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iParamahansa Yogananda (1893–1952) was an Indian yogi, spiritual teacher and author who introduced millions to the teachings of meditation and self-realization. His seminal work, Autobiography of a Yogi, is a spiritual classic that bridges Eastern and Western traditions, offering profound insights into the pursuit of enlightenment and the universal truths that unite humanity. Yogananda’s legacy endures as a pioneer who made ancient wisdom accessible to modern seekers worldwide. 

Gill Hasson has 20 years’ experience teaching and writing on a range of issues to do with personal and professional development, mental health and wellbeing. She is the author of more than 22 books: the bestselling Mindfulness, Mindfulness Pocketbook, Emotional Intelligence, Positive Thinking, the Sunday Times bestseller How to Deal with Difficult People, plus other books on the subjects of resilience, communication skills and assertiveness.iiiii
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xiPreface

Autobiography of a Yogi, first published in 1946, is the story of Paramahansa Yogananda’s life, his search for spiritual enlightenment and his teachings in Kriya Yoga – a tradition of Hindu meditation aimed at achieving tranquillity and self-realization and communion with the Divine.

Life of a yogi

One of the most renowned spiritual figures of the 20th century, Paramahansa Yogananda was born with the name Mukunda Lal Ghosh on 5 January 1893, in Gorakhpur, India, to a Hindu Bengali Kayastha family. Mukunda’s spiritual quest was influenced by his parents, who were disciples of Lahiri Mahasaya (1828–95), a key figure in the Kriya Yoga lineage. From his earliest years, it was evident that the depth of Mukunda’s awareness and experience of the spiritual was exceptional.

The book begins with his childhood and family life and goes on to describe how, in his youth, he sought out many of India’s sages and saints, hoping to find a guru to guide him in his spiritual journey. It was in 1910, at the age of 17, that he met and became a disciple of the revered Swami Sri Yukteswar Giri (1855–1936) in whose hermitage Mukunda spent the next ten years, receiving Sri Yukteswar’s strict but loving spiritual instruction and guidance as he learned the practices of Kriya Yoga.

xiiAt their first meeting, and on several further occasions, Sri Yukteswar told Mukunda that he had been chosen as the one to disseminate the ancient practice of Kriya Yoga in the United States and other countries in the West.

In 1915 Mukunda took monastic vows, became a monk of the ancient Swami Order, and assumed the name Yogananda – meaning “bliss through yoga”. Then, in 1920, at the age of 27, Yogananda travelled to the United States, having been invited to serve as India’s delegate to an international congress of religious leaders in Boston, Massachusetts. There he delivered a lecture on “The Science of Religion”, marking the beginning of his mission in the West. In the same year, Yogananda established his spiritual headquarters in Los Angeles and founded the Self-Realisation Fellowship (SRF) aimed at disseminating his teachings on the science of Kriya Yoga and the art of balanced spiritual living.

Over the following decades, Yogananda lectured extensively across the United States. His charismatic personality, deep wisdom and practical approach to spirituality were an inspiration to many.

Yogananda died on 7 March 1952, while giving a speech at a banquet in honour of the Indian ambassador to the United States. His enduring influence serves as a beacon of light, providing guidance to individuals on their spiritual journey towards self-realization and inner peace.

About this book

Autobiography of a Yogi is not a book that teaches Kriya Yoga but rather provides an introduction to and insights xiiiinto its background and practice. It is an autobiography – an account of Paramahansa Yogananda’s life – that simultaneously provides readers with a path towards spiritual practice and fulfilment.

The book is known for its message of unity, harmony and spiritual enlightenment and its emphasis on the universal truths underlying all world religions. It offers philosophical reflections on destiny, karma and free will, encouraging readers to consider the balance between predestined paths and their own agency in spiritual development.

Throughout the book Yogananda describes meeting and talking with a variety of people – Indian mystics, sages and ascetics, writers, scientists and world leaders, including the social activist Mahatma Gandhi. In this book – Autobiography of a Yogi: Timeless Wisdom Distilled – you will discover many of the insights and pieces of advice that Yogananda learned from those people.

On each left-hand page you will read a passage from Autobiography of a Yogi, including its source (unless it is Yogananda himself). Each facing page starts by contextualizing the phrase or passage and explaining the relevant circumstances. This is then followed by an interpretation of the words and, occasionally, commentary on how you might make use of the ideas, insights and advice in your own life.xiv


xvTimeline




	5 January 1893

	Born Mukunda Lal Ghosh in Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh




	1910

	Meets his guru, Swami Sri Yukteswar Giri, for the first time




	1915

	Graduates with a degree from Serampore College, West Bengal, and takes formal vows in the monastic Swami order




	1917

	Founds a school for boys in Dihika, West Bengal, whose modern curriculum includes yogi; the school soon relocates to Ranchi. He also founds the Yogoda Satsanga Society of India




