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Pranayama, the control of Prana. Breathing techniques, and “Breath Awareness” or “Breath Meditation” 
The subject of “Pranayama” has also been treated in chapter 31* on Yoga Meditation. 

Control of Prana is integral to Yoga
Below is an excerpt, Chapter 86, from my Compendium “Medications and Meditations in the New Age”
NOTE: JCBWL: Jesus Christ, the Bearer of the Water of Life, A Christian Reflection on the New Age, February 3, 2003, Vatican Document


Let the reader be very clear at the outset: The Prana of Pranayama is NOT the same entity as breath or the air that we breathe. Prana is what Hinduism holds to be the monistic impersonal Universal Life Force energy or “Life Force” that is in all and is all. This is the essence of advaitic Hinduism, that all is one; hence man who is under the illusion (maya) that he is an individual creation must strive through practising the different paths of yoga to lose his illusion of individuality, realize his divinity and achieve union with the impersonal energy of the Brahman or 'god'. The original Sanskrit word for yoga means "to unite". The goal of yoga is "Moksha", "self-realisation" or union with 'god'. 
Pranayama is the refusal of breath. "Ayama" denotes regulation or control. "The effect or fruit of Pranayama is Udghata or awakening of the sleeping Kundalini," we read below.
Pranayama is one of the eight limbs, the fourth exactly, of yoga, mentioned in verse 2.29 in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. It is the crossover or link stage between the physical and the spiritual aspects of yoga, indulged in immediately before one enters the final phase of yogic meditation that leads to the eighth limb, samadhi, enlightenment or “god realization”.

Some of the notes on Pranayama from Hindu sources cited below are pseudo-scientific and, for the Christian, occult.

Origins and Development

"Pranayama - The control of the life force through regulated or relaxed breathing, one of the eight angas in Patanjali’s astanga yoga; in Hatha Yoga and Kundalini Yoga, it is an elaborate system of breathing exercises aimed at the achievement of bodily and mental health and at inducing special abilities and powers."
(A Popular Dictionary of Hinduism, Karel Werner, Curzon Press, 1994, 190 pages)

"Tasmin sati svasaprasvasayor-gativicchedah pranayamah - “Regulation of breath or the control of Prana is the stoppage of inhalation and exhalation, which follows after securing that steadiness of posture or seat.”

This is the definition of Pranayama in the Yoga-sutras of Patanjali.
"You can hardly make any spiritual progress without the practice of Pranayama. The energy in the body is Prana. By controlling the motion of the lungs or respiratory organs, we can control the Prana that is vibrating inside. By control of Prana, the mind can be easily controlled, because the mind is fastened to the Prana.

"“Pranayama is the control of all life-forces by realising naught but Brahman in all things as the mind, etc.

The negation of the Universe is the outgoing breath. The thought: ‘I am Brahman’ itself is called the incoming breath.

The permanence of that thought thereafter is the restrained breath. This is the Pranayama of the wise, while the pressing of the nose is only for the unknowing.” (Sri Sankaracharya: Aparokshanubhuti, 118-120).

"Pranayama is the control of the Prana and the vital forces of the body. It is regulation of the breath. This is the most important step. The aim of Pranayama is the control of Prana. Pranayama begins with the regulation of the breath for having control over the life-currents or inner vital force. In other words, Pranayama is the perfect control of the life-currents through control of breath.

"If you can control the Prana you can completely control all the forces of the Universe, mental and physical. 

"If one controls the … Prana, the mind also is controlled. He who has controlled his mind has also controlled his breath. If one is suspended, the other is also suspended. If the mind and Prana are both controlled one gets liberation from the round of births and deaths and attains immortality.

