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Life is calling…
5 No

one, even in the twinkling of an eye, ever exists
without performing action; everyone is forced to perform
action, even action which is against his will, by the
qualities which originate in material nature.
6 He who sits, restraining his organs of action, while in
his mind brooding over the objects of the senses, with a
deluded mind, is said to be a hypocrite.
7-8 But he who undertakes the control of the senses by
the mind, Arjuna, and, without attachment, engages the
organs of action in the yoga of action, is superior. Perform
your duty, for action is indeed better than non-action…
Bhagavad Gītā 3.5-8 (trans. Sargeant, 1984)
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“Nature’s web”

Sattva, rajas, and tamas are the guṇas
arising from prakṛti. They bind the
changeless, embodied entity within
the body, O mighty one.

Bhagavad Gītā 14.5 (trans. Sutton, 2014)
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SATTVA

RAJAS

TAMAS
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Material tendencies

Sattva is buoyant and shining; rajas is
stimulating and moving; tamas is
heavy and enveloping. They function
for the sake of the puruṣa like a lamp.

Sāṃkhya Kārikā 13 (trans. Larson, 1969)
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Material tendencies
“Rajas is circular and creative; it is the feeling you get when
you’ve had a bit too much coffee. On the positive side, it can be
the energy that gets you out of bed and excited to get on your
yoga mat, the impulse that inspires you to write or paint. On the
negative side it’s the energy that makes your mind race too
quickly and makes it difficult to concentrate and can cause
aversion and pain. Tamas [is] the feeling you get if you eat too
many potatoes. It is the feeling of lethargy that makes it difficult
to get anything done or can leave you depressed and despairing.
Tamas is descending and leads towards disintegration. On the
positive side, it can encourage stillness and taking pause. Sattva
is a state of equanimity, clarity and goodness…”
Zoë Slatoff, “Nature’s Web” (2016)
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Engaging with form
That which is knowable has the
nature of illumination, activity, and
inertia [i.e. sattva, rajas, and tamas]. It
includes the senses and the elements,
and exists for the purpose of either
liberation or experience [to puruṣa].
Yoga Sūtra 2.18 (trans. Bryant, 2009)
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Start where you are

Even one who possesses knowledge
conducts himself in accordance with
his nature (prakṛti). Living beings must
conform to their inherent nature.

Bhagavad Gītā 3.33 (trans. Sutton, 2014)
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Fate or free will?
40 Neither

on earth nor in heaven amongst the gods is
there any form of existence that is free of these three
guṇas, which are born of prakṛti…
45-46 A man can attain perfection by devoting himself
to his own particular duty… It is by worshipping the deity
through the performance of his proper duty that a man
achieves that perfect state.
47-48 Even though it may have faults, one’s own dharma
is still superior to accepting the dharma of another, even
if that dharma is perfectly observed… A person should
never give up the type of action he is born to perform.
Bhagavad Gītā 18.40-48 (trans. Sutton, 2014)
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Cultivating clarity
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Transcendent bliss
19 When

the seer observes that there is no agent of
action other than the guṇas and gains knowledge of that
which is beyond the guṇas, he attains my state of being.
20 Transcending these three guṇas that cause the
body to exist, the embodied entity is liberated…
22 He does not hate illumination, activity, or delusion
when they appear, and neither does he long for them
when they disappear.
23 He remains indifferent, as if undisturbed by the
guṇas, thinking, “It is the guṇas alone that are active”. He
thus remains steady and does not waver.
Bhagavad Gītā 14.19-23 (trans. Sutton, 2014)
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Transformation
“As in a garden, the more one makes an
effort to uproot weeds, the more the bed
will eventually become a receptacle for
fragrant flowers, which will then grow and
reseed of their own accord until there is
hardly any room for the weeds to surface.”
Edwin Bryant, The Yoga Sūtras of Patañjali (2009)
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Practical paradigms

Ranju Roy and David Charlton, Embodying the Yoga Sūtra (2019)
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Many dimensions
“People talk of trying to ‘balance’ the
guṇas, as if they could all come into a sort
of equilibrium [or] see tamas and rajas as
essentially undesirable, not understanding
that their presence is essential and that
they both have positive roles to play…”
Ranju Roy and David Charlton, Embodying the Yoga Sūtra (2019)
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Constant change
The guṇas, whose natures are
pleasure, pain and indifference [serve
to] manifest, activate and limit. They
successively dominate, support,
activate and interact with each other.

Sāṃkhya Kārikā 12 (trans. Larson, 1969)
16

8

25/05/20

An inner compass
“Yoga has no concept of ‘spiritual transformation’ or
‘spiritual growth’—because spirit (puruṣa) needs neither to
transform nor to grow. In fact, it cannot—because it is
unchanging. It is only prakṛti that we need to restructure and
the project of yoga can therefore be seen simply as guṇa
recalibration…
“Cultivating stability—finding and taking support—is the
prerequisite to all growth… Direction is a challenge. Sometimes
it is clear, sometimes we are confused… Yoga’s starting point is
the feeling of duḥkha. Through yoga, we aim to open something
within us to move towards sukha, a more spacious experience of
the world.”
Ranju Roy and David Charlton, Embodying the Yoga Sūtra (2019)
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Make your own model
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Group discussion
• Take a moment to reflect on the guṇas – can
you find your own words for each of them?
• One by one, introduce yourselves briefly and
talk about the tendency you’ve noticed most
in recent times. What might help to offset it?
• See if any patterns emerge in the group that
you feel like sharing with the rest of us. If so,
be prepared to sum up in a sentence or two.
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