days, 

just resume; do not restart the count, do not start over from 

zero, do not decide the season is ruined; missing and returning 

is the practice, the same way the wandering mind returned is 
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the practice. If it feels like nothing is happening, that is the dry 

stretch, where most people quit and which is also most of the 

path; keep going by consistency, not by feeling, and loosen your 

grip on results that are not arriving on your schedule. And if it 

is getting bigger than you can hold (consistently more anxious, 

more numb, more unreal, less able to function) that is not a sign 

to push harder; scale down to the gentlest version or stop, and get 

support (see Chapter 14 and “When to Seek Help”). Safety comes 

before depth, always.

A blank season, to copy.

My season (about 12 weeks), beginning ____________

• One limb I am working: ____________

• Conduct focus (one yama or niyama to watch): ____________

• Body commitment (one floor thing: sleep, movement, day

light): ____________

• Daily sit: ______ minutes, at ____________ (a set time, not “when 

I feel like it”)

• Acute breath, in my pocket: the physiological sigh, then in for 

4, out for 6

• Weekly review question: Did I do the small thing most days, 

and can I keep it the same or smaller?

The two wings, said as I begin: I will do this every day, and let go 

of how fast it works.
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Three Seasons

These three are composites, not real people, but nothing in them 

is invented out of nothing. They are here to show what one limb, 

held for one season, actually feels like from the inside, including 

the part where it goes sideways.

M., who could not sleep. M. chose the breath, because the 

worst of it came at two in the morning, the day over and the 

mind finally free to work. Week one felt almost silly: lying in the 

dark doing the physiological sigh, then in for four and out for 

six, certain it was too simple to matter. Some nights it helped a 

little; some nights it did nothing and the worry won. By week four 

something had shifted: not the worry exactly but M.‘s relationship 

to it. The breath had become the first move instead of an after

thought, and a few nights the body settled before the mind had 

finished its case. Around week seven M. stopped, decided it was 

not working, and went three nights without it, which were bad. 

That was the lesson. M. resumed without restarting any count. By 

week twelve the two in the morning still came, but less often, and 

when it came there was a lever to reach for. Not cured. Quieter.

J., whose attention was gone. J. picked pratyahara, the 

senses, because the phone had eaten the capacity to read a page 

or finish a thought. Week one was about friction, not willpower: 

phone charging in the kitchen overnight, two apps deleted, noti

fications off. The first evenings were restless and faintly unbear

able, the hand reaching for a phone that was in another room. By 

week four the restlessness had thinned into something like quiet, 

and J. had read an actual book, slowly, which had not happened 

in a year. The stumble came when a stressful week put the phone 

back on the nightstand “just for the alarm,” and within days the 
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old pattern had crept all the way back. J. noticed, named it without 

much drama, and moved the phone out again. By week twelve 

the pull was still there, the systems still well designed, but J. had 

learned the move was always environmental, never heroic. The 

window opened and closed more on purpose now.

R., stuck and self-critical. R. chose the daily sit paired with 

self-compassion, because the loudest thing was the running com

mentary, the kind that would be cruelty aimed at anyone else. Ten 

minutes a day, breath as anchor, and when the mind wandered, 

the second arrow was already loaded: you cannot even do this 

right. Week one was mostly noticing how harsh that voice was. 

The practice, quietly, was not to win against the wandering but 

to meet the verdict with a coach’s tone instead: this is hard, come 

back, I have faith in you. By week four the sit was still scattered, 

but the recovery after a wandering minute was gentler. R. missed 

a full week around week six, decided that proved the original 

verdict, then caught the verdict itself as the very groove being 

worked, and simply resumed. By week twelve the commentary 

had not gone silent. But R. could hear it now as weather rather 

than as truth, and answer it, more often than not, like a friend.
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Notes and Sources

Part One: The Map

The definition of yoga as the stilling of the mind’s fluctuations, 

the seer resting in its own nature, and the classification of mental 

activity draws on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, threads 1.2 through 

1.6. The principle that awareness precedes control, and the fram

ing of the eight limbs as one of four classical paths (alongside the 

paths of devotion, action, and knowledge), draw on the broader 

yogic tradition rather than on a single sutra.