"The effect or fruit of Pranayama is Udghata or awakening of the sleeping Kundalini. The chief aim of Pranayama is to unite the Prana with the Apana and take the united Pranayama slowly upwards towards the head. Kundalini is the source for all occult powers … Particular occult powers develop themselves at each stage of progress.
"Sukha Purvaka Pranayama removes all diseases, purifies the Nadis, steadies the mind in concentration, improves digestion, increases the digestive fire and appetite, helps to maintain Brahmacharya and awakens the Kundalini that is sleeping at the Muladhara Chakra. Purification of Nadis will set in rapidly. You will have levitation (rising above the ground) also. Hatha Yogins approach Brahman by controlling Prana. Raja Yogins approach Brahman by controlling mind.

"Surya Bheda Pranayama … awakens Kundalini Sakti and increases the bodily fire.

"Pranic Healing** (read chapter 19): Those who practise Pranayama can impart their Prana in healing morbid diseases. They can also recharge themselves with Prana in no time by practising Kumbhaka. Never think that you will be depleted of your Prana by distributing it to others. The more you give, the more it will flow to you from the cosmic source (Hiranyagarbha)… Repeat “OM” (read chapter 72) when you pass your Prana to others … You can transmit your Prana through space, to your friend, who is living at a distance.
"The control of the vibratory Prana means to a Yogi, the kindling of the fire of supreme knowledge, the realisation of the Self … The goal of life is self-realisation. “This is brought about by means of the subjugation of the body and the senses, the service to a good Guru, the hearing of Vedantic doctrine and constant meditation thereon” (Niralamba Upanishad)."
(What is Pranayama, http://www.yoga-age.com/asanas/prana.html) 

**"Pranic healing (read chapter 19) has also become very popular, even among Christians. This is based on the Hindu concept of 'prana' or 'universal life energy' which flows through the body. In a trance-like state the practitioner becomes a channel of universal life energy for the patient, who assimilates this energy."
(A New Age of the Spirit? A Catholic Response to the New Age Phenomenon, Irish Theological Commission, 1994,
https://www.worldcat.org/title/new-age-of-the-spirit-a-catholic-response-to-the-new-age-phenomenon/oclc/31172232)
"Universal or cosmic Prana is the energy that springs from the universal Spirit (Paramatman). It remains the motionless, unmanifested and undifferentiated Energy called Brahman…
Similarly, individual Prana, or vital force, springs from the individual spirit (Atman).

Earth, water, fire, air, and ether are the five elements called Mahabhutas. The source of atomic energy is the earth element; the source of steam force, the water element; of heat and light, the fire element; of electricity, the air element; and finally it is ether that establishes the gravitational balance through magnetism, which is Prana itself…
Thus Prana is the total of all energies existing in Prakriti (Nature). Nature is the great reservoir of Prana energy. It is through the subtle energy of Prana that everything in Nature comes into existence and functions.

"When one controls Prana, spiritual powers (Siddhis) are gained, as well as infinite peace and bliss. This is the state of liberation, the goal of yoga.

Vedanta Philosophy says, "Prana is Brahman, or Absolute Reality." The Vedas declare, "He who knows Prana, knows the Vedas." In Shiva Svarodaya, an ancient text on Yoga, Lord Shiva also says, "Prana is a great friend, companion, and brother to all human beings in this world, because everything can be achieved with its help."

Truly, Prana has a great friendship with the soul. When either of them leaves the body, the other immediately follows. In the Yoga Chudamani Upanishad it is said, "So long as Prana is restrained in the body, the soul does not leave the body. Then there is no fear of death. Hence one should practice the regulation of Prana" (stanza 90). In the Gheranda Samhita it is said, "By practicing the restraint of Prana, a man becomes a lesser god" (chapter V, stanza 1). All these statements explain the importance of Prana and its regulation for achieving spiritual realization.
"While breathing through the nostrils one derives not only oxygen for the gross body but also vital force, or Prana, which travels through the subtle body by means of subtle channels known as Ida and Pingala… They do not end up in the lungs like the respiratory system of the gross body. Instead they run down to a bulbous subtle structure (Kanda) situated about three inches below the navel of the gross body. There are fourteen principal channels (Nadis) in the subtle body. All of them converge into the subtle bulb (Kanda). They branch into 72,000 smaller channels and 350,000 minor tributaries spreading all over the subtle body. However, from the point of view of Yoga, only three of these Nadis- the Ida, Pingala, and Sushumna- are important. Of the three major Nadis, the Sushumna is the most important. These subtle channels are located in the subtle body coinciding with the spinal column of the gross body. The Sushumna is the middle channel, while Ida and Pingala are located on its left and right respectively. When we breathe in air through the nostrils, we also drive the vital force of Prana through the Ida and Pingala.

