
	
	
	

© 2017 Ellen Grace O’Brian Week 32 Lesson: The Discipline of Delight Page 1 

Week 32 Lesson: 

The Discipline of Delight  
 

The literal meaning of tapas is “shining heat.” Tapas is the radiance of the life force—it makes us 

radiant and vibrant. From the standpoint of practice, gathering and imbibing this radiant force is 
tapas. –Pandit Rajmani Tigunait 
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Making friends with self-discipline and embracing it as a way of spiritually conscious living is the 

task of every ardent seeker of higher truth. Self-discipline is essential to freedom, higher 

awareness, and bliss. All spiritual paths point to its necessity. Why then, do many of us either 

avoid it all together or struggle with implementing it on a regular basis? We have two 

misconceptions to overcome. Both errors involve an incorrect view of discipline as it regards 

dharmic living. The first error is confusing discipline on the yoga path with the “no pain, no gain” 

heavy lifting workout model. The second error is misunderstanding what brings us delight.  

The yogic way of self-discipline is in harmony with its purpose—the means are not separate from 

the result. The purpose is freedom and joy. Therefore, all the way to freedom and joy should be 

the path of delightful thought, speech, and action. I find it most useful to think of our spiritual 

discipline as “doing what pleases the soul.” If we consider the heart of discipline, if we are clear 

about its purpose, then it is obvious that doing what is in harmony with the higher Self is the 

appropriate discipline. And, doing what is in harmony with the higher Self will be delightful! Not 

the rigidity of a results-oriented approach or the laxity of an anything goes approach, but the 

generous, kind, deepest way of Self-care—that is the discipline that is harmonious with nurturing 

the soul life. Once we understand this and set our goal to live a soul-directed life, we can 

immediately experience the subtler but longer-lasting delight that comes from resisting what is 

not useful for our higher purpose and embracing all that is.  

																																																													
1 Pandit Rajmani Tigunait, The Practice of the Yoga Sutra, 2017forthcoming book from Himalayan Institute, p.205 
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The Discipline of Choosing Delight 

The core of delightful discipline is our ability to see beyond immediate gratification to the longer-

range effect of our choices. I call this “drawing the circle.” This discipline requires contemplation 

and consideration of the likely outcome of our choices. As teaching in the Bhagavad Gita points 

out, what may seem delightful initially can turn out to be debilitating instead. And, what seems 

difficult initially may turn out to be delightful.   

…By sustained effort, one comes to the end of sorrow. That which seems like poison at first, but 

tastes like nectar in the end—this is the joy of sattva, born of a mind at peace with itself. Pleasure 
from the senses seems like nectar at first, but it is bitter as poison in the end. 18:36-38
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Everything is contained in this rubric of “drawing the circle” discipline. Where does our choice 

lead? Further teachings in yoga tell us there are two pathways our choice can travel—the path of 

the soul’s delight which is shreyas, or the path of self-indulgence which is preyas. That which is 

self-indulgent is pleasant at first, but not the most useful in the long run. Compare that to what is 

truly beneficial, that which has lasting value. A bitter herb may be taken to sweeten our 

digestion, whereas a highly-processed dessert with a sweet taste may end up disrupting our 

digestion, leading to a “sour stomach.” Who delights in a bitter herb? One who draws the full 

circle. We delight even in the bitter taste, knowing that our choice is one of higher good, one that 

is truly beneficial.  

Drawing the circle is a powerful practice for our choices—whether it is intentions we make, 

things we say, or actions we take. Besides better care of our body and mind and our intimate 

relationships, imagine how we could improve as environmental stewards by applying “drawing 

the circle” contemplation to our lifestyle choices. A few years ago, I purchased one of those 

rechargeable battery-operated soap dispensers for our kitchen. It seemed like a good idea—less 

waste with measured dispensing of soap, less mess with different people using it, and less effort. 

Just put your hand under it and poof! There is your soap.  

