
	
	
	

© 2017 Ellen Grace O’Brian Week 28 Lesson: Recognize Three Causes of Imbalance Page 1 

Week 28 Lesson: 

Recognize the Three Causes of Imbalance 
 

What causes us to commit errors, as if by force, even against our will?  

--Bhagavad Gita 3.36 

 

Healthy, happy, harmonious, living requires balance. We require balance or equilibrium of body, 

mind, and essential Self to access our deepest wisdom and make the best choices, moment to 

conscious moment. One of the most important questions I brought with me to the path of Kriya 

Yoga was: How will I know what is right for me? I often wondered that. Amongst all the 

possibilities that were before me in any given situation, I wondered, how would I know what is 

best? And, when I used my best discernment to select an option, how would I know if I had 

decided well? What I learned about my thinking mind, my faculty of discernment, and my ability 

to restore balance when needed has shined a never-failing light upon my path of right knowledge 

and action.  

Balance of body, mind, and essential Self makes it possible to access deeper wisdom which shines 

through our faculty of discernment known as buddhi, in Sanskrit. Think of buddhi as your “higher 

mind.” While still a component of mind and thus subject to the influences of nature, buddhi is the 

supreme arbiter, the internal authority that weighs our options and provides insight. Unlike the 

thinking mind or sense mind (manas in Sanskrit) which is focused only outward in its role of 

collecting sense impressions, buddhi faces both directions. Buddhi has the ability (and the 

function) to take in the information that manas has gathered, hold it up to the inner light of the 

essential Self, and then offer guidance. Imagine, we all have an inner GPS system! Every one of us 

has an internal God Positioning System, a mechanism called buddhi, that connects to higher 

knowledge and guidance. We have an unfailing guidance system. It is up to us to learn how to 

access it, and discover how to stay open to it.  
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Recognizing Balance and Imbalance  

The key to keeping our inner guidance system in tip-top order is the cultivation of sattva—the 

principle of luminosity found in nature. When buddhi is infused with sattva, the mental field is 

calm and quiet, and the body is healthy and balanced, we have clear access to our guidance 

system. When the body is out of balance, when the mind is clouded by rajas guna or tamas guna, 

then buddhi, too, is affected. It becomes like a clouded glass that impedes the inner light of 

wisdom from shining through. When this is happening, we are hard pressed to make good 

choices. Often what we choose exacerbates the imbalance, making it more pronounced, as if to 

bring it to our attention! What is going on is that when the elements of nature are moving in a 

certain direction—say towards the restless of rajas guna—it will continue to move in that 

direction until counteracted by either tamas guna, slowing it down, or sattva guna, lifting it up. 

Being out of balance is like a car careening downhill on a country road. It will keep gathering 

speed until the breaks are applied or until it crashes. We, of course, prefer the “apply the brakes” 

strategy to crashing.   

Once we have a regular spiritual practice, it is easy to recognize balance and its opposite, 

imbalance. Balance brings clarity, contentment, and a sense of inner strength and resilience. We 

experience moving through our day with grace and ease. Imbalance feels like we are going too 

fast, trying hard to accomplish things, and we are on the verge of spinning out. Or, it feels heavy 

and dull. We can’t find our motivation and we wonder why we are so tired. 

One of the most beneficial teachings I ever received about balance was this: Remember that 

balance is not a static state. This completely changed my perspective about myself. Before 

understanding this, I was forever trying to hold onto balance and chiding myself when I got out of 

balance. Needless to say, I felt like a real failure most of the time. There is no absolute state of 

balance. Balance is dynamic because we are operating in the realm of nature with its changing 

elements. When we understand balance as dynamic, rather than static, we can more gently 

return again and again to it.  
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The Foundation for Balanced Living  

To return to experiencing the clarity of body, mind, and divine Self in alignment, we need the 

capacity to notice when we are out of balance. The skills necessary for that are Self-referral and 

Self-reflection. Self-referral is our ability to access deeper wisdom to guide us and Self-reflection 

is our ability to contemplate, notice, and make course corrections. In simple terms, first, we 

develop the skill of noticing when we feel off; when we don’t feel finely tuned. Once we notice, we 

reflect on what is needed to restore our balance. Then we take positive action.  