On the default mode network and self-referential thought: 

the description of a network active during rest and self-focused 

thinking, and its links to rumination in depression, draws on 

Chou, Deckersbach, Dougherty, and Hooley, “The default mode 

network and rumination in individuals at risk for depression,” 

Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 2023; and on Riaz, 

Mitchell, Roddy, and Connaughton, “Functional Connectivity in 

the Default Mode Network During Rumination in Depression: 

A Systematic Review,” BJPsych Open, 2025. The honest hedge 

in the text, that most studies find increased within-network con

nectivity in depression while a minority find decreased, reflects 

the mixed findings discussed in that literature. The observation 

that ketamine has a rapid antidepressant effect draws on the 

controlled-trial literature on rapid-acting antidepressants, in 

particular Zarate and colleagues in the Archives of General Psy

chiatry, 2006, building on Berman and colleagues, 2000; the 

further association with acute changes in default-mode activity 

is less settled and draws on resting-state imaging work such as 

Scheidegger and colleagues, 2012, with the caveat stated in the 
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text that ketamine’s mechanism is debated and broader than any 

single network.

The five kleshas and the statement that avidya is the field 

in which the others grow draw on Yoga Sutras 2.3 through 2.5. 

The modern mapping of these onto approach and avoidance, the 

threat system, the self-concept, and cognitive bias is the author’s 

framing, consistent with standard accounts in affective and cog

nitive psychology. The model of the mind as manas, buddhi, 

ahamkara, chitta, and samskara, and the observation that emo

tion precedes the thoughts that rationalize it, draw on classical 

Vedic and yogic psychology.

The distinction between episodic (clinical) and constant low 

mood, and the alignment of the latter with dysthymia and with 

dukkha, draws on standard clinical descriptions of major depres

sive disorder and persistent depressive disorder, interpreted 

through the contemplative frame. The high-specificity features 

of clinical depression named in the text (anhedonia, unreassur

able negative self-attitude, and early-morning waking) are drawn 

from standard diagnostic descriptions; the text is explicit that 

these prompt professional assessment rather than self-diagnosis. 

The caution on mania and bipolar disorder, including the risk 

of an antidepressant precipitating a manic episode, reflects stan

dard psychiatric practice.

Practice and non-attachment as the two means of stilling the 

mind draw on Yoga Sutras 1.12 through 1.16. The practice half 

is supported by research on habit formation and consistency, 

in particular Lally, van Jaarsveld, Potts, and Wardle, “How are 

habits formed: Modelling habit formation in the real world,” Eu

ropean Journal of Social Psychology, 2010, which found that au

tomaticity builds with repetition over roughly a couple of months 

and that a single missed day does not break the process; the ac

ceptance half corresponds to the stance taken in acceptance and 

commitment therapy. The claim that action precedes motivation, 

and the distinction between “wanting” and “liking” as separable 

reward systems, draws on behavioral activation within cognitive 
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behavioral therapy and on the incentive-salience research asso

ciated with Berridge and Robinson. The account of grooves, 

plasticity, and memory reconsolidation draws on the contempo

rary literature on reconsolidation and on the traditional concept 

of samskara.

Part Two: How You Live

The five yamas draw on Yoga Sutras 2.30; the five niyamas 

on 2.32; the instruction to cultivate the opposite of a disturbing 

impulse (pratipaksha bhavana) on 2.33, which the text pairs with 

cognitive reframing.

On truthfulness and health: the discussion of lying less draws 

on Kelly and Wang, “The Science of Honesty,” presented at the 

American Psychological Association Annual Convention, 2012, 

in which participants asked to reduce everyday lies did so, and 

weeks with fewer lies were associated with better self-reported 

physical and mental health, with relationship quality accounting 

for much of the effect. The text notes that these outcomes were 

self-reported and the design correlational. The further observa

tion that truthfulness anchors attention in the present, reshapes 

conduct, and trains the release of control is the author’s framing, 

consistent with the yogic treatment of satya.

On non-harm turned inward: the discussion of self-criticism 

and self-compassion draws on the research program of Kristin 

Neff and colleagues.

On contentment: the hedonic treadmill, the tendency to adapt 

back toward a baseline after gains, draws on the adaptation-level 

tradition originating with Brickman and Campbell and developed 

in subsequent well-being research.

On cleanliness: the claim that environmental clutter taxes 

attention through bottom-up sensory load draws on the visual-

attention and load-theory literature, and the framing of cleansing 

(shuddhi) as preparation for stillness draws on the niyama tradi

tion.
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On discipline: the claim that action tends to precede motiva

tion, rather than the reverse, draws on behavioral activation as 

developed within cognitive behavioral therapy.

