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Week 31 Lesson: 

The Science of Positive Change 

 

Even the hills and fields are flowing, 

so why do you feel you’re all alone, 

tears hugging you to yourself? 

The world is a tree bowed down with fruit, 

while you bend over stealing rotten apples.  -- Rumi
1
 

 

In this month of lessons, we shift our attention to two of the three final steps of the eight limbs 

of yoga practice. We are building on the foundation of the yamas with their call to be kind, 

truthful, generous, prudent, and free as well as the first two niyamas, with their invitation to be 

clear and content. The final trio of practices are the subtlest, taking us into the awareness of the 

true Self.  

 

You might notice that the last three niyamas are the same practices that indicate the path of 

Kriya Yoga: self-discipline, self-study, and self-surrender. From the very beginning with the first 

yama that brings us into right relationship with all of life, we have been heading toward the 

ultimate surrender of the sense of separate self. Hand in hand with spiritual surrender is 

receptivity to the experience of the highest happiness. In this week’s lesson, we’ll explore how our 

happiness and self-discipline are connected. They are inseparable—but perhaps not in the way 

you have thought. 

 

In the yoga tradition, the purpose of self-discipline is to orient our life toward cooperating with 

the Infinite, to allow Life to prosper us, and support our complete fulfillment. Self-discipline is not 

to punish or mold the soul. The soul, the divine Self, is already perfectly awake, free, and joyous. It 

remains untouched by anything we do or don’t do. Self-discipline is principally aimed at the mind, 

because that is where any impediments or blocks to our ability to cooperate reside.  

																																																													
1
 Rumi, from a Hadith transmitted by Abu Hurayra, quoted by Neil Douglas-Klotz in The Sufi Book of Life, (Penguin 

Compass: New York 2005), p. 47 



	

	

	

© 2017 Ellen Grace O’Brian Week 31 Lesson: The Science of Positive Change Page 2 

There certainly are disciplines for the body, but their primary aim is to purify the senses, mind, 

and intellect, facilitating their proper receptivity to the inner Light of divine guidance. Life is 

naturally inclined to support the fulfillment of its purpose. We can observe it in nature—a tiny 

seed works its way through the ground to sprout, then breaks the heavy surface of the soil to 

stretch toward the sun, all the while unfurling its inner code to blossom and bear fruit. It’s natural 

to every living thing. That innate push of nature combined with the activity of divine grace that 

quickens the evolutionary rise of consciousness and the revelation of harmony is at work in our 

lives right now. Self-discipline is the way we cooperate with it. 

 

Every summer I plant a small area of our garden with flowers and vegetables. It’s a tiny, but 

mighty garden. I call it my “postage stamp” garden. Last winter when the garden was dormant, 

my husband tilled the soil, regularly turning it over as he added compost—lots of compost. This 

year we have seen one of the most verdant crops. Everything I planted is thriving—even cilantro 

which generally bolts as soon as I put it in the ground. What has been the most interesting and 

surprising act of the garden this season is the volunteers that have arrived. Not human 

volunteers, but plants that showed up without me planting them—three tomato plants that are 

hearty and beginning to set fruit, and what appears to be two healthy cucumber vines. We have 

been hoping that the vines are watermelon but my guess is cucumber. Think about what those 

seeds had to go through to stay alive through the heat and transformative process of the 

compost. Whole apples return to soil in there but somehow, these little seeds either survived that 

or they waited dormant in the existing soil and fought their way through the several inches of 

added compost. Either way, I consider it amazing.  

 

What has amazed you recently? I mean, in a positive way. It’s not uncommon these days to hear 

someone remark how amazed they are at the ignorance they see displayed here or there. But 

what about the amazing unfolding of divine potential revealing itself every day? What about the 

acts of kindness people offer for no reason other than the expression of basic goodness? What 

about beauty that is everywhere if we only look? Self-discipline is about looking, seeing, and 

cooperating with Life’s amazing tendency to thrive.  

Neuroscientists today are discovering important information about our brain’s ability to notice, 

and recall, what amazes us. They can track what we notice, and what we remember, then shine a 
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light on how that influences our mood and behavior. It turns out that our brains are much better 

at noticing and recording unpleasant or negative experiences, than those that are pleasant or 

positive. That innate tendency of the brain is an old protective mechanism designed to keep us 

safe from harm. Pay attention to what may be harmful! What is safe, sweet, pleasant, and not 

threatening, does not stay with us in the same way. We don’t give it as much attention. 
2
 

 

These new scientific discoveries about the brain correlate well with yoga’s ancient scientific 

observations about the nature of the mind. Yogic sages discovered that the mental field retains 

imprints of our experiences, all of them. But the stronger imprints, or samskaras, are those where 

the emotional impact is considerable, such as a trauma. This becomes a memory that drives 

future behavior, especially in similar circumstances.  

 

What yogic philosophy has always put forth and neuroscience is now affirming is that the mind 

and the brain are malleable. They are “plastic” or changeable. We have the capacity to change our 

lives through changing our mind and our brain. One of the most important and powerful things 

we can do is begin to create more positive imprints, more positive samskaras. This is important 

because these imprints condition our next thoughts, emotions, and actions. Keeping in mind that 

we are wired for negativity, we can discern that we need self-discipline to override the default 

setting. We must change our minds. We do that by changing what we focus on, what we take in 

deeply through thought and feeling.  

 

It’s a simple discipline. Instead of focusing on, taking in, and holding on to negative experiences, 

we retrain our minds to do that with what is positive. This is not a matter of making things up. 

More positive than negative things happen every day, but it is generally the negative things that 

stand out at the end of the day. We use self-discipline to interrupt that auto-setting.  

 

We use self-discipline to thrive. We notice amazing. We feel it. We let it occupy our thoughts and 

our feelings. We notice how amazing our life is. We practice this—religiously and scientifically. 

The “world is a tree bowed down with fruit.” We discipline ourselves to make sure we enjoy it.   

 

 

																																																													
2
 Rick Hanson, http://www.rickhanson.net/wp-content/uploads/2009/09/Taking-in-the-Good.pdf  
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Lesson Journal: 

What is my idea of discipline? Do I think of it as the way I can decide to cooperate with Infinite 

blessing--Life’s prospering intention and power? 

 

 

 

What has positively amazed me recently? 

 

 

 

Could I benefit from the self-discipline of taking in, savoring, and imprinting more positive 

experiences? 

 

 

 

Where have I seen evidence of Life’s tendency to support the fulfillment of its purposes?  

 

 

 

How might my spiritual journey today be graced by that tendency? 

 


