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Lesson 34: 

Self-Inquiry Illuminates the Way Forward 

The teaching for how to live an awakened, prosperous life is near us; it is within us, as the divine 

Self is within us — in our heart and our mind, revealed in our speech and action. Our insight and 

knowledge from spiritual study and meditation practice is honed — fine-tuned — in the temple 

offerings of daily life and the sanctity of every relationship.  — from The Jewel of Abundance 

 

The heart of yoga philosophy and practice is wholeness. It is a system for living a connected life—

body, mind, and spirit consciously connected. With that conscious connection, we are able to live 

from the soul—to access higher wisdom, the inner guidance we need to navigate living in a world 

of change. Living in a world of change does not mean a little change happens once in a while. It 

means constant change. Nothing ever stays the same. While we often have the illusion that 

circumstances are fixed, they are not. They never will be. As the saying goes: “you can’t step in 

the same river twice.” The river of time and circumstance is continually moving and changing. 

And we, ourselves, at the body-mind level, are continually moving and changing. Therefore, we 

cannot thrive with a “canned” response to life.  

Every situation will be different; what we must learn is how to adapt and respond to this ever-

morphing landscape. We need to be both wise and flexible. What worked well one time may not 

be the answer the next. How fortunate that yoga teaches us how to be flexible! It’s true that 

flexibility often comes up when people think of yoga. But here, I am not referring simply to a 

supple body. I am referring to having an agile mind—a clarified mental field that allows quick 

access to inner wisdom and guidance when we need it, as well as the ability to perceive the 

seamless connection between our experiences in the so-called outer world and the conditions of 

our inner life.  
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It Is All Connected 

When I teach yoga philosophy, there are a few junctures where the teaching seems to hit a 

collective nerve. I watch as the eyes looking at me widen, people shift in their chairs, and once in 

a while, a nervous laugh escapes into the room. One of these moments is when I explain how 

yoga views the capacity of consciousness to use the mind to record our thoughts and experiences 

in the mental field. Everything we think, feel, and experience leaves an imprint. These mental 

imprints are helpful in some ways, giving us the ability to learn from experience and develop 

useful patterns of behavior. They can also be problematic, leading to unconscious patterns of 

prejudice, bias, and the formation of negative or debilitating habits. This function of the 

subconscious mind creates an “overlay” of past experiences, which then influence our present 

perception. The more we react to circumstances based on past thinking, emotion, and behavior, 

the stronger the mental imprint becomes, and the more it will continue to influence present 

thinking and behavior.  

Many students react in dismay, or even fear, the first time they hear how powerful the mind is—

how everything we think, feel, say, experience, and do creates an imprint. I suppose the first 

impression is: Yikes, no place to hide! That realization dawns, along with a profound sense of how 

little attention most of us give to the potential of these patterns to influence us. An important 

question arises: How can we free ourselves from the negative influence of patterns in our mind? 

That’s what yoga is ultimately about: liberation. Liberation is freedom from being influenced by 

all that would bring suffering. Writer and yoga teacher Stephen Cope offers this definition: 

Liberation in this instance means freedom from all the sources of conditioning that bind us to 

small ways of thinking and being. Liberation means being entirely awake, and fully alive.
1
 Sounds 

like thriving, doesn’t it?  

																																																													
1
 Stephen Cope, The Wisdom of Yoga: A Seeker’s Guide to Extraordinary Living (New York: Bantam Dell, 2006) p. xv. 
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Where to Begin 

The promise of liberation is fulfilled when debilitating or restrictive patterns are either cleared 

from the mental field or rendered impotent—no longer able to arise and interfere with our clear 

perception. Short of that experience of absolute freedom, there are practices for us that support 

clarification of the mental field, contribute to our success, and strengthen our faith. One of those 

practices is Self-inquiry.  

Self-inquiry at the highest level is exploring the absolute truth of our being. We inquire, and 

contemplate: Who (or what) am I? We discern we are not the mind or the body since we can 

observe those. Who is observing? We turn our attention to the light of consciousness itself and 

realize That which we are. Our perspective is forever transformed through this direct experience. 

Another form of self-inquiry that is transformative is to use our discernment to ferret out the 

connections between our experiences or circumstances and the patterns in our mind. Is there a 

connection? Very often, if we look carefully enough, and are willing to see, we find a connection. 

Once we discover what the connection is, we have the power to change the root of the 

experience that is within our own mind. We have made the conscious connection between our 

mind and outer experience.  

Trust is not simply trusting in small self alone—our skills, talents, or willpower. Even if we are 

greatly skilled, talented, or strong-willed, that is all limited. Greater trust is trusting in unlimited 

divine support. It is recognizing that we are here by divine appointment, by divine intention. 

Because we are a divine being, we are continually supported to rise (to fly!) and to express our 

divine life. We were made for that. Trusting Spirit is living in bold remembrance of the truth of 

our being. It’s time to let go and be the Winner of Wealth that we are.  
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Change Your Mind, Change Your Life 

We can change our mind, change our thinking, and change our experience. Rather than recoiling 

at the teaching that all that we think, say, do, and experience is recorded in our mental field, we 

can now see it as a cause for rejoicing. Why? Because we have the capacity to become aware of 

how those imprints are influencing our moods, our beliefs, thoughts, behavior, and overall 

experience. Then we can change them. We find the root and dislodge it by bringing in the light of 

truth.  

This practice can be done in the face of any challenge where we cannot see the way forward. We 

formulate our question. General questions are often best, like: what is between me and finding 

the job I need? Or, what gets in the way of my having the loving relationship I desire? We 

meditate and quiet the mind, and then in the atmosphere of willingness to know, we pose our 

question. When I think about this practice, I am reminded of the favorite prayer of Paramahansa 

Yogananda’s disciple, Sister Gyanamata. That prayer was: Lord, do not change my circumstances. 

Change me. This is exactly the spirit we must bring to self-inquiry— not asking for some outer 

circumstance to change, but asking for transformation which includes the willingness to see what 

our part is in contributing to the circumstance.  

Paramahansa Yogananda offered this instruction:  

In the ultimate sense, all things are made of pure consciousness; their finite appearance is the 

result of the relativity of consciousness. Therefore, if you want to change anything in yourself, 

you must change the process of thought that occasions the materialization of consciousness into 

different forms of matter and action. That is the way, the only way, to remold your life.
2
 Self-

inquiry illuminates our way forward. 

																																																													
2
 Paramahansa Yogananda, Where There is Light: Insight and Inspiration for Meeting Life’s Challenges (Los Angeles: 

Self-Realization Fellowship, ebook edition, 2016) loc. 1453.  


