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With deepest reverence and gratitude 

Paramhans Swami Shri Adgadanand Ji Maharaj 

Yatharth Geeta Ashram 

Whose luminous commentary on the Bhagavad Gita -- Yatharth Geeta -
- has been a constant source of light and guidance in the writing of this 

book.  



 

 

  



 

 
 

Volume One 

Divya Drishti: The Cosmic Breath 

The breath as the bridge between the practitioner and the cosmos — from 

pranayama to the Schumann resonance, from the science of the Ganges to the 

mechanics of Kumbh-yoga. 

Volume Two 

Divya Drishti: Rit & Dharma 

The inner instrument itself — the Panchakosha, the four functions of the 

Antahkarana, the Karmashaya, the Gunas, and their quantum-mechanical 

parallels. 

Volume Three 

Divya Drishti: U-Inverse — The Consciousness Code 

( As Within, As Without ) 

The U-Inverse Principle — when perception is fully inverted, the brain reveals 

itself as the complete digital twin of the cosmos. 

────────────── 

One inquiry, three movements — outward breath, inner architecture, cosmic 

identity. This third volume completes the trilogy. 

  



 

 

  



 

 
 

The Divya Drishti Trilogy 

Anil Pandey is the author of the Divya Drishti Trilogy — a three-volume 
systematic integration of Vedantic inner science and contemporary 
physics, neuroscience, and cosmology. The trilogy consists of Divya 
Drishti: The Cosmic Breath (Volume One), Divya Drishti: Rit & 
Dharma (Volume Two), and Divya Drishti: U-Inverse — The 
Consciousness Code, As Within As Without (Volume Three). 

His work proceeds from a specific conviction: that the apparent 
separation between the contemplative traditions of ancient India and 
the empirical sciences of the modern West is an accident of cultural 
history rather than a necessary feature of reality. The two traditions have 
been investigating the same reality through different methodologies, 
and the present moment offers an unprecedented opportunity for their 
integration. 

His approach is neither religious fundamentalism nor scientific 
materialism. He accepts the specific empirical findings of contemporary 
science as genuine knowledge of the external cosmos. He also accepts 
the specific empirical findings of the Vedic contemplative tradition as 
genuine knowledge of the internal cosmos. He demonstrates, 
throughout his work, that these two bodies of knowledge converge on a 
single reality — the U-Inverse — and that their integration produces 
understanding neither tradition alone can reach. 

Anil Pandey lives in Lucknow, India. He is a dedicated student of the 
Vedantic tradition, engaged in sustained contemplative practice that 
informs the theoretical framework of his books. 

His work is dedicated to Paramhamsa Swami Adgadanand Ji Maharaj of 
the Yatharth Geeta Ashram, whose teachings provide the experiential 
ground from which the theoretical framework of the trilogy emerges. 
The Swami's lived embodiment of the realized state, continuously 
available to disciples who approach him with genuine inquiry, is the 



 

 

specific condition that makes the work possible. Without access to a 
being who has completed the inward journey, the framework articulated 
in these books would be speculation rather than description. 

This volume is also dedicated in memory of Colonel Laxmi Kant Tiwari, 
Indian Army (Retired) — whose quiet service, whose discipline, and 
whose grounded presence shaped the author's early understanding of 
what it means to live with integrity. 

The author extends his gratitude to the Swami, to the sustained 
community of practitioners at the Yatharth Geeta Ashram, to the many 
scientific researchers whose work is cited throughout this volume, and 
to the readers who engage the work in the spirit of genuine inquiry. May 
the integration of ancient and modern understandings that the trilogy 
attempts continue to develop in the hands of subsequent investigators, 
toward the comprehensive understanding of consciousness and cosmos 
that the reality we inhabit both requires and makes possible. 

ॐ शान्तिः शान्तिः शान्तिः 

Om Śāntiḥ Śāntiḥ Śāntiḥ 

Peace, peace, peace. 

✦ ✦ ✦ 
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Dear Seema, 

Words feel inadequate to express the depth of my gratitude, yet I must 
try. 

As I hold the completed manuscript of Divya Drishti -- Cosmic Breath in 
my hands, I am reminded again and again of your invaluable 
contribution to this journey. You brought something truly rare to this 
work --the ability to bridge the timeless and the tangible. 

Your thoughtful guidance in weaving real-life examples into the fabric 
of this book has made its wisdom accessible, relatable, and deeply 
meaningful to every reader who will turn its pages. What could have 
remained abstract and esoteric became alive and grounded through your 
eyes and your insight. 

What moved me most was how effortlessly you correlated these practical 
examples with the profound teachings of our ancient Indian scriptures 
-- drawing from the Bhagavad Gita's call to action without attachment, 
the Upanishads' exploration of the infinite Self, the Yoga Sutras of 
Patanjali's guidance on inner stillness, and the timeless wisdom of the 
Vedas on the nature of prana and cosmic consciousness. You gave 
readers not just a concept to understand, but a lived experience to 
connect with. 

Divya Drishti is richer, warmer, and more meaningful because of you, 
Seema. You did not merely contribute to a book -- you helped carry its 
light further into the world. 

 

With heartfelt gratitude and deep respect, 

Anil Pandey 

  



 

 

 



 

 
 

The idea of Divya Drishti emerged in my mind when I began to sense 
that my body and the cosmos are not separate entities but part of a 
single, unified system. My mind and entire consciousness are deeply 
connected to a vast, universal field -- the Brahmand, the cosmic whole. 
The breath is the bridge: the living connection between the individual 
and the universe. 

This book began as a personal inquiry. For many years I have been 
drawn to two things that seemed, on the surface, entirely unrelated: the 
quiet rhythm of the breath and the vast, slow turning of the cosmos. 
And yet, as I sat with both -- in meditation and study -- I began to notice 
a resonance, a structural echo, a pattern that repeated across 
incomprehensibly different scales of time. 

An average human being takes around 15 breaths per minute -- roughly 
21,600 to 26,000 breaths in a day. At first glance, this appears purely 
biological. But when I reflected deeper, it began to reveal a hidden 
numerical pattern. In our ancient scriptures, the number 18 appears 
repeatedly: the Bhagavad Gita has 18 chapters, the Mahabharata war 
lasted 18 days, there are 18 Puranas. The cycles of the four Yugas form 
a Mahayuga -- a grand cosmic clock suggesting the universe operates 
through structured, repeating patterns rather than randomness. 

Further, I noticed something remarkable: if the diameter of the Moon 
is multiplied by 108, it approximates the Earth-Moon distance; if the 
diameter of the Sun is multiplied by 108, it approximates the Earth-Sun 
distance. The Earth's axial precession completes a full cycle in roughly 
25,920 years -- a number that corresponds to the average number of 
human breaths per day if we take 18 breaths per minute (18*60*24). 
These do not seem like coincidence. They suggest an underlying pattern 
embedded in the structure of the universe. 



 

 



 

 
 

These observations led me to a deeper realization: we are not merely 
physical bodies existing in isolation but part of a multi-dimensional 
system intricately connected to the cosmos. The human brain and body 
are not closed systems -- they are interfaces connected to the multiverse. 
Through the breath, we are constantly interacting with this larger reality, 
receiving and transmitting subtle information. 

Whether the connections between breath and cosmic cycles are 
symbolic or structural remains an open question, and I do not claim 
otherwise. This book does not offer proof. It offers exploration. It invites 
the reader to sit quietly at the threshold between science and 
contemplation and to ask: what might it mean if the smallest rhythms 
of a human body share a mathematical kinship with the largest rhythms 
of the sky? 

Neuroscience reveals how breathing regulates the nervous system 
through the vagus nerve, while ancient texts described breath as the 
bridge between body and consciousness. Slowly a simple insight 
emerged: breath does not merely sustain life. It stabilizes the mind, and 
when the mind becomes still, awareness begins to see reality more 
clearly. Ancient traditions called this clarity Divya Drishti -- the Divine 
Vision. 

This is the essence of what follows: to perceive beyond the limitations 
of the senses, to recognize the breath as the bridge between the 
individual and the infinite, and to realize that what appears external is 
deeply internal. Everything we seek may already be accessible within us 
-- through this inner connection. 

 

Read slowly. Breathe. And notice what notices the breath. 

Anil Pandey 



 

 



 

 
 

Professor Arun Tiwari 

Missile Scientist | Closest Professional Associate of Late Dr APJ Abdul Kalam 
Author of multiple books | aruntiwari.com 

Across the long arc of Indian thought runs a quiet yet persistent idea: 
that the universe itself breathes. Ancient seers described creation not 
merely as a mechanical arrangement of matter, but as a rhythmic 
unfolding -- an eternal inhalation and exhalation of existence. This idea, 
the Cosmic Breath, appears in many strands of Indian philosophical 
literature, from the Upanishads to later spiritual traditions. The cosmos, 
in this view, expands and withdraws like a living organism, sustained by 
prana, the universal life force that permeates all beings. 

At first glance, such a concept seems to stand apart from modern 
scientific reasoning. Yet, remarkably, the idea has endured across 
centuries -- carried forward by sages, philosophers, and seekers who 
experienced reality not only through analysis but through 
contemplation and inner inquiry. Certain insights endure because they 
speak to an intuitive perception of harmony between the individual and 
the cosmos. 

In a world increasingly driven by technological acceleration, these 
ancient perspectives gain renewed significance. They remind us that 
knowledge is not limited to instruments and algorithms; it also comes 
from introspection, humility, and the search for meaning. 

DIVYA DRISHTI: The Cosmic Breath emerges as a thoughtful 
contribution -- a contemplative journey exploring the subtle relationship 
between the human spirit and the larger cosmic order. It invites us to 
pause amid the noise of modern life and listen again, to the possibility 
that beneath the complexity of the universe there may still be a rhythm, 
a breath, and a deeper harmony waiting to be perceived. 



 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Ashok Kumar Tiwari 

Chief Scientist (Rtd.), CSIR-Indian Institute of Chemical Technology, 
Hyderabad 

Professor of Biological Sciences, Academy of Scientific and Innovative 
Research, Ghaziabad 

The book Divya Drishti by Anil Pandey presents a profound exploration 
of the interconnectedness between breath, cosmic rhythms, and 
universal patterns through scientific, philosophical, and contemplative 
lenses. Breath is viewed not merely as a physiological function but as a 
fundamental rhythm connecting the body, mind, and universe. 

The author masterfully harmonizes ancient wisdom from Pranayama, 
Buddhist mindfulness, and Taoist practices with modern science, 
linking slow, rhythmic breathing to improved vagal tone and heart rate 
variability as the foundation for mental resilience. A particularly striking 
aspect is its focus on the cosmic significance of numbers such as 108 and 
the Earth's precessional cycle of 25,920 years -- linking human physiology 
to celestial bodies. 

Through the principles of fractal geometry and vibration, the book 
illustrates how natural patterns, from the branching of lungs to the 
spiraling of galaxies, follow the same universal laws. This work inspires 
the reader to align their individual consciousness with cosmic rhythms, 
fostering not only personal health but a sense of global and ethical 
responsibility. We extend our heartiest congratulations to the author for 
the success of this significant work. 

  



 

 
 

R. C. Mishra 

Retired Civil Servant (IAS) 

In an age defined by the relentless pursuit of information, Divya Drishti: 
The Cosmic Breath offers a rare and thoughtful reminder that clarity in 
human life does not arise merely from knowledge, but from the quality 
of our perception. 

Drawing upon ancient Indian wisdom while engaging with modern 
scientific understanding, this book explores the profound relationship 
between breath, awareness, and the human mind. The idea that breath 
can act as a stabilizing bridge between the body, the mind, and awareness 
is presented with simplicity and reflection. 

The notion of Divya Drishti -- interpreted here as clarity of perception 
rather than mystical power -- offers an important philosophical 
perspective. It encourages the reader to rediscover a quieter intelligence 
that emerges when the noise of habitual thought subsides. In a world 
marked by distraction and polarization, such reflections acquire deeper 
relevance. 

 
Jay Koganti 

Founder, Stealth AI | Ex Vice President, Estee Lauder, USA 

The Cosmic Breath spans a truly expansive canvas. What stood out was 
its remarkable ability to synthesize modern scientific understanding with 
the timeless wisdom traditions of the world. 

The author brings forward a compelling narrative -- that beneath the 
diversity of human experience lies a unifying thread, connecting us to 
an unfathomable reality. This connection is not abstract; it is profoundly 
accessible through something as fundamental and universal as the 
breath. The book does not merely inform -- it invites reflection, 
exploration, and inner alignment. It is a thoughtful and ambitious work 
that bridges intellect and experience in a meaningful way. 

  



 

 

Dr. Vivek Tangri 

Founder, Vedic Gurukul | Trustee, Lete Hue Hanuman Ji Mandir, Lucknow 

The Cosmic Breath is a profound and contemplative work that brings 
together the depth of Vedic wisdom and the clarity of modern scientific 
thought in a seamless manner. Rooted in the essence of our ancient 
traditions, yet presented in a way that speaks directly to the 
contemporary seeker. 

What stands out is the central insight -- that the breath is not merely a 
physiological process, but a sacred bridge connecting the individual 
consciousness with the universal reality. This is a principle deeply 
embedded in the Vedic parampara, articulated here with both 
authenticity and accessibility. The book guides individuals from 
intellectual understanding to experiential awareness, which is the true 
goal of all spiritual pursuit. 

 
Dr Sarvesh Goel 

Entrepreneur & Business Leader | Chairman, G D Goenka Public School, 
Lucknow, The Centrum 

The Cosmic Breath presents a thoughtful and expansive exploration of 
one of the most fundamental aspects of human existence -- our breath -- 
and its deeper connection to consciousness and the universe. The 
author has made a sincere effort to bridge traditional wisdom with 
modern understanding, making the subject both relevant and accessible. 

In a time where individuals are seeking clarity, balance, and purpose, 
this work offers a meaningful perspective that can inspire reflection and 
inner alignment. May this book reach and benefit a wide audience, and 
contribute positively to the journey of self-discovery and awareness. 

What makes this work truly distinctive is its courage -- the courage to ask 
the deeper questions that science alone cannot answer. Pandey ji invites 
us to see the breath not as a given, but as a gift -- a daily reminder of our 
participation in something far grander than ourselves. 



 

 
 

Colonel Laxmi Kant Tiwari 

Indian Army (Retd.) 

In Divya Drishti -- The Cosmic Breath, Shri Anil Pandey ji has gifted us 
a literary bridge between the ancient laboratories of our Rishis and the 
modern quest for consciousness. The author's ability to distill the 
"Infinite" into something felt with every inhalation is truly remarkable. 

At the heart of this book is the breath -- our individual signature in the 
grand framework of Cosmic Time (Kala). He beautifully illustrates how 
the rhythm of our lungs mirrors the vast cycles of the Yugas. We are not 
just living in time -- we are the pulse of time itself. 

The author meticulously unveils the mathematical architecture of the 
universe -- a divine design where geometry and spirituality converge. 
From Vedic altars to stellar orbits, the cosmos emerges as a language of 
harmony and proportion. 

This book is a meaningful contribution to our cultural and spiritual 
discourse. Anil Pandey has not just written a book; he has charted a map 
for the soul. I wholeheartedly recommend The Cosmic Breath to all who 
seek to align their lives with the deeper rhythm of the universe. 

 

Jai Hind. 

  



 

 

  



 

 
 

The Pattern Behind All Patterns 

There is a rhythm to everything. The heart beats. The lungs expand and 
contract. Tides rise and fall. Seasons cycle. Planets orbit their suns. 
Galaxies spin slowly through the dark. At every level of reality — from 
the cellular to the cosmic — we find motion organized into cycles. Reality 
is not a static arrangement of objects but a dynamic field of processes, 
each with its own characteristic tempo and amplitude, all of them nested 
within one another in a structure of extraordinary complexity and 
beauty. 

The idea that small rhythms may mirror larger cosmic rhythms has 
fascinated philosophers, mystics, and scientists across centuries. It is the 
foundation of the Hermetic principle 'as above, so below.' It appears in 
the Vedic notion of the microcosm reflecting the macrocosm. It echoes 
in fractal mathematics, where the same pattern appears at every scale of 
magnification. And it resurfaces, quietly, whenever a meditator closes 
her eyes and pays attention to the rise and fall of breath — and notices, 
in that small biological rhythm, something that feels larger than the 
body. 

This book traces that ancient intuition through eight domains of 
inquiry: the nature of breath itself, the structure of the sky as ancient 
and modern eyes have understood it, the sacred significance of the 
number 108, the measurement of cosmic time in traditions from Vedic 
India to modern physics, the philosophical frameworks that make sense 
of correspondence across scales, the harmonics found throughout 
nature and in the body, the relationship between breath and 
consciousness, and finally the contemplative capacity that the Indian 
tradition calls Divya Drishti — divine vision, or the perception that arises 
when the habitual overlays of mind are sufficiently cleared. 

Each of the eight parts stands alone and also connects to the others. A 
reader may begin anywhere that interests her. But those who begin at 



 

 

the beginning and move forward will find that each chapter deepens 
the one before it — that the physiology of the first part gives rise to the 
astronomy of the second, which is illuminated by the sacred 
mathematics of the third, which connects to the cosmological time scales 
of the fourth, which grounds the philosophy of the fifth, which finds its 
expression in the harmonics of the sixth, which opens into the 
consciousness of the seventh, which culminates in the divine vision of 
the eighth. 

The universe is not silent. It breathes. And every breath we take is, in 
some sense that this book attempts to make legible, a participation in 
that cosmic breathing. This is not a poetic statement. It is, or at least it 
aspires to be, a claim worth taking seriously — a claim about the 
structure of reality at scales from the molecular to the astronomical, 
examined with the tools available to both science and contemplation. 

Begin wherever you are. And breathe. 

This book proposes a simple but profound idea: breath is not only a 
biological rhythm but a stabilizing force for the mind. When breath 
becomes steady, the turbulence of thought settles. When the mind 
settles, awareness becomes clear. And when awareness becomes clear, 
perception itself transforms. Ancient traditions called this state Divya 
Drishti — the clarity of perception beyond distortion. 
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What breath is, and what it does 

The Invisible Engine 

The breath is one of the simplest rhythms available to human 
awareness. It repeats thousands of times each day — somewhere 
between 17,000 and 25,920 repetitions in a single rotation of the 
Earth — quietly sustaining life without any conscious instruction 
from the mind. Yet for all its simplicity, the breath is among the most 
sophisticated physiological systems the body possesses. The lungs, 
with their 480 million alveoli, unfurl a surface area of roughly 70 
square metres — the dimensions of a tennis court — through which 
oxygen and carbon dioxide are exchanged with the precision of a 
molecular assembly line. The heart then distributes that oxygen to 
every one of the body's approximately 37 trillion cells. 

We rarely notice any of this. The breath happens beneath the threshold 
of attention, automatic and unremarkable as the turning of gears inside 
a clock. But the moment we do notice it, something remarkable 
happens: the breath changes. It slows, deepens, and seems to take on a 
quality of presence that it lacked a moment before. This is the breath's 
most extraordinary property: it is the only autonomous bodily function 
that can also be controlled consciously. It lives permanently at the 
frontier between the involuntary and the voluntary, between the body's 
ancient wisdom and the mind's deliberate intention. 

To attend to the breath is to inhabit this frontier. And living at frontiers, 
as any explorer knows, is where the most interesting discoveries are 
made. 
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The Chemistry of Life 

Each breath is a transaction between the body and the world. Inhaling, 
we draw in approximately 0.5 litres of air containing roughly 21 percent 
oxygen. Oxygen molecules pass across the thin walls of the alveoli and 
bind to haemoglobin molecules in the red blood cells, which carry them 
through the pulmonary veins to the left side of the heart, which pumps 
them outward into the body's arterial network. At the cellular level, 
oxygen is consumed in a process called aerobic respiration — the 
metabolic reaction that generates adenosine triphosphate, the universal 
energy currency of life. 

Exhaling, we expel carbon dioxide, the metabolic waste product of that 
energy generation. Carbon dioxide is carried in the blood to the lungs 
and released back into the atmosphere. Every exhale, in this sense, is a 
letting go — a release of what has been used, a clearing of the metabolic 
slate. The body breathes out what it no longer needs and breathes in 
what it requires for the next moment of existence. 

This chemistry is ancient. Single-celled organisms developed the capacity 
for gas exchange more than two billion years ago, long before lungs 
existed, long before nervous systems were invented to regulate them. 
The breath we take today is an elaboration — magnificent in its 
complexity — of a transaction so fundamental to life that it preceded the 
invention of almost every other biological structure we possess. To 
breathe is to participate in one of the oldest activities on Earth. 

Breath and the Boundary of Self 

The breath marks — and simultaneously dissolves — the boundary 
between self and world. With every inhale, we take the outside world in. 
Molecules that were, moments ago, floating freely in the atmosphere of 
a room, a forest, or a street now travel through the nasal passages, warm 
against the mucous membranes, descend through the trachea, and 
become, for a few seconds, part of the body. With every exhale, the 
boundary is reasserted: we expel air that has circulated through the 
intimate interior of the lungs, carrying the vapour of our own moisture 
and warmth. 

The physicist Fritjof Capra noted that the self, from a systems 
perspective, is not a closed object but an open process — a pattern of 
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organization that maintains itself by constantly exchanging matter and 
energy with its environment. The breath makes this visible. We are not 
sealed containers. We are open systems, perpetually in transaction with 
the air, the atmosphere, the planet's respiratory cycle. What we call 'the 
self' is a temporary arrangement of matter that breathes — that is defined 
as much by what passes through it as by what it holds. 

This observation is not merely philosophical. It has practical 
implications for how we inhabit our bodies, manage our stress, and 
relate to the world around us. A self understood as porous and 
interdependent breathes differently from a self understood as isolated 
and defended. The quality of the breath is, in this sense, a report on 
one's deepest assumptions about the nature of existence. 

Each breath is a complete universe — arising, sustaining, releasing. 

Fig. 1 — The Breath Cycle 

 
Inhale · Pause · Exhale · Pause — the four phases of one complete breath 
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Consider a person sitting in a stressful office meeting. Thoughts race, 
judgments arise, reactions form instantly. But if this person pauses and 
observes the breath for even three cycles, something subtle changes. The 
mind slows, emotional reactivity softens, and perception becomes 
clearer. This is not a technique — it is an observation. The breath does 
not change the situation; it changes the quality of awareness brought to 
the situation. 
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Physiology, neurology, and the intelligent breath 

The Autonomic Compass 

The autonomic nervous system — the branch of the nervous system that 
regulates involuntary bodily functions — is divided into two wings: the 
sympathetic, which activates the body for action, and the 
parasympathetic, which returns it to a state of rest and recovery. These 
two systems modulate almost every organ in the body, and the breath is 
their most accessible interface. 

Under stress, the sympathetic system dominates. Breathing quickens 
and shallows, moving air primarily through the upper chest. Heart rate 
rises. Muscles tense. Digestion slows. The entire organism prepares to 
fight, flee, or freeze. This response, honed over millions of years of 
evolutionary pressure, is beautifully suited to genuine physical danger — 
a predator in the grass, a falling rock, a flood. It is poorly suited to the 
chronic, low-grade, psychological stresses of modern life, which activate 
the same response without the physical outlet that would resolve it. 

Under calm — or when breathing is deliberately slowed and deepened — 
the parasympathetic system takes over. Heart rate drops. Digestion 
resumes. Cortisol levels fall. The immune system, suppressed during the 
stress response, reasserts itself. This is the state of restoration, 
integration, and repair. It is the state in which learning consolidates, 
wounds heal, and insight arises. And it is activated, reliably and 
immediately, by changing the breath. 

The Vagus Nerve and Vagal Tone 

The primary nerve of the parasympathetic system is the vagus nerve — a 
remarkable wandering cable (the name comes from the Latin for 
'wandering') that extends from the brainstem down through the throat, 
heart, lungs, and abdomen, connecting the brain to almost every major 
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organ in the body. The vagus nerve is both a messenger and a monitor: 
it carries signals from the brain to the organs and — critically — carries an 
even larger volume of signals from the organs to the brain. 

Research has established that the health and responsiveness of the vagus 
nerve — its 'tone' — is a reliable predictor of resilience to stress, the 
capacity for emotional regulation, and the quality of social engagement. 
Low vagal tone is associated with inflammation, depression, anxiety, and 
poor cardiovascular health. High vagal tone is associated with emotional 
flexibility, social warmth, physical vitality, and rapid recovery from 
stress. 

Slow, deep, rhythmic breathing — particularly breathing that emphasizes 
a prolonged, gentle exhale — directly stimulates the vagus nerve and 
increases vagal tone. This is the physiological mechanism behind the 
millennia-old observation, shared across contemplative traditions from 
India to Greece to China, that deliberate breath practice is one of the 
most powerful tools available to a human being for the cultivation of 
inner calm and outer resilience. 

Heart Rate Variability: The Rhythm Within the Rhythm 

A healthy heart does not beat like a metronome. It beats in a rhythm 
that is itself rhythmic — speeding slightly during inhalation, slowing 
slightly during exhalation. This variation — the variation in the time 
between successive heartbeats — is called heart rate variability, or HRV, 
and it is among the most reliable physiological indicators of overall 
health currently known to medicine. 

High HRV indicates a nervous system that is flexible, responsive, and 
capable of rapidly adapting to changing conditions. Low HRV — an 
overly rigid, metronomic 

heartbeat — is associated with cardiovascular disease, depression, 
diabetes, and a shortened lifespan. A healthy nervous system is not a 
steady one but a variable one: capable of both activation and restoration, 
and of moving smoothly between the two. 

Slow, rhythmic breathing at approximately five to six breaths per minute 
creates a state of cardiovascular coherence in which the HRV wave — 
the oscillation of heart rate — reaches its maximum amplitude and 
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synchronizes with the respiratory rhythm, blood pressure oscillations, 
and certain brainwave patterns. This state of coherence corresponds 
precisely to the resonant frequency of the cardiovascular system, and it 
produces measurable improvements in cognitive clarity, emotional 
stability, and immune function. Ancient breath practices, developed 
without any knowledge of HRV or vagal tone, reliably produce this state 
— suggesting that the practitioners were, empirically and systematically, 
discovering the body's own optimal operating frequencies. 

Breath and Mind: The Core Framework 

Breath stabilizes the nervous system. The mind becomes quieter. 
Awareness becomes more visible. Perception becomes clear. Breath does 
not create wisdom — it creates the stillness in which wisdom appears. 

Breath and Attention Regulation 

Vagus nerve activation produces a parasympathetic state associated with 
improved cognitive clarity. Research on heart rate variability (HRV) 
confirms that slow rhythmic breathing at five to six breaths per minute 
creates autonomic balance — the condition in which higher cognitive 
function, emotional regulation, and clear perception become most 
accessible. 
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How ancient wisdom explored the breath 

Pranayama: The Science of Life-Force 

In the yogic tradition of ancient India, the breath is understood as a 
vehicle for prana — the vital life-force that animates all living things. 
Prana is not identical with air; it is something carried on the air, 
something that permeates the physical breath as electricity permeates a 
wire. The science of working with prana through the medium of breath 
is called pranayama — literally, the extension or expansion of the life-
force. 

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, codified approximately two thousand years 
ago but drawing on a tradition considerably older, describe pranayama 
as the fourth of the eight limbs of classical yoga. Pranayama follows asana 
(physical posture) and precedes pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses), 
indicating its transitional role: it is the bridge between the physical 
practices and the meditative ones. The body is prepared through 
posture; the mind is prepared for meditation through breath. 

Hundreds of distinct pranayama techniques have been developed over 
the centuries, each working with different ratios of inhalation, 
retention, and exhalation, different nostril patterns, different speeds 
and volumes of air. Nadi shodhana (alternate nostril breathing) balances 
the two hemispheres of the nervous system and creates a state of mental 
clarity. Kapalabhati (skull-shining breath) clears the nasal passages and 
energizes the mind. Bhramari (humming bee breath) uses the vibration 
of sound to activate the vagus nerve. Ujjayi (victorious breath) creates a 
gentle constriction at the glottis that produces an audible ocean sound 
and anchors attention in the present moment. Each technique is a 
specific intervention in the body-mind system, with specific and 
reproducible effects. 
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The Buddhist Tradition: Anapanasati 

In the Buddhist tradition, the primary meditation practice begins with 
the breath. The Anapanasati Sutta — the discourse on mindfulness of 
breathing — is among the most important texts in the Pali canon. The 
Buddha describes sixteen steps of breath awareness, beginning with 
simply knowing when the breath is long and knowing when it is short, 
and gradually deepening through progressively subtler levels of attention 
until the practitioner arrives at a state of complete stillness and clarity. 

The practice of anapanasati does not manipulate the breath. It simply 
observes it. The instruction is to place attention at the point where the 
breath enters and exits the body — usually the nostrils — and to sustain 
that attention through the full length of each inhale and each exhale. 
When the mind wanders, as it inevitably does, the instruction is simply 
to notice that it has wandered and to return to the breath, without 
judgment and without drama. 

This practice, which sounds almost trivially simple, turns out to be 
among the most demanding and most rewarding mental exercises 
available. The difficulty is not the breath — it is the mind. The mind 
wants to be everywhere but here. It narrates, plans, remembers, 
fantasizes, judges, and worries. The breath practice is a training in the 
capacity to be present with something as it actually is, without the 
overlay of commentary and interpretation. This capacity, developed 
through sustained practice, generalizes to the whole of life. The 
meditator who can remain present with one breath can remain present 
with whatever arises — which is, essentially, the definition of wisdom. 

Taoist Breathing: Breathing with the Cosmos 

The Taoist tradition of ancient China understands breathing as the 
body's participation in the universal breathing of the Tao — the great 
way, the underlying principle of all existence. In Taoist cosmology, the 
cosmos itself breathes: it expands and contracts, fills and empties, in a 
rhythm that is the ground of all other rhythms. Human breathing, 
properly cultivated, aligns the individual with this cosmic rhythm. 

Taoist breathing practices — part of the broader tradition of qigong and 
neigong — emphasize the cultivation of qi (the Chinese equivalent of 
prana) through breathing that is slow, smooth, deep, and continuous. 
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The ideal breath in the Taoist tradition is sometimes described as so 
subtle that it barely stirs the air — the breath of a deeply resting tortoise, 
which was thought to live for centuries precisely because of its slow 
metabolic rhythm. 

The concept of Wu Wei — effortless action, going with the grain of 
things rather than against them — applies to breathing as much as to any 
other activity. The Taoist practitioner does not force the breath but 
allows it to find its natural depth and rhythm, guided gently toward what 
the tradition recognizes as the optimal pattern. The breath, in this view, 
knows what to do. The practice is one of listening and allowing, rather 
than imposing and controlling. 
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The relationship between breathing and feeling 

How Emotion Shapes the Breath 

Every emotion has a corresponding pattern of breathing. Fear quickens 
and shallows the breath, moving it into the upper chest. Grief brings 
heavy sighs and irregular, interrupted exhalations. Anger sharpens and 
forces the breath, expanding the chest aggressively. Joy opens the breath, 
making it easy and full. Sadness contracts it. Love expands it. The 
relationship between emotion and breath is not metaphorical — it is 
muscular, neurological, and immediate. 

The body and the mind are not two separate systems that occasionally 
communicate. They are one system that thinks with its nerves and 
muscles as much as with its neurons — or rather, the distinction between 
nerves, muscles, and neurons is an anatomical convenience that does 
not capture the reality of lived experience. When we feel an emotion, 
we feel it in the body: a tightening in the chest, a dropping in the 
stomach, a warmth in the heart, a constriction in the throat. These 
somatic experiences are not symptoms of the emotion; they are the 
emotion, as felt from the inside. 

The breath sits at the centre of this body-mind unity. It is simultaneously 
a physiological event and an expressive one, simultaneously driven by 
metabolic need and shaped by emotional state. To change the breath is 
therefore to change the emotional climate of the body — which is why 
every contemplative tradition in the world has made the breath the 
foundation of its practice for transformation. 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

14 

Using Breath to Shift State 

The practical implications of the breath-emotion connection are 
significant. If emotion shapes the breath, then breath can reshape 
emotion. This is not a speculative claim; it is among the most robustly 
replicated findings in contemporary psychophysiology. Slow, deep 
breathing activates the parasympathetic nervous system, reduces 
cortisol, lowers blood pressure, increases vagal tone, and shifts the 
emotional baseline from reactive to responsive. Extended exhalation, in 
particular — breathing out for longer than you breathe in — has a 
powerful calming effect, because the vagus nerve is most strongly 
stimulated during the exhalation phase. 

Breath practices derived from this understanding include box breathing 
(used by military special forces for combat stress management), the 4-7-
8 technique (inhale for four counts, hold for seven, exhale for eight), 
cyclic sighing (a double inhale followed by an extended exhale, shown 
in recent research to be the single most effective short-term stress 
reduction technique available), and coherent breathing (five to six 
breaths per minute, creating the cardiovascular resonance described 
above). 

These techniques do not require any particular belief system, any 
spiritual framework, or any previous experience of meditation. They 
work because they exploit the body's own regulatory mechanisms — 
mechanisms that evolved long before culture, long before language, long 
before anyone gave them names. 

The Breath and Grief 

Grief deserves its own consideration, because the relationship between 
grief and breathing is one of the most intimate and least discussed 
aspects of human emotional life. When we grieve, the breath changes in 
ways that are deeply physical: the chest tightens, the throat constricts, 
breathing becomes irregular and punctuated by sighs, tears alter the 
mucous membranes of the nasal passage, and the whole respiratory 
apparatus seems to participate in the mourning. 

Many somatic therapists and body-oriented psychologists have observed 
that grief, when not expressed and processed through the body, tends to 
be stored in the musculature of the chest and diaphragm — literally held 
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in, because the full expression of grief requires the kind of open, 
undefended breathing that many people find frightening or unsafe. The 
therapeutic practice of working with breath to release held grief is 
ancient — it appears in various forms in shamanic healing traditions, in 
certain types of intensive pranayama, and in modern somatic 
psychotherapy. 

To breathe fully, in the context of grief, is to allow the loss to be real. 
There is a courage in that. The breath, which sustains life even in the 
midst of loss, becomes itself a symbol of the continuity that persists 
through grief — the body's insistence on living, its refusal to stop, its 
faithfulness to the rhythm that began at birth and will continue until 
the last exhale. 
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Mortality, transition, and the final exhalation 

Breathing and Being Alive 

We do not remember our first breath. It happened before memory was 
possible, before the neural architecture of recall was sufficiently 
developed to record the event. But every tradition that has thought 
carefully about birth and death has understood the first breath as the 
definitive beginning of individual existence. It is the moment when the 
organism becomes independent of the mother's body, when it must 
begin to sustain itself in relation to the world. The first breath is the 
moment of arrival. 

The last breath is the moment of departure. In many contemplative 
traditions, the quality of dying — the state of consciousness at the 
moment of the last exhale — is considered of supreme importance. The 
Tibetan Book of the Dead describes in elaborate detail the experiences 
that arise at the moment of death and in the days following it, and the 
practices it recommends are all, in essence, practices of awareness — of 
recognizing the nature of consciousness even as the body ceases to 
function. 

Whether or not one accepts the cosmological framework in which these 
practices are embedded, the underlying insight is profound: the way we 
breathe through difficulty, through fear, through pain, through loss — 
the quality of awareness we can maintain in challenging circumstances 
— is not separate from the way we will breathe through dying. The breath 
practice is a lifelong preparation for the most significant moment of an 
individual life. 

Dying Breaths: What Medicine Observes 

Medical observation of the dying process reveals that the breath changes 
significantly in the final hours and days of life. Cheyne-Stokes breathing 
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— a pattern of gradually deepening breaths followed by a period of no 
breathing, followed by a gradual resumption — is commonly observed as 
the body's metabolic functions begin to wind down. The brain stem, 
which controls the most fundamental aspects of breathing, is among the 
last structures to cease functioning. The breath continues even after 
consciousness, in the ordinary sense, has departed. 

Hospice nurses and palliative care physicians frequently report that the 
moment of death is preceded by a distinctive quality of stillness — as 
though the body, having laboured for so long at the work of breathing, 
finally arrives at a rest that is deeper than sleep. The last exhale, from a 
physiological standpoint, is simply an exhale from which inhalation does 
not follow. There is no force, no convulsion, no violence in a peaceful 
death. There is simply the breath, and then the absence of breath. 

What remains is a question that no physiology can answer. But the fact 
that the question arises — that the breath's ending feels like the departure 
of something rather than simply the cessation of a process — tells us 
something important about what the breath carries. It carries life, 
obviously. But it carries something else as well: a presence, a quality of 
aliveness, that seems — to those who attend to it carefully — to be more 
than mere biochemistry. 
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A practical guide to breath techniques 

Nadi Shodhana: Alternate Nostril Breathing 

Nadi shodhana — alternate nostril breathing — is perhaps the most 
widely practiced pranayama technique in the classical yogic tradition, 
and for good reason: it is both immediately accessible and profoundly 
effective. The technique involves alternating the breath between the left 
and right nostrils using the fingers of the right hand to control the 
opening and closing of the nasal passages. 