On self-study: the distinction between information and experi

ential understanding (jnana) draws on the jnana tradition and is 

paired with the modern concept of metacognition.

On surrender: the framing of authority over action but not 

outcome draws on the karma-yoga teaching of the Bhagavad Gita, 

held alongside the research on locus of control and on psycholog

ical acceptance.

Part Three: The Body and the Breath

The layered self, the five sheaths from the food body to the 

innermost layer, draws on the Taittiriya Upanishad and later 

Vedantic sources, and is held in the text as a working model rather 

than anatomy. The use of the koshas as a diagnostic for which 

“layer” a trouble occupies is the author’s framing.

On movement and mood: the statement that exercise has 

a moderate, real benefit for depression and anxiety draws on 

Noetel and colleagues, “Effect of exercise for depression: system

atic review and network meta-analysis of randomised controlled 

trials,” BMJ, 2024, which found walking or jogging, strength 

training, and yoga among the more effective modalities, with 

benefits tending to scale with intensity. The hedge that the effect 

is moderate and best regarded as adjunctive reflects primary-

care reviews and the attenuation of effects when lower-quality 

trials are excluded, as discussed in the American Academy of 

Family Physicians review of exercise, yoga, and meditation for 

depression and anxiety.

On the nervous system and trauma: the treatment of au

tonomic flexibility and heart-rate variability as a marker of 

resilience, and of trauma as an adaptive over-activation of the 

sympathetic system that body practices can reopen, draws on 

the heart-rate-variability literature and on the trauma physiology 

synthesized in the trauma-sensitive yoga literature and in van 

der Kolk’s work, with the caveat that some popular claims in that 
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area are debated. The caution that body-based practice for post-

traumatic stress is supported only as an ancillary practice along

side trauma-focused treatment draws on systematic reviews and 

meta-analyses of yoga for PTSD.

On the breath: the mechanism by which a longer exhale raises 

vagal tone and shifts the system toward rest draws on the physi

ology of respiratory sinus arrhythmia and vagal control of heart 

rate. The use of carbon-dioxide-enriched air to reliably induce 

anxiety, establishing that breath drives mental state and not only 

the reverse, draws on the CO2-inhalation literature in anxiety 

research. The finding that five minutes a day of cyclic sighing 

improved mood and lowered arousal more than mindfulness 

meditation over the same period draws on Balban and colleagues, 

“Brief structured respiration practices enhance mood and reduce 

physiological arousal,” Cell Reports Medicine, 2023. The broader 

framing of breath control as self-directed neuromodulation 

draws on a 2025 review of pranayama and the brain in the journal 

literature. The text holds the word prana, and the sun/moon 

framing of alternate-nostril breathing, as the tradition’s language 

for felt phenomena rather than as claims about a measurable 

energy.

Part Four: The Mind

Pratyahara, the withdrawal of the senses, and the account 

of the indriyas as the gates through which sensory material be

comes mental content, draw on the Yoga Sutras’ account of the 

limbs. The modern application, that attention is being captured 

and fragmented by designed systems, and that task-switching 

leaves attention residue, draws on the attention-residue research 

of Sophie Leroy and on Cal Newport’s synthesis in Deep Work. 

The account of variable-reward systems hijacking dopaminergic 

reward circuitry, the tolerance that flattens ordinary pleasures, 

and the sustained reset that lets the reward baseline recover 

draws on the reward-system and behavioral-addiction literature. 

The finding that organizational-skills training in children pro

duces functional gains that tend to persist after the training ends 
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draws on Abikoff and colleagues, “Remediating organizational 

functioning in children with ADHD,” Journal of Consulting and 

Clinical Psychology, 2013; the comparison with medication is a 

synthesis against the broader behavioral-versus-medication lit

erature, including the MTA follow-up studies, in which behavioral 

gains tend to be more durable once treatment stops, and is offered 

as the direction the evidence points rather than a single head-to-

head result.

Concentration as a trainable capacity, and the flow state in 

which challenge and skill are matched, draw on the Yoga Sutras’ 

account of dharana and on the flow research originating with 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. The reframing of “motivation” as a 

concentrated, one-pointed mind, and the menu of techniques 

matched to temperament (open awareness, focusing, grounding, 

and inquiry), draw on the contemplative tradition’s account of 

dharana and its many supports. The text avoids the widely 

repeated but unfounded “eight-second attention span” claim.