"The vital airs can be regulated by practicing a series of scientific steps of Yoga, such as postures (Asanas), exercises to control the breath (Pranayamas)
"Any of the following manifestations may occur in an aspirant’s body when the vital force is released: 
"Performing various special Yogic gestures [Mudras] with hands and fingers; Rocking or swaying in a circular manner from the waist, or stretching and twisting the body; Shaking of the body or jerking of the limbs; Rolling on the floor; Spinning around on the buttocks while in a sitting position; Crying or laughing; Emitting meaningless sounds from the mouth; Singing or chanting holy Mantras; Getting up and beginning to dance. The above list of manifestations is not exhaustive.
"One should fully surrender to the released Prana that knows well how to lead an aspirant forward on the path of self-realization. [At the stage of Dharana/Dhyana], many powers of extra-sensory perception and super-ability have been attained… With all the three bodies and all the three sheaths transcended, the final permanent state of Samadhi (Nirbij Samadhi) begins. Now the soul is established in Supreme Consciousness (Turiya). The longer the Yogi remains in Nirbij Samadhi, the greater the powers of omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence unfold."
(Yoga, The Ultimate Attainment, Awakening the Life Force, Swami Rajarshi Muni, Jaico Publishing, 1999, 200 pages)
Despite making a fervent appeal to science on the contention that matter and energy are different forms of the same substance to justify the vedic advaitic philosophy of monism or "all is one", no data, justification or proof is (ever) offered to back up the innumerable claims made for the existence of the "subtle body" and its "vital airs", bulbs, channels, nadis, tributaries, sheaths, chakras… and as to how the exact numbers (3, 14, 72000, 350000) are arrived at. Some proponents of yoga admit that knowledge of their existence is "clairvoyantly" revealed.  

We learn that the Prana or “subtle energy” is believed to have a "life" and an "intelligence" of its own. Pranayama is an integral part -- the fourth "limb" -- of the practice of yogic meditation "on the path of self-realization". Manipulation of prana in pranayama is expected to be accompanied by the manifestation of psychic phenomena at the physical, mental, and spiritual levels, and sustained practice would result in "the powers of omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence". The goal of the manipulation or “control” of Prana is self-deification. For Christians, the practice of pranayama can be very, very dangerous.

"Prana – 'the life': Hiranyagarbha, the second aspect of Brahman associated with ajnana (ignorance) is also known as Prana because he is the very life of the universe.

Prana – 'vital air': It is one of the five vital airs centred in the nose and responsible for respiration. It is a product of the rajas-aspect of the five tanmatras or primordial elements.

Pranayama – 'regulation of breath': The fourth of the eight steps of Yoga, it is concerned with the control of the pranic energy and hence the mind, by regulating breathing."
(A Dictionary of Advaita Vedanta, Swami Harshananda, Ramakrishna Math, 1995)

