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Turn and Return:

DRBU Spring 2025 CEI on Yoga and Yogacara
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Chinese translated by Debbi Dai
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The spring Contemplative Exercise Immersion (CEI) on yoga

and yogacara was led by yogini Sandy Lamerson and DRBU faculty
March 10-13 in the Earth Treasury Hall. Taking a break from
classes and nonessential work-study, faculty, staff, and students dove
deep into Patafjali’s eight limbs of yoga, supplemented by parallel
practices from yogacara. While DRBU offered a yoga CEI led by
Fabrizio Alberico in 2018 for a single cohort, this year was the first
time that the entire university spent four days directly experiencing
yoga practices together.

Yoga refers to both the goal, samadhi, and to the means to the
goal, i.e. the practices that constitute the eight limbs of Patanjalik
Yogasutra. Patafjali defines yoga as the cessation of the turnings of
mind (yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah). Yoga presents a systematic process
to become aware of the turnings of the mind and then to return to
the original state of the mind. First, ethical practices (yama) and
observances (niyama) ensure virtuous conduct that produces karmic
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conditions conducive to calming and unifying the mind. Posture
(asana) and breath-control (pranayama) help to clear impurities
in the channels of the body so that a yogi can sit comfortably in
meditation. Bringing around (pratyahara) the senses reveals the
inherent form of the cittas ‘minds’, resulting in control of the
senses, so the mind is not constantly pulled in the direction of
the senses. Finally, the last three internal limbs of yoga—fixation
(dharana), meditation (dhyana), and samadhi—train the mind to
hold its attention on an object of meditation until the object itself
loses its own form. Liberation, which Patanjali understands as the
isolation (kaivalya) of pure consciousness from the activities of
karma and the material constituents, results.
Yogacara likely influenced other Indian
yoga traditions, like Patafjali’s. Building
on Abhidharma, Yogaciara describes how
consciousness (vijiana) imagines what is
perceived when it does not see the karmic
conditions that dependently arise as they really
are. The CEI touched on key teachings and
practices that align with Patanjali’s yoga. First,
Yogacara teaches that when consciousness grasps
at what is to be grasped (grahya), i.e. the mental
factors that construct a given cognition of an
object, then consciousness becomes a grasper
(grahaka). The duality of what is to be grasped

and the grasper produces a concept that is
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not real, because what arises in consciousness is not as it appears. Like
not perceiving sense objects in pratyahara (‘bringing around’ the senses),
Yogacara teaches not to grasp the object. When consciousness does not
grasp an object, then there is no grasper and no new karma is generated.
Once a yogi trains the mind not to grasp and to turn attention away from
constructed objects and onto the underlying dependently arisen conditions,
then holding the mind on the meditation object in practices like fixing
(sthapana), meditation (dhyana), and samadhi becomes much easier. From
cultivating these practices comes awakening to the unconditioned mind.

The CEI included an instructional talk and asana practice in the
morning along with a series of sitting yoga practices in the afternoon—
all of which gave participants an opportunity to practice Patafjali’s eight
limbs of yoga. Doug Powers anchored an optional evening session focused
on Yogacara. This CEI featured many female instructors, responding to
requests for women teachers. All participants put the principles learned
into action, practicing karma yoga, to clean up the Earth Treasury Hall at
the end of the CEL

Student surveys after the CEI expressed gratitude for including practices
from across the BA curriculum. One student commented: “Introducing [a]
non-Buddhist tradition in [the] CEI was great.” Another student remarked,
“There should be more of this! The program talks about being inclusive
and holistic and diverse very often, but it doesn’t feel very reflected in the
culture. This was a welcome change of pace.” In this way, DRBU faculty
are making an effort to develop contemplative exercise immersions that
reflect the teachings and practices found in the curriculum. The method of
reading texts, discussing them in class, and then putting them into practice
reflects the three prajaas in Buddhist tradition to learn, contemplate, and
cultivate the Dharma. &
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