The traditional explanation for nadi shodhana's effects invokes the 
concept of the ida and pingala nadis — the two principal subtle energy 
channels in the yogic anatomy that spiral around the central channel, or 
sushumna nadi. The ida nadi, associated with the left nostril, is 
understood as cool, receptive, and lunar in quality; the pingala, 
associated with the right nostril, as warm, active, and solar. Balanced 
breathing through both nostrils in alternation brings these two channels 
into equilibrium, producing a state of mental clarity and physical 
equanimity. 

Modern neurological research offers a complementary explanation. 
There is a well-established phenomenon called the nasal cycle: most 
people breathe predominantly through one nostril at a time, alternating 
approximately every 90 to 150 minutes. Research has linked the nasal 
cycle to the alternating dominance of the two cerebral hemispheres: 
when the left nostril is dominant, the right hemisphere is more active; 
when the right nostril is dominant, the left hemisphere is more active. 
Deliberately alternating the breath between nostrils may modulate this 
hemispheric alternation, producing the cognitive and emotional 
balancing effects that practitioners report. 
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The practice is simple: sitting comfortably with the spine erect, close the 
right nostril with the right thumb and inhale slowly through the left. At 
the top of the inhale, close the left nostril with the right ring finger and 
release the right nostril, exhaling slowly through the right. Then inhale 
through the right, close it, open the left, and exhale through the left. 
This completes one round. Traditional prescriptions recommend 
beginning with five minutes and gradually extending the practice to 
twenty minutes or more. 

Kapalabhati: Skull-Shining Breath 

Kapalabhati — literally 'skull-shining' — is an energizing pranayama 
technique involving rapid, forceful exhalations followed by passive 
inhalations. The exhalation is produced by a sharp contraction of the 
abdominal muscles; the inhalation happens automatically as the 
abdominal muscles relax. The breath is essentially reversed from its 
ordinary pattern: the exhale is active and forceful, the inhale passive and 
receptive. 

The effects of kapalabhati are immediate and unmistakable. Within 
thirty seconds of vigorous practice, the nasal passages clear, the mind 
becomes alert, and a quality of energized clarity arises that practitioners 
often describe as similar to the effect of cold water splashed on the face. 
The technique is used in the yogic tradition as a preparation for 
meditation — particularly in the morning, when the mind may be 
sluggish and the body not yet fully awake. 

Physiologically, the rapid exhalations of kapalabhati produce a 
significant reduction in the partial pressure of carbon dioxide in the 
blood — a state called hypocapnia. This temporary shift in blood gas 
composition causes a slight alkalosis (increase in blood pH), which, 
among other effects, constricts the blood vessels and reduces blood flow 
to the brain. This sounds alarming, but the effect is mild and brief when 
the technique is practiced as recommended, and the subsequent 
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rebound — as carbon dioxide levels normalize — is associated with 
increased mental clarity and alertness. 

Kapalabhati is contraindicated for people with hypertension, glaucoma, 
heart disease, recent abdominal surgery, or pregnancy. Like all 
pranayama techniques of significant physiological power, it should be 
learned from a qualified teacher rather than practiced blindly from a 
written description. The techniques are potent precisely because they 
intervene directly in the body's regulatory systems — and potency, 
without guidance, can be disruptive. 

Bhramari: The Humming Bee 

Bhramari pranayama — the humming bee breath — uses the vibration of 
the voice to activate the parasympathetic nervous system through direct 
vagal stimulation. The practice is simple: after a full inhalation, cover 
the ears with the thumbs and the eyes with the fingers, and hum on the 
exhalation — producing a continuous, resonant 'mmm' sound — until 
the breath is fully released. Then inhale again and repeat. 

The humming sound creates a vibration in the pharynx and cranial 
cavities that is felt throughout the head. The covering of the ears and 
eyes withdraws sensory input from the dominant senses, creating a 
condition of pratyahara — sense withdrawal — that deepens as the 
practice continues. The combination of reduced sensory input, 
sustained slow exhalation, and resonant vibration produces a rapidly 
arising state of inner calm that many practitioners find more quickly 
effective than silent breath awareness alone. 

Research has demonstrated that humming significantly increases the 
concentration of nitric oxide in the paranasal sinuses — compared to 
normal breathing, humming increases sinus nitric oxide levels by 
approximately fifteen-fold. Nitric oxide is a gaseous signalling molecule 
with a wide range of biological effects, including vasodilation (relaxation 
of blood vessel walls), modulation of neurotransmitter release, and — 
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remarkably — antiviral activity, since high concentrations of nitric 
oxide 

inhibit the replication of several respiratory viruses. The traditional 
prescription of bhramari for respiratory conditions and for the 
promotion of inner calm thus has both physiological and contemplative 
justifications. 
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How breathing shapes our nights 

Sleep, Breath, and the Nervous System 

Sleep and breath are intimately connected, and not only in the obvious 
sense that breathing continues during sleep. The quality of breathing 
during sleep — its regularity, depth, and the degree to which it is 
unobstructed — has profound effects on the quality of sleep and, 
through sleep, on the quality of waking life. 

During sleep, the nervous system cycles through different states of 
activity. In NREM sleep — particularly deep, slow-wave sleep — the body's 
metabolic rate drops, breathing slows and deepens, and the brain 
consolidates the memories and learnings of the preceding day. In REM 
sleep — the phase associated with vivid dreaming — the brain becomes 
almost as active as during wakefulness, while most of the voluntary 
muscles are temporarily paralyzed. Breathing during REM sleep is more 
irregular than during NREM, mirroring the activity of the dreaming 
brain. 

Sleep apnoea — the temporary cessation of breathing during sleep, 
usually due to a collapse of the soft tissue at the back of the throat — 
disrupts this architecture severely. The repeated micro-arousals that the 
body uses to restart breathing prevent the descent into deep, restorative 
sleep. The cardiovascular system is repeatedly stressed. Oxygen levels in 
the blood oscillate in ways that damage blood vessel walls and increase 
the risk of heart disease, stroke, and metabolic disorder. Sleep apnoea is 
estimated to affect roughly one billion people worldwide, the vast 
majority of whom are undiagnosed. 

Breathing Practices for Better Sleep 

Several breath-based practices have been shown to improve sleep quality. 
Slow, deep breathing before sleep activates the parasympathetic nervous 
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system and reduces the physiological arousal that can make falling asleep 
difficult. Extended exhalation breathing — breathing out for twice as 
long as the inhale — is particularly effective, because the vagus nerve is 
most strongly stimulated during exhalation, and vagal stimulation 
promotes the parasympathetic state. 

Nasal breathing during sleep — as opposed to mouth breathing, which 
is common among people with nasal congestion or poor breathing 
habits — has been shown to produce significantly better sleep quality and 
more restorative effects. The nasal passages warm, humidify, and filter 
the incoming air; they also add nitric oxide to the airstream, which has 
vasodilatory effects on the airways and the cardiovascular system. Mouth 
breathing, by contrast, bypasses all of these functions and is associated 
with greater snoring, more sleep apnoea events, and poorer oxygenation 
during sleep. 

The practice of taping the mouth shut during sleep — sealing the lips 
with medical tape to ensure nasal breathing throughout the night — has 
been advocated by breathing researchers James Nestor and Patrick 
McKeown, among others, as a simple intervention for improving sleep 
quality. While the research base for this specific practice remains 
limited, the general principle — that nasal breathing during sleep is 
superior to mouth breathing — is well supported by the available 
evidence. 

The Dream Breath 

Many contemplative traditions have developed practices for maintaining 
awareness during dreams — a state called lucid dreaming in modern 
parlance and known in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition as dream yoga. 
In the Tibetan system, the ability to maintain clarity of awareness during 
the dream state is cultivated as a preparation for maintaining awareness 
during the bardos — the transitional states between death and rebirth. 

Breath awareness is one of the tools used to cultivate lucid dreaming. By 
training the capacity to notice the breath in waking life — developing 
what practitioners call 'continuity of awareness' — the practitioner 
increases the likelihood that awareness will persist into the hypnagogic 
state (the transitional state between waking and sleeping) and from there 
into the dream. 
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Whether or not one accepts the cosmological framework of the Tibetan 
teaching, the underlying principle is significant: the quality of awareness 
we develop in waking life shapes the quality of awareness available in 
sleep. The mind that has been trained in breath awareness — in the 
gentle, persistent returning of attention to the present moment — carries 
something of that quality into the night. The breath, in this sense, is a 
thread that runs continuously through the whole of our existence, 
waking and sleeping alike. 

Observation Practice 

Observe three natural breaths. Notice the pause after exhale. Notice how 
thoughts slow slightly. The purpose of breath practice is not control — it 
is observation. 
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Sound, speech, and the breath behind all expression 

The Mechanics of Voice 

Every word ever spoken began as breath. The human voice is produced 
by the vibration of the vocal folds in the larynx, driven by the pressure 
of air being expelled from the lungs. Without breath, there is no voice. 
The quality of the breath — its pressure, volume, regularity, and 
emotional charge — directly determines the quality of the voice: its tone, 
its resonance, its emotional expressiveness, and its capacity to reach and 
move the listener.  

The connection between breath and voice is so intimate that voice 
coaches and speech therapists often spend as much time working with 
breathing patterns as with the voice itself. A speaker who breathes 
shallowly, who speaks on the last reserves of air, or who holds her breath 
while listening to questions and then rushes to answer before taking a 
new breath, will produce a voice that sounds strained, tight, and 
unconvincing regardless of the quality of her words. The breath is the 
foundation on which all vocal communication is built. 

Great orators, great actors, and great singers have always understood 
this. Cicero, whose speeches moved the Roman Senate to action, was 
trained as much in breath management as in rhetoric. Laurence Olivier, 
asked the secret of great acting, reportedly said: 'Learn the lines and 
breathe.' The Vedic tradition of chanting, which preserves ancient texts 
through oral transmission with extraordinary precision, trains 
practitioners in the specific breath patterns that allow the correct 
pronunciation, rhythm, and resonance of sacred syllables. The voice is 
not separate from the breath; it is the breath shaped by intention. 
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Mantra and the Sacred Syllable 

The concept of mantra — a sacred sound or phrase repeated rhythmically 
as a meditation object — is one of the most widespread contemplative 
technologies in the world. Found in Hindu and Buddhist practice, in 
the Jesus Prayer of Eastern Christian monasticism, in the dhikr of 
Sufism, in the kabbalistic tradition of letter and word meditation, and 
in the devotional practices of countless indigenous traditions, mantra 
practice shares across all its incarnations the same fundamental 
mechanism: the repetition of a specific sound pattern, synchronized with 
the breath, produces a specific and reproducible alteration of 
consciousness. 

The Sanskrit understanding of mantra goes beyond the Western 
concept of 'sacred words.' For the Vedic tradition, certain syllables are 
not arbitrary symbols assigned to meanings by convention but actual 
vibrations — sounds that, when correctly pronounced with the 
appropriate breath support and mental attention, produce specific 
effects in the body-mind system. The syllable Om is the most universal 
of these: understood as the primordial sound from which all other 
sounds arise, it encompasses in its three components (A-U-M) the entire 
range of vowel sounds producible by the human vocal apparatus, and in 
its final silence the unspeakable ground of being from which sound 
arises and to which it returns. 

Research on mantra meditation has documented reductions in heart 
rate, blood pressure, cortisol levels, and sympathetic nervous system 
activity comparable to those produced by non-mantra forms of 
meditation. The respiratory rate during mantra meditation tends to slow 
toward the coherent breathing range of approximately six breaths per 
minute. Whether the effects are produced by the specific sound content 
of the mantra or by the general mechanisms of slow rhythmic breathing 
and sustained attention — or both — remains an open research question. 
The practitioners, for their part, report effects that seem to exceed what 
these physical mechanisms alone would predict. 
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Silence and the Breath 

The spaces between words are not empty. They are breath. The pause 
before a response, the moment of silence after a question, the silence at 
the end of a sentence — all of these are breath spaces, and they carry 
information as surely as the words that surround them. A person who 
cannot tolerate silence tends to fill every pause with words or sound, 
and in doing so, prevents the deeper layers of communication from 
emerging. The contemplative traditions that cultivate silence are 
cultivating, among other things, the capacity to be with the breath in the 
spaces between expression. 

John Cage, the avant-garde composer whose 4'33 consists entirely of the 
sounds of silence — the ambient sounds of the performance space during 
four minutes and thirty-three seconds in which the performers do not 
play — said that silence is not the absence of sound but the presence of 
sound that was there all along, underneath the sounds we usually attend 
to. The same is true of the breath in silence: it does not stop when we 
stop speaking. It continues, quietly, carrying the continuity of life 
through the pauses in expression. 

Sitting in true silence — the silence of a meditation retreat, undisturbed 
by conversation, music, or screens — many practitioners report hearing 
the breath as if for the first time: audible, alive, and unmistakably 
present. The breath in silence becomes a teacher of attention, drawing 
the mind back from its journeys into past and future, insisting, with each 
repetition, on the reality of the present moment. 
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Nose, diaphragm, and the respiratory system 

The Nose: The Body's First Breath Filter 

The nose is, among many other things, the body's front-line system for 
preparing air for the lungs. When air enters through the nostrils, it 
passes over the turbinates — three curved shelves of bone covered with 
mucous membrane that project from the lateral walls of the nasal cavity. 
These turbinates create turbulence in the airflow, ensuring that the air 
is warmed to approximately body temperature, humidified to nearly full 
saturation, and filtered of particles larger than approximately 10 
micrometres — all before the air reaches the delicate tissues of the lower 
respiratory tract. 

The filtering mechanism of the nose is both mechanical and 
biochemical. Larger particles are trapped by the coarse hairs at the 
entrance of the nostrils; finer particles are caught by the mucous layer 
that coats the turbinates and are then transported by the ciliary action 
of the nasal epithelium toward the pharynx, where they are swallowed 
and neutralized by stomach acid. The nose also contains lymphoid tissue 
— the adenoids, in the nasopharynx — that forms part of the immune 
surveillance system, sampling the air for pathogens. 

The nose adds nitric oxide to the inhaled air — a function of the 
paranasal sinuses, which produce nitric oxide continuously. When the 
air passes from the nasal cavity into the lungs, the nitric oxide it carries 
acts as a bronchodilator (relaxing the smooth muscle of the airways, 
widening them for better airflow) and as a vasodilator (widening the 
blood vessels of the pulmonary circulation, improving the matching of 
ventilation and perfusion for better gas exchange). Nasal breathing is, in 
this sense, pharmacological: the nose adds a drug to the air before it 
enters the lungs, improving the efficiency of respiration in ways that 
mouth breathing cannot provide. 



Anil Pandey 

29 
 

The ancient recommendation of pranayama — to breathe through the 
nose rather than the mouth, to value nasal breathing as the natural and 
preferred mode of respiration — turns out to have a solid physiological 
basis that was invisible to the practitioners who formulated the 
recommendation. They observed the effects; modern physiology 
explains the mechanism. The recommendation and the explanation 
converge on the same conclusion: breathe through the nose. 

The Diaphragm: The Muscle at the Heart of Breathing 

The diaphragm is a dome-shaped muscle that separates the thoracic 
cavity (containing the heart and lungs) from the abdominal cavity. 
When it contracts, it flattens and descends, increasing the volume of the 
thoracic cavity and creating a negative pressure that draws air into the 
lungs. When it relaxes, it returns to its dome shape, decreasing thoracic 
volume and expelling air. The diaphragm is the primary muscle of 
breathing, responsible for approximately 80 percent of the respiratory 
work in quiet, resting breathing. 

In addition to its respiratory function, the diaphragm plays a critical role 
in the regulation of intra-abdominal pressure: the pressure within the 
abdominal cavity that supports the spine, facilitates the normal function 
of the abdominal organs, and drives the return of venous blood to the 
heart. When the diaphragm contracts and descends, it increases intra-
abdominal pressure, compressing the abdominal organs and driving 
blood upward through the vena cava into the right side of the heart. 
This creates a natural pumping action — sometimes called the 
'respiratory pump' — that assists the heart in circulating blood through 
the body. 

Diaphragmatic breathing — the mode of breathing in which the 
movement of the abdomen is more prominent than the movement of 
the upper chest — maximizes the use of this respiratory pump and 
produces the deepest, most efficient breathing pattern. Chest breathing, 
by contrast, uses primarily the intercostal muscles and accessory 
respiratory muscles of the neck and shoulder, bypasses the diaphragm, 
and is far less efficient both mechanically and in terms of its effects on 
the autonomic nervous system. Chronic chest breathing — common in 
people with chronic stress, anxiety, or poor postural habits — is 
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associated with chronically elevated sympathetic tone and all the health 
consequences that accompany it. 

Retraining the breathing pattern from chest-dominant to diaphragm-
dominant is one of the most fundamental interventions available in 
breath-based therapy. The process is simple in principle and challenging 
in practice: the habitual chest-breathing pattern, once established, tends 
to feel normal even when it is suboptimal, and reestablishing 
diaphragmatic breathing requires sustained attention and practice. But 
the rewards are substantial: lower baseline stress arousal, better 
oxygenation, improved spinal stability, and greater access to the 
parasympathetic states that support health and wellbeing. 
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What sustained practice reveals about the nature of learning 

Learning by Not-Knowing 

The breath is one of the most patient and reliable teachers available to 
a human being, precisely because it does not reward clever strategies. 
You cannot think your way to a deeper breath. You cannot plan a better 
exhale. You cannot achieve presence through effort. The breath simply 
continues, indifferent to the mind's projects and preferences, offering 
itself as an object of attention for whoever has the patience to receive it. 

This is disorienting for the mind that is accustomed to making progress 
through effort and strategy. The student of breath awareness discovers, 
usually after some frustration, that the qualities cultivated through 
practice — steadiness, clarity, openness, ease — arise not from doing more 
but from doing less: from releasing the habitual overlay of judgement 
and preference that normally accompanies every experience, and simply 
allowing the breath to be as it is. 

This discovery is not trivial. It is the beginning of a fundamental shift in 
one's relationship to learning itself — from the model of accumulation 
(adding knowledge, skills, and capacities to a pre-existing self) to the 
model of clarification (removing the obscurations that prevent the 
natural capacities of mind from expressing themselves fully). The breath 
does not teach the practitioner how to breathe. It teaches her how to 
stop interfering with breathing that already knows exactly what to do. 

The Zen tradition uses the term 'beginner's mind' (shoshin) to describe 
this quality of open, non-grasping attention — the mind of a beginner 
who has no fixed expectations or preconceptions, who can receive what 
is actually present rather than attention brought to the breath itself, 
leads toward the most interesting territory that practice opens. 
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Consistency and the Transformative Arc 

Every tradition that has developed breath practice as a sustained 
discipline agrees on one fundamental point: regular, consistent practice 
is more important than intense, occasional practice. A small amount of 
daily practice — five to twenty minutes — produces more durable change 
in the nervous system and in the quality of awareness than weekend 
retreats undertaken once a year without any daily practice in between. 

The neurological basis for this is well established. Neuroplasticity — the 
brain's capacity to reorganize its structure and function in response to 
experience — operates according to the principle of Hebbian learning: 
neurons that fire together wire together. The neural circuits of sustained 
attention, interoceptive awareness, and parasympathetic regulation are 
strengthened by regular activation and weakened by disuse. Daily breath 
practice is daily activation of these circuits. Over weeks and months and 
years, the circuits become more robust, more accessible, and more 
deeply integrated into the baseline functioning of the nervous system. 

The transformation is not dramatic or sudden. It is incremental and 
cumulative, like the shaping of a riverbed by the patient flow of water. 
The practitioner who has sat with the breath daily for a year is not the 
same person who began: she is more patient, more available to the 
present moment, less reactive in the face of difficulty, more capable of 
genuine contact with other people and with her own experience. The 
change is real and durable. And it began with a single breath — the first 
one she attended to fully. 

Breath: The Inner Clock of the Universe 

Breath is the most immediate expression of time within the human 
body. 

While the cosmos measures time through the motion of planets, 
stars, and galaxies, the human system measures time through the 
rhythm of breath and heartbeat. Yogic science therefore considers 
breath not merely as a biological function but as the living clock of 
consciousness. 
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Traditional calculations observe that a human being takes 
approximately: 
• 15 breaths per minute, leading to about 21,600 breaths per day 

Some yogic calculations consider a slightly faster rhythm of 18 breaths 
per minute, giving: 
• 25,920 breaths per day 

This number is striking because 25,920 years is also the approximate 
duration of the Earth's axial precession, the slow movement through 
which the orientation of the Earth's axis completes a full cosmic cycle. 

This parallel reveals a profound insight of the ancient sages: 

The rhythm of human breath mirrors the rhythm of cosmic movement. 

In this view, the human being is not separate from the universe. Each 
breath is a miniature reflection of the vast cycles unfolding across the 
heavens. 

For this reason, control of breath — pranayama — is not merely a 
physical discipline. It is a method of synchronizing individual 
consciousness with the deeper rhythm of existence. 

Attention brought to the breath itself, leads toward the most interesting 
territory that practice opens. 

Consistency and the Transformative Arc 

Every tradition that has developed breath practice as a sustained 
discipline agrees on one fundamental point: regular, consistent practice 
is more important than intense, occasional practice. A small amount of 
daily practice — five to twenty minutes — produces more durable change 
in the nervous system and in the quality of awareness than weekend 
retreats undertaken once a year without any daily practice in between. 

The neurological basis for this is well established. Neuroplasticity — the 
brain's capacity to reorganize its structure and function in response to 
experience — operates according to the principle of Hebbian learning: 
neurons that fire together wire together. The neural circuits of sustained 
attention, interoceptive awareness, and parasympathetic regulation are 
strengthened by regular activation and weakened by disuse. Daily breath 
practice is daily activation of these circuits. Over weeks and months and 
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years, the circuits become more robust, more accessible, and more 
deeply integrated into the baseline functioning of the nervous system. 

The transformation is not dramatic or sudden. It is incremental and 
cumulative, like the shaping of a riverbed by the patient flow of water. 
The practitioner who has sat with the breath daily for a year is not the 
same person who began: she is more patient, more available to the 
present moment, less reactive in the face of difficulty, more capable of 
genuine contact with other people and with her own experience. The 
change is real and durable. And it began with a single breath — the first 
one she attended to fully. 

Three Layers of Perception 

The first layer is the body — sensory signals arriving from the world. The 
second layer is the mind — interpretation, analysis, and thought. The 
third layer is awareness — pure observation without distortion. Most 
humans experience reality through the second layer. Breath awareness 
allows the third layer to become visible. 
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How our ancestors read the cosmos 

Stonehenge and the Calendar in Stone 

Ancient civilizations observed the sky with great patience. Without 
telescopes, without electronic clocks, without the mathematical tools 
that modern astronomy takes for granted, the builders of Stonehenge 
on the Salisbury Plain, the priests of the Egyptian temples, the 
astronomers of Mesoamerica, and the rishis of the Vedic tradition 
tracked the movements of the sun, moon, and visible planets with 
accuracy that astonishes modern researchers. They built the sky into 
their architecture. They encoded it in their myths. They organized their 
lives — agricultural, ceremonial, political — around the patterns they 
observed over decades and centuries of careful watching. 

Stonehenge is the most famous example of prehistoric astronomical 
architecture, but it is not the most precise. The monument at 
Newgrange in Ireland, older than Stonehenge by five centuries, is 
aligned so precisely with the winter solstice sunrise that a shaft of light 
penetrates a narrow aperture in the roof and illuminates the inner 
chamber for approximately seventeen minutes on the morning of the 
solstice. The builders spent decades constructing a monument to 
celebrate a moment that lasts less than half an hour. What drove this 
extraordinary investment of labour and precision? 

The most honest answer is: we do not know. But we can infer from the 
evidence that the movement of the sun — its cycles of waxing and waning 
light, its turning points at solstice and equinox — was experienced not 
merely as useful agricultural information but as something numinous: a 
visible expression of an invisible order that underpinned existence 
itself. The sky was not just overhead. It was the face of something 
vast and significant. 
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The Zodiac: A Map of Cosmic Time 

The zodiac — the band of constellations through which the sun appears 
to move over the course of a year — is among the oldest continuously 
used conceptual tools in human culture. Its origins can be traced to 
Babylon in the second millennium BCE, though the observations it 
encodes are older still. The division of the sky into twelve roughly equal 
sectors, each associated with a constellation and a set of symbolic 
qualities, represents one of the earliest attempts to impose a systematic 
order on the apparent chaos of the heavens. 

The astronomical significance of the zodiac is real: the sun does indeed 
appear to move through the zodiacal constellations over the course of a 
year, and the position of the sun in the zodiac — its relationship to the 
background of fixed stars — changes measurably over the millennia due 
to the precession of the equinoxes. Ancient astronomers in multiple 
cultures were aware of this slow shift, and it forms the basis of the 
concept of the Great Year, the vast cycle of approximately 25,920 years 
that is the longest rhythm in the traditional astronomical canon. 

Whether the astrological tradition — which assigns causal significance to 
the positions of the sun, moon, and planets relative to the zodiacal 
constellations — is scientifically valid is a separate question. What is clear 
is that the attention to the sky that produced the zodiac was genuine, 
sustained, and empirically grounded. The practitioners were not merely 
fantasizing. They were observing, recording, and systematizing — doing, 
in other words, something that looks remarkably like science, even if 
their interpretive framework was different from ours. 

The sky is a clock, a calendar, and a mirror — reflecting our place  
in the great turning. 
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Earth's great wobble and the 25,920-year cycle 

The Mechanics of Precession 

The Earth's axial precession slowly shifts the orientation of our planet 
in space, completing a cycle in roughly 25,920 years. To understand this 
phenomenon, picture a spinning top that, as it slows, begins to wobble 
— its axis tracing a slow cone in space rather than pointing steadily in 
one direction. The Earth does the same thing, though its 'wobble' is 
generated not by slowing but by the gravitational pull of the sun and 
moon on the planet's equatorial bulge. 

The result of this slow wobble is that the celestial north pole — the point 
in the sky directly above Earth's geographic north pole — changes over 
time. Today it points near the star Polaris, which is why Polaris is called 
the north star. In 3000 BCE, the celestial north pole pointed near the 
star Thuban in the constellation Draco. In 12,000 years, it will point 
near the star Vega in the constellation Lyra. The sky that ancient 
astronomers saw is not quite the same sky we see, and the sky our 
descendants see in ten thousand years will be different again. 

The equinoxes — the two points in the year when day and night are of 
equal length — precess through the zodiacal constellations at a rate of 
approximately one degree every 72 years. A full transit through one 
zodiacal sign of 30 degrees takes roughly 2,160 years. A complete circuit 
through all twelve signs takes 25,920 years. This is the Great Year — the 
grandest natural cycle visible to the naked-eye observer standing on 
Earth. 

 

108 Ways of Observing the Breath 

Yogic traditions describe 108 methods through which a practitioner 
can observe and refine the movement of breath. 
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These methods involve different dimensions of awareness: 
• observing the flow of breath through the nostrils 
• synchronizing breath with mantra 
• regulating breath rhythm 
• observing the pauses between inhalation and exhalation 
• sensing the subtle movement of prana within the body 
Each of these methods gradually trains the mind to become attentive to 
the deeper intelligence hidden within the breath. 

For an ordinary person, breathing happens unconsciously. For a yogi, 
breath becomes a doorway to awareness. 

Through disciplined observation, the practitioner begins to recognize 
that breath links: 
• body and mind 
• matter and energy 
• individual life and cosmic rhythm. 

Thus, the 108 methods of breath awareness represent the full spectrum  
of conscious engagement with life itself. 

25,920 and the Human Breath 

The number 25,920 acquires additional resonance when placed 
alongside the biology of human breathing. An average adult at rest 
breathes approximately fifteen times per minute. Fifteen breaths per 
minute, multiplied by sixty minutes, yields 900 breaths per hour. 
Multiplied by twenty-four hours, this gives 21,600 breaths per day. 
Multiplied by 

365 days, this gives 7,884,000 breaths per year. Multiplied by 72 years — 
approximately the biblical lifespan of three score and ten plus a few years 
— this gives approximately 567 million breaths in a lifetime. 

But the simpler relationship is this: if we divide the number of years in 
the precessional cycle (25,920) by the number of breaths per hour at rest 
(360 — which assumes a rate of six breaths per minute, at the resonant 
frequency described in Part VI), we arrive at 72 — the number of years 
in the lifespan. Or: the number of breaths per day at a resting rate of 
fifteen per minute is 21,600, and 21,600 multiplied by 1.2 gives 25,920. 
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The exact ratio depends on which breathing rate one uses, and human 
breathing rates vary. 

The numerological tradition that draws these relationships together 
should not be taken as literal physical causation. But neither should it 
be dismissed as mere coincidence, for this reason: the fact that numbers 
of this magnitude appear in both the physiological and the astronomical 
domains raises a genuine question about the organizational principles 
that govern both. If the same numbers appear in the structure of the 
solar system (108 times the diameter of the sun equals the Earth-sun 
distance) and in the structure of the human organism (the number of 
breaths per lifetime relates simply to the precessional cycle), this may 
be a clue — however difficult to interpret — about the mathematical 
grammar of physical reality. 

The Great Year in World Traditions 

Awareness of the precessional cycle appears in ancient traditions that 
developed independently of one another, suggesting that the 
phenomenon was observable and significant enough to be noticed and 
recorded by careful astronomical observers across different cultures and 
centuries. 

The ancient Greeks called the precessional cycle the Great Year (megas 
eniautos). Plato, in the Timaeus, describes a 'perfect year' in which all 
the celestial spheres return to their original configuration — a cycle that 
various commentators have associated with the precessional period. The 
Stoic philosophers developed the concept of the ekpyrosis — a periodic 
cosmic conflagration followed by rebirth — which some scholars have 
linked to the Great Year. 

In the Vedic tradition, the concept of the Yuga cycle — the vast ages of 
cosmic history — has been interpreted by some scholars as encoding the 
precessional cycle at its base unit. The number 432,000 (the duration in 
years of the Kali Yuga) is a multiple of both 25,920 and 72, linking the 
cosmic time scales of Indian cosmology to the astronomical reality of 
precession. Whether this link is intentional or coincidental remains 
debated, but the numerical relationships are real. 

Among the Maya, the Long Count calendar tracks a cycle of 
approximately 5,125 years — roughly one-fifth of the precessional cycle 
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— and considerable scholarly work has explored the possibility that 
Mayan astronomers were aware of precession and encoded it in their 
calendrical system. The Egyptians, through their tracking of the heliacal 
rising of Sirius and their alignment of monuments to stars and sunrise 
points, appear to have possessed awareness of the slow shift in the 
apparent positions of stars that precession produces. 
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The nearest great rhythm 

Lunar Rhythms and the Living World 

The moon completes its orbit around the Earth in approximately 27.3 
days — the sidereal month. But because the Earth is simultaneously 
moving around the sun, the cycle of lunar phases — from new moon to 
full moon and back — takes approximately 29.5 days, the synodic month. 
This cycle has been observed, tracked, and celebrated by virtually every 
human culture that has left records, and its influence on the living world 
goes beyond the merely poetic. 

The ocean tides are driven primarily by the moon's gravitational pull on 
the Earth's oceans, and the magnitude of the tides varies with the lunar 
cycle — highest at new and full moon, lowest at the quarters. Coastal 
ecosystems time their reproductive cycles to the tides: certain species of 
coral release their eggs and sperm simultaneously on the night of the full 
moon, a synchronization so precise that researchers describe it as one of 
the most extraordinary reproductive events on Earth. Various fish 
species, marine invertebrates, and even some terrestrial insects organize 
their breeding around the lunar calendar. 

The evidence for direct lunar effects on human physiology is more 
contested, but evidence for a relationship between the menstrual cycle 
and the lunar cycle has been documented in cross-cultural studies of 
women living without artificial light, whose cycles tend to synchronize 
with the moon. The word 'menstruation' itself derives from the Latin 
mensis, month, which derives from the Greek mene, moon — a linguistic 
trace of an ancient understanding of the relationship between the 
feminine cycle and 
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The Four Transcendental Experiences of Breath 

Beyond the 108 observable methods of breath practice lie four 
deeper realizations that cannot be reached through technique alone. 

These arise naturally when awareness of breath becomes extremely 
refined. 

At this stage the yogi begins to perceive dimensions of breath that 
remain hidden to ordinary perception. Breath is no longer experienced 
merely as air moving through the lungs, but as a subtle movement of 
life-force connecting the inner and outer universe. 

These four transcendental experiences may be understood as: 
• Perception of subtle prana beyond physical breath 
• Awareness of the stillness within breath where mind becomes silent 
• Recognition of breath as a bridge between body and cosmic energy 
• Direct experience of universal consciousness through the 

movement of breath 

These realizations are not techniques. They unfold naturally when 
practice matures and awareness deepens. 

Thus, the yogic tradition describes 112 gateways to realization: 

• 108 methods of conscious breath observation, and 
• 4 transcendental experiences revealed through deep awareness. 

Together they represent the full journey from practice to realization. 

The lunar one. 

The Moon in Contemplative Tradition 

In virtually every contemplative tradition, the moon serves as a symbol 
of the mind — specifically, of the reflective mind, the mind that 
illuminates by borrowing light rather than generating its own. Just as the 
moon has no light of its own but shines by reflecting the sun, the human 
mind (in this metaphorical system) has no intrinsic awareness of its own 
but shines by reflecting the light of pure consciousness. 

The Buddhist tradition observes Uposatha days — days of intensified 
practice — at the new moon and full moon. The Vedic tradition 
prescribes specific ceremonies (puja) for both the new moon (amavasya) 
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and the full moon (purnima). Many yogic traditions recommend that 
certain practices be intensified or modified at these times, on the 
understanding that the enhanced gravitational and electromagnetic 
environment of the full moon amplifies both the effects of practice and 
the turbulence of the unprepared mind. 

Whether these prescriptions reflect genuine physiological influences of 
the moon on human experience, or reflect the power of culturally 
conditioned expectation, or both, they point to something important: 
the contemplative traditions understood the human being as embedded 
in a web of natural cycles, not as an isolated individual who happens to 
live on a planet with a moon. The rhythms of the sky were not merely 
astronomical facts; they were lived realities that shaped the texture of 
inner life. 
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The sun's influence on our rhythms 

The Circadian Clock and Sunlight 

The circadian rhythm — the approximately 24-hour cycle that governs 
sleep, wakefulness, hormone release, body temperature, and dozens of 
other biological functions — is fundamentally a solar phenomenon. It is 
driven by light: specifically, by the blue-wavelength light present in the 
morning sky that triggers, through specialized photoreceptor cells in the 
retina, the suppression of melatonin and the activation of the morning 
cortisol rise that initiates the biological day. 

The master clock of the circadian system is located in the 
suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN) of the hypothalamus — a tiny cluster of 
approximately 20,000 neurons that receives direct input from the retina 
and coordinates the timing of every other biological clock in the body. 
The circadian rhythm is, in this technical sense, a biological reflection 
of the Earth's rotation: a mechanism evolved to synchronize the 
organism's internal timing with the external solar cycle. 

Disruption of the circadian rhythm — through shift work, artificial light 
exposure at night, jet lag, or the chronic evening use of light-emitting 
screens — has been consistently associated with adverse health outcomes: 
increased risk of cancer, metabolic syndrome, cardiovascular disease, 
depression, and cognitive decline. The body needs to be synchronized 
with the solar cycle, and when it is not, the consequences are significant. 

The Solar Year and the Body 

The Earth's annual orbit around the sun produces the seasons, and the 
seasons produce measurable changes in human physiology. Levels of 
serotonin — the neurotransmitter associated with mood, appetite, and 
sleep — vary with the amount of daylight exposure, rising in summer and 
falling in winter. Melatonin production responds inversely. Vitamin D 
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synthesis in the skin requires ultraviolet radiation from the sun and is 
therefore markedly seasonal at latitudes far from the equator. 

Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) — the clinical syndrome of 
depression, hypersomnia, increased appetite, and social withdrawal that 
affects approximately 5 to 10 percent of populations at higher latitudes 
during the winter months — is the most medically recognized 
manifestation of the human body's dependence on solar rhythms. It 
responds well to exposure to full-spectrum light in the morning, which 
mimics the effect of natural sunlight and restores the circadian 
synchronization that the reduced daylight of winter disrupts. 

Ancient agricultural civilizations organized their lives around the solar 
year: planting at the spring equinox, harvesting before the autumn 
equinox, resting in winter. The great solar festivals — the solstices and 
equinoxes — were celebrated throughout the ancient world as moments 
of cosmic transition, when the relationship between the Earth and the 
sun shifted in ways that had immediate and tangible effects on the lives 
of people who lived close to the land. These festivals were not merely 
symbolic; they were practical acknowledgements of the body's 
embeddedness in the solar cycle. 

Solar Flares and Consciousness 

One of the more speculative but genuinely investigated connections 
between the sun and human experience concerns the effects of solar 
geomagnetic activity on human physiology and behaviour. The sun's 
magnetic field is variable, subject to periodic eruptions called coronal 
mass ejections that send streams of charged particles toward 

Earth. When these particles interact with Earth's magnetic field, they 
produce geomagnetic storms that affect the ionosphere — and, some 
researchers have proposed, biological systems that are sensitive to 
electromagnetic fields. 

