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Dedicated to Swami Sivananda Saraswati of Rishikesh, India
and all the Gurus before him who have prepared the Path.
Know that by prostration, by question and service, the wise who have realized the Truth will instruct thee in that knowledge.
– The Bhagavad Gita
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A Word from the Author
I knew nothing of mantra before I went to India to meet Swami Sivananda Saraswati. As a child growing up in Germany I had many out-of-the-ordinary experiences and perceptions and, although I did not know enough to think of it that way, I used to sit in meditation – deep, deep in thought looking at one spot. My mother tried to discourage these strange ways and interest me in doing the things young girls usually do.
When I went to India in 1955 I heard about mantras and the marvelous power they have, but I was Western and very skeptical. I asked my Guru what good repeating the same words over and over would do. He replied that I would have to practise chanting mantra and find out. Through my practice of mantra and keeping notes – I would record most of the times when I reached “impasses,” as I called them, times when I just did not know why I was doing this practice – I recognized the rebellion of my mind. It complained about carrying on something that seemed useless to it. But I continued – five hours a day, seven days a week, for seven weeks.
Swami Sivananda told me that I should intersperse the chanting with worship. When I said that I came from a Protestant religion and had no interest in ritual, he suggested something simple and beautiful, that I grow flowers of different colours and place them on an altar when I chanted. He said that I should always designate the same spot in my house as a holy place, and when I placed white flowers there, by the law of thought association, they would put me in touch with the spirit that is expressed in the symbol of Lord Siva. When I placed blue flowers on the altar, I would be put in touch with Lord Krishna and roses or any colourful flower would bring me into touch with Divine Mother.
By this time Swami Sivananda had explained the male-female duality in the pantheon of the gods and goddesses of the Indian religions. To help me understand, he compared this to the family unit in the villages where one always knows the mother of a child, but not always the father. One can always recognize the power manifest – the female aspect, Divine Mother or Sakti – but one cannot always recognize power unmanifest, the male, as symbolized by Lord Siva. I reflected on this and thought, “Yes, I can incorporate that into my thinking. When I grow white flowers for Siva I will remember that white has all colours, and Siva is energy, power. It is hard to think of energy, but the very fact that I know the symbol represents energy will help me. Swami Sivananda is not asking me to worship an image of Siva.” I had the insight that the meditation on Lord Siva did not need to end with his image, that the image just became a focal point for my mind until I understood on a deeper level, intuitively, the principle of energy as such.
Back in Canada, I did not feel strong in my spiritual practice; my concentration was on a teeter-totter. The strangeness of these images helped me to focus, because although they were human figures I could not mistake them for any person I knew. In particular, the symbolic meaning of the bent position of Lord Krishna was helpful – “I am lenient with you, I am aware of your human failings. You keep forgetting your Divine nature on account of the body, but I will remind you.”
I thought in the same way about Divine Mother, and then I began to understand that a religion that has both the male and female aspects is bound to survive. I could see why Buddhists have the Mother of Compassion, and why Catholics have placed so much emphasis on Mary.
It was not easy, but I learned many things. As I had not had time to read books, what I did learn came to me from my own experience. I became aware of the impasses of the mind, the obstacles that the mind creates. I became aware of habit; habit had suggested to me that I would not be able to accomplish this chanting, that I would reach an impasse. If I had not made this suggestion to myself, or had not accepted the disparaging remark of someone I looked to as an authority, I might have had less difficulty.
I also had the problem of being sure that I had completed an accurate number of repetitions. When I chanted my mantra, I used a box of matches and my mala with 108 beads. Every time I finished one mala I would throw one match on the floor. When I had finished ten malas I thought, “Well, I have done eighty extra mantras. What shall I do with them?” I decided to make it 1100, simply to overcome the resistance of my mind. Slowly I got hold of myself.