Part Five: Freedom

The distinction between dharana (the technique one does), 

dhyana (the state that arises, which cannot be forced, by analogy 

to sleep), and samadhi draws on the Yoga Sutras’ account of the 

limbs. The two-axis map of consciousness and mental activity, 

and the placement of flow and dhyana at the high-awareness, 

low-activity corner, are the author’s framing, consistent with 

the tradition. Meditation, the loosening of habitual grooves, and 

absorption draw on the Yoga Sutras’ account of dhyana and 

samadhi, and on the concept of samskara; the step-by-step pro

tocol for working with an activated samskara (catch, locate in 

the body, trace, feel rather than analyze, and meet with patience) 

draws on the contemplative and clinical traditions of emotional 

processing.

On meditation and the brain: the finding that experienced 

meditators show reduced activity in the main nodes of the 

default mode network and report less mind-wandering draws on 

Brewer and colleagues, “Meditation experience is associated with 
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differences in default mode network activity and connectivity,” 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 2011. The text’s 

caution about small samples and the need for replication reflects 

limitations stated in that and related work. The observation that 

secular mindfulness is a narrow extract of a much larger tradition 

is the author’s framing.

On self-transcendence: the account of ego dissolution and 

the softening of the self-other boundary, with associated default

mode changes shared between meditative and psychedelic states, 

draws on Sacchet and colleagues in World Psychiatry, 2024, 

and on the self-transcendence framework of Vago and Silber

sweig. The text’s central caution, that a brain correlate of an 

experience does not settle what the experience means, is stated 

as the author’s epistemic position. The distinction between self-

transcendence (which heightens presence from a stable baseline) 

and dissociation/derealization (which numbs from a baseline of 

overwhelm), including their overlapping neural machinery and 

opposite direction, draws on the clinical literature on dissociative 

disorders held alongside the contemplative account. The treat

ment of confidence versus ego (ahamkara) draws on the self/ego 

material of the tradition and on standard accounts of contingent 

self-worth.

Part Six: Living It

The daily-system and habit material draws on the same con

sistency and environment-design research underlying Part One’s 

treatment of practice. The action-success calculation (benefit, 

cost, and likelihood), the three subtypes of procrastination, the 

draft/appeasement move for overwhelm, the clearing of open 

“cognitive drains” (related to the Zeigarnik effect, the better recall 

of unfinished over finished tasks, an effect whose replication is 

uneven), and goals framed as controllable verbs draw on the 

motivation, behavioral, and clinical literatures. The finding that 

specific implementation intentions predict action far better than 

vague goals draws on the implementation-intention research of 
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Peter Gollwitzer. The contrast between fixed and growth readings 

of failure draws on the mindset research of Carol Dweck.

On the second arrow and self-compassion as its antidote, the 

text draws on the Buddhist parable of the two arrows and on the 

self-compassion literature. On post-traumatic growth, the five 

correlates named in the text draw on the post-traumatic growth 

research of Tedeschi and Calhoun, held with the explicit caveat 

that adversity does not reliably produce growth and frequently 

harms first.

On spiritual bypassing: the concept, using spiritual ideas and 

practices to avoid unresolved emotional and psychological work, 

was introduced by John Welwood in the mid-1980s and devel

oped in his Toward a Psychology of Awakening, 2000.

On the risks of meditation: the figures, that most participants 

in studied eight-week programs report at least one negative 

meditation-related experience while a smaller share (on the 

order of one in ten) report effects that impair functioning, draw 

on Britton, Lindahl, Cooper, Canby, and Palitsky, “Defining and 

Measuring Meditation-Related Adverse Effects in Mindfulness-

Based Programs,” Clinical Psychological Science, 2021, and on 

the broader Varieties of Contemplative Experience research. The 

text’s framing, that a negative experience is not the same as harm 

but that real harm exists, follows that work.

On the tradition naming its own hard passages: the dark night 

of the soul draws on the sixteenth-century writing of San Juan de 

la Cruz (St John of the Cross); the parallel reference to Zen sick

ness draws on the account of the eighteenth-century Zen master 

Hakuin Ekaku.
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A Note on the Sanskrit

Sanskrit terms are given in plain transliteration without diacrit

ical marks, for readability. Translations are working renderings 

chosen for usefulness to a practitioner rather than for scholarly 

precision, and reasonable translators differ on many of them.
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• abhyasa: steady, sustained practice over time.