Research groups led by Rollin McCraty at the HeartMath Institute have 
documented correlations between geomagnetic activity and changes in 
heart rate variability, sleep quality, emotional tone, and even mental 
health outcomes across population-level data. The proposed mechanism 
is that the human nervous system and cardiovascular system, which 
generate their own weak electromagnetic fields, are sensitive to 
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fluctuations in the Earth's magnetic field — which is itself modulated by 
solar activity. 

This research is preliminary and its interpretation is contested. But it 
raises a genuine question about the degree to which the human 
organism is embedded in electromagnetic environments beyond the 
merely local. If the breath and the heartbeat generate coherent 
electromagnetic fields that extend beyond the body, and if those fields 
interact with the Earth's electromagnetic environment, then the 
individual act of breathing may be connected, however faintly, to 
something larger than the individual body. 
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The universe's largest rhythms 

Stellar Evolution: The Life and Death of Stars 

The stars, which ancient observers tracked with such patience and 
reverence, are not eternal. They are born, they live for millions or 
billions of years, and they die — in processes that range from the quietly 
beautiful to the cataclysmic. The lifecycle of a star is determined 
primarily by its initial mass, which determines how rapidly it burns its 
hydrogen fuel and what happens when that fuel is exhausted. 

A star of roughly the sun's mass spends approximately ten billion years 
on what astronomers call the main sequence — the stable phase in which 
it fuses hydrogen to helium in its core, maintaining a balance between 
the inward pull of gravity and the outward pressure of radiation. When 
the hydrogen in the core is exhausted, the star expands dramatically, 
becoming a red giant — a luminous, relatively cool sphere that, in the 
sun's case, will eventually engulf the Earth. Eventually the outer layers 
are expelled as a planetary nebula, leaving behind a dense, cooling white 
dwarf: the stellar core, roughly the size of the Earth but containing 
roughly half the mass of the original star. 

More massive stars die more violently. When a star more than 
approximately eight times the mass of the sun exhausts its fuel, its core 
collapses in milliseconds under its own gravity, triggering a supernova 
explosion of such violence that it briefly outshines the entire galaxy. The 
explosion disperses into space the elements that the star spent its 
lifetime fusing in its core: carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, neon, magnesium, 
silicon, sulfur, and, for the most massive stars, iron. The iron in 
your blood, the calcium in your bones, the oxygen in every breath you 
take — these were forged in the cores of stars that died before the solar 
system formed, and scattered into space by the violence of supernovae 
to be gathered by gravity into new systems, new worlds, and eventually 
new forms of life. 
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The physicist Carl Sagan captured this connection in a phrase that has 
become one of the most quoted observations in modern popular 
science: 'We are made of star stuff.' This is not metaphor. It is 
biochemistry. The atoms in your body were synthesized in stellar 
interiors and distributed through the galaxy by stellar explosions. You 
are, in the most literal sense, the cosmos knowing itself — the universe 
organized, temporarily, into a form capable of looking back at the stars 
from which it was made. 

Eclipses: When Rhythms Align 

A solar eclipse — the temporary occlusion of the sun by the moon as 
seen from Earth — requires an extraordinary alignment of three bodies 
in space. It requires that the moon be at new moon phase (positioned 
between Earth and sun), that it be at or near one of the two points where 
the moon's orbital plane crosses the ecliptic (the apparent path of the 
sun through the sky), and that the observer be located within the narrow 
path of the moon's shadow on Earth's surface. All three conditions must 
be satisfied simultaneously, which is why total solar eclipses, at any given 
location, occur on average only once every 375 years. 

The rarity of total solar eclipses is made even more remarkable by the 
fact that they are only possible because of the extraordinary coincidence 
mentioned in Part III: the moon, which is 400 times smaller than the 
sun, is also approximately 400 times closer to the Earth, making the two 
bodies appear almost exactly the same size in the sky. If the moon were 
slightly smaller or slightly farther away, it would never completely cover 
the sun. If it were slightly larger or slightly closer, totality would be more 
common but the sun's corona — the ethereal outer atmosphere that 
becomes visible only during totality — would be permanently obscured. 

Ancient cultures understood eclipses as moments of cosmic significance — 
as alignments of cosmic rhythms that broke open the ordinary flow of time 
and allowed a glimpse of something behind it. Modern astronomers study 
eclipses as opportunities to observe the sun's corona, to test predictions of 
general relativity (Eddington's 1919 observation during a solar eclipse 
confirmed Einstein's prediction that gravity bends light), and to study the 
Earth's atmosphere. The scientific and the numinous responses to the same 
event are not contradictory — they are complementary ways of responding 
to an event that is, by any measure, extraordinary. 
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Light pollution, urban life, and the recovery of the cosmos 

The Disappearing Stars 

For most of human history, the night sky was a constant presence in 
human experience — vast, dark, and populated by thousands of stars 
visible to the naked eye from any location on Earth. The Milky Way — 
the diffuse band of our own galaxy seen edge-on — was visible on every 
clear night, arching across the sky from horizon to horizon. The great 
majority of human beings who have ever lived knew the stars as intimate 
companions: navigational tools, calendrical markers, mythological 
landscapes, and objects of spiritual contemplation. 
This is no longer true for a majority of the world's population. The 
widespread introduction of electric lighting in the twentieth century has 
produced a phenomenon called light pollution: the brightening of the 
night sky by scattered artificial light that overwhelms the fainter light of 
the stars. Today, approximately one third of the world's population — 
and more than 99 percent of the populations of the United States and 
Europe — live under skies so bright that the Milky Way is invisible. 
Approximately 80 percent of the world's population lives under light-
polluted skies. 

The loss of the dark sky is not merely an aesthetic privation, though it is 
certainly that. It is a disconnection from a dimension of human 
experience that has been present throughout the entire arc of human 
evolution: the direct perception of the cosmos, available to every person 
with eyes and a clear night, that has grounded human cosmological 
thinking from the earliest cave paintings to the great observatories of the 
medieval world. Without the night sky, the cosmos becomes an 
abstraction — something one knows about but does not directly 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

52 

perceive. The breath, by contrast, remains: the one cosmic rhythm still 
accessible in the most light-polluted city. 

The Inner Sky 

In many contemplative traditions, the inner sky — the vast, open quality 
of awareness that can be accessed through sustained meditation — is 
described in terms that deliberately echo the outer sky. The Tibetan 
tradition speaks of rigpa — the natural state of awareness — as 'open like 
the sky': empty of fixed content, luminous, and without center or 
periphery. The Vedantic tradition describes turiya — the fourth state of 
consciousness, underlying waking, dreaming, and deep sleep — as the 
'sky of consciousness' (chidakasha) within which all experiences arise like 
clouds. 

This metaphor is not accidental. The sky — which is not a thing but an 
openness, not an object but the space in which objects appear — is the 
most available natural image for the quality of awareness that 
contemplative practice reveals: not a specific experience but the space in 
which all experiences arise. Just as the sky remains unchanged whether 
it contains clouds or is clear, whether it is day or night, whether it looks 
blue or grey — awareness remains unchanged whether it contains 
thoughts, sensations, emotions, or perceptions, whether the mind is 
busy or still, whether the practice is going well or badly. 

The recovery of the outer sky — through dark-sky preserves, through 
reduced light pollution, through the simple act of going somewhere dark 
enough to see the stars — is, in this context, not merely a conservation 
issue. It is a contemplative one. To stand under a truly dark sky and look 
up is to be present to the cosmos in a way that no text, no image, and 
no description can substitute for. The breath that arises in that presence 
is different from the breath of the city: deeper, slower, more connected 
to something vast. The outer sky and the inner sky, for a moment, are 
one. 
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A number across cultures and cosmos 

108 in the Cosmos 

The number 108 appears in multiple cultural traditions, especially in 
India, where meditation malas contain 108 beads and celestial systems 
divide the sky into 108 segments. But before turning to the cultural 
significance of the number, it is worth pausing to consider its 
astronomical credentials, which are among the most striking numerical 
coincidences — if coincidences they are — in the geometry of our solar 
system. 

The diameter of the sun is approximately 1,392,000 kilometres. The 
average distance from the Earth to the sun is approximately 149,600,000 
kilometres. The ratio of these two quantities is approximately 107.4 — 
very close to 108. The diameter of the moon is approximately 3,474 
kilometres. The average distance from the Earth to the moon is 
approximately 384,400 kilometres. The ratio is approximately 110.6 — 
again, in the vicinity of 108, though the match is not as precise as the 
sun ratio. The diameter of the Earth is approximately 12,742 kilometres. 
The diameter of the sun is approximately 1,392,000 kilometres. The 
ratio is approximately 109.3 — once again, close to 108. 

These three relationships — sun's distance to sun's diameter, moon's 
distance to moon's diameter, sun's diameter to Earth's diameter — all 
hover near the same number. Whether this reflects some deep geometric 
principle of solar system formation, a statistical artifact of the particular 
evolutionary history of our solar neighbourhood, or simply a remarkable 
coincidence, the fact is real and verifiable by anyone with access. 
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The Human Spine: Axis of the Inner Universe 

In yogic understanding, the spine represents the axis of the human 
microcosm. 

Just as the Earth rotates around its axis and maintains orientation 
within the cosmos, the human body organizes itself around the vertical 
alignment of the spinal column. 

When a practitioner sits in meditation with the spine erect, the body 
symbolically aligns with the cosmic axis. Breath becomes more subtle, 
the nervous system stabilizes, and the mind gradually withdraws from 
external distractions. 

This alignment allows awareness to move inward along the subtle 
channels of energy described in yogic texts as nadis. 

Through this process, the practitioner begins to experience the 
deeper truth described by ancient sages: 

The same force that moves galaxies also moves the breath  
within the human body. 

This realization lies at the heart of the experience described in this 
book as the Cosmic Breath. 

To the relevant measurements. The number 108 is embedded in the 
geometry of our immediate cosmic neighbourhood. 

108 in the Human Body 

The number 108 appears not only in the sky but, according to several 
traditional systems of knowledge, in the human body itself. In the Vedic 
tradition, there are said to be 108 marmas — vital energy points — in the 
body, comparable in some ways to the acupuncture points of the 
Chinese tradition. There are said to be 108 nadis — subtle energy 
channels — converging on the heart centre, and 108 forms of 
pranayama. 

The number 108 is also significant in the context of the marma system 
because 108 = 4 × 27, where 4 represents the four directions and 27 
represents the 27 nakshatras — the lunar mansions of Vedic astronomy. 
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The number 108 thus bridges the human body (108 marmas) and the 
sky (27 nakshatras) through the same numerical structure. 

Whether these traditional enumerations are anatomically precise in the 
modern sense is, again, a separate question from whether they encode 
genuine insight. Traditional systems of knowledge often expressed 
empirical observations in numerical and symbolic forms that are not 
directly translatable into modern scientific categories. The 108 marmas 
may be a way of expressing something real about the distributed 
sensitivity and vulnerability of the human body — a map, admittedly 
symbolic, of the body's most energetically significant points. 

108 is written in the sky above us, in the body within us, and  
in the traditions around us. 
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The number at the heart of 108 

The Digital Root 

108 = 1 + 0 + 8 = 9. Any multiple of 9 also has a digital root of 9: 9, 18, 
27, 36, 45, 54, 63, 72, 81, 90, 108, 216, 432, 864, 2160, 4320, 25920 — 
all of these numbers, which appear throughout the numerical 
symbolism of sacred traditions and in astronomical measurements, 
reduce to 9 when their digits are added. The number 9 is thus a kind of 
attractor in this numerical landscape, a signature that appears whenever 
these quantities are examined closely. 

Mathematicians describe this property of 9 as the digital root or casting 
out nines. It is a genuine mathematical property of base-10 arithmetic: 
the digital root of any multiple of 9 will always be 9. This is not mystical; 
it is structural. But the fact that so many quantities that appear in both 
astronomical measurement and sacred tradition are multiples of 9 is, at 
minimum, worth noting. 

In the Vedic tradition, 9 is associated with Brahman — the ultimate 
ground of being — because it is the only single digit that is self-
reproducing: multiply 9 by any number from 1 to 9, and the digits of 
the result always add back to 9. In this sense, 9 represents 
inexhaustibility — the source that gives without being diminished. It is 
the number of completion and renewal. 

Astronomical 9s 

The numbers that appear repeatedly in both traditional cosmology and 
modern astronomical measurement share a remarkable family 
resemblance. The Kali Yuga lasts 432,000 years: 4+3+2 = 9. The 
Dvapara Yuga lasts 864,000 years: 8+6+4 = 18 = 9. The Mahayuga (one 
complete cycle of four yugas) lasts 4,320,000 years: again, the digits sum 
to 9. The precessional cycle of 25,920 years: 2+5+9+2 = 18 = 9. The 
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number of breaths per day at a rate of 15 per minute: 21,600 — digits 
sum to 9. 

The Babylonian number system was sexagesimal — base 60 — and 60 × 
60 = 3,600, which yields digital root 9. We still use the Babylonian 
system whenever we measure time (60 seconds in a minute, 60 minutes 
in an hour) and angles (360 degrees in a circle — another multiple of 9). 
The persistence of 9 across these diverse numerical domains suggests not 
a mystical property of the number but a deep feature of the 
mathematical structures that describe cyclic phenomena. 

The appropriate response to these patterns is neither to dismiss them as 
coincidence nor to over-interpret them as proof of cosmic design. They 
are genuine numerical facts that invite reflection about the 
organizational principles underlying the appearance of these quantities 
in both human biology and astronomical measurement. The reflection 
itself is the point. 

The Cosmic Arithmetic of 9, 12, 27 and 108 

Ancient seers perceived that the universe unfolds through rhythm 
and pattern. These rhythms appear in the movement of stars, the cycles 
of the Moon, the flow of breath, and even in the structure of spiritual 
practice. Over time, certain numbers emerged repeatedly in cosmology, 
yoga, and meditation. 

Among the most important are 9, 12, 27, and 108. The system unfolds 
naturally: 

• 9 Grahas represent the primary cosmic forces influencing life. 

• 12 Rashis represent the zodiacal divisions through which time 
unfolds. 

• 27 Nakshatras represent finer stellar divisions reflecting subtler 
patterns of consciousness. 

Each Nakshatra is further divided into four padas, giving: 27 × 4 = 108 

Thus, 108 represents the complete field of celestial influence 
surrounding human life. This is why many sacred practices use this 
number: 
• A mala contains 108 beads 
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• Many mantras are repeated 108 times 
• Yogic traditions describe 108 methods of observing the breath 

The number therefore represents a full cycle of alignment  
between the individual and the cosmos. 

From 108 to 1008: Expansion of Consciousness 

In many spiritual traditions the number 108 represents completion 
within the field of human experience. When a practitioner performs 
108 repetitions of a mantra with full awareness, the mind symbolically 
moves through the entire field of cosmic influence represented by the 
Nakshatras. 

The number 1008 represents an expansion beyond this completeness. 

If 108 symbolizes alignment with cosmic rhythm, 1008 
symbolizes an expanded consciousness that transcends ordinary 
individuality. 

For this reason divine names are often recited in groups of 1008, 
and great spiritual masters are sometimes honored with titles such as 
"Shri Shri 108" or "Shri Shri 1008." 

These numbers do not indicate status or hierarchy. They symbolize a 
state in which a person's awareness has moved beyond the limited 
identification with the body and mind. 

In that expanded awareness, breath, mind, and universe are  
experienced as expressions of a single living consciousness. 
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How mathematics becomes an Architecture 

Sacred Architecture and Cosmic Number 

Throughout history, the builders of sacred spaces have encoded 
cosmological numbers in their architecture. The Parthenon in Athens, 
the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, the great temples of Angkor Wat 
in Cambodia, the cathedrals of medieval Europe — all of these structures 
incorporate precise geometrical proportions that reflect the 
mathematical relationships their builders believed to underlie reality. 

The Angkor Wat complex in Cambodia is the largest religious 
monument in the world. Its dimensions encode the numbers of the 
Hindu Yuga cycle: the main causeway measures approximately 1,728 
cubits — the number of years in the Satya Yuga in units of thousands. 
The outer gallery measures approximately 4,320 cubits — the number of 
years in the Mahayuga in units of thousands. These are not approximate 
— they are precise to within the margin of construction error, and their 
deliberateness has been documented by archaeoastronomers who have 
measured the monument carefully. 

The medieval cathedrals of Europe encoded the proportions of the 
golden ratio — phi, approximately 1.618 — in their ground plans and 
elevations, a proportion that appears throughout nature in the 
arrangement of leaves around a stem, the spiral of a nautilus shell, and 
the proportions of the human body. The builders understood, in their 
own vocabulary, that the same mathematical relationships that governed 
the living world should govern the sacred space that mediated between 
the living world and the divine. 

The Golden Ratio and the Breath 

The golden ratio — phi — has a relationship with the breath that is subtle 
but real. The ratio of inhalation to exhalation in a resting, healthy breath 
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tends toward a proportion close to phi: inhaling for approximately two-
fifths of the total breath cycle and exhaling for approximately three-
fifths, a ratio of 2:3 which approximates 0.618:1 — the reciprocal of the 
golden ratio. 

This is not a strict physiological law — individual breathing patterns vary 
enormously — but it represents a tendency that practitioners of breath 
work and respiratory therapists have noted, and it reflects the general 
principle that biological processes tend to organize around 
mathematically optimal proportions. The golden ratio appears in 
biological structures from the microscopic to the anatomical precisely 
because it represents a solution to certain common optimization 
problems in nature: how to pack cells most efficiently, how to distribute 
weight most evenly, how to grow most compactly. 

If the breath tends toward golden-ratio proportions, then deliberate 
breath practice — which adjusts the ratio of inhalation to exhalation — 
can be understood as a form of tuning: bringing the actual pattern of 
breathing into alignment with a mathematically optimal proportion. 
This is, in essence, what pranayama has always claimed to do. 



Anil Pandey 

63 
 

The mathematics hidden in natural growth 

The Fibonacci Sequence in Nature 

The Fibonacci sequence — 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144 — is 
generated by the simple rule that each number is the sum of the two 
preceding it. This elementary arithmetic rule produces a sequence with 
remarkable properties, the most significant of which is that the ratio 
between consecutive Fibonacci numbers converges rapidly toward the 
golden ratio (phi  1.61803). The Fibonacci sequence, in other words, 
is a generator of the golden ratio — and the golden ratio, as Mandelbrot's 
fractal geometry would later confirm, is the optimal proportion for a 
wide range of growth and packing problems. 

The Fibonacci sequence appears throughout the living world with a 
frequency and consistency that strongly suggests it is not coincidental 
but structural. The spiral arrangement of sunflower seeds follows 
Fibonacci numbers: there are typically 34 spirals in one direction and 
55 in the other, or 55 and 89, or 89 and 144 — always consecutive 
Fibonacci numbers. The same pattern appears in pine cones, pineapples, 
cacti, and the seed heads of many other plants. The arrangement of 
leaves around a stem follows a pattern called phyllotaxis that is 
mathematically equivalent to the golden ratio, ensuring that each leaf is 
positioned to receive maximum sunlight without shading the leaves 
below it. 

The human body itself exhibits Fibonacci proportions in multiple 
places. The ratio of the length of the forearm to the hand, of the hand 
to the palm, of the palm to the finger segments — all approximate the 
golden ratio. The proportions of the face that are universally perceived 
as beautiful tend to be those that approximate phi. Whether these 
proportions are inherently aesthetically pleasing, or whether the 
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perception of beauty is culturally conditioned to align with the 
proportions that appear in healthy, well-developed organisms, is 
debated. What is not debated is that the proportions are real. 

Spiral Galaxies and the Golden Mean 

The golden ratio appears not only at the biological scale but at the 
astronomical. The spiral arms of galaxies follow a logarithmic spiral — 
the same mathematical curve that describes the shape of nautilus shells, 
the trajectory of certain animal horns, and the arrangement of 
Fibonacci spirals in sunflower heads. The logarithmic spiral is a self-
similar curve: it looks the same at every scale of magnification, and its 
growth factor at each scale is the golden ratio. 

The appearance of the same mathematical form — the logarithmic spiral 
— at scales ranging from the sub-centimetre (a nautilus shell) to the 
intergalactic (a spiral galaxy) is one of the most striking examples of the 
self-similar, fractal organization of nature. The pattern that determines 
how a mollusc builds its shell is related, by the same mathematics, to the 
pattern that determines how billions of stars organize around the 
gravitational centre of a galaxy. The scale is different by a factor of 
roughly ten to the twenty-sixth power. The mathematics is the same. 

Whether this reflects a deep physical principle — some optimization 
process that selects for logarithmic spirals at many scales — or whether it 
is a coincidence produced by the universality of certain differential 
equations across physical systems is an active area of scientific inquiry. 
What is clear is that the mathematics of growth and form exhibits a 
degree of universality that crosses the boundaries between very different 
physical systems. The universe has preferred patterns, and those patterns 
recur at every scale. 



Anil Pandey 

65 
 

Seven days, seven notes, seven chakras 

The Seven: Weeks, Notes, and Chakras 

The number seven occupies a special place in many cultural and sacred 
traditions that is, like 108, partly arithmetical and partly astronomical. 
There are seven days in the week — a division that has no astronomical 
basis in the solar day (one Earth rotation) or the lunar month (one lunar 
cycle) but that appears to have originated in the ancient Near Eastern 
tradition of organizing time around seven celestial bodies visible to the 
naked eye: the sun, the moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and 
Saturn. The days of the week are still named for these bodies in many 
European languages. 

The Western musical scale has seven notes — do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si — 
before returning to the octave, the eighth note that is twice the 
frequency of the first. This seven-note structure is not universal: Indian 
classical music uses a 22-interval system, and the mathematics of tuning 
allows for many possible scales. But the prevalence of seven-note scales 
across many unrelated musical traditions, and their independent 
discovery, suggests that the seven-note division of the octave has some 
natural resonance with the human auditory and cognitive system. 

In the yogic tradition, there are seven primary chakras — energy centres 
in the subtle body arranged along the central channel of the spine, from 
the base (muladhara) to the crown (sahasrara). Whether the chakra 
system corresponds to physical anatomy in a verifiable way is debated; 
what is clear is that the system provides a rich map of the body-mind's 
possible states and levels of development, and that many practitioners 
find it a useful framework for understanding their own experience. 
The seven-chakra model has been elaborated across centuries of tantric 
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and yogic teaching, and its structure — ascending from earth-based 
survival energy to the transcendent, with the heart as the midpoint — is 
psychologically resonant regardless of one's view of its metaphysical 
status. 
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Why numbers matter to the contemplative mind 

The Number and the Numbered 

Every contemplative tradition that has developed a mature practice of 
sacred number has also developed a sophisticated understanding of the 
relationship between the number and the numbered — between the 
mathematical concept and the experiential reality it points toward. The 
number 108 is not the physical relationship between the sun and the 
Earth; it is a symbolic pointer toward that relationship. The 25,920 years 
of the precessional cycle is not the cycle itself; it is a measurement of a 
process that would proceed whether or not anyone had ever counted it. 

This distinction — between the map and the territory, between the 
symbol and the reality — is one of the most important in any 
contemplative epistemology. Sacred number traditions at their best 
maintain this distinction clearly: the numbers are tools for orienting 
attention toward realities that exceed the numbers. At their worst, 
sacred number traditions confuse the map with the territory and become 
numerological fantasy: finding significance in arbitrary numerical 
relationships, asserting causal connections between unrelated 
quantities, mistaking mathematical coincidence for cosmic law. 

The breath practice is a useful corrective to this confusion, precisely 
because the breath is entirely non-numerical. It has no number. It has 
only its own quality, its own rhythm, its own presence in the body of the 
person attending to it. When the practitioner is fully attending to the 
breath, there is no room for numerical symbolism: there is only this 
inhale, this exhale, this awareness. Numbers are useful before and 
after the breath — they can motivate practice, provide context, inspire 
wonder — but during the breath, they fall away. This is as it should be. 
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The Practice of Counting Breaths 

Counting the breath is one of the most ancient and most widely 
practised methods for developing concentration. In Zen tradition, the 
practitioner counts exhalations from one to ten and then begins again 
from one. When she loses count — as she inevitably will — she simply 
returns to one. The instruction is deceptively simple: count. But the 
practice reveals immediately how rarely the mind stays with anything as 
simple as counting from one to ten without wandering into thought. 

The number in breath counting is not a sacred number in the sense 
explored in Part III of this book. It is a practical anchor: a way of keeping 
the attention in the present breath while providing enough structure to 
notice when the mind has wandered. The number itself is less important 
than the quality of attention it supports. When that quality of attention 
is sufficiently developed, the number can be released — the practitioner 
can attend to the breath without the scaffold of counting. The number 
was always a means, not an end. 

This relationship — number as means, awareness as end — captures 
something important about the role of sacred mathematics in the 
contemplative life generally. The correspondences between the breath 
and the cosmos explored in this book are, in the end, not interesting 
because they are numerically true. They are interesting because they 
point toward a relationship — between the human body and the cosmos, 
between the personal and the universal, between the momentary and 
the eternal — that the numbers gesture toward but cannot capture. The 
numbers are the finger. The relationship is the moon.  
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From the breath to the Big Bang 

Nested Cycles: The Architecture of Duration 

Time is not a single thing. At the quantum level, events occur on 
timescales of femtoseconds — millionths of a billionth of a second. At 
the neurological level, conscious perception integrates experience over 
windows of roughly two to three seconds — the duration of what 
psychologists call the 'specious present,' the window within which events 
feel simultaneous rather than sequential. At the circadian level, the body 
maintains a 24-hour rhythm that governs sleep, hormone release, and 
metabolic function. At the geological level, mountain ranges form and 
erode over tens of millions of years. At the cosmological level, stars live 
for billions of years, and the universe itself has been expanding for 
approximately 13.8 billion years. 

These are not merely different quantities of the same thing. They are 
qualitatively different scales at which different processes become visible 
— scales that require different conceptual and mathematical tools to 
understand. Quantum mechanics is not applicable to geological 
processes, and geology is not applicable to quantum events. Each level 
of reality operates by its own rules, which are consistent with but not 
reducible to the rules of other levels. 

And yet, across all these scales, the organizing principle is the same: 
rhythm. Oscillation. Cycling between states. The universe does not exist 
in a single fixed configuration; it moves, repeatedly and systematically, 
through sequences of states. At every scale, from the femtosecond to the 
cosmic, existence is a process of rhythmic becoming. 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

72 

 

The Vedic Time Scales 

Indian cosmology developed one of the most elaborate and ambitious 
frameworks for thinking about cosmic time in any civilization. The 
concept of the Yuga cycle divides universal history into four ages of 
decreasing virtue and increasing darkness: the Satya Yuga (the golden 
age of truth and virtue, lasting 1,728,000 years), the Treta Yuga (the 
silver age, lasting 1,296,000 years), the Dvapara Yuga (the bronze age, 
lasting 864,000 years), and the Kali Yuga (the iron age of spiritual 
darkness, lasting 432,000 years). 

Together, these four Yugas comprise a Mahayuga of 4,320,000 years. 
Seventy-one Mahayugas make a Manvantara; fourteen Manvantaras 
make a Kalpa — one day of Brahma, the creator aspect of the divine. 
Brahma's full day (day and night) thus spans 8,640,000,000 years — a 
number remarkably close to the current scientific estimate of the age of 
the solar system (approximately 4.5 billion years) and within an order of 
magnitude of the age of the universe (13.8 billion years). 

The Vedic time scales should not be understood as literal astronomical 
measurements — the tradition did not have the observational technology 
to derive them empirically. But they represent a genuine cosmological 
intuition: that the universe operates on timescales that dwarf human 
experience, that creation is not a single event but a continuous and 
cyclical process, and that the present moment of human history is 
embedded within vast rhythms that proceed indifferently to individual 
human concerns. 

We live in a single breath of cosmic time. How we use it is the only 
question. 
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Creation as cosmic rhythm 

The Pulsating Universe 

The image of the cosmos as a breath — as something that expands and 
contracts, fills and empties, in a rhythm too vast for individual human 
experience to encompass — is one of the oldest and most persistent 
images in human cosmological thought. In the Vedic tradition, the 
universe is sometimes described as the dream of Brahma: during 
Brahma's waking hours, the cosmos exists; during Brahma's sleep, it 
dissolves back into the undifferentiated ground of being, only to be 
dreamed forth again when Brahma wakes. 

Modern cosmology offers its own version of this story. The observable 
universe began, approximately 13.8 billion years ago, in a state of 
extraordinary density and temperature — the event called the Big Bang. 
Since that event, the universe has been expanding, cooling, and 
differentiating: from a featureless hot plasma to the complex, structured 
cosmos of stars, galaxies, and life that we observe today. Whether this 
expansion will continue indefinitely, or whether it will eventually halt 
and reverse in a 'Big Crunch,' or whether the universe will undergo a 
'Big Rip' as dark energy tears structures apart — these remain open 
questions in contemporary cosmology. 

Some cosmological models propose that the universe is cyclical — that 
Big Bangs and Big Crunches alternate across infinite time in a 'bouncing' 
universe that has no beginning and no end, only an eternal rhythm of 
expansion and contraction. These models are speculative but 
mathematically consistent, and they resonate with the ancient intuition 
that the cosmos breathes. 
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Time, Entropy, and the Direction of the Breath 

The breath has a direction: inhale precedes exhale in a sequence that has 
meaning. You cannot breathe backwards. The biological significance of 
inhalation is different from the biological significance of exhalation. 
Time, too, has a direction — the direction in which entropy increases, in 
which information becomes less organized, in which heat flows from hot 
to cold and not the reverse. This asymmetry — the 'arrow of time' — is 
one of the deepest puzzles in fundamental physics. 

Why does time flow in one direction? The laws of physics at the 
fundamental level are, with minor exceptions, time-symmetric — they 
work the same way whether time runs forward or backward. Yet the 
experienced world has a strong temporal direction: we remember the 
past but not the future, causes precede effects, the egg does not 
unscramble. The source of this asymmetry appears to lie in the fact that 
the early universe was in an exceptionally low-entropy state — highly 
ordered — and has been moving toward higher entropy ever since. We 
experience time's arrow because we live in the middle of a cosmic process 
that has a direction: from the improbable order of the Big Bang toward 
the probable disorder of a cold, diffuse, maximally entropic universe. 

The breath, in this context, is a local reversal of the entropic tendency: 
the body imports order (in the form of oxygen and food) and exports 
disorder (in the form of carbon dioxide and heat). Life is, 
thermodynamically, a process of locally decreasing entropy at the cost of 
globally increasing it. Every inhale is, in a small way, an act of defiance 
against the universe's tendency toward dissolution — a momentary 
organization of order in the face of disorder. Every exhale releases the 
debt. Life breathes against entropy, and entropy is patient. 
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A single life in the context of deep time 

A Human Life in Geological Time 

To truly feel the scale of the precessional cycle — 25,920 years — one must 
attempt to situate a human life within it. A lifespan of 72 years is 
approximately 1/360th of the precessional cycle. If the Great Year were 
mapped onto a single day, a human life would correspond to 
approximately four minutes. If it were mapped onto a kilometer, a 
human life would be approximately 2.8 metres — a little less than three 
steps. 

This is not meant to diminish the significance of a human life. It is 
meant to expand the frame within which that life is understood. Every 
human being who has ever lived has done so within a single precession 
— within a single turning of the cosmic clock. The civilizations of the 
ancient world and the civilizations of today exist within the same Great 
Year. Our descendants, twenty thousand years from now, will still be 
living within the same precessional cycle that was underway when the 
first cities appeared in Mesopotamia. 

To breathe in awareness of this context is to breathe with a different 
quality of attention. Each breath becomes both smaller — less significant 
in the face of such scales — and larger — more precious, more 
irreplaceable, as the unique expression of life at a particular point in an 
immense rhythm. The contemplative traditions that recommended 
awareness of impermanence were not counselling despair. They were 
recommending a form of presence that only becomes possible when the 
illusion of permanence is surrendered. 

Living in Kali Yuga 

The Vedic tradition holds that the present age — the Kali Yuga — is the 
most challenging of the four ages: an age of spiritual darkness, moral 
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confusion, and the dominance of materialism. Many contemporary 
readers find this diagnosis uncomfortably accurate. The present century 
has witnessed extraordinary technological achievement alongside 
environmental destruction, political fragmentation, and a crisis of 
meaning in many societies. If the Kali Yuga is real, it would seem we are 
living in it. 

But the tradition also holds that the Kali Yuga, for all its difficulties, 
contains a unique spiritual opportunity. In an age when external 
structures of support — community, tradition, ritual, institutional 
religion — are weakening, the individual is thrown back on her own 
resources. The spiritual work that was once sustained by collective 
structures must now be undertaken personally, internally, directly. This 
is harder. It is also, potentially, more genuine: the meditator who sits 
with the breath not because tradition demands it but because her own 
experience has shown her the value of the practice has reached 
something the tradition has always pointed toward, by a more difficult 
path. 

The breath does not know what age it belongs to. It simply breathes. In 
an age of noise and distraction, the simple act of sitting quietly and 
attending to the breath is itself a form of resistance — a refusal of the 
acceleration that characterizes the present moment. Each breath is a 
small revolution: an insistence on presence in an age of distraction, on 
depth in an age of surfaces, on silence in an age of noise. 
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How traditional cultures understood cosmic rhythm 

The Lakota and the Four Winds 

Many indigenous cultures of North America understood time and 
existence through the model of the four directions — each associated 
with a season, a phase of life, a quality of experience, and a breath. The 
Lakota tradition describes the four winds: the north wind brings winter 
and wisdom; the south wind brings summer and trust; the east wind 
brings spring and illumination; the west wind brings autumn and 
introspection. 

In this cosmological framework, a human life recapitulates the cycle of 
the year, and each of the four phases of life — childhood, youth, 
maturity, and old age — is associated with one of the four winds. The 
breath, blown through a sacred instrument or released with intention 
toward one of the directions, participates in the cosmic breath of the 
universe. Prayer, in this tradition, is not merely words spoken upward to 
a distant God but breath offered outward to the sacred totality of 
existence. 

The traditional ceremonies of many indigenous cultures involve 
deliberate breathwork, whether in the form of the sacred pipe ceremony, 
the sweat lodge, the vision quest, or the Sun Dance. Each of these 
practices involves a specific relationship with the breath — with exertion, 
with purification through heat, with the controlled breathing of fast and 
vigil, with the intense physical demands of ceremonial dance. The 
breath is consistently the medium through which the individual 
connects to the sacred. 

Aboriginal Dreaming and the Breath of Country 

The cosmological framework of the Australian Aboriginal tradition — 
sometimes called the Dreaming or the Dreamtime — describes a reality 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

78 

in which the sacred and the physical are not separate domains. The land 
itself is alive, animated by the same creative energy that animated the 
ancestral beings who moved through it in the primordial past, singing it 
into existence through their songs (songlines). The land breathes; it has 
its own rhythm, its own patterns of seasonal and geological change. 

In this framework, human breath participates in the breathing of the 
land. Ceremonies, songs, and the physical act of walking the songlines 
are understood as maintaining the vitality of the living landscape — 
keeping the breath of the Dreaming circulating through the land. When 
ceremonies are not performed and songlines are not walked, the land 
suffers. The connection between human breath and the vitality of the 
world is, in this tradition, not metaphorical but literally real. 

Whatever one makes of the cosmological framework, the underlying 
ecological intuition is profound: human beings are not isolated from the 
living world but embedded in it, and the quality of that embedding — 
the degree of attention, care, and ceremonial acknowledgment brought 
to the relationship — affects the health of both the humans and the land. 
Modern ecology, in its own vocabulary, has arrived at a compatible 
understanding: ecosystems are not inert backgrounds to human activity 
but living systems that require active participation and careful tending. 
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Human time in Earth's deep history 

The Anthropocene: A New Kind of Cosmic Time 

We live at a geological moment without precedent: the Anthropocene, 
the age in which a single species — Homo sapiens — has become the 
dominant force shaping the Earth's surface, atmosphere, and oceans. 
The term, first proposed by atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen in 2000, 
names an epoch in which human industrial activity has altered the 
composition of the atmosphere, driven the sixth mass extinction in 
Earth's history, reshaped river systems, coastlines, and the global 
nitrogen cycle, and deposited a distinctive layer of plastics, synthetic 
chemicals, and radioactive isotopes in the geological record that will be 
detectable by geologists millions of years from now. 

The Anthropocene represents a profound disruption of the Earth's 
rhythms — the rhythms of the carbon cycle, the nitrogen cycle, the water 
cycle, and the climate system that have maintained the relatively stable 
conditions in which human civilization developed. The current rate of 
carbon dioxide accumulation in the atmosphere is approximately one 
hundred times faster than any natural rate documented in the geological 
record. The current rate of species extinction is estimated at one 
hundred to one thousand times the background rate that prevailed 
before human industrial activity. These are not gradual transitions; they 
are sharp discontinuities in the slow rhythms of Earth history. 