																																																													
2 The Bhagavad Gita, Eknath Easwaran, trans.(Nilgiri Press: Tomales, 1985), p. 260 
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Last week my dispenser died. It quit dispensing and would not recharge. When I contacted the 

company, they said the warranty had expired, and it could not be repaired. They offered me a 

discount on purchasing a new one. I stopped there. What would I do with the old one? Here is a 

product that is a combination of plastic and metal—it’s not readily recyclable, not to mention the 

dead battery. I realized in that moment of contemplation that I had initially made a “preyas” 

choice. It was delightful while it lasted. Then, I was faced with the difficult thought of this item I 

had purchased ending up in a landfill with the mountain of other “preyas” electronics. Instead of 

repeating that error, I found great joy in re-instating a simple glass jar with a pump handle that 

requires only a little push of the hand on the top to have a squirt of soap come out. Easy to use, 

great longevity with no electronic parts, and easy to recycle should the necessity ever arise.  

Have a Vision, Make a Plan, Arrange Conditions  

To embrace self-discipline as your path to living in the highest way, hold a vision of how you want 

to live the soul life, make a plan for carrying it out, and then arrange conditions for your success. 

Instead of focusing on our lack of discipline or past failures, it is most helpful to turn our thoughts 

to our vision of possibility.  

Choose an area of your life that will benefit from more focused, delightful discipline. Begin by 

reflecting on this choice. Envision it. Call to mind what it will look like, what you will look and feel 

like as you follow this discipline. What will it require? How can you best prepare? What are the 

obstacles you have faced in the past? What will you do to overcome those challenges? Start by 

seeing the end result. See and feel what it is like for you to live in the highest way, following the 

path of discipline you know is right for you now and beneficial long-term. 

Once you decide on your discipline, make a plan. Consider how to make a conscious beginning 

and how you will carry it through over time. Remember to bring delight into your thoughts, 

speech, and action in the beginning. Let go of the “no pain, no gain” model and instead hold a 

vision of delight throughout, from beginning to end. Even if your plan includes some difficulty in 

the beginning, which discipline very often does, it is still possible to delight in doing it. We simply 

delight in the choice we are making.  
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Perhaps we decide to get up earlier to have enough time to meditate. The initial experience of 

getting up earlier may not be pleasant. What can be pleasant right away is how we feel about our 

self and the choice we are making. Pay attention to that. When we stay in bed longer than we 

intended, we have the comfort of the covers but later do not feel very good about our self, or 

about the choice we made. If we follow our program of discipline and get up when we decided we 

would, the initial ache of leaving the comfort of sleep is far outweighed by the good feeling we 

have about ourselves in the day ahead.  

Use the “drawing the circle” contemplation to help you arrange conditions for success with your 

program of discipline. For example, I notice that my best plans for healthy eating can fall asunder 

if I have not thoughtfully prepared for the end of the day when I am likely to be tired and hungry. 

If I want to follow a program of healthy eating, I have to draw the circle for my entire day. What 

will I need to do in the morning before I start work (or even the day or night before) to support 

my success?  

At the end of the day, instead of focusing on failures, lift up all your successes. What went well? 

Why? What contributed to your delightful discipline? What incremental progress did you make? 

How could it be even better?  

Think of tapas as your way to shine. Polishing the body and mind, we allow our innate radiance to 

pour through. In its wake is the soul’s delight.  
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Lesson Journal: 

Have I experienced the “no pain, no gain” model of self-discipline? What are its benefits? Any drawbacks? 

 

 

Have I engaged in a “discipline of delight”—the discipline of making changes with awareness of “pleasing 

the soul?” 

 

What does “doing what pleases the soul” mean to me? Is it important to me to engage in discipline with 

that in mind? If so, why? If not, why not? 

 

 

Can I recall some shreyas, soul-pleasing choices, I have made recently that required discipline?  

 

 

 

Am I aware of any preyas choices I have made recently which offered a short-term benefit but a long-term 

deficit?  

 

 

What area of my life right now would most benefit from “drawing the circle”—looking at the longer-range 

impact of my current choices? 

 


