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Month 8 Practice: 

The Self-Inquiry Practice of the Masters 

 

Self-realization is God-realization. Look into yourself and know your Self. –Lahiri Mahasaya 

 

The wisdom tradition of yoga offers a profound method for Self-realization, a systematic process 

for Self-inquiry. The goal of yoga is Self- and God-realization. What is the Self to be realized or 

known? Is it possible that we do not know our own self and must somehow go in search of it? Do 

we actually need to find out who we are? The yoga tradition answers this question with a 

resounding “yes.” That we are consistently unaware of our true Self and erroneously assume we 

are what we are not, is the central problem that yoga philosophy and practices address.           

Who am I? This is the fundamental question that must be asked. Its answer can only be 

discovered in the heart, beyond every mental construct that arises.  

I think it is fair to say that from our personal observation, we are aware that the essential 

problem we must address is how to free ourselves from unnecessary suffering. Yoga philosophy 

teaches that the root of all our suffering and sorrows is this case of mistaken identity. Our sorrow 

is rooted in avidya, the Sanskrit word simply translated as “wrong knowledge.” We think we know 

who or what we are, but we are wrong. The only remedy for wrong knowledge—ignorance of the 

true Self—is Self-knowledge, realization of the truth of our essential nature.  

The remedy of right knowledge of the Self is fundamentally different than any other type of 

knowledge we pursue. It cannot be acquired. It’s never an update to knowledge we have. We can’t 

find it through study of scripture, chanting mantras, making offerings, selflessly serving others, 

practicing pranayama, or being able to do a stellar forward bend! Why? Surely all these practices 

are useful. They are. However, in light of Self-knowledge, they are all considered preliminary, or 

indirect. Self-knowledge is never the result of any action. It has nothing to do with cause and 

effect. Self-inquiry concerns itself with what is—the essence that ever remains constant beyond 

any action or perception. The way of Self-inquiry is darshan, which means direct insight.  
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The Hidden Self 

How? How can we observe the Self when the Self is the Seer, the Observer—ever the Subject, 

never the object? It is like trying to see our own eyeball. This requires some extraordinary 

measures! Certainly, it is not our ordinary process of observation—our ability to focus on 

something as an object of perception. Self can never be the object of perception. How can we 

perceive that which is all pervasive, that which we can never separate from in order to objectify? 

We are never outside of the Self, so we cannot look at It.  We are It. That is what we are. Vedantic 

scriptures declare: Tat Tvam Asi—That Thou Art.
1
  

Self-Discovery  

By the inquiry “Who am I?” The thought “Who am I?” will destroy all other thoughts, and like the 

stick used for stirring the burning pyre, it will itself in the end get destroyed. Then there will arise 

Self-realization.   ---Ramana Maharshi
2
 

 

The practice of Self-inquiry can be called meditative contemplation, although it should not be 

confused with contemplation as something we think about. It is, rather, a process more like 

progressively peeling off layers, discarding all ideas and perceptions to finally arrive at the 

ground of being. This process is referred to as “neti neti” meaning, “not that, not that.” Our 

awareness moves through various perceptions of the self, and through inquiry, discards that 

which can be named, whatever can be objectified. We remove all objectification of the self, any 

sense of attachment of the “I” to body, senses, mind, feeling, perception, or thought, until at last, 

we sink into the experience of being. When the question recedes beyond any object to be named, 

the mind which is only operant through thought finally sinks into the heart of Self-knowledge. It 

is thought-free, direct experience.   

 

																																																													
1
 Chandogya Upanishad, 6.8.7 

2
 Ramana Maharshi, The Spiritual Teaching of Ramana Maharshi, (Shambhala: Boston, 1988), p.5 
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The Practice of Self Inquiry 

Self-inquiry can be practiced both immediately following our daily superconscious meditation 

and throughout our day in moments of reflection. During this month, engage in several formal 

sitting practice sessions, moving through the steps of Self-inquiry. In addition to your formal 

sitting practice, welcome Self-inquiry into your day when it naturally arises.  

In the process of Self-inquiry, we use the mind to go beyond the mind. We use the process of 

discrimination, noting the distinction between the seer and what is seen, between the subject 

and the object. We note how objects are experienced, and where the ultimate power of 

perception resides. We ever move our awareness toward conscious abidance as the Seer.  

Here’s how it can work. For example, we note that the senses can perceive the qualities of an 

object—whether that is a taste, the colors or light emanating from something, a sound, texture, 

or odor. Senses can perceive an object, but the object cannot perceive the senses. The mind, in 

turn, can perceive the activity of the senses. The mind is aware of what the nose is smelling or 

what the eye is seeing. But the senses are not aware of the mind. The Self observes the mind, but 

the mind cannot observe the Self. With the process of Self-inquiry, we progressively examine this 

pathway, step-by-step.  

1. Reflect on the distinction between the Self and what you observe. Note that you are not 

what you perceive in your environment, nor are you fundamentally changed by anything 

changing around you. You might smell the sweet fragrance of a rose or the stench of 

garbage—neither of those perceptions changes the nose itself. It is the instrument of 

perception. It is not the object it has perceived. 

2. Reflect on your ability to observe the perceptive ability of the sense organs. Your hearing 

may be sharp or impaired. The ability to know that you hear well, or do not hear well, is 

observed by the mind.  

3. Reflect on the distinction between you as the Seer and your thoughts and feelings—the 

thinking mind. You can observe thoughts and feelings. Thoughts and feelings are 

ephemeral, they are constantly changing, yet our ability to observe them remains the 



	

	

	

© 2017 Ellen Grace O’Brian Month 8 Practice: The Self-Inquiry Practice of the Masters Page 4 

same. Thoughts pass, moods and emotional states come and go, but the observing Self 

does not fade with them.  

4. Reflect on the distinction between the Seer, which can be referred to as the “pure I am” 

and the ego, the false self, which is identified with the body and mind. Loosen this grip of 

your awareness at the ego stage by witnessing the way ego attaches ownership to 

thoughts and experiences. Note how ego puts its mark on everything: I will do this; I am 

happy or sad; I am successful or afraid of failure. We can observe the ways that ego grasps 

onto a sense of identity. Who is observing?  

5. At this stage, we have moved through various layers of perception, letting go of all that 

we can objectify and observe, arriving at the ultimate question: Who am I? I am not 

anything I can observe.  Here, we abide in the pure I, the Self which is the Seer. As is noted 

in Patanjali’s definition of yoga—when the mental modifications cease, the Seer abides in 

its own nature. 
3
 

 

While it is tremendously helpful to understand this pathway of Self-inquiry, it is not necessary to 

try to religiously follow it. What is important is to practice self-observation. Keep these stages of 

subtilization of awareness in mind and then look within. Sit for a time following your regular 

practice of meditation and gently inquire within: Who am I? Notice what arises. Keep asking, and 

noticing what is beyond your initial observations. Take the mind into the heart of direct 

experience of the Self.   

 

 

 

																																																													
3
 Inspiration drawn from David Frawley, Vedantic Meditation, (North Atlantic Books: Berkeley 2000) p. 15 