The contemplative perspective on the Anthropocene is not primarily a 
political or technical one but an attentional one. The crisis of the 
Anthropocene is, at its root, a crisis of attention: the failure to perceive, 
adequately and in time, the consequences of actions taken for short-term 
benefit. The capacity that breath practice cultivates — the capacity to 
attend to what is actually present, to perceive consequences beyond the 
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immediately obvious, to act from a perspective wider than the habitual 
self — is precisely the capacity that the present moment in Earth history 
requires. The breath connects the individual to the atmosphere; 
attentive breathing is, in a small but real sense, a way of being present to 
the planetary situation. 
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What contemplative practice reveals about the nature of time 

The Specious Present 

The psychologist William James coined the term 'the specious present' 
to describe the brief window of time — typically two to three seconds in 
duration — within which events feel simultaneous rather than 
sequential. Events that fall within this window are experienced as 
happening 'now'; events outside it are experienced as past or anticipated 
future. The specious present is, in this sense, the psychological unit of 
lived time: the basic unit of experience. 

The breath and the specious present are closely related. A typical breath 
cycle of approximately four to six seconds at rest spans approximately 
two to three specious presents — a fact that may partly explain why the 
breath is such an effective anchor for present-moment awareness. To 
attend to the breath is to inhabit the specious present continuously, to 
move with the rhythm of present moments rather than being carried 
away by the narrative of past and future that the mind constructs around 
them. 

The contemplative traditions describe something that goes beyond the 
specious present: a quality of awareness that is not merely present 
within the two-to-three-second window of psychological nowness but 
that is timelessly present — present not as a moment within time but as 
the ground from which all moments arise. This is the eternal present of 
the mystics: not a very long period of time but the dimension of depth 
in every moment of time. It is accessible through sustained breath 
awareness, though it cannot be grasped or produced by technique. 
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The Past and Future in the Breath 

Every breath carries the past within it. The oxygen it delivers has been 
shaped by 2.4 billion years of photosynthetic life on Earth. The 
haemoglobin that carries the oxygen was synthesized from iron atoms 
that were forged in the cores of stars that died before the solar system 
formed. The lungs that receive the breath evolved over 350 million years 
from structures that allowed our fishy ancestors to gulp air at the surface 
of oxygen-poor Devonian swamps. The breath is ancient. It carries 
within it the entire evolutionary history of life on this planet. 

Every breath also reaches toward the future. The carbon dioxide it expels 
will eventually be absorbed by plants, incorporated into their tissues, 
and potentially consumed by animals whose descendants may still be 
breathing a hundred million years from now. The oxygen it delivers will 
drive the metabolic reactions that generate the thoughts, words, and 
actions that may shape the world of the next generation. The breath is 
not just present; it is a thread running from the deep past into the 
indefinite future. 

And yet the breath, as the contemplative traditions insist, is also purely 
present. It is happening now, and only now. Its past and future are 
abstractions; only this breath — this particular rise and fall of the chest, 
this particular movement of air through the nostrils — is real in the sense 
of being directly available to awareness. The breath contains all time and 
is also the one thing in time that is fully present. This paradox is not a 
logical contradiction; it is a feature of the breath's nature that practice, 
rather than argument, is best suited to explore. 
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The principle of cosmic correspondence 

The Hermetic Tradition 

The Hermetic maxim 'as above, so below' is the most concise 
formulation of one of the oldest and most persistent principles in 
human thought: the idea that the structure of the cosmos is reflected in 
the structure of the human being, and that understanding one 
illuminates the other. This principle appears in the Emerald Tablet, a 
text attributed to the mythical Hermes Trismegistus and preserved in 
Arabic manuscripts from the eighth century CE, though scholars believe 
it reflects traditions considerably older. 

The full statement in one translation reads: 'That which is above is like 
to that which is below, and that which is below is like to that which is 
above, to accomplish the miracles of the one thing.' The 'miracles of the 
one thing' refers to the alchemical process — not of turning lead into 
gold in the literal sense, but of transforming the gross into the subtle, 
the unconscious into the conscious, the mortal into something that 
partakes of the eternal. The principle of correspondence is, in this 
tradition, not merely a philosophical observation but a practical tool: by 
understanding the correspondence between levels, the practitioner can 
work on one level to effect change at another. 

Modern science has found unexpected support for this intuition in 
fractal geometry. Mandelbrot's discovery that nature is organized 
fractally — that the same patterns appear at every scale of magnification 
in coastlines, snowflakes, mountain ranges, river networks, the 
branching of trees and bronchi and neurons — provides a mathematical 
framework for the ancient intuition. The universe is self-similar across 
scales. What is true of the structure of the largest things is, in this 
mathematical sense, also true of the structure of the smallest. 
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Vedantic Non-Dualism 

The Advaita Vedanta tradition of India arrives at a more radical version 
of the correspondence principle: not merely that the structure of the 
cosmos corresponds to the structure of the individual, but that the 
cosmos and the individual are, at the deepest level, one and the same 
reality. The Sanskrit formula Tat tvam asi — 'That thou art' — points to 
the identity between Brahman (the ultimate ground of being, the source 
of all existence) and Atman (the innermost self, the witness of all 
experience). 

From the Vedantic perspective, the experience of being a separate 

individual — looking out at a world that is other than oneself — is a 

kind of cosmic misunderstanding (maya), an error of identification so 

deep that it feels like the most obvious fact of experience. The work of 

philosophical inquiry (jnana yoga) and contemplative practice 

(dhyana) is to dissolve this misunderstanding through direct 

examination of the nature of the self and the nature of awareness. 

What one finds, in this examination, is something surprising: the 
witness — the awareness that observes the thoughts, sensations, and 
experiences of the individual — has no discoverable boundary. It is not 
located anywhere specific. It does not have a shape or a size. It is simply 
aware. And this awareness, the tradition argues, is not different from the 
awareness that pervades the cosmos. Brahman is not an object in the 
universe; Brahman is the awareness within which the universe arises. 

Modern Science Studies These Patterns 

Modern science studies these patterns through mathematics and 
observation, while contemplative traditions explore them through 
attention and direct experience. The two approaches are 
complementary and each captures something the other misses. 

Science is extraordinarily good at measuring and predicting. Its strength 
lies in its ability to separate variables, control experiments, quantify 
results, and build mathematical models that can be tested against reality 
with extraordinary precision. But science, in its standard mode, treats 
the observer as separate from the observed — the scientist stands outside 
the system being studied and measures it from a distance. Consciousness 
itself — the fact of experience, the quality of awareness — is notoriously 
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difficult to study scientifically, because any scientific study of 
consciousness involves consciousness studying itself. 

Contemplative traditions, on the other hand, are extraordinarily good 
at studying first-person experience — the texture of awareness from the 
inside. They have developed, over millennia of careful practice and 
observation, detailed maps of the interior landscape of mind. But their 
methods are less well suited to the study of systems that do not have an 
inside — physical systems, chemical reactions, the mechanics of stars and 
planets. 

Science measures the pattern from outside. Contemplation inhabits  
it from within. Neither is complete without the other. 
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Consciousness in the cosmos 

The Hard Problem of Consciousness 

The philosopher David Chalmers introduced the term 'the hard 
problem of consciousness' to describe what is arguably the deepest 
unsolved puzzle in science and philosophy: why is there subjective 
experience at all? Why is there something it is like to be a human being 
— or a bat, or perhaps even a bee — rather than merely complex 
information processing in the dark? 

Science can explain, in principle, how the brain processes sensory 
information, integrates data, generates predictions, and produces 
behaviour. What it cannot explain 

— what no current scientific theory even comes close to explaining — is 
why any of this processing is accompanied by experience: why seeing red 
feels like something, why hearing music has a quality, why pain hurts in 
the way it does rather than simply triggering avoidance behaviour. The 
subjective quality of experience — what philosophers call qualia — seems 
to be entirely absent from any third-person scientific description, no 
matter how complete. 

The Vedantic tradition, which begins with consciousness as the 
fundamental datum of experience and works outward from there, starts 
from the opposite end of the problem. For Vedanta, the existence of 
consciousness is not surprising — it is the most basic fact. What requires 
explanation is how unconscious matter appears to arise within 
consciousness, not how consciousness appears to arise from 
unconscious matter. This inversion of the usual starting assumption 
leads to very different conclusions about the nature of reality. 
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The Anthropic Principle 

The anthropic principle in cosmology notes that the fundamental 
constants of physics — the strength of gravity, the mass of the electron, 
the speed of light, the cosmological constant — appear to be fine-tuned 
to permit the existence of complex structures, stars, planets, and 
ultimately life and consciousness. If the gravitational constant were 
slightly different, no stars would form. If the mass of the electron were 
slightly different, no chemistry would occur. If the cosmological 
constant were slightly larger, the universe would have expanded too 
rapidly for matter to clump together into structures. 

This fine-tuning — the appearance that the universe is calibrated to 
produce observers — is among the most discussed and most contested 
observations in contemporary physics. Some physicists argue that it is 
explained by the multiverse hypothesis: if there are an enormous 
(perhaps infinite) number of universes with different physical constants, 
it is unsurprising that we find ourselves in one that permits our 
existence, since we could only exist in such a universe. Others argue that 
the fine-tuning requires a more fundamental explanation — that 
consciousness plays a role in the structure of reality that physics has not 
yet adequately conceptualized. 

The contemplative traditions would not be surprised by the fine-tuning 
observation. If consciousness is the ground of reality — if the universe is, 
at its deepest level, aware — then of course it would organize itself in a 
way that eventually produces awareness of itself. The cosmos that knows 
itself through human breath and human wonder is not an accident. It 
is, in some sense, the point. 
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Diverse philosophical frameworks for the cosmos 

The Taoist Cosmos 

The Taoist understanding of the cosmos begins not with a creator god 
or a creation event but with the Tao itself — the nameless, formless, 
inexhaustible source from which all things arise and to which all things 
return. The Tao is not a thing; it is more like the space in which all 
things exist, or the process by which existence unfolds. The Tao Te 
Ching, attributed to the philosopher Laozi and written approximately 
in the sixth century BCE, opens: 'The Tao that can be named is not the 
eternal Tao.' 

From the Tao arises oneness (the primordial unity); from oneness arise 
two principles (yin and yang); from yin and yang arise the ten thousand 
things — the entire multiplicity of the manifest world. This is a 
cosmogony — an account of how the universe came to be — but it is also 
a phenomenology: a description of how all manifest things maintain 
themselves through the balanced interplay of complementary principles. 

The breath is the body's most vivid expression of this interplay. 
Inhalation and exhalation, expansion and contraction, receiving and 
releasing — these are yin and yang as experienced from the inside. The 
breath does not merely illustrate the Taoist cosmology; it enacts it, in 
real time, in the body of the practitioner. To breathe consciously in the 
Taoist sense is to embody the cosmic principle — to make the dance of 
yin and yang one's own most intimate experience. 

The Stoic Cosmos and the Pneuma 

The Stoic philosophers of ancient Greece and Rome understood the 
cosmos as animated by a subtle, fiery, intelligent substance they called 
the pneuma (breath or spirit). The pneuma was not merely a 
metaphysical hypothesis; it was a quasi-physical substance that 
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permeated all of reality, giving cohesion to material objects (at different 
concentrations, the pneuma produces different qualities of matter) and 
animating living beings as the life-breath (psyche) and the rational soul 
(nous). 

The word pneuma is the direct ancestor of the English words pneumatic, 
pneumonia, and, through the Latin spiritus, the words spirit and 
inspiration. The Latin spiritus means both breath and spirit — a 
linguistic trace of the ancient understanding that breath and spirit are 
either identical or so intimately related that the same word serves for 
both. In Hebrew, the word ruach similarly means both wind and spirit; 
in Sanskrit, prana means both breath and life-force. 

The Stoic vision of the cosmos as permeated by intelligent breath — as a 
single living organism animated by a rational pneuma — is, in certain 
respects, more consonant with contemporary systems thinking than 
with classical Newtonian mechanics. A universe that is interconnected, 
that processes information, that tends toward increasingly complex 
organization, that is in some sense intelligent — this is recognizable both 
from the Stoic tradition and from certain strands of contemporary 
cosmology. 

Islamic Cosmology and the Breath of the Merciful 

In the Islamic mystical tradition, particularly as developed by the 
Andalusian philosopher Ibn Arabi in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, creation is understood as the 'breath of the Merciful' (nafas al-
Rahman). Ibn Arabi draws on the Quranic verse in which God breathes 
his spirit into the first human, and extends this image to encompass the 
whole of creation: the universe is God breathing out, the ongoing 
exhalation of divine creative energy. 

This doctrine — sometimes called the doctrine of the perpetual creation 
— holds that the world is not a static artifact created once and left to run 
by itself, but is recreated, instant by instant, by the continuously flowing 
creative breath of the divine. Each moment of existence is a new 
exhalation; the continuity of the world is the continuity of the breath 
rather than the persistence of a substance. 

This is not so far from what modern physics says about the quantum 
vacuum — the seething field of virtual particles that underlies all of 
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manifest reality, continuously creating and annihilating particle-
antiparticle pairs on timescales too brief for direct observation. The 
'vacuum' is not empty but full: a continuous creative effervescence from 
which the material world is, in a sense, continuously exhaled. The mystic 
and the physicist, working from different starting points, arrive at 
compatible images of a world that is continuously breathed into being. 
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How thinking about thinking leads back to breath 

Phenomenology and the Lived Body 

The philosophical tradition called phenomenology — founded by 
Edmund Husserl and developed by Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, and others — insists that philosophy must begin with experience 
as it is actually lived, rather than with abstract theories about experience. 
This starting point leads, in Merleau-Ponty's work especially, to a 
profound attention to the body — not as the body seen from outside (the 
'objective body' of anatomy and physiology) but as the body lived from 
the inside: the body as the medium of all experience. 

Merleau-Ponty's concept of the 'body schema' — the pre-reflective 
awareness of one's body that underlies all skilled action and perception 
— has particular relevance for breath practice. The body schema, as 
Merleau-Ponty describes it, is not a conscious representation of the body 
but a tacit, practical understanding of the body's capabilities and 
orientations that is updated continuously through movement and 
sensation. Breath practice, which cultivates detailed awareness of the 
bodily sensations of breathing, is a form of phenomenological 
investigation: an inquiry into the lived body from the inside. 

What phenomenological investigation of the breath reveals — as Husserl 
might have said — is the intentional structure of breathing: the breath is 
not just air moving in and out, but an event that always already has a 
quality and a direction, a meaning and a tendency. The breath opens 
toward something; it is not neutral. To inquire into this quality is to 
begin a philosophical investigation that leads, as all 
phenomenological investigations lead, toward the nature of 
consciousness itself. 
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Wittgenstein and the Limits of Language 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, in the closing line of the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, wrote: 'Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be 
silent.' He was pointing to the limits of language: to the domain of 
experience that cannot be adequately captured in propositions — the 
domain he elsewhere called the 'mystical.' 

Breath awareness belongs, in significant measure, to this domain. The 
attempt to describe in language what it is like to pay attention to the 
breath — the quality of the sensation, the texture of the awareness, the 
quality of the silence between inhale and exhale — quickly runs up 
against the limits of what language can do. Language is propositional; it 
makes claims about states of affairs. But the direct experience of 
breathing is not propositional; it is presentational — it presents itself to 
awareness without making a claim. 

This is why contemplative traditions supplement verbal teaching with 
direct transmission: with demonstrations, with practices, with the 
structured silence of meditation retreats. The words point; the practice 
delivers. The finger pointing at the moon is not the moon. The 
description of breathing is not breathing. This is not a failure of 
language but its proper limit — the border at which the work of 
philosophy hands off to the work of practice. 
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Whitehead's vision of a rhythmic universe 

Process Philosophy and the Rhythmic World 

The philosopher Alfred North Whitehead proposed, in the early 
twentieth century, a systematic alternative to the materialist worldview 
that has dominated Western thought since Descartes: a philosophy he 
called process philosophy, in which the fundamental constituents of 
reality are not static material substances but dynamic processes — events 
of becoming that arise, achieve a momentary completeness, and then 
pass into the past as data for new events of becoming. 

For Whitehead, every entity in the universe — from the simplest physical 
event to the most complex organism — is an act of creative synthesis: a 
gathering of the given past into a unique, momentary present that then 
contributes itself to the future. Experience, in this framework, is not a 
special property of complex organisms like humans but a fundamental 
characteristic of existence at every level. Every physical event is, in some 
minimal sense, an experience — a taking-account-of the surrounding 
world in the process of becoming. 

The breath, in Whitehead's framework, is a sequence of events of 
becoming: each inhale is a unique, unrepeatable act of creative synthesis 
that gathers the atmospheric environment, the physiological state of the 
body, the quality of attention, and the experiential history of the 
organism into a momentary present. Each exhale is the release of that 
present into the past, contributing its unique quality to the ongoing 
process of the universe. This is not a poetic description. For Whitehead, 
it is the most accurate available account of what is actually happening in 
a breath. 

Process philosophy has been influential in theology, ecology, and certain 
strands of contemporary physics that take seriously the temporality and 
creativity of physical processes. Its relevance for the present inquiry is 
that it offers a rigorous philosophical framework for the intuition that 
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runs through this entire book: that the universe is not a collection of 
static objects but a process of becoming, and that the breath is one of 
the most intimate ways in which the human being participates in that 
cosmic process. 
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What it means to be fully at rest 

Stillness and the Busy World 

The contemporary world is organized, at virtually every level, against 
stillness. The economic system rewards productivity and punishes 
idleness. The entertainment industry generates an unceasing flow of 
stimulation designed to capture and hold attention. The social media 
ecosystem has created environments that exploit the brain's reward 
circuitry to produce states of chronic low-level excitement and 
distraction. Even the language of self-improvement — which 
recommends meditation and mindfulness in terms of their productivity 
benefits, their effects on focus and performance — has largely absorbed 
contemplative practice into the general culture of optimization and 
achievement. 

Against this backdrop, genuine stillness — the stillness of simply sitting, 
with the breath, doing nothing in particular and achieving nothing in 
particular — is a radical act. Not because it is dramatic or defiant but 
because it declines to participate in the general acceleration. It insists, 
by its very nature, on a pace that the culture of productivity has no use 
for. The meditator who sits quietly for twenty minutes every morning is 
not doing nothing; she is doing something very specific and very 
important: she is maintaining contact with a dimension of experience 
that the busy world cannot provide and that the busy mind cannot 
access. 

The philosopher Josef Pieper, writing in the aftermath of the Second 
World War in a culture consumed by reconstruction and productivity, 
argued in Leisure the Basis of Culture that the capacity for 
contemplative stillness — what he called leisure in its deepest sense — is 
the foundation of culture, not its ornament. Without the capacity to be 
still, to receive rather than produce, to be present to what is rather than 
busy with what should be, a civilization loses contact with the sources of 
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meaning and beauty that make culture worth having. Pieper's argument, 
written in 1948, has not become less relevant in the subsequent decades. 

The Breath as Rest 

The paradox of the breath as a contemplative object is that it involves 
no effort. You do not need to breathe harder or better or more correctly 
than you already breathe. You do not need to produce anything. You 
need only to attend — to bring awareness to something that is already 
happening, something that requires nothing of you and asks nothing in 
return. The breath is the simplest, most available, most restful object of 
contemplation that exists. 

True rest — the rest that genuinely restores the nervous system, that 
allows the parasympathetic system to complete its work of repair and 
integration — requires stillness of this quality. It requires not merely the 
cessation of activity but the release of the internal activity of planning, 
narrating, evaluating, and worrying that continues even when the body 
is physically at rest. Sleep provides one form of this release; conscious 
stillness provides another — and, for many people in states of chronic 
stress or trauma, the more accessible one. 

The resting breath — slow, regular, barely perceptible, requiring nothing 
and producing nothing beyond the sustaining of life — is a model of 
what philosophers have called the good: not the good as achievement or 
virtue or goal attainment, but the good as the simple fact of existence 
prior to all evaluation. The breath that rests in itself, attending to 
nothing and asking for nothing, is a brief but genuine participation in 
that prior goodness. 
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From Pythagoras to modern wave physics 

Vibration as Fundamental 

The universe is not made of things — it is made of events. At the 
quantum level, what we call 'particles' are excitations of underlying 
fields: ripples, vibrations, waves in a medium that pervades all of space. 
Electrons are excitations of the electron field. Photons are excitations of 
the electromagnetic field. Even the apparently solid objects of everyday 
experience — the chair, the hand, the earth underfoot — are, at the 
quantum level, patterns of vibration in various fields, held together by 
forces that are themselves mediated by the exchange of particles that are 
themselves vibrations. 

This is not a metaphor. It is the most rigorously tested description of 
physical reality that physics has ever produced. The standard model of 
particle physics, which describes the behaviour of these quantum fields 
and their interactions, has been tested to precisions of one part in ten 
billion. It is the most precise theory in the history of science. And what 
it describes, at its foundation, is vibration. 

The ancient Greek intuition — attributed to Pythagoras but almost 
certainly older — that number, harmony, and vibration are the 
foundation of reality was, in this sense, not wrong. It lacked the 
mathematical precision and experimental verification that modern 
physics provides. But its essential gesture — pointing toward vibration as 
the ground of the sensible world — was not a mistake. It was a prescient 
intuition about the nature of things. 

Cymatics: Vibration Becomes Form 

The Swiss scientist Hans Jenny spent decades in the twentieth century 
studying what he called cymatics: the visible effects of sound vibrations 
on matter. Scattering sand on a vibrating metal plate and varying the 
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frequency of vibration, Jenny produced photographs of astonishing 
complexity and beauty: mandalas, spirals, concentric rings, honeycomb 
patterns, flower-like geometries. As the frequency increased, the patterns 
became more intricate. At certain resonant frequencies, the patterns 
displayed a clear, stable, highly organized structure. At frequencies 
between resonances, the patterns collapsed into disorder. 

Jenny's work demonstrated something philosophically significant: that 
vibration spontaneously produces form. Given the right medium and 
the right frequency, matter self-organizes into geometric patterns 
without any external designing intelligence. The pattern emerges from 
the vibration. This is a model — simplified, but genuine — of how 
structure arises in the universe: not because someone designed it but 
because the underlying physics of oscillating fields produces stable 
patterns at characteristic frequencies. 

The patterns Jenny produced in sand and water are startlingly similar to 
patterns found in living systems: the arrangement of leaves around a 
stem, the segmentation of embryos, the vascular patterns of leaves, the 
geometries of radiolaria and diatoms. Life, too, is pattern arising from 
vibration — though the vibration in living systems is of a complexity that 
makes sand-on-a-plate look simple. 

The Schumann Resonances 

The Earth itself has natural resonant frequencies. The cavity between 
the Earth's surface and the ionosphere acts as a waveguide for extremely 
low-frequency electromagnetic waves, which are constantly excited by 
lightning strikes occurring approximately 40 to 50 times per second 
around the globe. The resonant frequencies of this cavity — called 
Schumann resonances, after the physicist Winfried Schumann who 
predicted them mathematically in 1952 — form a series beginning at 
approximately 7.83 Hz. 

The brainwave frequencies of the human brain at rest span a range that 
overlaps significantly with the Schumann resonances: delta waves (0.5-4 
Hz, deep sleep), theta waves (4-8 Hz, drowsiness and meditation), alpha 
waves (8-13 Hz, relaxed wakefulness), and beta waves (13-30 Hz, alert 
cognition). The dominant Schumann resonance of 7.83 Hz falls 
precisely at the theta-alpha boundary — the frequency associated with 
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deeply relaxed but wakeful states, the state that advanced meditators 
describe as most conducive to clarity and insight. 

Whether this correspondence is biologically significant — whether the 
brain is, in some sense, tuned to the Earth's resonant frequency — is a 
question that remains open and contested. The speculative literature on 
this topic far exceeds the rigorous scientific evidence. But the 
correspondence is real: the Earth's primary resonant frequency and the 
human brain's primary transition frequency occupy the same narrow 
band of the electromagnetic spectrum. At minimum, this is a 
numerically interesting fact. 

To breathe consciously is to tune the instrument of the self  
to the frequency of the cosmos. 
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How deliberate breathing aligns the organism 

Coherent Breathing: The Resonant Frequency of the Heart 

Research in cardiovascular physiology has established that the human 
cardiovascular system has a natural resonant frequency at which it 
operates most efficiently. This frequency — approximately 0.1 Hz, 
corresponding to a cycle of about ten seconds, or approximately five to 
six breath cycles per minute — is the frequency at which slow, deep, 
rhythmic breathing produces maximum heart rate variability coherence. 

At this resonant frequency, the oscillations of heart rate, blood pressure, 
and respiratory rhythm synchronize. The heart rate variability waveform 
— which normally shows a somewhat irregular pattern — becomes 
smooth and sine-wave-like, with a large amplitude swing that reflects the 
deep engagement of both the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems 
in a balanced, coherent dance. This state of cardiovascular coherence is 
associated with optimal immune function, enhanced cognitive 
performance, faster recovery from stress, and a subjective experience of 
calm clarity. 

The same breathing rate — approximately five to six breaths per minute 
— appears in multiple traditional breath practices without any reference 
to heart rate variability or cardiovascular physiology. The traditional 
Catholic rosary prayer, when recited at the natural pace encouraged by 
centuries of practice, produces approximately six breaths per minute. 
Om chanting in the yogic tradition, at traditional tempo, produces a 
similar rate. The recitation of certain Sufi dhikr practices produces 
comparable breathing rates. These convergences across independent 
traditions on the same breathing frequency suggest that practitioners in 
different cultures, working without shared knowledge, empirically 
discovered the same physiologically optimal breathing rate. 



Anil Pandey 

105 
 

Sound, Mantra, and Vibration 

The use of sound — chanting, mantra repetition, prayer recitation, 
sacred song — as a contemplative tool is universal across traditions, and 
its effects on the breath are not incidental. Vocalizing requires a 
sustained, controlled exhalation. The process of forming sounds shapes 
the breath: prolonging the exhale, regulating its speed and quality, and 
— in the case of certain sounds — directing the vibration to specific 
structures in the body. 

The Sanskrit mantra 'Om' (or 'Aum'), widely regarded as the primordial 
sound of creation in the Vedic tradition, produces a distinctive vibration 
when chanted. The 'A' sound resonates in the abdomen, the 'U' in the 
chest, and the 'M' in the head and cranial cavity. The final silence after 
the chanting carries the vibration into subtle registers that the voiced 
sounds cannot reach. Regular chanting of Om has been shown in 
clinical studies to produce measurable reductions in limbic system 
activity — the brain's emotional alarm system — comparable to the effects 
of vagal nerve stimulation. 

The Hebrew prayer tradition, the Gregorian chant of Christian 
monasticism, the dhikr of Sufism, the kirtan of bhakti yoga, the sacred 
songs of indigenous traditions — all of these use the voice as an 
instrument for altering the state of the practitioner. All of them, in doing 
so, alter the breath. The breath is the medium through which sound is 
produced, and the sound, in turn, shapes the quality of the breath. 
Sound and breath are in a circular, mutually reinforcing relationship 
that the contemplative traditions have exploited with extraordinary 
sophistication. 
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When rhythms are disrupted and how to restore them 

Chronobiology: The Science of Biological Time 

Chronobiology — the scientific study of biological rhythms — has 
become, in the past three decades, one of the most rapidly growing fields 
in biomedical research. The discovery that virtually every cell in the body 
contains its own molecular clock — a genetic oscillator that cycles 
through a roughly 24-hour rhythm regardless of external cues — has 
transformed our understanding of how the body works and what 
happens when its timing goes wrong. 

The molecular clock is built from a small set of clock genes — CLOCK, 
BMAL1, PER1, PER2, CRY1, CRY2, and a few others — that form a 
self-sustaining oscillator through a series of interlocking feedback loops. 
CLOCK and BMAL1 proteins combine to activate the transcription of 
the PER and CRY genes; PER and CRY proteins accumulate over 
several hours, then combine to inhibit CLOCK and BMAL1, shutting 
down their own production; as PER and CRY proteins degrade, 
CLOCK and BMAL1 are free to activate transcription again, and the 
cycle restarts. This molecular oscillator drives the expression of 
thousands of other genes in a rhythmic pattern — the orchestration that 
makes the body's daily biological symphony possible. 

The implications for medicine are profound. The timing of drug 
administration matters — many medications are significantly more 
effective, or significantly less toxic, when given at particular phases of 
the circadian cycle. Surgery outcomes vary with the time of day. Immune 
responses, cognitive performance, athletic performance, pain sensitivity, 
and emotional vulnerability all follow circadian patterns. 
Chronobiology is moving from the laboratory into clinical practice, and 
its findings consistently point in the same direction: the body is a 
temporal system, and timing matters. 
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Ultradian Rhythms and the Basic Rest-Activity Cycle 

In addition to the circadian (approximately 24-hour) cycle, the human 
body operates on multiple shorter rhythms called ultradian rhythms — 
cycles that complete multiple times per day. The basic rest-activity cycle 
(BRAC), first described by the sleep researcher Nathaniel Kleitman, is 
an approximately 90-to-120-minute oscillation in alertness and cognitive 
mode that persists throughout the day. 

During the active phase of the BRAC, the left hemisphere is dominant, 
analytical thinking is easier, and the nasal breath is primarily through 
the right nostril. During the rest phase — a brief period of reduced 
alertness that most people experience as a 'dip' in energy and 
concentration — the right hemisphere is dominant, more holistic and 
creative thinking becomes available, and the breath shifts to primary 
flow through the left nostril. Most people, unaware of this rhythm, fight 
the rest phase with coffee or willpower, rather than allowing the brief 
recovery that would naturally follow. 

Understanding the BRAC has practical implications for work and 
creativity. The rest phase of the cycle, if honored rather than suppressed, 
corresponds to a natural opportunity for reflection, integration, and 
creative incubation. Many of the anecdotal reports of insights arising 
during apparent idleness — in the shower, on a walk, just before sleep — 
are consistent with the idea that the rest phase of the BRAC offers access 
to cognitive modes that the active phase does not. The breath, which 
shifts measurably during the transition between phases, is a 
physiological signal of this cognitive rhythm. 

Restoring Rhythmic Health 

Disrupted biological rhythms are increasingly recognized as a significant 
factor in a wide range of modern health problems. The evidence 
implicates not only shift work and jet lag — the most obvious disruptors 
— but the more pervasive disruption produced by artificial light after 
dark, irregular meal timing, sedentary behaviour, and the chronic sleep 
deprivation that affects large proportions of modern populations. 

Restoring rhythmic health — re-synchronizing the body's biological 
clocks with the natural cycles of light and dark, activity and rest, feeding 
and fasting — is an area of growing clinical interest. Interventions 
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include chronotherapy (timing medical treatments according to 
circadian rhythms), dawn simulation (using gradually brightening light 
to trigger a more natural morning awakening), time-restricted eating 
(confining food intake to an 8-to-12-hour window aligned with daylight), 
and the promotion of regular sleep schedules. 

Breath practice contributes to this restoration. Regular, daily practice at 
consistent times — particularly in the morning — helps anchor the 
circadian rhythm. The physiological state produced by slow, deep 
breathing — reduced sympathetic arousal, increased parasympathetic 
tone, coherent heart rate variability — is the state most conducive to 
biological resynchronization. The breath, once again, proves to be a lever 
for the whole system: attending to this one rhythm tends to restore the 
proper ordering of all the others. 
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Self-similarity across the scales of life 

The Fractal Lung 

The structure of the lung is one of the most beautiful examples of fractal 
organization in biology. The airway tree begins with the trachea and 
divides into two main bronchi, which divide into lobar bronchi, which 
divide into segmental bronchi, and so on through approximately twenty-
three levels of branching before reaching the alveolar sacs where gas 
exchange occurs. Each division is self-similar: the ratio of branch 
diameter to the diameter of the parent airway remains approximately 
constant across all levels of the tree. 

This fractal branching structure is not incidental; it is the optimal 
solution to an engineering problem: how to maximize surface area (for 
gas exchange) while minimizing the volume of the airway system (which 
is wasted space, from the perspective of gas exchange). The mathematics 
of fractal geometry, as Mandelbrot demonstrated, produces the greatest 
surface area for the smallest volume — which is precisely what the lung 
achieves. Nature, in solving the engineering problem of lung design, 
arrived at the fractal solution. As it did in designing the circulatory 
system, the neural network of the brain, the root systems of trees, and 
the drainage networks of rivers. 

The fractal structure of the lung means that each breath activates a self-
similar structure at multiple scales simultaneously. The air that enters 
with each inhale travels through a hierarchy of increasingly fine passages, 
each self-similar to the one above it, until it reaches the alveoli and 
exchanges its oxygen for the carbon dioxide the blood has delivered. 
The breath inhabits a fractal space — a space that is, in the mathematical 
sense, between two and three dimensions. Every breath is a journey into 
a space of extraordinary geometric complexity. 
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Trees, Lungs, and the Carbon Cycle 

The relationship between the lungs and the trees is not merely 
metaphorical. At the biochemical level, the lungs and the leaves of trees 
are complementary structures engaged in a cycle of planetary 
significance. Lungs take in oxygen and release carbon dioxide; leaves 
take in carbon dioxide and release oxygen. The two systems are each 
other's partners in the global cycling of carbon and oxygen that has 
shaped Earth's atmosphere for billions of years. 

The fractal branching structures of lungs and trees are also 
complementary in their geometry: both solve the same optimization 
problem — maximizing surface area while minimizing volume — through 
the same mathematical solution. The lung and the tree are not merely 
analogous; they are, in a sense, mirror images: the lung is an inverted 
tree, its roots in the trachea and its leaves in the alveoli, drawing in the 
air that the tree has exhaled. 

When we breathe in the presence of trees, we are completing a cycle. The 
oxygen we inhale was released by the tree's photosynthesis; the carbon 
dioxide we exhale will eventually be absorbed by the tree's leaves. We 
breathe the forest, and the forest breathes us. This is not a romantic 
metaphor; it is a biochemical fact. The quality of the air in forests — the 
higher oxygen concentration, the lower carbon dioxide, the presence of 
phytoncides (volatile organic compounds released by trees with 
measurable immune-boosting effects) — is measurably different from 
urban air, and the effects on human physiology are measurably positive. 
Shinrin-yoku, the Japanese practice of 'forest bathing,' has accumulated 
a substantial evidence base in the past two decades. 
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The medium that carries all rhythms 

Water as the Medium of Life 

The human body is approximately 60 percent water by mass. The brain 
is approximately 75 percent water. The lungs are approximately 83 
percent water. Every biochemical reaction that sustains life occurs in an 
aqueous medium; every electrical signal that constitutes thought and 
sensation is transmitted through the water-based ionic solution of the 
cerebrospinal fluid and the interstitial fluid that surrounds every cell. 
Life is, in a fundamental sense, an organization of water. 

Water has physical properties that make it uniquely suited as the 
medium of life. Its high specific heat — the amount of energy required 
to raise its temperature by one degree — buffers against rapid 
temperature changes, keeping the body's temperature stable within the 
narrow range that enzymatic chemistry requires. Its high surface tension 
and polarity make it an excellent solvent for the ionic compounds that 
nervous transmission and metabolic chemistry depend on. Its liquid 
state at biological temperatures — neither frozen solid nor evaporated — 
allows it to circulate, carrying oxygen, nutrients, hormones, and waste 
products to and from every cell. 

The breath interacts with water constantly. The air we exhale is saturated 
with water vapour from the moist surfaces of the lungs; on a cold day, 
this vapour condenses into visible clouds. The air we inhale is 
humidified by the nasal passages before it reaches the sensitive tissues of 
the lung interior. The quality of hydration affects the quality of 
breathing: dehydration thickens the mucus that lines the airways, 
impairs the cilia that clear the airways of debris, and reduces the 
efficiency of gas exchange at the alveolar surface. 
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The Breath and the Tides of the Body 

The cerebrospinal fluid — the water-based fluid that bathes and cushions 
the brain and spinal cord — moves in rhythmic waves that are distinct 
from the heartbeat and the breath but that interact with both. The 
craniosacral rhythm, as it is called, cycles at approximately six to twelve 
times per minute and can be felt as a subtle pulsation by trained 
practitioners of craniosacral therapy. 

The precise origin and significance of the craniosacral rhythm remains 
somewhat contested in the scientific literature; its existence as a 
physiological phenomenon is more clearly established than the specific 
mechanisms proposed to explain it. What is clear is that the fluid 
dynamics of the central nervous system are rhythmic, and that this 
rhythm is related to — though distinct from — the respiratory rhythm. 
The body moves in multiple nested tidal rhythms: the heartbeat at 
approximately once per second, the breath at approximately once per 
four to six seconds, the craniosacral rhythm at approximately once per 
eight to ten seconds. 