The primary skills that provide a strong foundation for balanced living are our daily 

superconscious meditation practice and all the ways we cultivate a yogic, or dharmic lifestyle in 

harmony with spiritual principles. We can also turn to Yoga’s sister science, Ayurveda, for some 

helpful insights about how to avoid losing our balance.  

Ayurvedic teachings encourage us to be aware of three causes of imbalance which are termed 

trividha karana in Sanskrit. They are: being out of tune with time; improper use of the sense 

organs; and actions which are contrary to wisdom.  

Tune into Time  

The imbalance that affects the body and mind related to time comes from not paying attention 

to what time it is! Lack of awareness of the season of the year, or the “season” of our life (what 

stage of life we are in), or the time of the day or night, can cause us to act against nature, rather 

than cooperating with it. A common example today is the tendency to work late, into all hours of 

the night, because the computer takes us “out of time.” Usually, the result of working long hours 

on the computer, beyond when a person naturally in tune with the sun and moon rhythms would 

be in bed, is insomnia. Lack of sleep then cascades into imbalance in the body and mind. We 

become too tired or restless, so we drink coffee to wake up or sleep in well beyond sunrise and 

the normal waking hour. Each step down this pathway leads to greater imbalance.  

Paying attention to time—to what is appropriate activity, or food, for that time of the day, 

season of the year, or stage of our life—helps us to maintain a healthy balance, needing only 

minor adjustment from time to time.  
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Those Poor Senses! 

The senses, and the sense organs, are always hard at work—seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, 

touching—taking in information for the sense mind to offer to buddhi. When we overload the 

senses such as listening to loud music for an extended time, or overeating spicy food, the senses 

become agitated or dulled. They lose their acute ability to offer clear information and the sense 

organs themselves suffer—the eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and skin. This is easy enough to remedy. 

Be aware of the need to nurture the senses. Give them a rest from overstimulation. Practice 

pratyahara, yoga’s art of withdrawing attention and awareness from the senses to support 

meditation.  

 Going Against Wisdom 

There is an evocative Sanskrit term for this cause of imbalance: prajnaparadha—which means, 

“crimes against wisdom.”
1
That hardly needs explaining! I’m guessing that most people know 

exactly what it feels like to go against inner wisdom.  

Our buddhi sends out the message—don’t do that, it is not the best choice. Our ego says, But! I’m 

tired of all this self-discipline. How about a little enjoyment for a change? It’s true that deciding 

to override what we know is the best choice from time to time, may not be a problem. But often, 

one “crime against wisdom” leads to another.  

When we decide to stay in steady alignment with our higher wisdom, we notice that the joy that 

comes from exercising self-discipline is longer lasting than the short-lived pleasure derived from 

going against our better knowing.  

Tune In 

This week take the time to “tune in” to your higher wisdom. Notice if you feel balanced; if your 

life feels balanced. Strengthen your spiritual foundation as the first course-correction, if needed. 

																																																													
1 Kate O’Donnell, The Everyday Ayurveda Cookbook: A Seasonal Guide to Eating and Living Well, (Boston: 
Shambhala, 2015), p.26 
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Explore the three causes of imbalance. See if they are active in your life. If they are, tune into 

buddhi. Make a positive change.  
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Lesson Journal: 

What are my indicators of “life in balance?” What does it feel like, or look like, to experience 

balance of body, mind, spirit?  

 

What are my indicators that I have moved out of balance, even become “disconnected”—lacking 

awareness of my higher Self?  

 

How do I regain my balance?  

 

Am I able to see that balance in life is dynamic and not static? Can this point of view help me to 

consider that I am continually, in various ways, moving back into balance?  

 

Am I able to be in right relationship with time as I engage in activity by taking into account the 

time of day, season of the year, and period of my life? Are there any ways that I am oblivious to 

time or the season? If so, what is the effect of that lack of awareness? Are there ways I can see 

that a greater awareness of time and the potential for acting in harmony with it could be 

beneficial? 

 

Am I aware of the value of my senses and the need to nurture them by making sure they are not 

over worked or undervalued? Are there ways that I might consider how stress affects my senses 

and make necessary corrections? What kind of remedial actions could I take?  

 

What happens in my heart, mind, and body when I act against my wisdom? Am I able to notice the 

subtle (or not so subtle) difference between the momentary gain that comes from going against 

wisdom and the longer-term joy of self-discipline—doing what I know is right for me? 

 