"The aim of practising Pranayama is to stimulate, regulate, and harmonize vital energy of the body. Just as a bath is required for purifying the body, so also Pranayama is required for purifying the mind… In the 49th Sutra of Sadhanapada of Patanjali Yogasutra, the great Rishi Patanjali has defined Pranayama as a process in which respiration is interrupted, and Prana, that is the vital force, is controlled and regulated. According to some, Prana means air. But this is a wrong and misleading interpretation. Prana, in fact, is the vital power which is the force motivating every element of the earth, and which is the origin of the force of thought. There is a deep affinity between Prana and mental force, between mental force and intellect, between intellect and soul, and between soul and God… This is the reason why Pranayama is considered one of the efficacious means of attaining yoga… Yogasana and Pranayama are closely inter-related. An aspirant should master asanas like Padmasana… before he begins to practise Pranayama." 
(Yoga: Yogasana and Pranayama for Health, Dr. P.D. Sharma, Gala, Navneet Publications, 1984, 158 pages. Pages 9, 125, 140)
"The word pranayam is made up of two words, pran and ayama. The word pran means the vital breath or vital air. The word ayama denotes regulation or control. So pranayam means regulated or controlled breathing. The purpose of pranayam is to take full advantage of the vital breath. Pranayam is an important part of Ashtangayoga.

In the Yogdarshan, 2/52, it is said, 'Pranayam removes the film of ignorance covering wisdom in an individual.'

In the Yogchudamani, it is said that pranayam burns sins. It is a bridge to cross the ocean of life.

…While breathing, one may repeat the name of a deity or chant a mantra… The basic purpose of pranayam is to widen the path of spiritual attainment… Some are known to have achieved death at will through pranayam."
(Hindu Rites, Rituals, Customs and Traditions, Prem P. Bhalla, Pustak Mahal, January 2006)

"Pranayama, if not practiced under the guidance of a capable teacher, can do irreparable physical and mental damage to one who engages in it."
(The Essentials of Hinduism, A Comprehensive Overview of the World’s Oldest Religion, Swami Bhaskarananda, 1994, published by Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1998, 234 pages. Chapter: The Four Yogas)

"The Sanskrit word Prana means cosmic energy… Through Pranayama, masters of Yoga not only control the energy in their bodies but also cosmic energy." The Swami lists the "Dangers associated with the practice of Pranayama", concluding that without proper supervision, "the practice of Pranayama can be extremely dangerous". 
"He goes further, even suggesting that because of the "hazards associated with the practice of Pranayama”, one can choose the alternative of "devotion to God [that] enables a spiritual aspirant to have God-experience without practicing Pranayama or other Yoga techniques. Through devotion, when the mind becomes concentrated on God or the chosen deity, Kumbhaka happens automatically. Thus the fourth step to Yoga can be safely skipped." 

He testifies to having known people to go "completely insane", develop "symptoms of premature old age" and suffer "total amnesia" by the incorrect practice of pranayama techniques." 
(Meditation, Mind and Patanjali’s Yoga, Swami Bhaskarananda,  published by Sri Ramakrishna Math, 2002, 252 pages, pp 73-78)
If pranayama is so dreadfully dangerous and can lead to death and mental damage, and even a Hindu is advised to ‘skip’ it if need be, why do Christians insist that they are doing “breathing exercises” and practise this occult yogic technique?
"Prana is not the same thing as breath. Prana is a subtle energy, not gross, i.e. it cannot be observed or measured by any physical instrument… Prana is a cosmic energy pervading the universe. When we breathe in air, we take in not only the air but also the prana energy… According to yogis, when a particular sub-system is not working properly, the prana energy is not being properly distributed to the particular nadis controlling the operation of that organ… The disease can be cured only if the blockages stopping the prana flow are removed, allowing the prana to flow properly. The exercises which break these knots are the pranayamas, literally, 'the control of prana'; yama means 'control'."
(Pranayama with Postures for Specific Benefits, by M.K. Gopalakrishna, Sri Aurobindo Kapali Sastry Institute of Vedic Culture, 2001)

New Age

Many New Age alternative therapies, as we have seen in Section E, Medicating in the New Age, follow the same philosophy as the above. The "blocked" nadi or "congested" meridian is cleared with pins and needles (acupuncture), pressure (acupressure, reflexology, massages), sweeping and cleansing (pranic healing), laying on of hands (reiki), use of crystals, pyramids, and gem stones, etc. because prana is the same entity as the Taoist chi or qi and the Japanese ki. For example:

"The source of life really defies logical explanation. Call it God, or nature, or Tao… The health, sexual rejuvenation, and longevity practices of the Taoists grew out of their quest for immortality… A Taoist learns to deal with his or her own energy and the energy of the Earth. One who walks on the Way [the Tao] learns to control his or her own energy. This lies at the heart of the practice of the Tao. Probably the best term to call these practices would be Taoist Yoga. In China it is generally referred to as Chi Kung… Chi is the Key… 

The modern translation is Qi. In Japan it is called Ki. Chi, Qi, or Ki, it is all the same energy… Chi Kung (Read Chapter 28. Taoist Yoga – Chi Kung, Qi Gong or Ki Gong) also means the study and practice of the Life Force Energy. For our purposes, Chi is both our breath and our life force. The two are intimately related… The basic concept is to learn to control your Life Force Energy… Taoists explored the Life Force Energy (Chi). They found that they could use their minds to control the Chi. They found they could use breath to control the Chi. They also learned that Chi could be moved in the body by different types of physical exercises. The Taoists combined breath and mind and found new ways to control the Life Force Energy… Chi moves through the body in what are known as channels or meridians…" 

(Taoist Yoga & Chi Kung For Better Health, Good Sex and Long Life, A Guide to Taoist Yoga and Chi Kung, by Eric Steven Yudelove, Llewellyn Publications, 1997, 320 pages, pages xiii, 3, 5-7) 
"A significant number of religions and psychotherapies employ “proper breathing” techniques as a supposed regulator of physical and psychological health, or for purposes of so-called spiritual (occult) enlightenment. Because breath awareness methods are often influenced by Eastern or occultic philosophy and practice (e.g., yoga) and because they are frequently designed to alter one’s consciousness, they are also encountered in the many occultic forms of transpersonal and fringe psycho​therapy. Eastern mystics and yogis have long claimed that the breath is a vital tool for altering one’s consciousness. Concentration on the breath and regulation of its “flow” are necessary to attain occult enlightenment. For example, the yogic practice of pranayama attempts to use the breath to regulate the control of mystical life-energy “underneath” the breath, prana. The end goal is occultic enlightenment which frequently involves spirit contact and/or possession. Breath awareness methods have little to do with cardiovascular exercise. They are what the name implies – breath awareness or breath meditation."

(What is Breath Awareness? Dr. John Ankerberg and Dr. John Weldon, https://www.jashow.org/articles/general/holistic-health-practicespart-11/)

"True yoga is the occult use of breathing exercises, physical postures, and meditation for supposed spiritual enlightenment. The physical exercises of yoga are believed to prevent disease and maintain health through bodily regulation of prana (mystical energy). In Hindu mythology, the serpent goddess Kundalini 'rests' at the base of the spine. She is aroused by yoga practice, travels up the spine regulating prana, opens the body’s alleged chakras (psychic centers), unleashes psychic powers, and finally reaches the top or crown chakra permitting occult enlightenment."
(The Facts on Holistic Health and the New Medicine, John Ankerberg and John Weldon, 1992, GLS Publishing, 2000) 

If Yoga (read chapter 31) is New Age, so too is Pranayama.