These nested tidal rhythms of the body resonate with the external tidal 
rhythms of the ocean, which in turn respond to the gravitational 
rhythms of the moon. The body is a tidal creature: shaped by water, 
moved by rhythm, embedded in a network of oscillating systems that 
span from the cellular to the cosmic. To breathe consciously is to 
participate knowingly in this tidal existence — to be present for the 
rhythmic nature of one's own being rather than unconsciously carried 
by it. 
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Ancient sound practices and modern evidence 

Tibetan Singing Bowls 

Tibetan singing bowls — metal bowls that produce sustained, complex 
harmonic tones when struck or rubbed with a mallet — have been used 
in Himalayan Buddhist practice for centuries as instruments of healing 
and meditation. The sounds they produce are rich in overtones: each 
bowl generates not a single pure tone but a complex mixture of 
frequencies that can include dozens of harmonics sounding 
simultaneously. When played in combination, multiple bowls produce 
interference patterns — beatings of sound — that can directly entrain the 
brainwave rhythms of a listener through a phenomenon called binaural 
beating. 

Research on the physiological effects of Tibetan singing bowl sound 
sessions has documented reductions in tension, anxiety, and depressive 
mood, along with increases in feelings of wellbeing and spiritual 
connection. Heart rate and blood pressure tend to decrease during 
sessions. The breath, predictably, slows and deepens. Whether the 
effects are produced by specific acoustic properties of the bowls, by the 
relaxation response induced by sustained pleasant sound, by the breath-
slowing produced by the contemplative context, or by some 
combination of these factors is not yet clearly established. 

What is clear is that the human body is genuinely responsive to sound 
as a regulatory input — that the acoustic environment influences 
physiological and psychological state in ways that are measurable and 
significant. This is not surprising from an evolutionary perspective: 
sound was one of the primary information carriers in the ancestral 
environment, and the nervous system evolved to respond to it rapidly 
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and deeply. The contemplative traditions that developed sophisticated 
sound practices were exploiting a genuine biological capacity. 

The Voice as Healing Instrument 

Every human being possesses a healing instrument that requires no 
technology, no training course, and no purchase: the voice. The capacity 
to produce resonant, sustained vocalization — whether through formal 
singing, through chanting, through simple humming, or through the 
extended toning of vowel sounds — is a universal human capacity with 
significant physiological effects that have been documented across 
multiple research traditions. 

Singing, in particular, has been shown to produce a robust cluster of 
physiological effects: increased oxytocin release (the 'bonding 
hormone'), reduced cortisol, increased immunoglobulin A (a key 
component of mucosal immune defence), elevated pain threshold, and 
— crucially — vagal nerve activation through the laryngeal branches of 
the vagus. Singing literally exercises the vagus nerve, which is why 
research on group singing has found effects on both vagal tone and on 
the quality of social connection among participants. 

The breath is the invisible partner of the voice. Every sung note is a 
shaped exhale; every rest between phrases is an inhale. The singer's 
breathing is trained, extended, and made conscious through the 
demands of musical phrasing. What begins as a practical necessity — the 
singer must breathe in the right places — becomes, with experience, a 
form of breath practice: a sustained, conscious engagement with the 
relationship between breath and expression that deepens both the music 
and the awareness of the person making it. 
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The observer who watches the breath 

The Nature of Awareness 

Many contemplative traditions begin their practices with breath 
awareness because breath links the body and the mind. But there is a 
third element in breath practice that is often overlooked in introductory 
accounts: the awareness itself — the knowing quality that notices the 
breath rising and falling, that perceives the sensations of air moving 
through the nostrils, that registers the expansion of the chest and the 
relaxation of the diaphragm. 

This awareness is not the breath. It is not the body. It is not the thoughts 
that arise in the mind during meditation. It is the knowing quality 
within which all of these phenomena appear. And it has a peculiar 
property: it cannot itself be made into an object of observation. If you 
try to look directly at the awareness that is looking, you find that the 
looker and the looked-at collapse into one another. Awareness, turned 
upon itself, finds only more awareness. 

This reflexive quality of consciousness — the fact that awareness cannot 
step outside itself to observe itself from a distance — is what makes the 
contemplative inquiry into consciousness so interesting and so resistant 
to ordinary conceptual frameworks. The philosopher cannot simply 
think about awareness using awareness as the tool of investigation, any 
more than the eye can see itself seeing. A different mode of inquiry is 
required: one of direct, non-conceptual attention. 

The Default Mode Network and the Wandering Mind 

Neuroscience has, in the past two decades, identified a network of brain 
regions that becomes most active when the mind is not engaged in any 
specific task — when it is, in the vernacular, 'wandering.' This network — 
the default mode network, or DMN — includes the medial prefrontal 
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cortex, the posterior cingulate cortex, and the angular gyrus, among 
other structures. It is associated with self-referential thinking, 
autobiographical memory, theory of mind (imagining other people's 
mental states), and the construction of the narrative self. 

Research on meditators has consistently shown that experienced 
practitioners exhibit reduced activity in the DMN during meditation, 
particularly in the posterior cingulate cortex — the region associated with 
the sense of being a self that is observing the world from a fixed location. 
This reduction in DMN activity correlates with the subjective experience 
of reduced self-referential thinking — the characteristic decrease in the 
volume and urgency of the internal narrative that practitioners describe 
as one of the first significant effects of regular meditation. 

The breath practice specifically targets this tendency of the mind to 
wander. By giving the attention an anchor — the breath — and by 
returning the attention to that anchor whenever it is noticed to have 
wandered, the practitioner is training the capacity for directed attention 
at the expense of the DMN's tendency toward spontaneous, self-
referential narrative. Over time, this training produces measurable 
structural changes in the brain regions associated with attention and self-
regulation. 

Bare Attention: The Practice of Pure Noticing 

The Buddhist concept of bare attention — sati, the word commonly 
translated as 'mindfulness' — refers to a quality of awareness that is 
present, clear, and unentangled: aware of what is arising without being 
pulled into narratives about it, without adding layers of evaluation, 
preference, or interpretation. It is the quality of attention that a scientist 
tries to bring to observation: open, receptive, and non-distorting. 

In the context of breath practice, bare attention means noticing the 
breath exactly as it is — not as you want it to be, not as you think it 
should be, but exactly as it presents itself in this moment. This sounds 
easy. It is not. The mind's habitual tendency is to impose its preferences 
and expectations on experience rather than simply receiving it. The 
breath is 'too shallow' or 'too fast' or 'not satisfying enough.' These 
evaluations arise instantaneously and automatically, before any choice 
can be made about them. 
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The practice of bare attention trains the capacity to notice these 
evaluations as phenomena — objects of awareness — rather than as truths 
about the breath. The breath is not too shallow. The breath is exactly as 
it is. The evaluation 'too shallow' is a thought, and thoughts, like all 
phenomena, arise in awareness and pass away. The awareness that 
notices the thought is not troubled by the thought. It simply notices, and 
returns to the breath. 

Behind the breath there is awareness. Behind awareness — just this: 
open, uncontracted, whole. 

Fig. 10 — The Spectrum of Consciousness 

 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

120 

What sustained practice reveals 

The Neuroscience of Meditation 

Research on experienced meditators — conducted over the past three 
decades at institutions including Harvard Medical School, the 
University of Wisconsin, and the Max Planck Institute — has revealed 
measurable differences in the brains of long-term practitioners 
compared to non-meditating controls. These differences are not subtle. 

Sara Lazar and colleagues at Harvard found that experienced meditators 
have increased cortical thickness in the prefrontal cortex (associated 
with attention and executive function) and the right insula (associated 
with interoception — awareness of bodily sensations, including the 
breath) compared to age-matched non-meditators. Crucially, the 
magnitude of the difference correlated with the amount of meditation 
experience: more years of practice corresponded to greater cortical 
thickness. The brain, in other words, is physically reshaped by sustained 
attention practice. 

Richard Davidson's group at Wisconsin found that Tibetan Buddhist 
monks with tens of thousands of hours of meditation practice exhibited 
dramatically enhanced gamma wave activity (40 Hz oscillations 
associated with high-level cognitive binding and integration) during 
certain meditation practices — levels of gamma activity significantly 
above anything previously reported in the neuroscientific literature. The 
monks described these states as ones of heightened clarity, vividness, 
and the dissolution of the boundary between self and world. 

 

The Dissolution of Boundaries 

The experience of boundaries dissolving — the sense of self expanding 
to include what was previously experienced as 'other' — is one of the 
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most consistently reported features of deep meditative experience across 
traditions and cultures. William James, writing in 1902 in The Varieties 
of Religious Experience, identified this characteristic dissolution of the 
self-other boundary as one of the defining marks of mystical experience. 
Andrew Newberg's neuroimaging research on meditators and people in 
prayer has found decreased activity in the parietal lobes — regions 
associated with the construction of the self-other boundary — during 
peak states of contemplative experience. 

The breath is often the catalyst for this dissolution. As attention deepens 
on the breath, the sense of a self that is breathing gradually gives way to 
the simpler awareness of breathing happening. The 'I' that was watching 
the breath becomes less defined, less solid, less insistent. What remains 
is the awareness itself — open, wide, without a clear centre or periphery. 

This is not a dissociative state, in the clinical sense. Practitioners who 
experience it consistently report that it is accompanied by clarity, 
warmth, and a profound sense of rightness — the sense that one is, for 
the first time, seeing things as they actually are, rather than through the 
distorting lens of self-concern and narrative. It is not an escape from 
reality but a deeper contact with it. 

Samadhi: The Culmination of Practice 

The Sanskrit term samadhi describes the deepest states of meditative 
absorption — states in which the ordinary subject-object structure of 
experience gives way to a more unified form of awareness. The Yoga 
Sutras of Patanjali describe several grades of samadhi, ranging from 
states that still involve an object of meditation (savikalpa samadhi) to 
states in which all distinction between the meditator and the meditation 
dissolves (nirvikalpa samadhi). 

At the level of nirvikalpa samadhi — described in the tradition as the 
direct realization of the non-dual nature of consciousness — the breath 
plays a paradoxical role. It was the breath that brought the practitioner 
to this threshold: the years of attention to breathing, the cultivation of 
stillness, the progressive quieting of mental activity. But at the threshold 
itself, even the breath becomes transparent. The awareness that was 
attending to the breath expands beyond the breath, beyond the body, 
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beyond the individual, until what remains is simply awareness — pure, 
contentless, unbounded. 

This is not an experience that can be produced by technique. The 
tradition is emphatic on this point: samadhi is not manufactured by 
practice but revealed when the obscurations produced by habitual 
mental activity are sufficiently cleared. Practice creates the conditions; 
samadhi arises of its own accord, like sunlight breaking through clouds. 
The breath, one might say, is the practice of clearing the clouds. The 
sunlight was always there. 
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The widest view 

Is the Universe Conscious? 

The question of whether the universe is conscious — whether awareness 
is a fundamental feature of reality rather than a product of biological 
complexity — is among the oldest philosophical questions and, 
surprisingly, among the most actively debated in contemporary 
philosophy of mind and physics. 

The philosopher David Chalmers has proposed a position called 
panpsychism: the view that consciousness, or some proto-conscious 
property, is fundamental and ubiquitous in nature — present, in 
rudimentary form, in all physical systems, and giving rise to the rich 
subjective experience of organisms like us through the integration and 
elaboration of simpler proto-conscious elements. Panpsychism is not a 
fringe view; it is held by several prominent philosophers and has been 
gaining traction in the scientific community as the failure of standard 
physicalist accounts of consciousness has become more apparent. 

The physicist Roger Penrose has proposed, with the anaesthesiologist 
Stuart Hameroff, that consciousness arises from quantum processes in 
microtubules within neurons — structures at a scale where quantum 
coherence might play a role in biological information processing. While 
the Penrose-Hameroff theory remains controversial, it has the merit of 
taking seriously the possibility that consciousness is connected to the 
fundamental quantum structure of reality, rather than being a mere 
epiphenomenon of classical neural computation. 

The Breath as Cosmic Event 

If consciousness is a fundamental feature of reality — if awareness 
pervades the cosmos as fully as electromagnetism or gravity — then the 
act of a human being attending to her breath is not simply a private, 
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psychological event. It is an event in the cosmos. A moment in which 
the universe becomes aware of itself in and through a particular 
temporary configuration of matter. 

This is what the Vedantic tradition means when it says Tat tvam asi — 
'That thou art.' Not that you, the individual ego with your particular 
history and desires, are identical with the ground of all being. But that 
the awareness you are — the witnessing quality, the knowing — is not 
different from the awareness that is the ground of all being. The breath 
you take is the cosmos breathing. The awareness with which you notice 
the breath is the cosmos noticing itself. 

The universe reveals itself through motion, rhythm, and transformation 
across vast scales of time. The breath is one such motion — the smallest, 
most intimate, most available expression of the same rhythm that moves 
the stars. To attend to it fully is to be present, for a moment, at the 
intersection of the personal and the cosmic, the temporary and the 
timeless, the biological and the divine. 
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The heart of wise responding 

The Window of Tolerance 

Contemporary trauma-informed therapy has developed the concept of 
the 'window of tolerance' — the range of physiological and emotional 
activation within which a person can function effectively and respond 
intelligently to the challenges of life. Within the window of tolerance, 
the nervous system is neither so under-activated (dissociated, numb, 
depressed) nor so over-activated (panicked, reactive, flooded) that it 
cannot process experience effectively. Learning happens, connection is 
possible, and wise action is available. 

Trauma — whether from a single overwhelming event or from the 
accumulated stress of chronic adverse conditions — tends to narrow the 
window of tolerance. The traumatized person finds herself more easily 
pushed into over-activation by ordinary stressors, or more readily 
collapsing into under-activation when the stress is too great. The nervous 
system loses its flexibility; it becomes stuck in either the high arousal of 
the sympathetic system or the collapsed flatness of the dorsal vagal 
branch of the parasympathetic system. 

Breath practice, particularly practices that develop the capacity to 
remain with uncomfortable sensations without either suppressing them 
or being overwhelmed by them, is among the most effective tools 
available for widening the window of tolerance. By repeatedly and gently 
bringing the nervous system to the edge of its comfort zone — through 
breath holds, through increasing breath awareness during mild anxiety 
— and then returning it to calm, the practitioner gradually expands 
the range of experience she can tolerate without dysregulation. 
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Interoception: Sensing from the Inside 

Interoception — the perception of the body's internal state — is 
increasingly recognized as a foundation of emotional intelligence. The 
pioneering work of neuroscientist Antonio Damasio demonstrated that 
patients with damage to the brain regions responsible for interoceptive 
processing made consistently poor decisions in life, despite apparently 
normal cognitive abilities. Without the 'gut feelings' — the bodily signals 
that accompany emotional states — the decision-making process is 
deprived of crucial information. 

Breath awareness is among the most powerful training tools available for 
developing interoceptive sensitivity. The sensations of breathing — the 
temperature and texture of the air, the movement of the chest and 
abdomen, the subtle pressure changes in the sinuses, the rhythmic shift 
in the sense of aliveness — are all interoceptive signals. Regular, detailed 
attention to these signals trains the neural pathways that carry 
interoceptive information to the brain, strengthening the circuits that 
give emotional intelligence its physiological basis. 

Research has consistently found that experienced meditators have 
greater interoceptive sensitivity — as measured by tasks like counting 
their own heartbeats or detecting breath sensations — than non-
meditating controls. They also tend to score higher on measures of 
emotional regulation and empathy. The relationship is not coincidental: 
the same attentional capacities that allow accurate perception of one's 
own internal state also allow more accurate perception of the internal 
states of others. 

Breathing Through Conflict 

The physiological reality of human conflict is simple: when two people 
are both in sympathetic activation — both in fight-or-flight mode — 
their capacity for empathy, nuanced reasoning, and creative problem-
solving is severely reduced. The executive functions that enable wise 
conflict resolution are among the first to be degraded by stress arousal; 
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the reactive, pattern-matching functions that escalate conflict are among 
the most robust. Conflict, in the absence of breath regulation, tends to 
escalate. 

The practical application of breath awareness to interpersonal conflict 
is not a soft skill; it is a physiological intervention with measurable 
effects. Research on negotiation and mediation has found that 
physiologically regulated participants — those whose heart rate, cortisol, 
and skin conductance remain within moderate ranges 

— reach more creative and mutually satisfying agreements than 
physiologically aroused participants, even when their initial positions 
are identical. 

The ancient prescription that one should count to ten before speaking 
in anger is, in physiological terms, approximately correct: ten seconds of 
controlled breathing gives the vagal brake time to begin re-engaging the 
parasympathetic system and restoring access to the prefrontal cortex. 
More sustained practice — the kind that produces lasting changes in 
baseline vagal tone — reduces the likelihood of being hijacked by stress 
arousal in the first place. The breath is not a conflict resolution 
technique; it is the precondition for all effective conflict resolution. 
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How breathing opens the creative mind 

The Relaxed Mind and Insight 

Creativity — the capacity to generate novel and valuable ideas, 
connections, or artefacts — is not a function of willpower or effort alone. 
The neuroscience of insight suggests that the moment of creative 
breakthrough typically arises not during focused, effortful striving but 
during a state of relaxed, defocused awareness: in the shower, on a walk, 
during the hypnagogic state before sleep. The 'aha moment' tends to 
arise from the right hemisphere, which integrates distantly associated 
information in ways that the analytically focused left hemisphere does 
not. 

This neurological reality has practical implications for creative work. 
Sustained periods of focused effort — necessary for developing skills and 
accumulating the knowledge that creativity draws on — need to be 
balanced with periods of relaxed, unfocused awareness that allow the 
disparate elements of knowledge and experience to recombine in new 
ways. The creative practitioner who knows only how to focus misses half 
the equation; the one who allows genuine periods of mental relaxation 
cultivates the conditions for insight. 

Breath practice, particularly extended sessions of relaxed breath 
awareness that allow the mind to enter the alpha or theta states 
associated with defocused awareness, directly cultivates this creative 
mode. Many artists, writers, musicians, and scientists have described 
practices of quiet sitting, of long walks, of contemplative prayer, as 
essential components of their creative process — practices that, whatever 
their explicit intention, involve a quality of breathing and mental 
openness that neuroscience would now recognize as the physiological 
signature of the insight-prone state. 
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The Artist and the Breath 

The relationship between breath and artistic expression is ancient and 
intimate. The actor and the singer both know that the quality of the 
voice depends on the quality of the breath: a breath that is shallow and 
held produces a voice that is tight and restricted; a breath that is full and 
free produces a voice that is resonant and expressive. The training of 
actors and singers is, in large measure, the training of the breath. 

The visual artist, working in silence, may not seem to be in an obvious 
relationship with the breath. But any painter, sculptor, or 
draughtsperson knows the role of the breath in the quality of the mark: 
a gesture made while holding the breath is harder and more controlled, 
while one made while breathing freely is more fluid and expressive. 
Calligraphy — the traditional art of beautiful writing, practised as a 
meditative discipline in Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, and Persian 
traditions — demands a specific relationship between breath and brush: 
each major stroke should be executed with awareness of the breath, 
often on a single exhalation. 

The dancer's relationship with breath is perhaps the most intimate of 
all. Dance is breath made visible in the body: the quality of movement 
— its weight, texture, and aliveness — is a direct expression of the quality 
of the breath. The choreographer Merce Cunningham said that the 
most important thing in dance is to breathe. Not a metaphor. The 
breath is the source and the sustainer of authentic movement. 
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Contemplative approaches to mortality 

Memento Mori and the Present Breath 

The ancient Stoic practice of memento mori — remembering death, 
keeping mortality in view — was not a morbid exercise but a technique 
for intensifying presence. The Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius, who 
faced death personally in multiple military campaigns and who ruled an 
empire perpetually threatened by plague, kept death in view as a way of 
ensuring that the things he was doing with the hours of his life were the 
things actually worth doing. 'You could leave life right now,' he wrote in 
his private journal, later published as the Meditations. 'Let that 
determine what you do and say and think.' 

Breath practice is, among other things, a practice of memento mori. 
Each breath is finite: it arises, sustains for a moment, and passes. 
The cycle of breath is a small-scale model of the cycle of life: the inhale 
is birth, the retention is living, the exhale is dying, the pause between 
breaths is the mystery that contains both. To attend to the breath fully 
is to attend to impermanence fully — to feel, in one's own body, the truth 
that everything that arises passes away. 

The tradition of maranasati — mindfulness of death — in the Buddhist 
practice is designed precisely to cultivate this awareness. The practitioner 
meditates explicitly on the death of the body: on the cessation of 
breathing, on the dissolution of the body's warmth, on the scattering of 
the elements. This is not done to produce despair but to produce clarity: 
clarity about what matters, clarity about the preciousness of the present 
moment, clarity about the relationship between the temporary and the 
timeless. 
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Grief as Practice 

Grief is, in its healthy form, not a pathology but a response — a natural, 
necessary, physiologically organized response to the loss of something or 
someone that mattered. The waves of grief that arise in the days and 
months and years after a significant loss are the nervous system's process 
of integrating the reality of the loss into the ongoing structure of a life. 
They are not signs of weakness or dysfunction; they are signs of the 
depth of attachment — which is to say, of the depth of love. 

The breath changes fundamentally in grief. In the acute phase of loss, 
breathing becomes irregular, interrupted by sighs, constricted by the 
physical sensation of tightness in the chest and throat that gives grief its 
distinctive bodily quality. The sigh — the deep inhale followed by a long, 
trembling exhale — is the body's attempt to regulate the stress of grief 
through the vagal stimulation of extended exhalation. The body knows 
how to grieve, physiologically; what it needs is permission and time. 

Contemplative practices that work with the breath in the context of grief 
do not attempt to eliminate the grief or accelerate its resolution. They 
create a container — of acceptance, of presence, of physiological 
regulation — within which the grief can move as it needs to move. The 
breath becomes an anchor: something steady and continuous that 
persists through the waves of feeling, something that sustains life even 
in the midst of loss. To breathe with grief, rather than against it or 
around it, is one of the most courageous things a human being can do. 
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How breath awareness transforms relationships 

Co-Regulation and the Social Nervous System 

Human beings are not, physiologically speaking, isolated self-regulating 
systems. The autonomic nervous system did not evolve in solitude; it 
evolved in the context of social mammals living in groups, for whom 
the quality of social connection was a primary determinant of survival. 
The nervous system is therefore highly social: it continuously monitors 
the social environment for cues of safety and threat, and it responds to 
the physiological states of other people in the group. 

This social responsiveness of the nervous system is captured by the 
concept of co-regulation: the phenomenon in which the nervous systems 
of people in close proximity tend to synchronize and regulate each other. 
Parents and infants co-regulate: the steady heartbeat and calm breathing 
of a parent can literally regulate the stressed physiology of an infant, and 
the parent's nervous system responds sympathetically to the infant's 
dysregulation. Close friends co-regulate: research has shown that the 
heart rate variability of people in positive social interaction tends to 
synchronize. Lovers co-regulate: couples in loving contact show 
remarkable respiratory synchrony — their breathing patterns converge 
without any deliberate effort. 

This means that a person's capacity for self-regulation through breath 
practice has social consequences: the regulated nervous system that she 
brings into interactions makes it more likely that others in her presence 
will regulate as well. The practice is not merely private. Its benefits 
radiate outward into the social field that surrounds the practitioner. 
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Deep Listening and Shared Breath 

One of the most significant interpersonal applications of breath 
awareness is deep listening: the practice of attending to another person 
with the same quality of open, non-grasping, non-evaluating awareness 
that one brings to the breath in meditation. In deep listening, the 
listener is not preparing her response, evaluating the content of what is 
said, comparing it to her own experience, or planning how to redirect 
the conversation. She is simply present — receiving what is offered, 
moment by moment, without agenda. 

This quality of listening is extraordinarily rare and extraordinarily 
valuable. Most people experience it so infrequently that when they do 
encounter it — in a skilled therapist, in a dear friend, in a moment of 
genuine intimacy — they recognize it immediately as something different 
from ordinary conversation. They feel heard, not merely processed. They 
feel met, not merely responded to. 

Deep listening is both supported by and expressed through the breath. 
The listener who is genuinely present breathes differently from the 
listener who is waiting for her turn to speak: her breath is slower, more 
open, more settled. And the person being listened to, sensing this 
quality of receptivity, often finds that her own breath deepens in 
response. Genuine listening is a gift of breath: the listener's regulated, 
open presence creates the conditions in which the speaker can speak 
more fully and more truly than she could in the company of a more 
reactive listener. 

The Breath in Conflict Resolution 

Interpersonal conflict produces reliable physiological changes: the heart 
rate rises, the breath quickens and shallows, the prefrontal cortex 
(responsible for empathy, nuanced reasoning, and creative problem-
solving) becomes less active, and the limbic system (responsible for rapid 
emotional reaction) becomes more dominant. Two people who are 
both in this physiologically activated state are, quite literally, less capable 
of resolving conflict than they would be in a more regulated state — not 
because they lack intelligence or goodwill, but because the physiological 
conditions for effective conflict resolution are not present. 
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The practical application of breath awareness to conflict begins with the 
recognition of this physiological reality. When one notices that one is in 
a state of activation — when the breath has quickened, the chest has 
tightened, the mind has narrowed to a tunnel of reactive self-defense — 
this recognition is itself significant. It creates a choice that was not 
available without awareness: the choice to pause, to breathe deliberately, 
to allow the parasympathetic system to re-engage before continuing. 

This pause — which can be as brief as three or four complete breath 
cycles of extended exhalation — is not a retreat from the conflict but a 
preparation for more effective engagement with it. The person who 
returns to a difficult conversation after three minutes of slow, deliberate 
breathing is physiologically different from the person who left: more 
capable of hearing what the other person is actually saying, more capable 
of recognizing the legitimacy of perspectives other than her own, more 
capable of the creative thinking that genuine conflict resolution 
requires. 
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The Indian concept of illumined perception 

The Gift of Arjuna 

The Sanskrit phrase Divya Drishti — divine vision — refers in the Indian 
tradition to a mode of perception that transcends the ordinary 
limitations of the sense organs. Its most famous occurrence in Sanskrit 
literature is in the eleventh chapter of the Bhagavad Gita, when the god 
Krishna grants the warrior Arjuna a temporary divine eye through which 
to behold Krishna's cosmic form — the Vishvarupa, the universal form 
in which all of existence is contained simultaneously. 

The passage in which this occurs is one of the most extraordinary in 
world literature. Arjuna, granted the divine eye, beholds the entire 
cosmos within Krishna's form: all the gods, all the creatures, all the 
worlds, all the past and all the future, all gathered into one 
overwhelming vision of inexhaustible being. He is simultaneously filled 
with wonder and terror — overwhelmed by a reality too vast for ordinary 
human consciousness to accommodate. 

Krishna then compassionately returns Arjuna to his ordinary human 
vision — the vision adequate to a human being living a human life. The 
divine vision was a gift for a specific purpose, a temporary opening onto 
a reality that is always present but ordinarily veiled. What the story 
points toward is the possibility that ordinary human perception, shaped 
by biological necessity and habitual mental overlay, is a narrowed 
version of what awareness is inherently capable of. 

The Contemplative Basis of Divya Drishti 

In the contemplative traditions that have developed from the Vedic 
root, Divya Drishti is not primarily a miraculous gift but the natural 
result of deep and sustained purification of perception. The Yoga Sutras 
of Patanjali describe the development of extraordinary perceptual 
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capacities (vibhutis) as natural byproducts of deep samadhi — not ends 
in themselves, and not to be grasped at, but signs of progress in the 
gradual purification of awareness. 

The purification in question is not moral in the conventional sense, 
though ethical conduct (yama and niyama) forms the necessary 
foundation. It is perceptual: the clearing away of the habitual mental 
constructions, projections, preferences, and aversions that normally 
overlay direct experience. As these veils are removed — through 
sustained practice of attention, equanimity, and self-inquiry — what was 
always present becomes visible: the luminous, interconnected nature of 
all phenomena. 

Divya Drishti, in this understanding, does not see things that are not 
there. It sees what is already there, more completely and more accurately 
than ordinary perception. The divine vision is not supernatural; it is 
hyper-natural — a more complete engagement with the nature that is 
always present but usually only partially perceived. 

The divine vision sees what is already here — more completely, more 
simply, more truly. 
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From ordinary seeing to transparent awareness 

How Ordinary Perception Works 

To understand what Divya Drishti suggests about enhanced perception, 
it helps to understand how ordinary perception actually works — which 
turns out to be considerably more constructed and less direct than 
common sense assumes. 

Contemporary neuroscience has established that perception is not a 
passive recording of sensory input but an active process of construction. 
The brain receives raw sensory data — patterns of photons striking the 
retina, pressure waves arriving at the eardrum, chemical signals binding 
to olfactory receptors — and transforms this data through multiple stages 
of processing into what we experience as a seamless, coloured, three-
dimensional world. The 'world' we experience is, in a precise technical 
sense, a model generated by the brain — a model that is normally an 
accurate guide to the physical environment but that can be systematically 
biased by expectation, emotion, attention, and belief. 

We see what we expect to see. Inattentional blindness — the failure to 
notice conspicuous events in the visual field when attention is directed 
elsewhere — has been demonstrated reliably in psychological 
experiments: subjects focusing on one task genuinely fail to notice a 
person in a gorilla suit walking through the centre of their visual field. 
The brain, managing an enormous data-compression problem, simply 
discards much of the incoming sensory information as irrelevant and 
fills in the gaps with expectation. 
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Breath Practice as Perceptual Training 

Breath practice, understood as perceptual training, works by doing 
something quite simple: it makes the practitioner notice more. By 
directing sustained, detailed attention to the sensations of breathing — 
sensations that are normally processed automatically and below the 
threshold of conscious attention — the practitioner is training the 
capacity to attend to what is actually present rather than to what is 
expected. 

This training generalizes. Practitioners of sustained attention meditation 
consistently report that their ordinary sensory experience becomes 
richer, more detailed, and more vivid — that colours appear more 
saturated, sounds more distinct, textures more palpable. The world, 
paradoxically, becomes more real as the overlay of automatic processing 
and habitual interpretation is thinned. The 'more real' world is not a 
supernatural world; it is the actual world, more fully received. 

This is the perceptual basis of Divya Drishti. The divine vision is not a 
different vision directed at a different world. It is a cleaner, more open, 
less filtered version of ordinary vision directed at the ordinary world. 
What it sees is what was always there, waiting for an attention capable 
of receiving it. 

The Interconnected Field 

As perception clears — as the habitual overlays of expectation and self-
concern thin and recede — what becomes increasingly visible is the 
interconnected nature of phenomena. Things are not as separate and as 
fixed as ordinary perception suggests. The leaf and the sunlight are in a 
continuous process of exchange. The breath and the atmosphere are in 
a continuous transaction. The self and the world are in a continuous 
negotiation of boundaries that are real but permeable. 

In the deepest states of meditative clarity, practitioners in traditions 
from Zen to Advaita Vedanta to Sufi mysticism report a perception of 
what might be described as a luminous field — an awareness that seems 
to pervade and connect all phenomena, not as a physical force but as 
the medium in which phenomena arise. Whether this 'luminous 
field' corresponds to anything in the physical description of reality, or 
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whether it is a property of awareness attending to itself, remains an open 
question. 

What is not in question is that this perception — when it arises — is 
experienced as the most real, most accurate, most complete 
apprehension of reality that the practitioner has ever had. It is not felt 
as a hallucination or a distortion but as a finally-adequate contact with 
what is. The Sufi mystic Rumi described it as the moment when the 
heart becomes a mirror so polished that it reflects the face of existence 
without distortion. The breath is the cloth that does the polishing. 
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Bringing the vision into daily life 

The Morning Breath 

Contemplative traditions generally agree that the transition from sleep 
to wakefulness  
­ the first moments of the morning — is a particularly auspicious time 

for practice. In sleep, the ordinary narrative self is partially 
suspended. The dreams, though generated by the sleeping brain, do 
not feel owned in the same way that waking thoughts do. The 
boundary between self and world is softer. Waking from sleep, there 
is a brief window 

­ sometimes measured in seconds — in which this softness persists, 
before the resumption of the ordinary narrative and the reassertion 
of the habitual sense of self. 

Many traditions recommend that this window be used consciously: that 
the first moments after waking be spent in awareness before reaching 
for distraction. Before checking the phone, before running through the 
day's agenda, before coffee — a few moments of simply noticing: the 
quality of the light, the temperature of the air, the sounds in the room, 
and the breath. This practice, seemingly trivial, is in fact a daily training 
in the capacity to inhabit the present moment before the narrative self 
fully reconstructs itself. 

The morning breath taken in this awareness is different from the 
morning breath taken in habitual distraction. It is fuller, slower, more 
felt. It connects the body to the new day rather than rushing past it. And 
it sets a tone — a quality of presence — that, with practice, begins to 
colour the hours that follow. 
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The Breath in Difficult Moments 

The real test of any contemplative practice is not how well it works in 
formal meditation but how well it works in the midst of ordinary life — 
in the difficult conversation, the unexpected obstacle, the moment of 
fear or anger or grief. It is precisely in these moments that the automatic 
nervous system most insistently drives the breath toward its stress 
pattern: quick, shallow, upper-chest breathing that amplifies the stress 
response rather than moderating it. 

The ability to notice — in the middle of a difficult moment — that the 
breath has changed, and to deliberately shift it, is one of the most 
practically valuable skills that breath practice cultivates. It is not a skill 
that develops quickly. The nervous system's stress response is extremely 
rapid — faster, in many cases, than conscious awareness can track. But 
with sustained practice, the window between stimulus and response — 
the space in which choice becomes possible — gradually widens. 

Viktor Frankl, the Austrian psychiatrist who survived the Nazi 
concentration camps and developed the therapeutic philosophy of 
logotherapy from his experience there, wrote: 'Between stimulus and 
response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our 
response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.' That space 
is, in physiological terms, exactly what high vagal tone and breath 
awareness create. The breath is not merely a calming technique. It is the 
training ground for freedom. 

Living as the Breath 

The aspiration of sustained contemplative practice is not to be someone 
who meditates but to embody, in daily life, the quality of awareness that 
meditation cultivates. Not to go to a cushion to be present and then 
leave presence behind when the cushion is put away, but to carry the 
quality of breath awareness — the open, non-grasping, fully present 
attention — into every dimension of living. 

This does not mean walking around in a permanently blissful state. The 
tradition is clear that the fully realized human being feels joy and sorrow, 
pleasure and pain, anger and love — feels them, in fact, more completely 
and more directly than the habitual self, because the defensive overlays 
that normally blunt the impact of experience have been partially 
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removed. What changes is not the presence of feeling but the 
relationship to it: less grasping of the pleasant, less aversion to the 
unpleasant, less identification of the self with any particular emotional 
state. 

The breath sustains this quality. Not the breath as a technique, deployed 
in moments of difficulty, but the breath as the ongoing medium of one's 
existence — the continuous, quiet, unremarkable rhythm that links the 
body to the world, the individual to the cosmos, the momentary to the 
eternal. To live as the breath lives — fully present in each moment, fully 
released into the next — is, the traditions agree, the completion of the 
human journey. 
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Arriving at the vast through the intimate 

The Cosmic in the Personal 

Divya Drishti, in the end, is not about seeing far-away things. It is about 
seeing deeply into what is nearest: this breath, this moment, this 
ordinary arising and passing of air in and out of lungs. The cosmos is 
not somewhere else. It is here — expressed in the particular form of this 
body, this breath, this awareness that is reading these words. 

The ancient intuition that small rhythms mirror large rhythms, that the 
breath and the cosmos are in some way structurally related, turns out, 
on close examination, to be pointing toward something very simple: 
there is only one reality, expressing itself at every scale simultaneously. 
The breath is already cosmic. The cosmos breathes with every inhale. 

This is what Divya Drishti ultimately sees: not visions of distant realms 
or superhuman powers, but the extraordinary depth of the ordinary. A 
breath taken with full awareness — fully felt, fully known, fully inhabited 
— is a window into the nature of existence. It reveals motion, rhythm, 
transformation, and consciousness. It reveals what the universe is made 
of. It reveals what we are. 

The Return 

Every contemplative journey, however far it travels into the depths of 
consciousness and the heights of cosmic vision, returns. The 
meditator returns from samadhi to ordinary consciousness. The mystic 
returns from union to the multiplicity of the world. The pilgrim returns 
from the sacred site to the everyday life that contains it. The return is 
not a failure. It is the completion of the journey. 

What returns is changed. Not dramatically, not suddenly in most cases, 
but gradually and substantially: more patient, more curious, less 
defended, more capable of presence. The world to which the 
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practitioner returns is the same world that was always there, but it is 
encountered differently — with a quality of attention that finds, in the 
ordinary, the extraordinary that was always concealed within it. 

The exploration of this book has moved from the physiology of the 
breath to the precession of the equinoxes, from the number 108 to the 
concept of the Great Year, from the harmonics of vibrating matter to 
the neuroscience of meditation, from the Hermetic principle to the 
Vedantic realization, from the first breath to the last, from the simplest 
miracle of biology to the deepest question of consciousness. All of these 
threads lead back to the same place: this inhale. This exhale. The rhythm 
that was always already cosmic. The awareness that was always already 
whole. 
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Breath practice and the good life 

Attention as a Moral Quality 

The philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch argued that attention — 
genuine, unself-interested attention to what is actually there — is the 
foundation of moral life. 'The most important thing,' she wrote in The 
Sovereignty of Good, 'is to look.' To look clearly, without the distorting 
overlay of self-interest, fantasy, or habitual perception. This capacity — 
which she called 'just and loving attention' — is, she argued, the basis of 
genuine love, of creative art, and of moral action. 