The side effects of this were remarkable. My very depressive moods, in which I could see no purpose in life, all lifted. I had been given every material thing I wished for, but did not find it worth living for that. Nor did I find it worthwhile to live for a marriage, when I saw all the problems of married life. But I felt there must be happiness somewhere since there were so many stories that we have descended from heaven. And then I wondered, “Is it possible for anyone to think of anything that has not existed at some time in the past or might exist at some time in the future?” The story of Icarus in Greek mythology came to my mind, the man who wished to fly. I thought that this may have been the beginning of the airplane. Maybe these things have to be imagined and desired in the mind to bring about the manifestation. It was the same principle Swami Sivananda had told me about – power unmanifest – so I asked, “What can I manifest? What will sound manifest? Do sounds manifest at all?”
I was probably very hard on myself. I would sometimes get up and walk around the prayer room to stop myself from falling asleep until I had finished my practice. When I went to China, I discovered that the monks there often walk as long as sixteen hours in spiritual practice, but I was only walking to keep myself awake until I had finished my mantra repetitions.
I became aware of numerous things about the voice. For example, when someone pronounces my name, I know from the resonance of the voice if that person is friendly and likes me, or is really cool, reserved and distant, and only being socially polite. So many people are unaware of the messages they give, how even with a simple word they give themselves away. So I began to understand that there was something in the practice of chanting mantras, after all.
Then some very beautiful things happened. I saw clouds of colours – lovely shades of blue. I thought of what blue meant – the blue Monday when people are depressed and not very active; the beautiful blue of the sky that makes everyone happy. Lord Krishna is presented as blue, and this shade of blue has become anchored in my mind as Krishna blue. The fleeting thought came to my mind that I must study symbolism. I noticed that after I had seen these beautiful shades of blue when chanting I was elated for a long time.
After some time I understood that I was becoming self-indulgent, and I said, “Oh, no, I am looking forward to something like spiritual movies. When will I ever stop looking for entertainment and comfort?” That is disastrous. Then one day I had an experience in which I maintained awareness. The sounds became like huge soap bubbles and they were spinning around; they had a kind of colour and yet they didn’t. Suddenly the desire surged up in me, “I wish I could sit on one and travel into space.” At that very moment I saw myself move into space. That experience showed me that there is more than one way of leaving the body. I did not have the connection of a silver cord as I had heard of in others’ experiences; there was nothing tugging at me. Then I began to wonder if my experiences were genuine since they were not like other people’s, but I remembered my Guru saying, “Competition is not desirable. Although it is tolerated in business, it should not exist on the spiritual path,” and I stopped making comparisons.
These experiences became a tremendous foundation and source of strength to help me carry on when my mind became restless, when it tried to revolt against this new discipline. My Guru, my great Guru, was a wonderful inspiration. I wanted to make real changes in myself and any pain and any effort were worth it.







Preface
There is much that could be written on mantra – there are, for example, many different kinds of mantra – but this book is not intended to be a scholarly work on the subject. It is, rather, a practical guide to help people with their development in spiritual life through the practice of mantra. However, it is helpful to know something about the place of Nada Yoga, the yoga of sound, in the philosophy of yoga, and in particular about that part of it known as Mantra Yoga.
The goal of all yoga is revelation, union with the Divine. Different paths of yoga have been followed in different ages, or yugas as they are sometimes referred to. In each yuga the goal of yoga is fulfilled in the way best suited to the individual in that particular age. Each yuga has had its yogis, teachers or saints to show aspirants the way. These are holy people who have understood the emphasis of their particular time. In the Satya Yuga, for example (satya means purity), it was not necessary for the aspirants to do very much Hatha Yoga, or Bhakti or Jnana Yoga; the emphasis was on meditation. In the Treta Yuga sacrifice was recommended. This did not need to be the sacrifice of life; it might be the sacrifice of the desires of life, desires that are not really deep and that would have meant fulfillment only on the level of daily life. In the Dvapara Yuga all forms of worship
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