
 

 

 

© 2019 Ellen Grace O’Brian Lesson 40: Befriend Your Mind Page 1 

Lesson 40: 

Befriend Your Mind 

On our journey of realizing our innate fullness, mind can be our greatest friend or our greatest 

enemy. 

 

When I look back on my early experiences with meditation and attempting to put spiritual 

principles into practice, I remember how stunned and perplexed I was when I became more aware 

of my mind. Before learning how to direct my attention within, I had little to no awareness of the 

incessant thought stream that occupied my mind. Yikes!  

Like many novices meditators, I thought meditation would stop my thoughts. That didn’t work. 

The more I tried to stop my thoughts, the more they increased. Now, added to the incessant 

thought stream was my self-flagellation for being so inept at what I thought should have been 

simple. It took a while before I learned how to focus my attention and allow thoughts to settle on 

their own.  

Once I began to meditate regularly, I also started to notice the thought stream during other 

times of the day. What was once running below the surface of my awareness was now appearing 

on the surface—in bold. I was trying to  think positively about myself, others, and the world in 

general, but my mind had a different slant on it—a running critical commentary, like some ill-

tempered news commentator. Nothing and no one escaped this relentless critical observer or her 

news co-anchor, the perky, chatty commentator who voiced an opinion about everything. Was 

this who I really was? Needless to say, I hoped not. But at the same time, I didn’t know what to 

think about myself and my mind. Thankfully, yoga philosophy provided the map I needed to 

discern my essential nature as well as the characteristics of the mind.  
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Understand the Mind: It’s More Than We Think! 

Studying yoga philosophy gave me the insight, and the hope, I needed to persevere with my 

practice. I learned that the mental field has four basic components, and thinking mind (the part 

that so troubled me) was at the outermost level. The yogic map of the mind includes citta, the 

mental field; manas, the ordinary thinking mind or sense mind; ahankara, the ego sense; and 

buddhi, the faculty of discernment, the seat of intellect and intuition. As with the physical body, 

the mind is a product of nature, therefore subject to the influence of the gunas, the three 

changeable qualities of nature.  

In and of itself, mind is not sentient or conscious. Only the divine Self, our essence, is conscious. It 

is the conscious light of the Self that illumines the mind. We are not the mind, or the thoughts we 

think; we are the Self. Mind is the vehicle used by the Self to function in the world.  

Our yoga practice is a method for disentangling our identification with the mind. First, we 

discover we are not our thoughts. Thank goodness! We are the witness of our thoughts. The next 

step is discovering we are not the ego—the false self, either. Nor, are we the intellect. 

Disentangling from identifying with the intellect is more subtle. We tend to believe we are the 

“reasoner”, the “thinker” or the “decider.” But, that is intellect. We are the silent, unchanging 

witness, not the judge or the commentator. 

As a vehicle for the divine Self to express, the mind becomes more useful, more skillful, as it 

becomes illuminated by the inner light of consciousness. That’s where our spiritual practice can 

play a major role by supporting illumination of the mind in several ways.   

Light Up Your Mind 

I mentioned above that yoga philosophy sees the mental field and all its components as products 

of nature. Like the body, the mind is permeated and influenced by the gunas. From our earlier 



 

 

 

© 2019 Ellen Grace O’Brian Lesson 40: Befriend Your Mind Page 3 

lessons, we already have the key to illumination: cultivate and increase sattva guna. That will both 

purify and bring more illumination to the mental field as that is the nature of sattva.  

We can easily cultivate sattva guna through a healthy lifestyle (whole foods, moderate exercise, 

restorative sleep, as well as a good dose of harmonious relationships, time in nature, and 

meaningful work). What lights up the body, also lights up the mind. Spiritual practices such as 

prayer, mantra, meditation, and affirmation all support a pure, uplifted mind.  

What about that struggle with the thought-stream, all the ways that worries and various forms of 

negativity seem to continue in spite of our practices? First, there is hope. Over time with regular 

meditation and other spiritual practices, the mental field becomes quieter; our ability to 

concentrate increases; and we have greater access to our intuition. Second, even as the mental 

field is being purified, there is a best practice for staying calm and not further clouding the 

thought stream. That practice is witnessing without judgment. Witnessing without judgment is 

our ability to shift our attention and awareness from the periphery of thinking mind, into the 

core of our awareness. Just as with meditation, we can use awareness of our breath as a focus 

point to help us step out of the stream. Then, just observe. 

Our tendency to react to our thoughts only stirs them up and further clouds the mental field. 

Shifting into the conscious witness mode allows thoughts to settle and ultimately gives us access 

to our discernment. Swami Kripalu offered some wise instruction for this way to mental clarity:  

The major principle in self-observation is that the observer remains neutral and objective. 

To whatever extent you are able to be objective in your self-observation, to that extent 

you will receive the light…. Do not wrestle with a fault that you want to remove. Wrestling 

increases the disturbance of the mind and allows the excited fault to lift you up and slam 

you to the ground.1  

 

1 Swami Kripalu, quoted by Stephen Cope in The Wisdom of Yoga: A Seeker’s Guide to Extraordinary Living (New York: 

Bantam Dell, 2006) Kindle edition, 135.  
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Open the Mind 

We learn to observe without judgment by shifting our attention and by practicing 

nonattachment to views. At such times, I have humorously noted that my practice is 

“So…Hmmm” mantra. It is a way of approaching my experience with compassion and curiosity. 

Instead of letting my mind start running fears, judgments, or criticisms, I say to myself: so? 

hmmmmmmm. It signifies an attitude of openness. It lets my mind settle. When it does, I see 

beyond the reactive nature of thought into the deeper recesses of wisdom. Mind has become my 

friend.  

 

To support your practice, refer to:  

The Jewel of Abundance, p 191-195  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