• ahamkara: the I-maker; the ego as the mental faculty that 

generates the sense of a separate self and sources worth from 

outside.

• ahimsa: non-harm, in thought, word, and act.

• ananda / anandamaya: bliss; the innermost sheath in the lay

ered-self model.

• anna / annamaya: food; the physical-body sheath.

• aparigraha: non-grasping, non-possessiveness.

• asana: posture; a steady, comfortable seat.

• asmita: egoism; the hardening of misperception into a de

fended self-image (closely related to ahamkara).

• ashtanga: the eight limbs (ashta, eight; anga, limb).

• asteya: non-stealing, including of time, credit, and energy.

• avidya: misperception; mistaking the impermanent for the per

manent, the not-self for the self. The root affliction.

• brahmacharya: the right use of one’s energy; often rendered as 

continence or moderation.

• buddhi: the intellect; the faculty that discerns and digests emo

tion rather than merely reacting.

• chitta: the mind in its broad sense; the whole field of mental 

activity, and the screen on which impressions arise.

• dharana: concentration; holding the mind on a single object. 

The technique one does.

• dharma: duty, ethics, meaning; one of the four aims of life.

• dhyana: meditation; the sustained, unbroken flow of attention. 

A state that arises rather than an act one performs.
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• drashtu: the seer; awareness as distinct from the mind’s con

tents.

• dukkha: a Buddhist term for the unsatisfactoriness woven 

through ordinary life, from acute pain to the low-grade unease 

that persists even when nothing is wrong; rooted in attachment.

• dvesha: aversion; the push away from the unpleasant.

• indriya: a sense organ; the gate through which sensory material 

enters and becomes thought.

• ishvara pranidhana: surrender to, or devotion toward, some

thing larger than the self.

• jnana: knowledge or wisdom, especially of the direct, lived, 

experiential kind; the opposite of avidya.

• kama: desire, pleasure, relationship; one of the four aims of life.

• klesha: affliction; one of the five roots of suffering.

• kosha: sheath; one of the five layers of the self.

• manas / manomaya: the reactive emotional mind, which 

stamps experience as pleasant or unpleasant before thought; 

also the mental sheath.

• moksha: liberation, freedom; one of the four aims of life.

• nadi shuddhi: alternate-nostril breathing; balancing the acti

vating and settling currents.

• nirodha: settling, stilling, cessation.

• niyama: the observances; the second limb (saucha, santosha, 

tapas, svadhyaya, ishvara pranidhana).

• prana / pranamaya: life-energy and breath; the breath-energy 

sheath.

• pranayama: regulation of the breath.

• pratipaksha bhavana: cultivating the opposite of a disturbing 

thought.

• pratyahara: withdrawal of the senses; governing what reaches 

the mind through the sense-gates.

• purushartha: the aims of human life (dharma, artha, kama, 

moksha).

• raga: attachment; the pull toward the pleasant.

101



GLOSSARY

• samadhi: absorption; the settling of the mind in which the seer 

rests in its own nature.

• samskara: a groove or impression left by past experience that 

fires automatically. Some are habit-grooves worn smooth by 

repetition; others are emotionally charged deposits that carry 

the age at which they formed.

• santosha: contentment, cultivated rather than acquired.

• satya: truthfulness.

• saucha: cleanliness, inner and outer (shuddhi, cleansing, is the 

practice of it).

• svadhyaya: self-study; observation of one’s own patterns, and 

study of wisdom texts.

• tapas: discipline; the heat of voluntary difficulty.

• vairagya: non-attachment; a loose grip on results.

• vidya: true or liberating knowledge; the opposite of avidya, mis

perception. (This book uses the plain words “information” and 

“understanding” for the everyday distinction between book-

learning and lived knowing.)

• vijnana / vijnanamaya: discernment and identity; the wisdom 

sheath.

• vritti: a turning or fluctuation of the mind.