"Yogasanas and Pranayama are closely interwoven. Regular practice of Yogasanas makes a person aware of the sensation of Prana in the vicinity of the Nabhi-Chakra. http://www.indiangyan.com/books/therapybooks/mystic_science_vastu/vastu_dosha_and_yogic_remedies.shtml." 
(Yogasanas: physical postures, spiritual method or both? Dr. John F. Weldon, http://www.apologeticsindex.org/y06aa.html)

"Yoga's breathing techniques (pranayama) may seem stress-relieving, yet they can be an open door to psychic influences." 
(Laurette Willis, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2005/120/42.0.html)
"In yoga they do what they call pranayama breathing. Prana is the Hindu word for life force, the same concept as the word chi in some martial arts. Yoga breathing attempts to manipulate that life energy, which Laurette Willis (see immediately above), involved in yoga and the New Age for 22 years before coming to Christ, believes is perilous."
(Should Christians do yoga? Laura J. Bagby, http://www.cbn.com/health/fitness/bagby_yoga-alternative.aspx)    

Below are excerpts from Chapter 86 of my Compendium “Medications and Meditations in the New Age”

The eight limbs of yoga as in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras are: 

(Yama (self-control, restraint, devotion to the gods [e.g., Krishna] or the final impersonal God [e.g., Brahman] 

(Niyama (religious duties, prohibitions, observances) 

(Asana (proper postures for yoga practices; these represent the first stage in the isolation of consciousness and are vital components for “transcending the human condition”) 

(Pranayama (the control and directing of the breath and the alleged divine energy within the human body [prana] to promote health and spiritual [occult] consciousness and evolution) 

(Pratyahara (sensory control or deprivation, i.e., withdrawal of the senses from attach​ment to external objects) 

(Dharana (deeper concentration, or mind control) 

(Dhyana (deep contemplation from occult meditation) 

(Samadhi (occult enlightenment or “God [Brahman] realization” i.e., “union” of the “indi​vidual” with God). 

"Because the eight steps are interdependent, the steps of ‘postures’ and ‘breathing’ cannot logically be separated from the others. Thus, the interdependence of all eight steps reveals why the physical exercises of yoga are designed to prepare the body for the spiri​tual (occult) changes that will allegedly help one realize godhood status. 

"The concept of prana (“breath”) is a key to the process. Pranayama refers to the knowl​edge and control of prana, or mystical energy, not merely to the control of one’s physical breath. Prana is believed to be universal divine energy residing behind the material world (akasa). Prana is said to have five forms, and all energy is thought to be a manifestation of it. Swami Nikhilananada describes it in his Vivekananda—The Yogas and Other Works as “the infinite, omnipresent manifesting power of this universe.” Perfect control of prana makes one God. One can have ‘infinite knowledge, infinite power, now’: 

What power on earth would not be his? He would be able to move the sun and stars out of their places, to control everything in the universe from the atoms to the biggest suns. This is the end and aim of pranayama. When the yogi becomes perfect there will be nothing in nature not under his control. If he orders the gods or the souls of the departed to come, they will come at his bidding. All the forces of nature will obey him as slaves…. He who has controlled prana has controlled his own mind and all the minds… and all the bodies that exist… 

"The aim of pranayama is also to arouse the coiled-up power in the muladhara chakra called kundalini: 

Then the whole of nature will begin to change and the door of [psychic] knowledge will open. No more will you need to go to books for knowledge; your own mind will have become your book, containing infinite knowledge. 
According to Vivekananda, all occult manifestations are accomplished through yogic control of prana: 

We see in every country sects that attempted the control of prana. In this country there are mind-healers, spiritualists, Christian Scientists, hypnotists, and so on. If we examine these different sects, we shall find at the back of each is the control of prana, whether they know it or not. If you boil all the theories down, the residuum will be that. It is one and the same force they are manipulating… Thus we see that pranayama includes all that is true even of spiritualism. Similarly, you will find that wherever any sect or body of people is trying to discover anything occult, mysterious, or hidden, they are really practicing some sort of yoga to control their prana. You will find that wherever there is any extraordinary display of power, it is the manifestation of prana. 
In other words, prana, God, and occult energy are all one and the same. The one who practices yogic breathing (pranayama) is by definition attempting to manipulate occult (“divine”) energy." 

(Dr. John Ankerberg and Dr. John Weldon, https://www.jashow.org/articles/general/yoga-theory-and-practice-separable-part-1/)
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