Breath practice cultivates precisely this quality of attention. The 
sustained, patient, non-manipulative awareness of the breath — receiving 
it as it is rather than as one would prefer it to be — is a training in the 
kind of clear, undefended seeing that Murdoch identified as the moral 
foundation. The practitioner who can attend to the breath without 
imposing her preferences on it has developed a capacity that extends 
naturally to her perception of other people and situations: the capacity 
to see what is actually there, rather than what she expects or desires. 

This has profound ethical implications. Many of the failures of moral 
perception — the failure to notice the suffering of others, the failure to 
see through cultural stereotypes, the failure to recognize the humanity 
of the different — are failures of attention. They are not primarily failures 
of values but failures of seeing: the person who harms through 
indifference is not primarily wicked but blind. Practices that train 
attention are therefore, in a deep sense, ethical practices. 

Compassion and the Shared Breath 

Every human being on Earth breathes the same air. Not the same 
molecules — the circulation of the atmosphere ensures that the air in 
any location is a blend from sources across the globe, and individual 
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molecules of oxygen and nitrogen travel widely before settling into any 
particular pair of lungs. But the same air: the same atmospheric 
commons, the shared medium of respiratory existence. 

This shared breath is a physiological fact with ethical implications. The 
carbon dioxide that one person exhales becomes part of the air that 
others will inhale. The pollutants that one industrial complex releases 
into the air become part of the respiratory burden of people thousands 
of miles away. The deforestation that one economy undertakes reduces 
the oxygen-producing capacity of a system that all economies depend on. 
The breath connects us to one another not merely symbolically but 
chemically. 

Compassion — the quality of awareness that recognizes the suffering of 
another as real and significant — is cultivated by breath practice in a 
specific way. As the practitioner's interoceptive sensitivity increases, her 
capacity to resonate with the internal states of others also increases: she 
becomes, in the neurological sense, a better sensor of the emotional 
weather in rooms and relationships. The stillness of breath awareness 
opens a receptivity that social convention usually closes. One breathes 
with others rather than merely near them. 

The Breath in Service 

Many contemplative traditions make an explicit connection between the 
depth of one's inner practice and the quality of one's engagement with 
the world. The Bodhisattva ideal in Mahayana Buddhism involves the 
cultivation of wisdom and compassion not merely for personal 
liberation but for the benefit of all sentient beings. The Sufi tradition 
speaks of the purified heart as a vessel capable of transmitting the divine 
love to those in its presence. The Christian tradition of 
contemplative prayer, from the Desert Fathers through to Thomas 
Merton, understands the contemplative's withdrawal from the world as 
a paradoxical form of service to the world. 

The breath is the bridge between these two movements — withdrawal 
and engagement, inner depth and outer presence. The depth of stillness 
that breath practice cultivates is not a withdrawal from engagement but 
an enrichment of it: the person who has sat quietly with her own breath, 
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attending to the most immediate and ordinary of experiences, develops 
a quality of presence that she brings to every encounter and every action. 

There is a quality of service that is hurried, anxious, and ultimately self-
depleting — the service of someone who helps because she cannot stop, 
because the helping is an escape from the anxiety of being still. And 
there is a quality of service that arises from fullness rather than depletion 
— from the overflow of a well that has been filled by silence and breath. 
The difference is palpable to those who receive it. The second kind of 
service is what the traditions point toward. It begins with learning to 
breathe. 
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Gathering all threads and returning to the breath 

Integration: Bringing It All Together 

The eight parts of this book have approached the breath from eight 
different directions, and it may be useful, before the conclusion, to 
pause and take stock of what this multidirectional inquiry has revealed. 
What does it look like when the threads are gathered together? 

From physiology, we have learned that the breath is the most potent 
available lever for the regulation of the autonomic nervous system — the 
switch between the stressed, sympathetic state and the restored, 
parasympathetic state. Slow, deep, rhythmic breathing — particularly 
breathing that emphasizes the extended exhalation — reliably shifts the 
entire organism toward greater coherence, flexibility, and resilience. 
This is not a minor adjustment in body chemistry; it is a fundamental 
shift in the operational mode of the entire nervous system, with 
consequences for every organ, every emotion, and every cognitive 
capacity. 

From astronomy, we have learned that the breath exists within a web of 
larger rhythms — the circadian cycle, the lunar cycle, the solar year, the 
precessional cycle — that are not merely external facts but embodied 
realities. The body is a temporal animal, shaped over billions of years of 
evolution to be synchronized with the rhythms of its astronomical 
environment. Disrupting that synchronization has costs; aligning with it 
has rewards. The breath, as the body's fastest and most controllable 
rhythm, is the most accessible point of entry into this synchronization. 

From sacred mathematics, we have encountered the possibility — neither 
proven nor disproven — that the numerical relationships between the 
breath and the cosmos reflect a deeper mathematical grammar shared 
by both. Whether this grammar is physical, metaphysical, or purely 
coincidental, the inquiry into it has opened perspectives that neither 
science nor tradition alone would have revealed. 
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From cosmological time, we have found a frame that simultaneously 
diminishes the individual life (in the face of such scales, a human 
lifetime is a moment) and enriches it (this moment, at this scale, is 
irreplaceable). The breath taken now has never been taken before and 
will never be taken again in quite this way. The cosmos breathes through 
each particular life once, and uniquely. 

From philosophy, we have encountered frameworks — Hermetic, 
Vedantic, Taoist, Stoic, Whiteheadian — that all, in their different 
vocabularies, point toward the same insight: the individual and the 
cosmos are not separate. The breath that moves the body and the breath 
that moves the cosmos are, at some level of analysis, the same breath. 
The awareness that notices the breath and the awareness that is the 
ground of all being are, at some level of analysis, the same awareness. 

From harmonics, we have found that the optimal breathing frequency 
— approximately six breaths per minute — resonates with the body's own 
natural frequencies in a way that produces systemic coherence: the 
harmony of the organism with itself. This coherence is not a luxury; it 
is the condition of health, clarity, and resilience. 

From consciousness, we have touched the possibility that the act of 
breathing, attended to with sufficient depth and continuity of 
awareness, leads toward a perception of the nature of consciousness 
itself — not as a property of the brain but as the ground of all experience, 
the medium in which all phenomena arise. This possibility cannot be 
verified from the outside; it can only be explored from the inside, 
through the direct investigation that practice provides. 

And from Divya Drishti, we have received the reminder that all of this 
inquiry — however far it ranges — returns to the most ordinary event 
imaginable: a person, sitting quietly, noticing the breath. The cosmic is 
not elsewhere. It is here, in this body, in this breath, in this awareness. 
The divine vision does not see something other than the ordinary world; 
it sees the ordinary world more completely, more accurately, more 
lovingly than the habitual mind can. 

A Final Note on Practice 

Books about contemplative practice are, in the end, fingers pointing at 
the moon. They can direct attention toward something real and 
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important; they cannot substitute for the direct experience of that 
something. The present book has been, throughout, such a finger: 
pointing toward the breath, toward the cosmos, toward the awareness 
that connects them, with the hope of directing the reader's attention in 
a direction worth looking. 

The direction worth looking is toward the breath itself. Not the breath 
as described in these pages but the breath as actually occurring in your 
body, right now, as you read these words. There is an inhale underway 
or just completed. There is an exhale that will follow or has already 
begun. There is a quality to that movement — a temperature, a texture, 
a rhythm — that is available to direct perception, immediately and 
without any preparation. 

If you were to put this book down and simply notice that breath — fully, 
without agenda, for five or ten minutes — you would be doing what all 
the traditions described in this book recommend as the foundation of 
wisdom. Not because the breath is magic but because attention to the 
breath is training in attention itself, and attention itself is the faculty 
through which everything worth knowing is ultimately known. 

The cosmos breathes. And so do you. These two facts are connected, as 
this book has attempted to show, in ways that range from the 
biochemical to the metaphysical. But neither the biochemistry nor the 
metaphysics is, in the end, the point. The point is the breath itself: 
available, immediate, endlessly patient, and unremarkably miraculous. 

Put the book down. And breathe. 
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Gathering all threads 

What the Journey Has Shown 

We have traveled through eight domains of inquiry and arrived, as all 
genuine inquiry does, not at a conclusion but at a deeper question. The 
breath, which seemed at the outset to be a simple, familiar, 
unremarkable biological event, has revealed itself — through the 
successive lenses of physiology, astronomy, sacred mathematics, cosmic 
time, philosophy, harmonics, consciousness, and contemplative vision 
— to be something considerably more interesting than it appeared. 

It is a regulatory system of extraordinary sophistication, interfacing the 
organism with its environment in ways that science is only beginning to 
fully map. It is a physiological lever for the entire nervous system, 
capable of shifting the organism from states of stress and reactivity into 
states of coherence and resilience. It is the vehicle of prana, qi, pneuma, 
ruach — the animating principle that every major tradition has 
recognized as fundamental to life. It is the teacher of attention, the 
trainer of awareness, the vehicle of self-knowledge and, potentially, of 
the deepest realization available to a human being. 

And it is, as this book has argued, connected to the cosmos — through 
the mathematical correspondences between the number of daily breaths 
and the precessional cycle, through the shared resonant frequencies of 
the cardiovascular system and the Earth's own electromagnetic 
rhythms, through the principle of self-similar structure that appears at 
every scale of natural organization, and through the philosophical 
insight, shared across multiple traditions, that the individual and the 
cosmos are not ultimately separate but are different expressions of a 
single reality. 
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Whether these connections are physical, mathematical, metaphysical, or 
symbolic — whether they constitute genuine evidence of a deep structural 
relationship between the biological and the astronomical, or whether 
they are compelling patterns that point toward something true without 
themselves being true in a strictly scientific sense — this book has not 
sought to decide. The exploration is the point. And the exploration has 
been fruitful: it has produced a way of understanding the breath that 
makes it simultaneously richer, more interesting, and more worthy of 
sustained attention than it appeared at the outset. 

The Only Practice 

In the end, all of the traditions explored in this book converge on a 
single practical recommendation: sit quietly, breathe, and notice what 
notices the breath. This practice requires no special equipment, no 
particular belief system, no previous training, and no expensive retreat. 
It requires only a few minutes each day and the willingness to begin. 

Begin anywhere. Begin here, now, with whatever breath is occurring in 
your body at this moment. Notice its quality without trying to change it. 
Notice the sensations of air moving through the nostrils. Notice the 
slight expansion of the chest or abdomen on the inhale and the slight 
contraction on the exhale. Notice the brief pause at the end of the exhale 
before the next inhale begins. 

Notice what is noticing all of this. That awareness — open, present, not 
located anywhere in particular — is what the traditions call by many 
names: Atman, Buddha-nature, the witness, the Holy Spirit, the Tao. It 
is what you are, beneath and behind the habits and stories and reactions 
that constitute the surface of a life. And it is available in every breath. 

The cosmos breathes. And so do you. These two facts are connected — 
by mathematics, by physics, by the shared grammar of vibration and 
rhythm that underlies all of physical reality, and by the philosophical 
insight that all distinctions, however real at their own level, dissolve at 
the deepest level into the single awareness that is the ground of all 
existence. Whether or not you accept any of these connections 
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intellectually, you can verify the one that matters most directly: in the 
next breath, fully attended to, the cosmos and the individual meet. The 
meeting is available now. It is always available now. 
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A contemplative journey through the ten dimensions of breath 

The First Dimension: The Breath as Biology 

The most basic dimension of the breath is biological: it is the gas 
exchange mechanism that sustains the aerobic metabolism of every cell 
in the body. Without breath, the cells that constitute us would exhaust 
their oxygen supply within minutes and begin to fail. The brain, which 
consumes approximately 20 percent of the body's oxygen while 
constituting only 2 percent of its mass, would begin to suffer irreversible 
damage within four to six minutes of complete oxygen deprivation. The 
breath, from this perspective, is simply what keeps us alive. 

And yet the 'simply' is not so simple. The biological machinery of 
respiration — the lungs, the diaphragm, the ribcage, the respiratory 
muscles, the brainstem respiratory centres, the chemoreceptors that 
monitor blood gas levels and adjust the breathing rate accordingly, the 
haemoglobin molecules that carry oxygen from the lungs to the cells and 
carbon dioxide in the reverse direction — is a system of extraordinary 
complexity and elegance that evolution has refined over hundreds of 
millions of years. The breath is never, even at its most biological, merely 
mechanical. It is a masterwork of natural engineering. 

The Second Dimension: The Breath as Rhythm 

Above and beyond its role as a gas exchange mechanism, the breath is a 
rhythm — a periodic oscillation between states of inhalation and 
exhalation that repeats thousands of times per day with a regularity and 
reliability that no man-made machine can match. This rhythmic quality 
is not incidental to the breath's function; it is its function. The body 
needs a regular supply of oxygen and a regular removal of carbon 
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dioxide, and the rhythmic breath provides both, moment by moment, 
throughout the entire duration of a human life. 

The rhythm of the breath is also the rhythm of the autonomic nervous 
system, of the heart, and of several other biological oscillators that the 
body uses to maintain its internal coherence. When the breath becomes 
irregular — under stress, in illness, during strong emotion — these other 
rhythms tend to become irregular as well. When the breath returns to 
its natural regularity — through relaxation, through sleep, through 
deliberate practice — the other rhythms follow. The breath is the 
conductor of the body's rhythmic orchestra. 

The Third Dimension: The Breath as Communication 

The breath communicates. It changes in ways that are perceptible to 
others before the conscious mind has formulated any intention to 
communicate: a quick inhale signals surprise; a slow, deep exhale signals 
relief or resignation; a held breath signals tension or concentration; a 
sighing exhale signals exhaustion or sadness. These communicative 
changes are involuntary — they arise from the direct coupling between 
the autonomic nervous system and the respiratory system — and they are 
read by the nervous systems of those in proximity, providing information 
about the emotional state of the breather that words often cannot 
convey. 

The study of breath communication is a young scientific field, but the 
phenomenon itself is ancient. Actors and musicians have long known 
that the quality of one's breath shapes the quality of one's performance 
and its impact on the audience. Therapists have long known that 
attuning to the breathing rhythm of a client is one of the fastest and 
most reliable routes to therapeutic contact. The capacity to read and to 
resonate with the breath of another is a fundamental social intelligence, 
and it appears to be a capacity that breath practice, by increasing one's 
sensitivity to one's own breath, also enhances for the breaths of others. 

 

The Fourth Dimension: The Breath as Emotion 

Every emotion has a characteristic breathing pattern, and every 
breathing pattern has a characteristic emotional correlate. Fear quickens 
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and shallows the breath; joy opens and frees it; grief interrupts it with 
sighs; anger forces and sharpens it; love expands it; anxiety constricts it. 
These are not metaphorical descriptions of emotional states but accurate 
physiological descriptions of the autonomic signature of each emotion 
as expressed in the respiratory system. 

The practical consequence of this correspondence is bidirectional: 
emotion shapes breath, and breath shapes emotion. This 
bidirectionality is the physiological basis of every breath-based emotion 
regulation technique in every tradition: from the simple instruction to 
'take a deep breath' when under stress, to the elaborate pranayama 
protocols of classical yoga, to the evidence-based breathing techniques 
of contemporary clinical psychology. Change the breath, and the 
emotional landscape changes with it. The breath is the emotional body's 
most immediate access point. 

The Fifth Dimension: The Breath as Attention 

The breath is the most accessible object of attention available to a 
human being: present continuously, without interruption, from birth to 
death; rich in sensory detail (the temperature, texture, and rhythm of 
the air; the muscular sensations of the chest and abdomen; the subtle 
sounds of respiration); and uniquely positioned at the boundary 
between the voluntary and the involuntary, the conscious and the 
unconscious. These properties make the breath an ideal anchor for the 
training of sustained, present-moment attention. 

The practice of breath-anchored attention is, in essence, the practice of 
coming home: the repeated, patient return of wandering awareness to 
the most immediate and present thing available — this breath, this 
moment, this body. With each return, the capacity for sustained, 
undefended presence gradually deepens. What begins as a difficult effort 
becomes, over time, a natural inclination: the mind that has been trained 
in breath awareness begins to return to presence automatically, as a well-
trained dog returns to heel, without the need for constant conscious 
instruction. 
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The Sixth Dimension: The Breath as Healing 

The breath is one of the most powerful healing modalities available, and 
among the most underutilized in contemporary medicine. Its capacity to 
regulate the autonomic nervous system has implications for virtually 
every chronic disease associated with autonomic dysregulation: 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, anxiety disorders, depression, PTSD, 
chronic pain, insomnia, and many inflammatory conditions. Its capacity 
to regulate the immune system — through the bidirectional 
communication between the nervous system and the immune system 
documented by psychoneuroimmunology — extends its therapeutic 
potential still further. 

The healing dimension of breath is not confined to the physical. The 
breath heals emotional wounds through the completion of the 
physiological responses that unprocessed emotion has interrupted or 
suppressed. It heals relational wounds by creating the conditions of 
regulated presence in which genuine contact with others becomes 
possible. It heals existential wounds — the suffering produced by the felt 
sense of disconnection from meaning, purpose, and the sense of 
belonging to something larger than oneself — by providing direct, 
embodied access to the present moment, which is the only place where 
meaning is actually available. 

The Seventh Dimension: The Breath as Cosmic Participant 

The breath participates in the cosmic cycling of matter and energy that 
has sustained life on Earth for billions of years. The oxygen in every 
inhale was produced by photosynthesis — by the conversion of solar 
energy and atmospheric carbon dioxide into organic matter and free 
oxygen by plants, algae, and cyanobacteria. The carbon dioxide in every 
exhale is the metabolic waste product of aerobic respiration — the 
consumption of organic matter and oxygen that releases the solar energy 
stored in organic bonds. 

 

This cosmic cycle — the cycling of carbon, oxygen, and energy between 
the atmosphere, the biosphere, and the geosphere — has been underway 
for approximately 2.4 billion years, since the Great Oxidation Event in 
which the ancestors of modern photosynthetic organisms first produced 
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enough oxygen to significantly alter Earth's atmospheric composition. 
Every breath we take is a participation in this ancient planetary cycle. 
The air in our lungs has been in the lungs of ancient forests, of 
dinosaurs, of the great ocean-going creatures of the Mesozoic, of the first 
land plants that colonized the continents 475 million years ago. We 
breathe the breath of deep time. 

The Eighth Dimension: The Breath as Presence 

The breath is the most reliable doorway to the present moment available 
to a human being. Not because it is interesting or dramatic — it is neither 
— but because it is happening now, and only now, and it is always 
happening now. Past breaths are memories; future breaths are 
anticipations; the breath that is happening is the only one that is real in 
the sense of being directly available to awareness. 

The contemplative traditions have made the cultivation of present-
moment awareness the central aim of their practices precisely because 
the present moment is the only place where life actually occurs. The past 
is gone; the future has not arrived; the mind that lives primarily in 
memory and anticipation misses the only thing that is actually here. 
Breath awareness interrupts this flight from the present and returns 
attention to the only place where experience is real. This is not a minor 
correction. It is a fundamental reorientation of the relationship between 
awareness and time. 

The Ninth Dimension: The Breath as Self-Inquiry 

The deepest dimension of breath practice is not the breath but the 
inquiry it occasions: who is breathing? What is it that notices the breath? 
What is the quality of this noticing? The breath, attended to with 
sufficient depth and patience, becomes a vehicle for self-inquiry — for 
the direct investigation of the nature of the awareness that is doing the 
attending. 

This inquiry is the essence of jnana yoga in the Vedantic tradition, of 
self-inquiry (atma-vichara) as taught by Ramana Maharshi, of the koan 
practice of Zen Buddhism, of the self-inquiry that Socrates practised and 
recommended. It is the inquiry that all genuine philosophy ultimately 
attempts and that contemplative practice most effectively conducts: not 
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the accumulation of knowledge about the self, but the direct 
investigation of what the self is. The breath is the most accessible starting 
point for this inquiry: it is available, immediate, and irrefutably real in 
this moment. From this starting point, the inquiry can proceed as far as 
the practitioner has the patience and the courage to carry it. 

The Tenth Dimension: The Breath as the Cosmos 

The tenth and final dimension of the breath is its identity with the 
cosmic breath — the recognition, available only through direct 
experience and not through conceptual knowledge, that the breath that 
moves in and out of this particular body is not other than the breath of 
the universe, the cosmic breathing that the traditions of many cultures 
have described in their various cosmological vocabularies. 

This recognition is not a belief but an experience: the experience of the 
boundary between the individual breath and the cosmic breath 
becoming transparent, of the inhale as a gathering of the cosmos into 
the body and the exhale as a release of the body back into the cosmos, 
with no remainder — no fixed, separate self that stands apart from either 
movement. This is the experience that the Vedantic tradition calls 
moksha (liberation), that the Buddhist tradition calls nirvana, that 
the Sufi tradition calls fana (annihilation), that the Christian tradition 
calls union. It is available in the breath. It is always available in the 
breath. It is, as this book has attempted to show from many directions, 
not a mystical exception to ordinary experience but the truth of ordinary 
experience, available to whoever has the patience and the curiosity to 
look closely enough. 
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These figures and diagrams have been developed as visual complements to the 
preceding eight parts of Divya Drishti: The Cosmic Breath. Each figure distils 
the conceptual heart of its chapter into a single visual field, allowing the reader 
to hold the key relationship as a whole. Together they form a complete visual 
journey -- from the physiology of a single breath to the Unmanifested Field from 
which all creation arises.  

Breath Science & Astronomical Cycles -- Physiological and 
astronomical foundations of the cosmic breath 

Sacred Mathematics & Vedic Time -- The hidden numbers: 108, 9, 
25,920 and the Vedic cycles of time 

The Cosmic Architecture -- The Fourteen Lokas, the Nakshatra Aarti 
and the Celestial Mandala 

The Opening of the Third Eye -- Creation sequence: Nada-Bindu, the 
Vertical Axis, the Horizontal Expansion 

The Mahakumbh Phenomenon -- Cosmic mechanics of the Kumbh 
Mela at Haridwar, 2027 

Ram Navami -- A Cosmic Phenomenon -- Birth chart of Rama, the 
avatar mechanism, Nakshatra and the Double Portal 

The Great Synthesis -- Cosmos, consciousness and breath unified 
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Scientific figures: breath physiology and astronomical cycles 

 
 

Fig. 1 -- The Breath Cycle 
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Fig. 2 -- The Autonomic Balance 
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Fig. 6 -- Precession of the Equinoxes 
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The mathematics of 108, the significance of 9, and Vedic time 

 

 

  

Fig. 7 -- The Mystery of 108 
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Fig. 8 -- The Significance of 9 
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Fig. 10 -- The Spectrum of Consciousness 
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The Fourteen Lokas, the Nakshatra Aarti and the Celestial 
Mandala 

 
  

Fig. A -- The Fourteen Lokas -- Map of Inner Space 
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Creation sequence: Nada-Bindu, the Vertical Axis, and  
the Horizontal Expansion 

 

 
 

Diagram 1 -- The Nada-Bindu -- First Point of Creation 
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Cosmic mechanics of the Kumbh Mela at Haridwar, 2027 
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Birth chart of Lord Rama, the avatar mechanism,  
Nakshatra and the Double Portal 

 

 

 
Diagram 1 -- The Birth Chart of Lord Rama 
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Diagram 1 -- The Birth Chart of Lord Rama 
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Cosmos, consciousness and breath unified 

 

 

  

Diagram 1 -- The Cosmic Eye -- Outer and Inner Cosmos 
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Diagram 1 -- The Cosmic Eye -- Outer and Inner Cosmos 
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How poets and writers have spoken of the breath 

Walt Whitman and the Democratic Breath 

Walt Whitman, the great democratic poet of nineteenth-century 
America, made the breath a central symbol in his work in ways that 
anticipate many of the themes explored in this book. In Song of Myself, 
Whitman's speaker declares himself to be both individual and universal, 
both the particular body breathing in the particular moment and the 
breath of the cosmos itself: 'I am large,' he writes, 'I contain multitudes.' 
The breath is, for Whitman, the medium of cosmic identity. 

Whitman was deeply influenced by the Vedantic tradition, which he 
encountered through Ralph Waldo Emerson and the Transcendentalist 
movement. The concept that the individual self and the universal self 
are one — that Atman and Brahman are identical — resonated with 
Whitman's democratic vision of a humanity in which every individual is 
sacred precisely because every individual is an expression of the same 
underlying reality. The breath, in Whitman's poetry, is the physical 
evidence of this identity: we all breathe the same air; we all participate 
in the same respiratory cycle; we are all, in the most literal sense, 
continuously exchanging ourselves with the world. 

Whitman's attention to the body — to its physical processes, its pleasures 
and pains, its biological kinship with other living things — anticipates 
the somatic turn in contemporary contemplative theory. The body is 
not the prison of the soul but the expression of it. The breath is not a 
merely biological event but a spiritual one. This insistence on the body 
as sacred — as the site of genuine spiritual experience rather than the 
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obstacle to it — is one of Whitman's most enduring contributions to 
contemplative literature. 

Rilke and the Task of the Heart 

Rainer Maria Rilke, the German-language poet who wrote at the turn of 
the twentieth century, developed one of the most sophisticated 
contemplative poetics in the Western literary tradition. His Duino 
Elegies, written over a decade of intermittent inspiration, explore with 
extraordinary depth and beauty the relationship between the human 
being and the cosmos — specifically, the task that the human being, 
alone among earthly creatures, is capable of performing: the 
transformation of the visible world into the invisible world of the heart. 

For Rilke, the breath is the medium of this transformation. We take in 
the world through the senses — including the sensory engagement with 
the physical act of breathing — and we transform it, in the interior space 
of attention and feeling, into something that the world itself cannot 
produce: meaning, beauty, love, grief, the recognition of the transient as 
eternally significant. This is not a withdrawal from the world but a 
deeper engagement with it — the engagement that the tradition of Divya 
Drishti points toward. 

Rilke's second Duino Elegy asks: 'Who, if I cried out, would hear me 
among the angels' hierarchies?' The angels, in his cosmological scheme, 
represent a mode of existence in which the inner and the outer are not 
separated — in which reality is transparent to itself in a way that human 
beings, caught in the duality of subject and object, can only 
intermittently achieve. The breath, for Rilke, is one of the moments of 
this intermittent transparency: in breathing — in the simple, involuntary 
opening to the air — the boundary between self and world softens, and 
the angel's mode of being briefly becomes available. 

Ancient Egyptian Hymns to the Breath 

The ancient Egyptians understood the breath as the gift of the gods — 
specifically, of Shu, the god of air, who was said to lift the sky from the 
earth, creating the space in which breathing creatures could live. The 
first breath of a newborn was understood as the moment when the 
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divine touched the mortal: the infant, until it breathed, was of the earth; 
with the first breath, it became a living soul. 

The Egyptian Book of the Dead — more properly called the Book of 
Coming Forth by Day — contains prayers and magical formulas intended 
to guide the soul through the transitions of the afterlife. Many of these 
prayers invoke the breath as a medium of spiritual sustenance: the 
deceased is given 'breath of wind' by the gods to sustain her through the 
underworld journey, and the breath of the east wind — associated with 
the rising sun and with resurrection — is particularly valued. 

The connection between breath and resurrection in Egyptian theology 
anticipates the same connection in other ancient traditions. In the 
Hebrew Bible, God breathes life into Adam through the nostrils. In the 
New Testament, the risen Christ breathes the Holy Spirit on his 
disciples. In the Vedic tradition, prana — the breath-force — is described 
as the soul's companion through death and rebirth. Across these 
independent traditions, the breath is understood as the medium of 
divine animation: what makes the difference between a mere biological 
body and a living soul. 

Haiku and the Single Breath 

The Japanese haiku — the seventeen-syllable poem that distils a moment 
of perception into the briefest possible verbal form — is a literary form 
built on the breath. A haiku is approximately one breath long: spoken 
aloud, it takes roughly three to five seconds, the duration of a single 
complete breath cycle. This is not coincidental. The haiku masters 
understood the breath as the natural unit of poetic time — the duration 
in which a single perception can be fully received and expressed. 

The greatest haiku poets — Matsuo Basho, Yosa Buson, Kobayashi Issa 
— did not merely describe nature; they placed themselves within it, 
attending to its rhythms with the quality of open, non-grasping 
awareness that Zen practice cultivates. A Basho haiku — an old pond, a 
frog jumps in, the sound of water — captures not just an observed event 
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but a quality of attention: the stillness before the frog jumps, the clarity 
of the splash, the return to stillness afterward. The haiku is a record of 
a breath of attention. 

The relationship between Zen practice and haiku composition is well 
documented: the great haiku poets were also practitioners of zazen, and 
the quality of presence cultivated in seated meditation is the same 
quality that allows the perception of a frog's splash as something worth 
writing about. The breath practice that precedes the haiku and the 
breath that speaks the haiku are the same breath: the breath of a mind 
that is present enough to see what is actually there. 
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A survey of current research on breathing and health 

Breathing and the Immune System 

The relationship between breathing and immune function is more 
direct and more profound than is generally appreciated. The respiratory 
tract is, along with the skin and the gut, one of the body's three major 
interfaces with the external environment, and it is correspondingly one 
of the primary sites of immune surveillance and defence. The mucous 
membranes of the nose, throat, and bronchi are populated with 
immune cells — mast cells, dendritic cells, T-lymphocytes, B-
lymphocytes, and natural killer cells — that sample the inhaled air for 
pathogens and mount immediate local responses when threats are 
detected. 

The immune system is bidirectionally connected to the nervous system 
— a connection explored by the field of psychoneuroimmunology (PNI). 
Stress hormones (particularly cortisol and adrenaline) suppress the 
immune response in ways that increase susceptibility to infection. 
Parasympathetic activation — the state produced by slow, deep, rhythmic 
breathing — has the opposite effect: it supports immune function, 
reduces the chronic low-grade inflammation associated with stress-
related disease, and enhances the activity of natural killer cells. The 
breath is, in this sense, an immune modulator: its quality and rhythm 
directly influence the body's capacity to defend itself. 

Research published since 2000 has documented several specific 
immune-related effects of breath practices. Wim Hof-style breathing 
protocols, which involve hyperventilation phases followed by breath 
holds, have been shown to activate the sympathetic nervous system and 
stimulate the release of adrenaline, producing an acute anti-
inflammatory effect. More conventional practices of slow, deep 
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breathing have been shown to reduce levels of inflammatory cytokines 
(chemical messengers of inflammation) and to increase the activity of 
telomerase, the enzyme that protects the ends of chromosomes from age-
related degradation. The breath, once again, turns out to be a lever for 
the entire system. 

Respiratory Medicine and Ancient Wisdom 

The convergences between ancient breath practices and contemporary 
respiratory medicine are, at this point in the development of the field, 
substantial enough to constitute an emerging area of integrative 
medicine. Breath-based interventions are currently supported by 
evidence for their efficacy in a wide range of conditions, including 
asthma, COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), anxiety 
disorders, PTSD, hypertension, heart failure, and insomnia. 

The Buteyko method, developed by the Russian physician Konstantin 
Buteyko in the 1950s and now used clinically in several countries for 
asthma management, is based on the principle that chronic 
hyperventilation — breathing too much, too fast — is a primary driver of 
respiratory dysfunction and many other chronic conditions. Buteyko's 
protocol involves training patients to breathe less, more slowly, and 
exclusively through the nose, normalizing the carbon dioxide level in the 
blood. This approach is consistent with many traditional breathing 
practices, which similarly emphasize slow, nasal, controlled breathing as 
the healthy default. 

The integration of ancient breathing wisdom with contemporary 
respiratory science is at an early stage but is progressing rapidly. Clinical 
trials of pranayama for asthma, coherent breathing for PTSD, and the 
Buteyko method for COPD are accumulating evidence that cannot be 
dismissed. The direction of travel is clear: the breath is one of the most 
potent, most accessible, and most neglected tools available in the clinical 
management of chronic disease, and the ancient traditions that 
developed sophisticated breath practices over millennia were on to 
something that modern medicine is only beginning to quantify. 
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Breathwork in Contemporary Psychotherapy 

Breathwork — the deliberate use of breathing techniques as a therapeutic 
tool — has become an important modality in contemporary trauma-
informed psychotherapy, particularly in approaches that work with the 
body (somatic therapies) rather than focusing exclusively on cognitive 
processing. The theoretical basis for this approach is provided by the 
polyvagal theory of Stephen Porges, which maps the autonomic nervous 
system's responses to threat and safety onto specific physiological states 
that have characteristic breathing signatures. 

Porges' framework describes three autonomic states: the ventral vagal 
state of social engagement (characterized by regulated, rhythmic 
breathing and the prosocial behaviours of connection, play, and care), 
the sympathetic state of mobilization (characterized by fast, shallow 
breathing and the defensive behaviours of fight and flight), and the 
dorsal vagal state of immobilization (characterized by slow, shallow 
breathing and the collapse responses of freeze and shutdown). Trauma, 
in Porges' model, involves the dysregulation of these states — the nervous 
system becoming stuck in sympathetic or dorsal vagal activation rather 
than returning to the ventral vagal baseline. 

Breathwork therapy intervenes in this dysregulation by directly targeting 
the physiological signature of the problematic state. Extended 
exhalation shifts the nervous system toward ventral vagal activation. 
Rhythmic breathing at coherent frequencies creates the physiological 
state of social engagement that is most conducive to the processing of 
traumatic memory. Holotropic breathwork, developed by Stanislav 
Grof, uses a sustained hyperventilation protocol to produce altered 
states that can allow traumatic material to emerge into consciousness in 
a way that allows integration. Each of these approaches uses the breath 
as the primary therapeutic tool, exploiting the bidirectional relationship 
between breathing pattern and nervous system state that ancient 
practitioners understood and modern science has quantified. 
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The breath in the world's contemplative traditions 

The Christian Tradition: Holy Spirit and Holy Breath 

In the Christian tradition, the Holy Spirit — the third person of the 
Trinity — is intimately associated with breath and wind. The Greek word 
pneuma (used in the New Testament for the Holy Spirit) means both 
breath and spirit, and the Hebrew word ruach (used in the Old 
Testament for the Spirit of God) similarly denotes both wind and 
spirit. The opening verses of Genesis describe the Spirit of God hovering 
over the face of the primordial waters — a word (merahefet) that suggests 
the motion of a bird's wings, or the movement of breath over water. 

The Christian tradition has developed, in its various strands, a rich 
contemplative theology of the breath. The Desert Fathers of third and 
fourth century Egypt and Syria practised the Jesus Prayer — 'Lord Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner' — synchronized with 
the breath: the first half on the inhale, the second on the exhale. This 
practice, which spread through Eastern Christian monasticism and 
eventually became codified in the Hesychast tradition, is structurally 
identical to the mantra practices of the Vedic and Buddhist traditions: 
a sacred phrase, repeated rhythmically on the breath, as a vehicle for the 
deepening of awareness. 

The fourteenth century Cloud of Unknowing, an anonymous English 
mystical text, describes contemplative prayer as a practice of resting in 
the 'naked intent' toward God — a wordless, imageless awareness that 
transcends all specific thoughts or concepts. The author recommends 
that the practitioner collect her whole intent into a single short word — 
'God' or 'love' — and hold it as an arrow of awareness pointed toward 
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the divine. The breath, inevitably, becomes the vehicle of this intent: 
each breath is an offering of attention, each exhale a release of all that 
is not the beloved. The structural similarity to Eastern contemplative 
practices is striking and, many scholars believe, reflects a shared 
exploration of the capacities of human consciousness rather than 
historical influence. 

Sufism: The Breath of the Heart 

Sufism — the mystical tradition of Islam — has developed among the 
richest and most elaborate philosophies of the breath in any 
contemplative tradition. Ibn Arabi, the great Andalusian philosopher-
mystic of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, described the cosmos 
itself as the 'breath of the Merciful' (nafas al-Rahman) — the continuous 
outpouring of divine creative energy that brings all of existence into 
being, moment by moment. This is not metaphor for Ibn Arabi; 
it is the most accurate available description of the relationship 
between the divine and the manifest. 

The Sufi orders developed specific breath practices as part of their 
contemplative disciplines. In the Naqshbandi order, practitioners 
cultivate what is called 'awareness of the breath' (hosh dar dam): a 
sustained attention to the quality and rhythm of the breath as a means 
of maintaining dhikr — the remembrance of God — continuously, not 
only during formal practice but throughout all the activities of daily life. 
The breath becomes the vehicle of continuous prayer, and continuous 
prayer becomes the medium of continuous divine presence. 