• yama: the restraints; the first limb (ahimsa, satya, asteya, brah

macharya, aparigraha).
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On the Yoga Sutras themselves, a clear scholarly translation 

with commentary, such as Edwin Bryant’s, sits well alongside a 

practitioner’s commentary, such as those by B. K. S. Iyengar or 

Swami Satchidananda. Reading more than one translation is gen

uinely useful, since the threads are terse and translators diverge.

On the body and trauma, Bessel van der Kolk’s work is the 

widely read entry point, best read with the awareness that some 

of its claims are debated. On attention and its modern erosion, Cal 

Newport on deep work and the broader literature on the atten

tion economy are useful. On acceptance and values-based action, 

the popular introductions to acceptance and commitment ther

apy are a practical starting point. On habit, motivation, and the 

mechanics of follow-through, the research on implementation 

intentions and on growth mindset is a good entry. On the risks of 

contemplative practice, the work of Willoughby Britton and the 

Varieties of Contemplative Experience project is the most careful 

available.

These are starting points, not endorsements of every claim in 

them. Read them the way this book asks you to hold everything: 

with interest, and with the willingness to notice where they over

reach.
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On Tradition and Borrowing

This book borrows substantially from Hindu and Buddhist philo

sophical traditions: specifically Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras and the 

broader yogic lineages that have kept these teachings alive for 

two thousand years. The borrowing is deliberate and acknowl

edged throughout, but it deserves its own explicit statement.

What this book does with those teachings (extracting the 

psychological frameworks, stripping away the metaphysics, rein

terpreting them through the lens of modern neuroscience) is a 

particular move. It is useful, and it is honest about what it is doing. 

But it is also a translation, and translations cost something. The 

living traditions that birthed these teachings are not museums. 

They are still here. Teachers in those lineages are still training, 

still deepening the work, still holding dimensions of the Sutras 

that no book can flatten without loss.

If what you find in these pages resonates with you, that reso

nance is a real signal, and it is also an invitation. The deeper 

work is available. B.K.S. Iyengar, Swami Satchidananda, and con

temporary teachers in both yoga and Buddhist traditions offer 

commentaries and practices that do not perform the seculariza

tion this book does. They hold the Sutras in their original context, 

where ethics and metaphysics and cosmology are woven in, and 

the whole is greater than any part.

This book is not a substitute for that. It is an entrance, a bridge, 

a place to stand if you are coming from a secular perspective and 

want to see what these ancient practices have to offer. But if you 

find yourself taking it seriously, if the practices begin to change 

how you move through the world, know that there is a whole 

living tradition waiting, should you want to go deeper. Teachers 
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in yoga and Buddhist schools are not hard to find, and they carry 

the full richness of what this book has simplified.

None of this invalidates what is in these pages. The practices 

have worked for me, and the evidence I can point to is real, if 

often modest. The analysis is honest. But this book is not the tra

dition. It is a conversation about the tradition, held in a particular 

dialect, in particular circumstances. The tradition itself is more 

vast, more alive, and more beautiful than any single adaptation 

can capture.
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How this book was made

A book about clear seeing should be clear about its own making.

I write as a practitioner, not a guru. The substance here, 

the framing, the choice of what to include and leave out, the 

insistence on honesty over overclaim, comes from my own notes 

and my own practice. I used AI tools to help draft and organize 

that material into prose, then edited it and checked every claim 

against its source. I stand behind the claims and the citations; 

where I was unsure, I have tried to say so, and the errors that 

remain are mine.

This book argues against the guru structure, against attaching 

to a person as the source of truth, and that argument still holds 

with my name on it. A named author is easy to turn into a point of 

attachment: credentials to defer to, a reputation to trust instead 

of testing. Do not. The practices work, or they do not, in your own 

experience; the clarity comes from your own seeing, not from 

faith in the person reporting it.

So here is what I can tell you. The sources cited are real, 

the studies referenced are real, the practices described are real. 

Where I do not know something, I have tried to say so. Where two 

traditions disagree, I have named the disagreement rather than 

smoothed it over. Where the science is uncertain, I have hedged. 

When I claim something directly (that a practice works, that 

awareness changes grooves, that the path is as described) I claim 

it because I have found it true in my own sitting and believe the 

evidence points that way. I have not invented studies, misrepre

sented findings, or claimed certainty I do not have.

Take what is useful, test it in your own experience, leave the 

rest, and trust your own seeing over mine. That is the method this 
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book asks you to use, and it applies to the book itself. You are not 

here to believe me. You are here to see for yourself.
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