	1920

	Departs for the United States, where he settles in Boston and founds the Self-Realization Fellowship (SRF) to disseminate his ideas




	1924

	Embarks on a lecture tour across the United States and becomes a celebrity




	1925

	Sets up the headquarters of the SRF in Los Angeles, California, which becomes the base of his movement over the following decades




	1935–6

	Visits India and is reunited with his guru, Sri Yukteswar, who gives him the monastic title of Paramahansa, “supreme swan”




	1946

	Publication of Autobiography of a Yogi




	1949

	Becomes a naturalized US citizen




	7 March 1952

	Dies in Los Angeles while attending a banquet for the visiting Indian ambassador to the United Statesxvi







1Chapter One

______

MY PARENTS AND EARLY LIFE

Yogananda introduces his Bengali family, emphasizing the influence of both his stern, meditative father, Bhagabati Charan Ghosh (1853–1942), and his gentle, devout mother, Gyana Prabha Ghosh (1868–1904), both of whom were disciples of the spiritual master Lahiri Mahasaya.

From an early age, Yogananda experiences intense longing for God and exhibits signs of a spiritual temperament and a powerful attraction to saints and sacred places. He describes several curious events, such as a spiritual vision he had as a child, where he saw Himalayan yogis and experienced a divine light and presence.

On another occasion, the child Yogananda’s prayers to obtain a couple of toy kites were answered when the kites were blown towards him and caught up in a way that allowed him to easily get hold of them – much to the surprise of his sister.

These early experiences of divinity are the beginnings of the spiritual journey that will shape the rest of Yogananda’s life.




2‟ ‘Please give me ten rupees for a hapless woman who has just arrived at the house.’ Mother’s smile had its own persuasion.

‘Why ten rupees? One is enough.’ Father added a justification: ‘When my father and grandparents died suddenly, I had my first taste of poverty. My only breakfast, before walking miles to my school, was a small banana. Later, at the university, I was in such need that I applied to a wealthy judge for aid of one rupee per month. He declined, remarking that even a rupee is important.’

‘How bitterly you recall the denial of that rupee!’ Mother’s heart had an instant logic. ‘Do you want this woman also to remember painfully your refusal of ten rupees which she needs urgently?’ „



______



3Yogananda’s description of this exchange between his parents illustrates two different attitudes towards deprivation and hardship.

Certainly, having endured a difficulty or challenge can leave a person feeling bitter and resentful. On the other hand, it can provide an insight into the struggles of others and foster empathy and compassion for them.


Just because you once suffered doesn’t make it OK to overlook someone else’s struggles – particularly if you are in a position to help alleviate their hardship. We each have a choice: to let a person struggle and suffer as we once did, or strive to help and make things better for them.

What would you choose?






4‟ Why be elated by material profit? […] The one who pursues a goal of even mindedness is neither jubilant with gain nor depressed by loss. „

Yogananda’s father



______



5Having received a large sum of money owed to him in back pay, Yogananda’s father sees no reason to be excited.

His words encourage us to respond to the ups and downs in life with equanimity: to be neither elated by gains nor overly distressed by losses but, rather, to seek inner peace and spiritual growth, which are not dependent on external things like money and possessions.




6‟ Never use the power of words for doing harm. [… Words can possess] sufficient hidden force to explode like bombs and produce definite, though injurious, effects. „

Yogananda’s mother



______



7Yogananda’s mother’s advice reminds us that the words we use about other people and the words we use about ourselves matter. What we say can have intended and unintended consequences.

Words can lift us up or pull us down. Words that discourage, criticize, berate or humiliate are like explosions – hurtful and damaging. Words that reflect kindness, empathy and understanding, patience and respect lift us up and empower us.




8‟ I [Yogananda] understood, later, that the explosive vibratory power in speech could be wisely directed to free one’s life from difficulties, and thus operate without scar or rebuke. „



______



9The “explosive vibratory power” of speech is the potent energy inherent in spoken words, which when “wisely directed” – that is, used with good intentions – act as a positive force in one’s life.


Affirmations – positive statements about yourself and your abilities – are phrases that can help initiate and maintain positive change. Affirmations can help support and encourage you. They can strengthen your courage and your confidence – your beliefs in your abilities.

Affirmations don’t deny or ignore difficulties; often, an affirmation includes an acknowledgement of the difficulty, but the focus and emphasis are on the positive. For example: “I may be worried and anxious but I can still deal with this.”

When said with genuine conviction, affirmations such as “I can do this” or “This may be difficult, but it will pass” can tap into the “explosive vibratory power” and help you overcome any doubts about your abilities.

Create your own affirmations – ones that are meaningful and believable for you. Then, when you need courage and confidence, repeat your affirmation until you start to feel calmer or stronger.10
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