The Persian poet Rumi, the most widely read poet in the world, made 
the breath a central image in his work. His great poem the Masnavi 
opens with the image of the reed flute, cut from the reed bed and crying 
for its origin — an image of the soul separated from its divine source, 
longing to return. The reed makes music only because it is hollow — only 
because it breathes. The soul's longing, in Rumi's image, is itself the 
breath: the hollow space through which the divine breathes its own 
longing for reunion. The breath is simultaneously the sign of separation 
(the soul cries because it is cut off) and the medium of return (the music 
of the breath is the path back to the reed bed). 
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Indigenous Wisdom and the Sacred Breath 

Across the indigenous traditions of the Americas, Africa, Australia, and 
the Pacific, the breath appears consistently as a sacred medium — the 
vehicle through which life, healing, and spiritual power are transmitted. 
The practices differ widely in their specific forms but share a common 
understanding: the breath is not merely a biological function but a 
participation in the breath of the living universe. 

In many Native American traditions, the practice of 'sending breath' — 
exhaling deliberately onto a person, a plant, an object, or in a specific 
direction — is a gesture of blessing, healing, or offering. The breath is 
understood as carrying the breath-force — the vital essence — of the 
practitioner, and the act of breathing upon something is an act of 
sharing that essence. Healers in many traditions blow breath onto the 
body of the sick person, directing healing intent with and through the 
breath. 

The sweat lodge ceremony, practised across many Plains nations, 
involves intense heat, steam, and deliberate breathing as vehicles for 
physical and spiritual purification. Participants breathe the steam — 
which is understood as sacred — and in doing so, they breathe with the 
medicine plants, the sacred stones, the prayers, and the accumulated 
wisdom of the tradition. The breath inside the lodge is explicitly 
understood as the breath of the ceremony — not the individual's breath 
alone but the collective breath of all present, offered to the powers of 
the four directions and the Great Spirit. 



Anil Pandey 

241 
 

Emerging technologies, research frontiers, and the next horizon 

Wearables and the Quantified Breath 

The proliferation of wearable biosensors in recent years has made it 
possible, for the first time, for ordinary people to monitor their own 
physiological states in real time. Smartwatches and fitness trackers can 
now measure heart rate variability, estimate respiratory rate, track sleep 
quality, and alert the wearer to physiological states associated with stress 
or suboptimal recovery. These technologies are, in a sense, making 
visible the physiological information that contemplative practices have 
always worked with — but making it visible to external measurement 
rather than internal perception. 

The potential benefits of this quantification are real: people who can see 
their HRV data often become motivated to change their breathing 
habits when they observe the direct impact of slow, coherent breathing 
on their heart rate variability scores. 

Clinical researchers are using continuous physiological monitoring to 
study the effects of breathing practices in real-world settings, outside the 
laboratory, with unprecedented ecological validity. The data 
accumulated by millions of wearable device users is beginning to reveal 
population-level patterns in physiological rhythms that could transform 
our understanding of health and disease. 

But there are also risks to the quantification of the breath. The inner 
life — the quality of awareness, the depth of attention, the texture of 
presence — cannot be captured in HRV numbers or respiratory rate data. 
A practice whose value is measured entirely in quantified outputs may 
subtly shift from a practice of self-knowledge to a practice of 
performance optimization, losing something in the process that the 
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numbers cannot capture. The breath practices of the contemplative 
traditions were developed as tools for the exploration of consciousness, 
not for the optimization of physiological metrics. Keeping both purposes 
in view as these technologies develop will require careful attention. 

Psychedelics, Breath, and Consciousness Research 

One of the most significant developments in consciousness research in 
the past decade has been the resurgence of scientific investigation into 
psychedelic substances — psilocybin, MDMA, ketamine, LSD — as 
therapeutic tools and as windows into the nature of consciousness. 
Clinical trials at Johns Hopkins, NYU, and Imperial College London 
have produced evidence that carefully guided psychedelic experiences 
can produce lasting changes in measures of psychological wellbeing, 
depression, anxiety, and addiction — changes that are often described by 
participants as among the most meaningful experiences of their lives. 

What is less well recognized in the popular discourse about psychedelic 
therapy is the role that breathing plays in these therapeutic experiences. 
In the protocols developed for psilocybin therapy, deliberate attention 
to the breath is consistently part of the preparation and the experience: 
participants are taught slow, deep breathing as a tool for managing 
difficult moments during the session, and the breath becomes an 
anchor — a return point — throughout the journey. The combination of 
a pharmacological alteration of consciousness with the ancient 
technology of breath awareness appears to produce outcomes more 
reliably than either approach alone. 

Holotropic breathwork, developed by Stanislav Grof as a non-
pharmacological alternative to psychedelic therapy following the 
criminalization of LSD, uses sustained, intensive breathing as the 
primary means of inducing the non-ordinary states of consciousness that 
Grof had previously explored with psychedelic therapy. The states 
produced by holotropic breathwork — which include vivid imagery, 
intense emotion, sensations of expanded or transformed identity, and 
occasionally experiences that participants describe as transcendent or 
mystical — are, Grof argues, structurally similar to the states produced 
by carefully guided psychedelic sessions. The breath, it appears, has the 
capacity to access the same territory. 



Anil Pandey 

243 
 

The Breath and Artificial Intelligence 

As artificial intelligence systems become more sophisticated, questions 
about consciousness and experience become more practically urgent. If 
an AI system processes information in ways that are sufficiently 
complex, integrated, and self-referential, does it have experiences? Does 
it breathe, in any meaningful sense? These questions are not merely 
philosophical; they have practical implications for how AI systems are 
designed, how they are used, and what ethical obligations we have 
toward them. 

The contemplative traditions, which have thought more carefully about 
the nature of consciousness than any other human intellectual tradition, 
have a contribution to make to these questions. The understanding that 
consciousness is not simply a matter of computational complexity but of 
the quality of awareness — the degree to which a system is transparent to 
itself, capable of genuine self-inquiry, and responsive to the present 
moment — is relevant to the question of what kinds of AI systems might, 
in principle, have morally significant experiences. 

Breath, as explored throughout this book, is one of the most reliable 
indicators of the presence of conscious, embodied life. A system that 
breathes — that exchanges matter and energy with its environment in a 
rhythmic, self-regulating process — is in a different ontological category 
from a system that merely processes information. Whether future AI 
systems will develop something analogous to breathing — some form of 
continuous, rhythmic self-regulation that maintains coherence and 
stability while remaining open to the environment — is an open 
question. But the question itself points toward something important: 
that the breath is not merely a biological curiosity but a structural feature 
of a certain kind of being-in-the-world, a kind that has its own dignity 
and its own claim on our attention. 
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The Breath of the Universe 

We have traveled far in these pages. From the physiology of breathing — 
the alveoli, the vagus nerve, the dance of oxygen and carbon dioxide — 
to the grand sweep of the precessional cycle, completing its 25,920-year 
revolution against the background of the fixed stars. From the sacred 
number 108, embedded in the geometry of the sun and moon, to the 
vast Yuga cycles of Indian cosmology that dwarf all of human history. 
From the Hermetic principle of correspondence to the Vedantic 
realization of non-duality. From the neuroscience of meditation to the 
contemplative opening of Divya Drishti. And through all of it, like the 
thread through the beads of a mala, the breath. 

What has this journey shown us? At the very least, it has shown that the 
breath is not the small, insignificant, merely biological event it appears 
to be when we are not paying attention. It is a system of extraordinary 
complexity, intimately connected to the autonomic regulation of the 
entire organism, to the quality of consciousness, to the emotional state, 
and to the social environment. It is shaped by the nervous system and 
in turn shapes the nervous system. It is the medium through which 
sound is produced, through which life is sustained, through which states 
of consciousness are altered, through which traditions of wisdom have 
been transmitted for millennia. 

The universe reveals itself through motion, rhythm, and transformation 
across vast scales of time. The breath is one such motion — the smallest, 
most intimate, most available expression of the same rhythmic principle 
that governs the precession of the equinoxes, the cycling of the Yugas, 
the expansion and possible contraction of the cosmos itself. Whether 
this correspondence is structural or symbolic, whether it reflects a deep 
mathematical grammar shared by the biological and the astronomical, 
or whether it is a meaningful coincidence that points toward something 
beyond current scientific understanding — these questions remain open, 
and this book has not sought to close them. 
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What the book has sought to do is open the questions more fully: to 
populate them with evidence, context, and possibility, so that the reader 
can sit with them rather than dismissing them or dogmatically affirming 
them. The style of engagement invited by these questions is itself 
significant. It is not the engagement of certainty — neither the scientific 
certainty that dismisses anything not yet measurable, nor the spiritual 
certainty that asserts what has not been directly verified. It is the 
engagement of genuine inquiry: open, patient, willing to be surprised, 
capable of holding uncertainty without anxiety. 

Whether the connections between breath and cosmic cycles are 
symbolic or structural remains an open question, but the exploration 
itself is meaningful. This sentence, which appears early in the book, 
could serve as its thesis. The exploration is meaningful not only because 
of what it might eventually discover but because of what it requires of 
us in the undertaking: attention, patience, honesty about the limits of 
our knowledge, and the willingness to sit quietly with the breath and 
notice what is actually there. 

The practice suggested by this inquiry is simple. Sit quietly. Close your 
eyes. Breathe slowly, attentively, without agenda. Notice the rhythm — 
the rise and fall, the pause at the top of the inhale and the pause at the 
bottom of the exhale, the quality of the air entering and leaving. Notice 
what notices the breath. And rest, for a moment, in the awareness that 
you are not merely a creature breathing in a cosmos. You are the cosmos, 
breathing. 

Every breath is the universe knowing itself through you. This has always 
been true. It will always be true. And it is, somehow, available in the very 
next inhale — which has already begun. 
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A Note on Scientific Caution 

The correspondences explored in this book should not be interpreted 
as strict physical laws. Human breathing rates vary considerably based 
on age, health, activity level, altitude, emotional state, and individual 
physiology. The 'average' of fifteen breaths per minute is a statistical 
abstraction; actual individuals breathe at rates ranging from twelve to 
twenty breaths per minute at rest, and far outside this range under 
exertion or stress. Any numerical correspondences derived from a 
specific breathing rate should therefore be understood as approximate 
rather than exact. 

Astronomical measurements have been refined significantly over the 
course of the past two centuries. The period of the Earth's axial 
precession, cited in this book as approximately 25,920 years, is more 
precisely measured at approximately 25,771.6 years — a difference that 
affects some of the numerical relationships discussed in Part III and Part 
IV. The diameter and distance figures for the sun, Earth, and moon also 
vary slightly depending on the measurement conventions used, and the 
108-ratio relationships are approximations that hold to two or three 
significant figures rather than exactly. 

Some numerical relationships discussed in this book — particularly those 
involving the number 108 and the correspondence between the 
precessional cycle and the human lifespan — may reflect genuine 
mathematical properties of the solar system and of biological systems. 
Others may be coincidental. The history of numerology and sacred 
mathematics is well populated with correspondences that seemed 
profound but dissolved under rigorous scrutiny, and this should temper 
enthusiasm without eliminating curiosity. The appropriate scholarly 
attitude is one of careful attention rather than credulous acceptance. 

The scientific claims in this book — about heart rate variability, the vagus 
nerve, the default mode network, the Schumann resonances, and the 
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neuroscience of meditation — are based on peer-reviewed research 
that was current at the time of writing. This is an active area of 
investigation, and specific findings may be refined, corrected, or 
superseded by subsequent research. Readers interested in pursuing these 
topics further are encouraged to consult primary scientific literature 
rather than relying solely on popular accounts, including this one. 

The purpose of this exploration is to invite curiosity and reflection about 
the rhythms that shape the universe — not to settle a debate about the 
metaphysical status of those rhythms, and not to provide a scientific 
account that can substitute for primary research. Both science and 
contemplation are served by honest acknowledgement of what is and is 
not known. This book has attempted to maintain that honesty 
throughout, though no author is perfectly free from the biases of 
enthusiasm and perspective. 

Readers interested in exploring the contemplative dimensions of this 
inquiry further are encouraged to find a qualified teacher and to practice 
— with the breath as their guide, daily, patiently, without expectation of 
any particular result. The breath does not read books about itself. It 
simply breathes. And in that simple faithfulness to its own rhythm, it 
teaches everything the books point toward. 
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Eight Practices for the Contemplative Breath 

The following practices draw on the traditions explored in this book. Begin with 
one practice and establish regularity before adding others. Daily practice, even 
for five minutes, produces measurable effects within weeks. The practices are 
arranged roughly from the most foundational to the more specific. 

Practice 1: Basic Breath Awareness (Foundation) 

Duration: 5–20 minutes | Tradition: Universal — found in Buddhist, yogic,  
and secular mindfulness traditions 

Sit comfortably with your spine reasonably erect — either cross-legged on 
a cushion or in a chair with your feet flat on the floor. Allow the hands 
to rest naturally on the knees or in the lap. Close or softly lower the eyes. 

Take a few natural breaths without trying to change anything. Simply 
notice that breathing is happening. Then, gently direct your attention 
to the physical sensations of breathing: the feeling of air entering and 
leaving the nostrils, the slight cooling and warming of the breath as it 
moves in and out, the rise and fall of the chest and abdomen. 

You do not need to breathe in any particular way. The instruction is 
simply to notice the breath as it actually is. Is it long or short? Deep or 
shallow? Smooth or irregular? Whatever it is — that is the object of your 
attention. 

When the mind wanders away from the breath — which it will, 
repeatedly and inevitably — simply notice that it has wandered, without 
judgment or self-criticism, and return your attention to the breath. The 
noticing and the returning are the practice. The wandering is not failure; 
it is the opportunity. 

Continue for your chosen duration. When you are ready to finish, 
gently broaden your awareness to include the room around you, take a 
few slightly deeper breaths, and open your eyes. 
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Practice notes: Begin with five minutes and gradually extend. Daily 
practice, even for five minutes, will produce measurable effects within 
two to four weeks. The quality of attention matters more than the 
duration. 

Practice 2: Coherent Breathing (Heart-Rhythm Coherence) 

Duration: 10–20 minutes | Tradition: Modern evidence-based practice; 
corresponds to traditional ujjayi pranayama at natural tempo 

Sit comfortably with the spine erect. Begin breathing through the nose. 
Use a timer or a metronome application set to a pace of 5–6 breaths per 
minute — approximately a 5-second inhale and a 5-second exhale, or 
a 5-second inhale, 1-second pause, and 4-second exhale. 

Breathe gently and smoothly, without forcing the breath to be larger or 
deeper than is comfortable. The goal is rhythmic regularity, not 
maximum depth. Keep the breath smooth and even throughout both 
the inhale and the exhale, without pausing or jerking. 

With each cycle, allow the exhale to be slightly longer than the inhale if 
this is comfortable — a 4:6 ratio (four-second inhale, six-second exhale) 
is ideal for maximizing parasympathetic activation. If a 5-second inhale 
is too long, begin with whatever is comfortable and gradually extend. 

Continue for ten to twenty minutes. After practice, sit quietly for two to 
three minutes before resuming activity. With practice, the calming 
effects become more immediate and more pronounced. 

Practice notes: This is the most evidence-based of all the practices 
described here, with the largest clinical research base. Regular practice 
(ten to twenty minutes, five or more days per week) has been shown to 
reduce blood pressure, improve HRV, reduce depression and anxiety 
scores, and enhance cognitive performance. 

Practice 3: Nadi Shodhana (Alternate Nostril Breathing) 

Duration: 5–15 minutes | Tradition: Classical Hatha and Raja Yoga 

Sit comfortably with the spine erect. Bring the right hand to the face in 
the Vishnu mudra: fold the index and middle fingers into the palm, 
leaving the thumb, ring finger, and little finger extended. The right 
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thumb will control the right nostril; the right ring finger will control the 
left nostril. 

Close the right nostril with the right thumb and inhale slowly and 
completely through the left nostril. At the top of the inhalation, close 
the left nostril with the ring finger and release the right nostril. Exhale 
completely through the right nostril. 

Inhale through the right nostril. At the top of the inhalation, close the 
right nostril with the thumb and release the left nostril. Exhale 
completely through the left nostril. This completes one round. 

Continue for your chosen duration, maintaining a smooth, relaxed, 
unhurried pace. The breath should be slow and deep but never strained. 
If dizziness or discomfort arises, release the technique and breathe 
normally. 

Practice notes: Most effective when practiced in the morning, before 
meditation or other activities. The traditional prescription is to begin 
with five minutes and gradually extend to twenty minutes. Avoid this 
practice if you are experiencing nasal congestion severe enough to 
obstruct one nostril completely. 

Practice 4: Extended Exhalation (Calming Breath) 

Duration: 3–10 minutes, or as needed | Tradition: Universal — found across 
traditions; basis of '4-7-8' and similar modern techniques 

This practice can be done in any posture — sitting, lying down, or even 
standing. It is particularly useful as an on-the-spot intervention during 
moments of stress, anxiety, or difficulty falling asleep. 

Inhale through the nose for a count of four (or for whatever duration is 
comfortable). At the top of the inhale, hold briefly if comfortable — for 
one to two counts. Then exhale through the nose (or through slightly 
parted lips) for a count of six to eight — significantly longer than the 
inhale. 

The extended exhalation is the mechanism: the vagus nerve is most 
strongly stimulated during exhalation, so prolonging the exhale 
maximizes parasympathetic activation. The specific ratio matters less 
than the principle of the exhale being meaningfully longer than the 
inhale. 
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Repeat for three to ten minutes, or until the desired state of calm is 
achieved. This practice can be used immediately before a stressful event 
(a presentation, a difficult conversation, a medical procedure) to pre-
regulate the nervous system, and during sleep difficulties to support the 
transition into sleep. 

Practice notes: Among the fastest-acting breath interventions available. 
Research has shown measurable reductions in heart rate and cortisol 
within two to three minutes of extended exhalation breathing. The 
'cyclic sigh' variant (double inhale through the nose, extended exhale 
through the mouth) has been shown in recent research to be the single 
most effective short-term mood and stress regulation technique. 

Practice 5: The 108 Breath Practice 

Duration: 15–25 minutes | Tradition: Yogic tradition; mala bead meditation 

This practice uses the sacred number 108 as a container for sustained 
breath awareness. You may use a mala (a string of 108 beads) to count 
the breaths, or simply count mentally, or set a timer calibrated to your 
breathing rate at approximately six breaths per minute (which would 
give a duration of eighteen minutes for 108 breaths). 

Sit comfortably with the spine erect. Begin with three to five minutes of 
natural breath awareness, allowing the breath to settle into its own 
rhythm. Then, if using a mala, hold the first bead between the thumb 
and middle finger of the right hand and begin counting. 

With each complete breath cycle (one inhale and one exhale), move to 
the next bead. Allow the counting to be a gentle container for the 
attention — the primary object of awareness is always the breath itself, 
not the counting. The bead simply marks the passage of one complete 
breath. 

When you reach the 108th bead (or when the timer sounds), remain 
sitting quietly for three to five minutes of open awareness before 
concluding. Notice the quality of the mind and body after the practice. 
Notice the quality of the air. Notice what notices. 

Practice notes: The 108-breath practice creates an unusual quality of 
sustained, container awareness — the attention is neither loose (as in 
open awareness) nor tightly focused (as in counting meditation), but 
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held gently by the rhythm of the beads and the count. Many practitioners 
find it particularly conducive to states of deep, effortless stillness. 

Practice 6: Bhramari (Humming Bee Breath) 

Duration: 5–10 minutes | Tradition: Classical Hatha Yoga; also found in 
Tibetan and Taoist sound practices 

Sit comfortably with the spine erect. Take a few natural breaths. Then 
bring the hands to the face: close the ears gently with the thumbs, place 
the index fingers lightly on the forehead, the middle fingers on the 
closed eyes, the ring fingers on the sides of the nose, and the little fingers 
at the corners of the mouth. This mudra (called shanmukhi mudra or 
yoni mudra) withdraws the dominant senses and creates a condition of 
inner quiet. 

Inhale fully through the nose. Then, keeping the mouth closed, begin 
to hum on the exhalation — a steady, resonant 'mmmm' sound that 
vibrates throughout the head and is felt in the chest, throat, and cranial 
cavity. Continue humming until the exhalation is complete. 

Inhale again and repeat. The sound should be comfortable and 
resonant, neither forced nor whispered. If the shanmukhi mudra is 
uncomfortable, you may simply plug the ears with the thumbs and allow 
the other fingers to rest on the face or in the lap. 

Continue for five to ten minutes. The humming creates an experience 
of inner sound that fills the auditory field and acts as an anchor for 
attention, drawing the mind inward with unusual effectiveness. Many 
practitioners find that bhramari produces states of inner quiet more 
rapidly than silent breath practices. 

Practice notes: Excellent for headaches, anxiety, and agitation. The 
nitric oxide produced by the humming has measurable effects on sinus 
health and has shown antiviral activity in laboratory studies. Avoid 
practicing immediately after eating. 

Practice 7: Walking Breath Awareness 

Duration: 10–30 minutes | Tradition: Buddhist walking meditation (kinhin); 
also Zen and Taoist traditions 
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Walking breath awareness brings the quality of sitting meditation into 
movement — into the ordinary activity of walking. It can be practiced 
indoors (walking slowly back and forth along a path of ten to twenty 
steps) or outdoors (in a park, garden, or quiet street). 

Begin walking at a pace slightly slower than your ordinary pace. Bring 
your attention to the breath and to the physical sensations of walking: 
the feeling of the feet making contact with the ground, the movement 
of the legs, the slight swaying of the body. Allow the breath and the 
movement to find their own natural relationship — you do not need to 
force the breath into synchrony with the steps. 

When the mind wanders into thinking — into planning, remembering, 
narrating — gently notice this and return attention to the breath and 
the sensations of walking. The return is the practice. Treat each moment 
of noticing the wandering as an opportunity, not a failure. 

If practicing outdoors, allow yourself also to receive the information of 
the environment: the temperature and movement of the air, the quality 
of the light, the sounds and smells of the natural world. Walking breath 
awareness in a natural environment combines the benefits of breath 
practice with those of nature exposure — the immune and psychological 
benefits of 'forest bathing' documented in the shinrin-yoku research. 

Practice notes: Walking practice is particularly valuable for practitioners 
who find sitting meditation difficult — whether due to physical 
discomfort, restlessness, or the tendency to fall asleep. It is also an 
important bridge between formal practice and daily life, training the 
capacity to maintain breath awareness in the midst of activity. 

Practice 8: Evening Breath and Release 

Duration: 10–15 minutes before sleep | Tradition: Synthesis of yogic, 
Buddhist, and somatic traditions 

This practice is designed for the transition from the activity of the day 
to the rest of sleep. It combines extended exhalation breathing with a 
systematic release of physical tension, using the breath as the vehicle of 
release. 
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Lie on your back in a comfortable position — on a mat, a folded blanket, 
or your bed. Allow the arms to rest a little away from the body, palms 
facing upward. Allow the legs to fall apart naturally. Close the eyes. 

Take three long, slow breaths, sighing audibly on each exhalation — 
allowing the breath to carry out any residual tension or stress from the 
day. Then settle into a rhythm of extended exhalation breathing: 
inhaling for a count of four and exhaling for a count of six to eight. 

As you breathe, progressively bring awareness through the body, 
beginning with the feet and moving upward. With each exhale, invite 
each area of the body to release more fully into the support of the 
ground beneath you. The breath and the releasing reinforce each other: 
the extended exhale promotes physical release; the physical release 
deepens the breath. 

When you reach the top of the body (the face, the jaw, the forehead — 
often the last areas to release), allow your awareness to rest in the whole 
body simultaneously, breathing gently and fully, surrendering 
completely to the support of the earth beneath you. 

Practice notes: This practice bridges breath awareness and yoga nidra 
(yogic sleep), a practice of conscious relaxation that research has shown 
to be as restorative as REM sleep for the nervous system. Many 
practitioners fall asleep during the practice — which is entirely 
appropriate as an evening practice. The transition from the practice into 
sleep, when it occurs naturally, tends to produce deeper and more 
restorative sleep. 
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Daily Prompts for the Breath Practitioner 

This journal is designed to accompany four weeks of daily breath practice. Each 
week has a theme and seven daily writing prompts. The prompts are intended to 
deepen observational awareness rather than to produce particular insights. Write 
honestly and briefly — a few sentences per prompt is sufficient. The writing is for 
you alone.  

Week One: Meeting the Breath 

Theme: Establishing contact with the breath as it actually is 

Day 1. Sit quietly for five minutes and simply notice the breath without 
trying to change it. Afterward, write: What did you notice? Was the 
breath fast or slow, deep or shallow, smooth or irregular? Where did you 
feel it most clearly — in the nostrils, the chest, the abdomen? What, if 
anything, surprised you? 

Day 2. Notice your breathing at three different points during the day: 
in the morning before rising, in the middle of a task, and in the evening 
before sleep. Write a few sentences about each. How did the breath 
differ across these three moments? What does this tell you about the 
relationship between breath and state? 

Day 3. Spend five minutes noticing every time your breath holds or 
constricts — during a phone call, while checking messages, while waiting 
for something. Write: What patterns did you observe? When does the 
breath tend to hold? What is the emotional quality associated with the 
holding? 

Day 4. Lie down and breathe naturally for ten minutes. Notice the 
difference, if any, between lying-down breathing and sitting breathing. 
Write: How did the breath feel in the body when you were lying down? 
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Did it feel different from how it usually feels? Was it easier or harder to 
attend to the breath when lying down? 

Day 5. Sit with the breath for ten minutes and notice what the mind 
does. Write an honest account of where the mind went. How many 
times did it wander in ten minutes? What did it wander to? What does 
this tell you about the current preoccupations of your mind? 

Day 6. Notice your breath during a conversation today — without letting 
this noticing interrupt the conversation. Write: How did your breath 
change when you were speaking versus listening? When you were 
agreeing versus disagreeing? What did you learn about the relationship 
between breath and communication? 

Day 7. End the week with a fifteen-minute session of breath awareness. 
Afterward, write: What has one week of breath observation revealed 
about your relationship with the breath? What have you learned about 
yourself that you did not know before you began? 

Week Two: The Breath and Emotion 

Theme: Exploring the relationship between breath and feeling 

Day 1. Choose an emotion that you experience regularly — whether 
pleasant or unpleasant — and pay close attention to how it affects the 
breath when it arises today. Write: What specifically happens to the 
breath when this emotion appears? Where in the body do you feel both 
the emotion and the breath most clearly? 

Day 2. Practice three minutes of extended exhalation breathing (inhale 
for four counts, exhale for six to eight counts) when you feel mildly 
stressed or irritable. Write: Did the breath practice affect your emotional 
state? How quickly? What was the quality of the change, if any? 

Day 3. Recall a moment of genuine happiness or joy from your recent 
life and try to feel it again as you write about it. As you do, notice what 
happens to your breath. Write: How does the memory of joy affect the 
breath? What does this tell you about the relationship between memory, 
emotion, and the body? 

Day 4. Spend five minutes breathing with the intention of meeting 
whatever emotion is present — not trying to change it, not trying to 
suppress it, simply attending to both the emotion and the breath 
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simultaneously. Write: What did you notice? Was it possible to attend 
to the breath without the emotion changing? Did attending to the 
breath change your relationship to the emotion even if the emotion 
itself did not change? 

Day 5. Notice the breath during a moment of boredom today. Write: 
What does the breath do when you are bored? Is boredom a genuine 
absence of stimulation or a resistance to something? What does the 
breath reveal about the nature of boredom? 

Day 6. Practice coherent breathing (five to six breaths per minute) for 
ten minutes and write about the experience. What was the quality of the 
awareness at the end of the session? How did your body feel? What did 
you notice about the relationship between respiratory rhythm and 
emotional tone? 

Day 7. End the week with a reflection: How has attending to the 
relationship between breath and emotion changed your experience of 
either? Write an honest assessment of what you have observed and what 
questions remain. 

Week Three: The Cosmic Breath 

Theme: Exploring the connection between personal and universal rhythms 

Day 1. On a clear night, go outside and look at the sky for at least five 
minutes. Breathe slowly and allow yourself to actually receive the visual 
experience of the stars. Write: What happened to the breath when you 
looked at the sky? What happened to the sense of self? What questions 
arose? 

Day 2. Research your own breathing rate at rest by counting breaths for 
three minutes and dividing by three. Then calculate how many breaths 
you will take in a day, a year, and over an average lifetime. Write: What 
do you feel when you sit with these numbers? Do they feel large or small? 
What do they suggest about the nature of a human life? 

Day 3. Contemplate the number 108 for fifteen minutes — its 
appearance in the geometry of the solar system, its use in meditation 
traditions, its mathematical properties. Write: What do you make of the 
108 correspondences? Are you inclined to find them meaningful, 
coincidental, or both? What does your response reveal about your 
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assumptions regarding the relationship between mathematics and 
meaning? 

Day 4. Spend ten minutes breathing with the explicit intention of 
sensing your connection to the larger world around you — the air you 
share with every other breathing creature, the oxygen produced by the 
forest, the carbon dioxide you contribute to the atmosphere. Write: 
What did this feel like? Was it possible to feel genuinely connected, or 
did the connection remain abstract? What would it take for the 
connection to feel real? 

Day 5. Read a passage from any of the traditions described in this book 
(yogic, Buddhist, Taoist, Sufi, Christian contemplative) that speaks 
about the breath or the cosmos. Write a response: What resonates? 
What seems foreign? What questions does the passage raise that you 
cannot answer? 

Day 6. Practice the 108-breath practice (described in the Practices 
Guide). Write about the experience. What happened to the quality of 
attention as the practice proceeded? Did anything shift around the 
midpoint? What was the quality of awareness at the end? 

Day 7. End the week with a letter to the breath — addressing it as though 
it were a teacher or a companion who has been with you your whole life. 
Write whatever arises. Do not censor it. This letter is for you alone. 

Week Four: The Breath as Practice 

Theme: Establishing a sustainable relationship with daily breath practice 

 

Day 1. Design your own daily breath practice: a specific technique, a 
specific duration, and a specific time of day. Write out the practice in 
detail. What do you hope to cultivate through it? What obstacles do you 
anticipate? What commitment are you making? 

Day 2. Practice your chosen routine for three consecutive days without 
interruption. Write after each session: what was the quality of attention? 
What arose? What released? What persists from one session to the next? 

Day 3. Write about the obstacles you encounter in establishing a daily 
practice — whether practical (time, space, energy) or psychological 
(resistance, doubt, distraction). Write honestly about what gets in the 
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way, and about what, if anything, has helped you return to practice after 
absence. 

Day 4. Reflect on what breath practice has revealed about the nature of 
habit. Write: How is the cultivation of breath awareness similar to and 
different from other habits you have tried to establish? What does this 
practice require of you that other practices do not? 

Day 5. Write about a moment this week when breath awareness arose 
spontaneously — when you found yourself noticing the breath in the 
middle of daily life, without having consciously decided to practice. 
Write: What prompted the noticing? What was the quality of the 
awareness? What, if anything, changed as a result? 

Day 6. Reflect on the relationship between breath practice and the rest 
of your life. Write: Have you noticed any changes — however subtle — in 
your daily experience since beginning to attend to the breath? In your 
emotional life, your relationships, your relationship to difficulty, your 
sense of presence? 

Day 7. Write a final reflection for the four-week journal: What have you 
learned about the breath? What have you learned about yourself? What 
practice will you carry forward? What questions remain that you intend 
to continue exploring? 
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Further Guidance for the Practitioner 

On Beginning 

The most important thing about beginning a breath practice is to begin. 
The practitioner who sits for five minutes every day for a year achieves 
more than the practitioner who plans a thirty-minute daily practice, 
maintains it for two weeks, abandons it after missing a day, and never 
returns. Consistency over intensity; regularity over heroism. The 
nervous system responds to what is repeated, not to what is aspired. 

The second most important thing is to keep the practice simple. Begin 
with basic breath awareness — simply noticing the breath without trying 
to change it. Add complexity gradually, if at all. The simplest practices, 
sustained over years, produce the deepest results. The elaborate 
practices, undertaken without the foundation of basic attention, tend to 
produce interesting experiences but not lasting transformation. 

The third most important thing is to be kind to yourself when you miss 
a day, or a week, or a month. The mind that has trained for some time 
always knows where the door is; it can return. Every return is a fresh 
beginning, not a failure to be forgiven. The breath is still there. It has 
always been waiting. 

On Finding a Teacher 

The practices described in this book are safe for the vast majority of 
readers when practiced as described. However, some of the more 
intensive pranayama practices — kapalabhati, breath retention, extended 
hyperventilation — can produce adverse effects in people with certain 
medical conditions, and should be learned from a qualified teacher 
rather than from written instructions alone. 

More broadly, the contemplative traditions that have developed these 
practices understand them as parts of a larger curriculum of 
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transformation that includes ethical conduct, physical health, study, 
devotion, and service alongside formal practice. A teacher who can hold 
this larger curriculum — who can work with the whole person rather 
than merely transmitting techniques — is an invaluable resource for 
anyone committed to sustained practice. 

Finding such a teacher is not always straightforward. The best 
recommendation is to practise regularly, read widely, attend retreats 
when possible, and remain open to guidance when it appears. The 
tradition's most consistent teaching about teachers is that when the 
student is ready, the teacher appears — which may mean, in practice, that 
the student's own readiness is the first and most important thing to 
cultivate. 

On Integration 

The deepest challenge of contemplative practice is not the practice itself 
but the integration of the qualities cultivated in practice into the rest of 
life. It is relatively easy to be present, patient, and clear during a twenty-
minute sitting session; it is considerably more difficult to bring these 
same qualities to a heated argument with a partner, a frustrating 
interaction with a colleague, or the grinding demands of a difficult 
season of life. 

Integration is not achieved by trying harder during difficult moments. It 
is achieved by practising consistently during ordinary moments — by 
returning to the breath in traffic, in queues, in the gap between one task 
and the next, in the moments of transition that punctuate every day. 
Each of these returns is a small practice session, and their cumulative 
effect is the deepening of the baseline quality of awareness that is 
available in difficult moments. 

The practitioner who has attended to the breath in ten thousand 
ordinary moments has a resource available in difficult moments that 
the practitioner who has attended only in formal sessions does not. The 
breath, practised in the ordinary, becomes a refuge in the extraordinary. 
This is the deepest purpose of practice: not to produce peak experiences 
but to transform the baseline. 
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Epilogue 

This book ends where it began: with the breath. Not the breath as a 
subject of study or as a symbol or as a vehicle for cosmic connection — 
but simply the breath, as it is occurring right now, in the body of 
whoever is reading these words. 

You have traveled, in these pages, through the physiology of the lungs 
and the autonomic nervous system, through the archaeology of ancient 
observatories and the mathematics of the precessional cycle, through the 
sacred numerology of 108 and the vast cosmological time scales of the 
Vedic tradition, through the philosophy of correspondence and 
consciousness, through the harmonics of vibrating matter and the 
neuroscience of meditation, through the contemplative traditions of 
India, China, Japan, Persia, Israel, and the Christian world, and through 
the eight dimensions of the breath from the biological to the cosmic. 

All of this — every word, every concept, every tradition, every 
mathematical relationship — has been pointing at the same thing: the 
breath that is occurring right now, in this body, in this moment, as the 
eyes move across this sentence. 

The extraordinary thing about the breath as a contemplative object is 
that it never becomes stale, never becomes exhausted, never becomes 
less than it is. The practitioner who has attended to the breath for forty 
years reports that the breath remains as fresh, as interesting, and as 
available as it was in the first session of practice. The breath does not 
yield its secrets all at once. It deepens, with sustained attention, in ways 
that no conceptual description can anticipate. 

What this book has attempted to do is to provide context — scientific, 
historical, philosophical, and contemplative — for the simple act of 
attending to the breath. Context that might deepen the quality of 
attention a reader brings to her practice. Context that might make the 
breath feel less trivial, more worthy of the sustained, patient, non-
grasping attention that transforms a biological habit into a 
contemplative vehicle. 

But context, however rich, is always secondary to the practice itself. The 
practitioner who has read every word of this book and never sat quietly 
with the breath has learned something — perhaps even something 
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valuable. The practitioner who has sat quietly with the breath daily for 
a year, regardless of how much or how little she has read, has learned 
something else: something that words can gesture toward but cannot 
convey, something that is, in the most literal sense, breathed rather than 
understood. 

The breath is patient. It will wait for you to arrive. And when you do — 
whenever you do, wherever you are, whatever has preceded this moment 
— it will be here, faithful and full, offering everything it always offers: the 
present moment, the living body, the awareness that underlies all 
experience, and the quiet, steady, unremarkable miracle of being alive. 

Begin. Breathe. And notice what remains when everything else is 
released. 

 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

264 

Numerical Correspondences and Reference Tables 

Appendix A: The 108 Correspondences 

Solar geometry: Earth-Sun distance / Sun diameter approximately 108 
Lunar geometry: Earth-Moon distance / Moon diameter approximately 
108 Daily breaths (half): 21,600 / 2 = 10,800 = 108 x 100 

Human marma points: 108 vital points in Ayurvedic tradition 

Principal Upanishads: 108 in the Vedic corpus 

Mala beads: 108 beads on a traditional japa mala 

Digital root: 1 + 0 + 8 = 9; all multiples of 108 share digital root 9 

Vedic deity names: 108 names of principal deities 

Appendix B: Vedic Time Scales 

Kali Yuga: 432,000 years -- Base unit; digital root 9 Dvapara Yuga: 
864,000 years -- 2 x Kali Yuga Treta Yuga: 1,296,000 years -- 3 x Kali 
Yuga Satya Yuga: 1,728,000 years -- 4 x Kali Yuga Mahayuga: 4,320,000 
years -- Sum of four Yugas 

Kalpa (Day of Brahma): 4,320,000,000 years -- 1,000 Mahayugas 

Great Year (Precession): 25,920 years -- 25,920 x 16.67 = 432,000 

Daily breaths: 21,600 -- 21,600 x 20 = 432,000 

Appendix C: Breath Rate and Physiological State 

1-3 breaths/min: Deep retention states; advanced pranayama 

4-6 breaths/min: Coherent breathing; maximum HRV amplitude 

6-10 breaths/min: Relaxed meditative state; parasympathetic dominant 

10-14 breaths/min: Normal resting rate; balanced autonomic state 
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14-20 breaths/min: Light activity; mild sympathetic activation 20-30 
breaths/min: Active exertion; sympathetic dominant 30+ breaths/min: 
Stress or anxiety; hyperventilation risk 

Appendix D: Classical Pranayama Ratios 

Classical texts prescribe Puraka : Kumbhaka : Rechaka ratios graduated 
by level: 

Beginner (1 : 0 : 2): No retention; double exhalation Intermediate (1 : 
2 : 2): Internal retention introduced Advanced (1 : 4 : 2): Classical ratio 
from Hatha Yoga Pradipika 

Expert (1 : 4 : 2 : 1): External retention (bahya kumbhaka) added 

Master (1 :16 : 8 : 8): Extended retention; requires gradual training 
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Further Reading and Sources 

Part I: The Breath 

Nestor, James. Breath: The New Science of a Lost  
Art. Riverhead Books, 2020. 

A compelling and well-researched popular science account of the 
physiology of breathing, the consequences of mouth breathing and 
chronic hyperventilation, and the ancient wisdom of various breath 
traditions. One of the most important popular science books of the past 
decade. 

Iyengar, B.K.S. Light on Pranayama. The Crossroad 
Publishing Company, 1981. 

The definitive classical guide to pranayama practice from one of the 
twentieth century's greatest yoga teachers. Comprehensive, precise, and 
rooted in both classical tradition and decades of personal practice. 
Essential reading for serious practitioners. 

Khazan, Inna. The Clinical Handbook of Biofeedback.  
Wiley-Blackwell, 2013. 

A thorough clinical resource for the physiological basis of breath-based 
biofeedback interventions, including HRV training and resonant 
frequency breathing. Technical but accessible to motivated non-
specialists. 

Zaccaro, Andrea, et al. 'How Breath-Control Can Change  
Your Life.' Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 2018. 
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A comprehensive scientific review of the evidence for breath control as 
a modulator of autonomic, psychological, and higher cognitive 
processes. A valuable entry point into the academic literature. 

 

Part II: The Sky 

Krupp, E.C. Echoes of the Ancient Skies. Harper & Row, 1983. 

A classic survey of archaeoastronomy — the study of how ancient 
civilizations understood and used the sky. Covers Stonehenge, the Maya, 
Egypt, and many other traditions, combining rigorous scholarship with 
genuine wonder. 

Hamlet's Mill by Giorgio de Santillana and Hertha von  
Dechend. Godine, 1977. 

A dense, brilliant, controversial work arguing that ancient mythology 
encodes awareness of the precessional cycle. Essential reading for anyone 
interested in the intersection of myth, astronomy, and cosmological 
time. Not without its critics, but irreplaceable. 

Ruggles, Clive. Ancient Astronomy: An Encyclopedia of 
Cosmologies and Myth. ABC-CLIO, 2005. 

A comprehensive reference work on the astronomical knowledge of 
ancient cultures worldwide. Scholarly and thorough. 

Part III: Sacred Numbers 

Schneider, Michael S. A Beginner's Guide to Constructing  
the Universe. HarperCollins, 1994. 

An accessible and beautifully illustrated exploration of the mathematics 
of natural forms — from the monad to the decad — with extensive 
treatment of the golden ratio, Fibonacci sequence, and their appearance 
in nature and sacred architecture. 
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Lawlor, Robert. Sacred Geometry: Philosophy and Practice.  
Thames and Hudson, 1982. 

A classic introduction to sacred geometry, covering the mathematical 
relationships that have been encoded in sacred architecture across 
cultures. Beautifully illustrated and philosophically rich. 

Laszlo, Ervin. Science and the Akashic Field.  
Inner Traditions, 2004. 

A theoretical physicist's exploration of whether a fundamental 
information field underlies physical reality — a speculative but seriously 
argued attempt to ground certain insights of the perennial philosophy 
in contemporary science. 

Part IV: Cosmic Time 

Dowd, Michael. Thank God for Evolution. Plume, 2009. 

A synthesis of evolutionary science and spiritual understanding that 
frames cosmic evolution as a sacred story. Relevant for grounding the 
Vedic time scales in the context of modern cosmology. 

Yukteswar, Sri. The Holy Science. Self-Realization  
Fellowship, 1894/1990. 

A remarkable book by the guru of Yogananda, proposing that the Vedic 
Yuga cycle is actually much shorter than traditionally taught and 
corresponds to the precessional cycle. A controversial but influential 
interpretation. 

Rees, Martin. Before the Beginning. Perseus Books, 1997. 

A cosmologist's exploration of the origin and possible future of the 
universe, including the fine-tuning arguments and the possibility of a 
multiverse. Beautifully written and scientifically rigorous. 



Anil Pandey 

269 
 

Part V: Cosmic Philosophy 

Whitehead, Alfred North. Process and Reality. Free  
Press, 1929/1978. 

One of the most ambitious philosophical works of the twentieth century 
— a complete systematic cosmology based on the primacy of process over 
substance. Difficult but rewarding for those willing to engage with its 
terms. 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Phenomenology of Perception.  
Routledge, 1945/2002. 

The foundational text of embodied phenomenology: a systematic 
account of how consciousness is rooted in and expressed through the 
lived body. Essential for any philosophy of the breath. 

Nagarjuna. Malamadhyamakakrik (The Fundamental Wisdom  
of the Middle Way). Oxford University Press, 1995. 

The foundational text of Madhyamaka Buddhist philosophy: a 
systematic deconstruction of the notion of inherent existence, 
demonstrating through rigorous logic that all phenomena arise in 
dependence on causes and conditions, with no fixed self-nature. 

Part VI: Harmonics of Nature 

Jenny, Hans. Cymatics: A Study of Wave Phenomena and  
Vibration. MACROmedia, 2001. 

The definitive account of Jenny's cymatics research, with remarkable 
photographs of the geometric patterns produced by sound vibrations 
on matter. One of the most visually extraordinary books in the history 
of science. 

McTaggart, Lynne. The Field. HarperCollins, 2002. 

A popular account of the scientific evidence for a zero-point energy field 
underlying physical reality, and its possible role in biological 
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phenomena including consciousness. More speculative than some of the 
other texts listed, but a useful survey of an important area of research. 

Oschman, James L. Energy Medicine: The Scientific Basis.  
Churchill Livingstone, 2000. 

A detailed, scientifically grounded exploration of the electromagnetic 
and quantum aspects of biological systems, including the role of 
connective tissue, the biofield, and subtle energy phenomena in health 
and healing. 

Part VII: Consciousness 

Chalmers, David. The Conscious Mind. Oxford University Press, 1996. 

The book that introduced the term 'the hard problem of consciousness' 
and made a rigorous philosophical case for the inadequacy of purely 
physical explanations of subjective experience. Essential reading for any 
serious inquiry into the nature of consciousness. 

Damasio, Antonio. The Feeling of What Happens. Harcourt, 1999. 

A neuroscientist's account of the relationship between emotion, 
consciousness, and the body — with particular emphasis on the role of 
the body's internal states (interoception) in the construction of self and 
the capacity for decision-making. 

Goleman, Daniel, and Richard J. Davidson. Altered Traits.  

Avery, 2017. 

A rigorous, evidence-based survey of the neuroscience of meditation, 
separating the well-supported findings from the over-claimed ones. 
Essential for anyone wanting to understand what meditation research 
actually shows. 

Part VIII: Divya Drishti 

Abhinavagupta. Tantraloka (The Light on the Tantras).  
Various translations. 
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The masterwork of the eleventh-century Kashmiri philosopher and 
mystic Abhinavagupta — a comprehensive synthesis of Shaiva Tantra, 
aesthetics, and philosophy of consciousness. Among the most 
sophisticated accounts of the contemplative vision in any tradition. 

Murdoch, Iris. The Sovereignty of Good. Routledge, 1970. 

Three philosophical essays arguing that the capacity for clear, unself-
interested attention — what Murdoch calls 'just and loving attention' — 
is the foundation of both moral life and artistic creation. A secular 
philosophical account of what the contemplative traditions call Divya 
Drishti. 

Merton, Thomas. New Seeds of Contemplation. New Directions, 1961. 

A luminous account of the contemplative life by the Trappist monk and 
writer Thomas Merton — one of the most eloquent modern expressions 
of the Christian mystical tradition, with extensive parallels to Vedanta 
and Zen. 
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Sources, Clarifications, and Methodological Notes 

This book draws on a wide range of sources across scientific, 
philosophical, and contemplative traditions. The following notes offer 
additional context for some of the specific claims and references in the 
text. 

Part I: The science of the autonomic nervous system and its relationship 
to the breath is well established in the biomedical literature. The figures 
cited for alveolar surface area (approximately 70 square metres), the 
number of alveoli (480 million), and the proportion of respiratory work 
performed by the diaphragm (approximately 80 percent in quiet 
breathing) are drawn from standard respiratory physiology texts. The 
figures on heart rate variability and its clinical significance are drawn 
from an extensive literature in cardiovascular medicine and 
psychophysiology, including foundational work by Rollin McCraty, 
Inna Khazan, and their colleagues at the HeartMath Institute and in 
clinical biofeedback practice. 

Part II: The figures on the period of the precessional cycle 
(approximately 25,772 years in current measurement) and the rate of 
precession (approximately one degree per 72 years) are taken from 
current astronomical data. The claim that approximately 108 solar 
diameters fit between the Earth and the sun is a rounding; the actual 
figure, calculated from NASA's current values for solar diameter and 
mean Earth-sun distance, is approximately 107.5. Similarly, the moon-
Earth distance expressed in moon diameters is approximately 110. The 
imprecision of the match is acknowledged in the text. 

Part III: The significance of the number 108 in Vedic tradition is drawn 
primarily from classical yoga texts and from secondary scholarship 
including work by David Frawley (Vedacharya Vamadeva Shastri) and 
Georg Feuerstein. The astronomical dimensions of the 108 relationship 



Anil Pandey 

273 
 

are verifiable from NASA's published data on the dimensions of the sun, 
moon, and Earth and their relative distances. 

Part IV: The Vedic Yuga durations cited (432,000 years for the Kali 
Yuga, 4,320,000 years for the Mahayuga, and so forth) are drawn from 
classical texts including the Vishnu Purana and the Bhagavata Purana. 
Sri Yukteswar's alternative interpretation of the Yuga cycle, which places 
the entire Mahayuga at approximately 24,000 years (corresponding to 
one precession), is presented in his book The Holy Science (1894) and 
has been further developed by Paramahansa Yogananda and by 
contemporary scholars including David Steinmetz. 

Part V: The philosophical positions described in this part — Hermetic 
correspondence, Advaita Vedanta, Whiteheadian process philosophy, 
and the Stoic pneuma — are each the subject of extensive scholarly 
literature. The presentations here are necessarily simplified; readers 
interested in depth are directed to the primary texts and to the scholarly 
secondary literature, a selection of which is listed in the Bibliography. 

Part VI: The Schumann resonance frequency of approximately 7.83 
Hz is a well-established physical measurement; its possible relationship 
to human brainwave frequencies is discussed in the HeartMath 
Institute's research publications and in work by Neil Cherry and others. 
The claims in this area are presented in the text with appropriate 
epistemic caution. The cymatics research of Hans Jenny is documented 
in his Cymatics: A Study of Wave Phenomena and Vibration 
(MACROmedia, 2001). 

Part VII: The neuroscience claims in this part — cortical thickening in 
experienced meditators, gamma wave differences in Tibetan Buddhist 
monks, and default mode network activity during meditation — are 
drawn from peer-reviewed research publications, primarily those from 
the laboratories of Sara Lazar at Harvard Medical School, Richard 
Davidson at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and their colleagues. 
The specific citations are given in the Bibliography. These findings, 
while well established, should be understood as current best evidence 
rather than settled fact; the neuroscience of meditation is a rapidly 
developing field. 

Part VIII: The concept of Divya Drishti is discussed in numerous 
Sanskrit texts including the Bhagavad Gita (Chapter 11), the Yoga Sutras 
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of Patanjali (Book III), and the Tantra literature of Kashmiri 
Shaivism. The phenomenological interpretation offered in this part — 
Divya Drishti as heightened perceptual clarity rather than supernatural 
vision — draws on both traditional commentarial literature and on the 
work of contemporary contemplative scholars including Jorge Ferrer 
and Sean Kelly. 

General methodological note: This book makes no claim to scientific 
authority in areas where the evidence is preliminary, contested, or 
absent. Claims presented as established scientific findings are supported 
by peer-reviewed research; claims presented as traditional teachings are 
identified as such; and speculative connections are explicitly flagged as 
speculative. The author has attempted throughout to distinguish 
between these three categories of claim, though the boundaries between 
them are not always sharp. 
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A 

Anapanasati 

defined, 62, 64 
sixteen steps of, 62, 63 
tradition of, 61–65 

Anthropic Principle 

and consciousness, 132 
defined, 131 
fine-tuning in, 131–132 

Anthropocene 

and breath awareness, 108 
ecological implications of, 107–109 

Atman 

and Brahman, identity of, 120, 121 
defined, 119 
in Vedantic tradition, 119–121 

Attention 

bare attention (sati), 126, 127 
breath as anchor for, 59, 126 
training of, 125–128 

Autonomic Nervous System 

and breathing, 40, 41 
parasympathetic branch, 40–42 
sympathetic branch, 40–41 vagus nerve and, 42 
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B 

Bhagavad Gita 

Divya Drishti in, 166, 167 
Vishvarupa in, 166 

Bhramari Pranayama 

instructions for, 55 
nitric oxide and, 55, 56 
vagal stimulation via, 55 

Brahman 

as ground of being, 120 identity with Atman, 120–121 and the breath, 
121 

Breath 

as attention anchor, 59, 126 
as communication, 50 
as cosmic participant, 26, 80 as emotion regulator, 48–50 as healing tool, 
53 
as rhythm, 38 
first and last, 36–37 
in contemplative tradition, 60–66 physiology of, 38–45 

Breathing Rate 

coherent (5–6 breaths/min), 97, 98 
resting average, 26, 38 
and precessional cycle, 26, 80 

C 

Chakras 

seven primary, 91 
sushumna nadi and, 91–92 
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Chronobiology 

circadian clock in, 102, 103 
defined, 102 
ultradian rhythms in, 103–104 

Circadian Rhythm 

and sunlight, 83 
disruption of, 83, 103 master clock of, 83 

Coherent Breathing 

cardiovascular coherence via, 97 
instructions for, 183 resonant frequency of, 97–98 traditional parallels, 
98 

Consciousness 

as fundamental, 131 
default mode network and, 127 hard problem of, 130–131 panpsychism 
and, 131 

Cymatics 

biological patterns in, 95 
defined, 94 
Hans Jenny's research, 94–95 

D 

Default Mode Network 

and meditation, 127 
and self-reference, 127 
reduced activity in meditators, 127–128 

Diaphragm 

and intra-abdominal pressure, 44 as primary breathing muscle, 44 
breathing technique, 44–45 
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Divya Drishti 

as perceptual training, 169 in Bhagavad Gita, 166 meaning of, 165 
practice of, 168–172 

E 

Eclipses 

and 108 ratio, 88 
solar and lunar, 87–88 

Emotion 

and breath patterns, 48 regulation via breath, 48–50 window of 
tolerance, 149 

Extended Exhalation 

instructions for, 184 
vagal stimulation via, 41, 48 

F 

Fibonacci Sequence golden ratio  

and, 93 in living forms, 93–94 in nature, 93 

Fractals 

in the lung, 104 
in nature, 93–94 
self-similarity of, 93 

G 

Golden Ratio (Phi) 

and breath, 92 
in architecture, 91, 92 
in nature, 91–93 
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Great Year 

defined, 78 
in world traditions, 79–80 precessional cycle as, 78 

Grief 

and breath, 51 
as practice, 195 
physiological process of, 50–51 

H 

Heart Rate Variability (HRV)  

coherent breathing and, 97 defined, 43 
health implications of, 43 

Hermetic Tradition 

as above, so below, 115 
Emerald Tablet in, 115 

I 

Ibn Arabi 

breath of the Merciful, 123 
nafas al-Rahman, 123 

Interoception 

and emotional intelligence, 150 breath awareness as training for, 150 
defined, 150 

K 

Kali Yuga 

defined, 107 
spiritual opportunity in, 108 
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Kapalabhati 

cautions for, 54 
defined, 53 
instructions for, 53–54 

L 

Lungs 

alveolar surface area, 38 fractal structure of, 104 number of alveoli, 38 

M 

Mahayuga 

defined, 106 
numerical significance of, 106 

Mantra 

breath and, 58 
Om (Aum), 58, 99 
traditions of, 57–59 

Meditation 

brain changes from, 128 default mode network and, 127 gamma waves 
in, 129 
HRV and, 97 

Moon 

and living world, 84 
cycles of, 83–85 
in contemplative tradition, 85 

N 

Nadi Shodhana 

and nasal cycle, 52 instructions for, 184 nasal cycle and, 52 
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Nasal Cycle 

basic rest-activity cycle and, 103 
hemispheric dominance and, 52 

Nitric Oxide 

bhramari and, 55 
nasal breathing and, 44 
sinus production of, 44 

Number 108 

in the cosmos, 87 
in human body, 88 
in Vedic tradition, 87–89 
solar system geometry and, 87–88 

O 

Om (Aum) 

chanting effects of, 99 as primordial sound, 58 vibration of, 58 

P 

Panpsychism 

Chalmers and, 131 
defined, 131 

Polyvagal Theory Porges  

and, 148 three states of, 148 

Prana 

and breath, 60 
defined, 60 
in yogic tradition, 60 
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Pranayama 

as fourth limb of yoga, 60 
defined, 60 
types of, 52–59 

Precession of the Equinoxes 

and 25,920 years, 78 
and breath rate correspondence, 79 mechanics of, 77–78 

Process Philosophy 

and the breath, 118 
Whitehead and, 117–118 

R 

Rumi 

breath imagery in, 124 
on the reed flute, 124 

S 

Sacred Numbers 

108, 87–89 
9 (digital root), 89–90 
25,920, 78–80 

Samadhi 

defined, 130 
grades of, 130 
nirvikalpa, 130 

Schumann Resonances 

and brainwave frequencies, 96 
defined, 96 
fundamental frequency of, 96 
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Sleep 

and breath quality, 67 Cheyne-Stokes breathing, 36 nasal breathing 
during, 68 

Sound 

as healing, 100 
cymatics and, 94–95 
mantra and, 57–59 

T 

Tao 

and breath, 66 
defined, 66 
wu wei and, 66 

Trauma 

and breath, 148 
window of tolerance, 149 

U 

Ujjayi Pranayama 

defined, 61 
glottis constriction in, 61 

V 

Vagus Nerve 

bhramari and, 55 
defined, 42 
exhalation and, 41 
vagal tone, 42 
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Vedanta, Advaita 

Atman-Brahman identity, 120 
maya in, 120 
non-duality of, 119–121 

W 

Walking Breath Awareness 

instructions for, 185 
shinrin-yoku and, 185 

Window of Tolerance breath practice  

and, 149 defined, 149 
trauma and, 149 

Y 

Yoga Sutras 

eight limbs of, 60 
Patanjali and, 60 
pranayama in, 60 
samadhi in, 130 

Yuga Cycle 

Kali Yuga, 107 
Mahayuga, 106 
Vedic time scales, 105–107 



Anil Pandey 

285 
 

Anapanasati 

Pali: mindfulness of breathing. The primary Buddhist meditation 
practice, described in the Anapanasati Sutta as sixteen progressively 
deeper steps of breath awareness. 'Ana' means incoming breath, 'apana' 
means outgoing breath, 'sati' means mindfulness. 

Anthropic Principle 

The cosmological observation that the fundamental constants of physics 
appear finely tuned to permit the existence of observers. Raised by 
Brandon Carter in 1973; extended by Barrow, Tipler, and others. The 
weak form: we necessarily observe a universe compatible with our 
existence. 

Atman 

Sanskrit: the innermost self; the witnessing awareness that underlies all 
experience. In Advaita Vedanta, Atman is ultimately identical with 
Brahman. At death, the Atman departs with the final exhalation. The 
formula Tat tvam asi — That thou art — expresses the Atman-Brahman 
identity. 

Autonomic Nervous System 

The branch of the nervous system regulating involuntary functions: 
heart rate, blood pressure, digestion, respiration. Divided into the 
sympathetic (activating) and parasympathetic (restoring) branches. The 
breath is the primary conscious access point to autonomic regulation. 
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Bhramari Pranayama 

Sanskrit: humming bee breath. Pranayama technique involving 
sustained humming on the exhalation with ears and eyes covered. 
Activates the vagus nerve through laryngeal vibration and increases 
paranasal sinus nitric oxide approximately 15-fold. 

Brahman 

Sanskrit: the ultimate ground of being; pure, undifferentiated, self-
luminous awareness — not a personal deity but the substratum of all 
experience. In Advaita Vedanta, Brahman is the only reality; the 
apparent world arises within Brahman as a manifestation or appearance. 

Chronobiology 

The scientific study of biological rhythms. Established that virtually 
every cell contains a molecular clock (driven by genes CLOCK, BMAL1, 
PER, CRY) cycling in approximately 24 hours. The timing of biological 
processes matters for health as much as their quantity or quality. 

Circadian Rhythm 

From Latin circa dies (approximately one day): the ~24-hour biological 
cycle governing sleep, hormones, metabolism, and immune function. 
Driven by the suprachiasmatic nucleus of the hypothalamus; 
synchronized by light exposure. Disruption increases risk of cancer, 
metabolic disease, and depression. 

Coherent Breathing 

Breathing at approximately 5–6 cycles per minute — the resonant 
frequency of the human cardiovascular system — producing maximum 
heart rate variability coherence. Independently discovered by Vedic 
pranayama and Catholic rosary prayer. Measurably improves HRV, 
blood pressure, and emotional regulation. 
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Cymatics 

From Greek kyma (wave): the study of patterns produced by sound on 
matter, pioneered by Hans Jenny (1904–1972). Demonstrates that 
vibrating matter self-organizes into complex geometric forms — 
mandalas, spirals, lattices — illustrating the formative power of vibration. 

Default Mode Network 

A network of brain regions (including medial prefrontal cortex and 
posterior cingulate cortex) most active during mind-wandering and self-
referential thought. Associated with the narrative self. Significantly 
reduced in activity during meditation, correlating with decreased 
self-referential thinking. 

Diaphragm 

The dome-shaped muscle dividing the thoracic and abdominal cavities; 
responsible for approximately 80% of respiratory work at rest. Its 
descent on inhalation also drives the respiratory pump, aiding venous 
return to the heart. Diaphragmatic breathing activates the 
parasympathetic system more effectively than chest breathing. 

Divya Drishti 

Sanskrit: divine vision. In the Indian contemplative tradition, the mode 
of perception arising when habitual mental overlays are cleared, allowing 
direct contact with reality. In the Bhagavad Gita, granted to Arjuna to 
behold the universal form of Krishna. Contemplatively: heightened 
perceptual clarity, not supernatural sight. 

Fractal 

A geometric form self-similar across scales — the same pattern appearing 
at every level of magnification. Introduced by Benoit Mandelbrot. 
Found throughout nature: coastlines, river networks, bronchial trees, 
neural networks. Describes a universe organised on the principle of self-
similarity, resonant with the principle 'as above, so below.' 
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Golden Ratio (Phi, ) 

The ratio approximately 1.618, produced when a line segment is divided 
so the whole-to-larger ratio equals the larger-to-smaller ratio. Appears 
throughout biological growth (Fibonacci spirals) and human anatomy. 
Encoded in classical sacred architecture. May correspond to the optimal 
inhalation-to-exhalation ratio in resting breath. 

Heart Rate Variability (HRV) 

The variation in time between successive heartbeats. High HRV 
indicates an adaptable, resilient nervous system; low HRV predicts 
cardiovascular disease and shortened lifespan. Maximised by coherent 
breathing at ~6 breaths per minute. Measurable by modern wearable 
devices, making it the most accessible real-time indicator of autonomic 
health. 

Ida Nadi 

In yogic subtle anatomy: one of two principal energy channels spiralling 
around the central sushumna nadi. Associated with the left nostril, the 
moon, the feminine principle, and coolness. Left-nostril breathing 
activates the right cerebral hemisphere, promoting calm, creative, and 
reflective states. 

Interoception 

The perception of the body's internal state: heartbeat, breath, digestion, 
temperature. Established by Antonio Damasio as essential to decision-
making and emotional intelligence. Enhanced by breath-awareness 
practice, which trains the neural pathways carrying interoceptive signals 
to the brain. 

Kali Yuga 

In the Vedic cosmological Yuga cycle: the current age of spiritual 
darkness, lasting 432,000 years. Characterised by declining dharma, 
shortened human lifespan, and the dominance of materialism. The 
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tradition paradoxically holds that Kali Yuga offers unique opportunity: 
without collective supports, the individual must turn inward. 

Kapalabhati 

Sanskrit: skull-shining breath. Pranayama involving rapid, forceful 
exhalations driven by abdominal contractions, followed by passive 
inhalations. Clears nasal passages and energises the mind. 
Contraindicated in hypertension, glaucoma, pregnancy, and recent 
abdominal surgery. Must be learned from a qualified teacher. 

Mahayuga 

Sanskrit: great age. In Vedic cosmology, one complete cycle of the four 
Yugas spanning 4,320,000 years. One thousand Mahayugas equal a 
Kalpa — one day of Brahma. The Mahayuga duration shares the digital 
root 9 with the precessional cycle (25,920 years) and the number of daily 
breaths (21,600). 

Mantra 

Sanskrit: a sacred sound, syllable, or phrase used as a meditation object, 
repeated rhythmically with the breath. Found across traditions: the Jesus 
Prayer (Christian), dhikr (Sufi), Om mani padme hum (Tibetan 
Buddhist), the Gayatri mantra (Hindu). Research shows mantra 
meditation reduces stress arousal comparably to non-verbal meditation. 

Nadi Shodhana 

Sanskrit: channel purification. Alternate-nostril pranayama that 
balances the two sides of the nervous system by alternating breath 
between left and right nostrils. Among the most widely practised 
pranayama techniques; produces immediate mental clarity and 
emotional equilibrium, and modulates cerebral hemispheric 
dominance. 



Divya Drishti - The Cosmic Breath 

290 

Nasal Cycle 

The alternating dominance of left and right nasal airflow cycling 
approximately every 90–150 minutes. Correlated with the basic rest-
activity cycle (BRAC) and with alternating hemispheric dominance in 
the brain: right-nostril dominance correlates with left-hemisphere 
analytical mode; left-nostril with right-hemisphere creative mode. 

Nitric Oxide (NO) 

A gaseous signalling molecule produced in the paranasal sinuses and 
released into inhaled air. Acts as bronchodilator and vasodilator in the 
lungs, improving gas exchange. Has antiviral properties. Nasal breathing 
delivers significantly more NO than mouth breathing; humming 
(bhramari) increases sinus NO by approximately 15-fold. 

Number 108 

A number of profound significance in Vedic and contemplative 
traditions. Astronomical: the sun's distance from Earth ÷ sun's diameter 
 108; the moon's distance ÷ moon's diameter  108. The body has 108 
marmas (vital points). Traditional mala necklaces have 108 beads. The 
digital root of 108 is 9. 

Prana 

Sanskrit: vital life-force; the animating energy sustaining all living 
systems, understood as carried on the breath. Not identical with air but 
conveyed by it — as electricity is conveyed by wire. Pranayama practices 
cultivate, purify, and direct prana through the body's network of nadis 
(subtle energy channels). 

Pranayama 

Sanskrit: expansion or regulation of the life-force. The fourth limb of 
classical Ashtanga yoga as defined by Patanjali. The deliberate regulation 
of breath as a vehicle for the refinement of consciousness. Encompasses 
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hundreds of techniques working with inhalation (puraka), retention 
(kumbhaka), and exhalation (rechaka). 

Precession of the Equinoxes 

The slow wobble of Earth's rotational axis caused by gravitational 
torques from the sun and moon on Earth's equatorial bulge. Completes 
one cycle in approximately 25,772 years (the Great Year). Shifts the 
celestial north pole among the stars and moves the equinoxes through 
the zodiac at approximately one degree per 72 years. 

Process Philosophy 

A philosophical framework developed by Alfred North Whitehead in 
which the fundamental constituents of reality are dynamic events of 
becoming rather than static substances. Every entity is an act of creative 
synthesis of its past. Experience is fundamental at every level of reality, 
not merely in complex organisms. 

Qi (Chi) 

Chinese: vital energy or life-force, analogous to prana in the Indian 
tradition. Understood as the animating principle of all living systems, 
flowing through channels (meridians) in the body. Cultivated through 
qigong, taijiquan, and Taoist breathing practices. Imbalance or blockage 
of qi is understood as the root of disease. 

Samadhi 

Sanskrit: integration; absorption. The deepest states of meditative 
concentration in which the subject-object structure of ordinary 
experience is transcended. Described by Patanjali as the culmination of 
the eight-limbed path. Savikalpa samadhi retains an object of 
meditation; nirvikalpa samadhi dissolves all distinctions between 
meditator and meditation. 
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Schumann Resonances 

Electromagnetic resonances in the cavity between Earth's surface and 
the ionosphere, excited by ~40–50 global lightning strikes per second. 
Fundamental frequency: ~7.83 Hz. This falls at the theta-alpha 
boundary of human brainwave frequencies — the state associated with 
relaxed, wakeful awareness and deep meditation. 

Sushumna Nadi 

Sanskrit: the central channel. In yogic subtle anatomy, the primary 
energy pathway running along the spine from the base chakra 
(muladhara) to the crown (sahasrara). Activation of sushumna — said to 
occur when breath flows equally through both nostrils — is associated 
with expanded awareness and deep meditation. 

Tao 

Chinese: the way; the unnameable ground of all existence in Taoist 
philosophy. Not a thing but the process through which all things arise, 
persist, and return to source. The Tao Te Ching opens: 'The Tao that 
can be named is not the eternal Tao.' The breath is the body's most 
intimate participation in the Tao. 

Ujjayi Pranayama 

Sanskrit: victorious breath. Pranayama with slight constriction of the 
glottis during both inhalation and exhalation, producing a soft oceanic 
sound. Creates gentle back-pressure, slows the breath, activates the vagus 
nerve, and provides an auditory anchor for attention. Widely used as a 
breath anchor throughout yoga asana practice. 

Vagus Nerve 

The tenth cranial nerve; primary nerve of the parasympathetic system. 
Wanders from the brainstem through the throat, heart, lungs, and 
abdomen. Carries approximately 80% of its signals from body to brain. 
High vagal tone correlates with emotional resilience, cardiovascular health, 
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and prosocial behaviour. Stimulated by slow exhalation, humming, and social 
connection. 

Vedanta, Advaita 

Non-dual (advaita = not-two) philosophical tradition of India, most 
systematically expounded by Adi Shankaracharya (8th century CE). 
Holds that Brahman (ultimate reality) is the only existence; the apparent 
multiplicity of the world is maya (appearance). The individual Atman is, 
in truth, identical with Brahman: Tat tvam asi — That thou art. 

Window of Tolerance 

A therapeutic concept (developed by Dan Siegel) describing the range of 
autonomic arousal within which effective learning, connection, and 
response occur. Trauma narrows the window. Breath practice — 
particularly slow, rhythmic breathing with extended exhalation — is 
among the most effective tools for widening it. 

Yuga Cycle 

In Vedic cosmology, the four great ages through which the cosmos 
cycles: Satya (1,728,000 years), Treta (1,296,000 years), Dvapara 
(864,000 years), and Kali (432,000 years). Together comprising a 
Mahayuga of 4,320,000 years. All durations are multiples of 432,000, 
whose digits sum to 9 — the digital root shared across cosmological 
numbers. 
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Anil Pandey 

Anil Pandey is a technology leader, entrepreneur, and thought explorer 
working at the intersection of science, consciousness, and emerging 
digital technologies. With nearly three decades of experience across 
global corporations and entrepreneurial ventures, he has worked at 
senior leadership and CXO levels driving robotics, digital 
transformation, enterprise innovation, and new technology adoption 
across multiple industries. 

Throughout his career, Anil has been deeply involved in building 
technology-led business ecosystems, leading teams that have delivered 
solutions in areas such as automation, artificial intelligence, immersive 
technologies, and digital platforms. His professional journey spans 
working with multinational organizations as well as founding and 
mentoring ventures that aim to bridge technology, human experience, 
and societal transformation. 

Beyond the corporate world, Anil’s intellectual interests extend into the 
deeper questions of consciousness, cosmology, philosophy, and ancient 
Indian knowledge systems. For many years he has explored the 
connections between modern scientific discoveries and insights 
contained in texts such as the Vedas, Upanishads, and the Bhagavad 
Gita. His work seeks to present these ideas not as mystical abstractions 
but as frameworks that can be examined through the lens of science, 
mathematics, cosmology, and systems thinking. 

He is also actively involved in developing platforms that make 
knowledge and experience more immersive and accessible. Through his 
initiatives in immersive XR (extended reality), experiential learning, and 
digital engagement ecosystems, Anil aims to create environments where 
technology can help people explore deeper layers of perception, 
learning, and awareness. 

His current ventures explore applications of immersive technologies 
across multiple domains including education, cultural storytelling, 



Anil Pandey 

295 
 

tourism, digital engagement platforms, and experiential spirituality. 
These efforts are driven by a larger vision: to use technology not merely 
as a tool for efficiency but as a medium for expanding human 
understanding and creativity. 

He lives in India and continues to work on initiatives that combine 
technology innovation, knowledge systems, and experiential learning, 
with the aim of contributing to a deeper understanding of the universe 
and humanity’s place within it. 
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This book would not have been possible without the quiet support, 
encouragement, and patience of many people who stood beside me 
during this journey. 

My deepest gratitude goes to my Guru (Paramhans Swami Shri 
Adgadanand Ji Maharaj).  

To my wife Anupama, whose constant encouragement, understanding, 
and strength made it possible for me to pursue the long hours of 
reflection and writing that this book demanded -- my children Aryan and 
Isha, whose curiosity about the universe and life often reminded me why 
this exploration matters. 

I am equally thankful to my dear friends Seema and Adhaar Bansal, and 
Deepika and Yogesh Bhatia, whose thoughtful conversations, 
encouragement, and belief in this work helped shape many of the ideas 
presented here. 

A special thanks to Swapnil Soni, who patiently helped in editing, 
organizing, and compiling the manuscript, bringing structure and clarity 
to what began as a collection of scattered reflections. 

This book also emerged from many years of practice, study, and 
conversation. I am grateful to the teachers -- named and unnamed, living 
and long departed -- whose wisdom is woven throughout these pages. 

My deepest gratitude goes to the tradition of Advaita Vedanta and to 
the lineage of teachers who have kept it alive and transmissible across 
generations of changing cultural circumstances. Whatever is most 
accurate in this book about the nature of consciousness and the 
relationship between the individual and the cosmos derives from this 
tradition. Whatever is inaccurate is my own misunderstanding. 

I am grateful to the scientists whose work I have drawn upon 
throughout: Sara Lazar, Richard Davidson, Stephen Porges, Antonio 
Damasio, James Nestor, and many others who have brought rigour and 
precision to the study of breath, consciousness, and their biological 
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substrates. Their work is making it possible for the ancient insights of 
contemplative traditions to be understood in the language of 
contemporary science. 

I am grateful to the translators and scholars who have made the primary 
texts of the world's contemplative traditions accessible in English and in 
other modern languages. The Yoga Sutras, the Anapanasati Sutta, the 
Tao Te Ching, the Masnavi, the Duino Elegies, the Cloud of 
Unknowing -- these texts exist for contemporary readers because of the 
patient, skilled, and often invisible work of translation. 

I am grateful to the practitioners -- the meditators, the yogis, the Sufis, 
the monks and nuns and lay contemplatives of every tradition -- who 
have maintained the living reality of practice across centuries of change 
and challenge. 

And I am grateful to the breath itself -- patient, continuous, 
unremarkable, and inexhaustibly generous --for being available, without 
condition, to whoever has the attention to receive it. 

 

 

! Hari Om Tat Sat ! 


