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“Do you see what I see?” the familiar Christmas song asks.  But do you see what I 

see?  Wouldn’t you expect the answer to be “yes” if we are looking at the same 

thing?  Well, more likely than not, the answer is “no” even though we are looking at the 

same thing.  So why do we not see the same thing?  Because our seeing reflects all of 

our past experiences and patterns, present thoughts and feelings, and future hopes and 

dreams—and those are very different for each of us.  A common saying in the yoga 

community is, “we do not see the world as it is but as we are” (quote of unclear origin—

some attribute the Talmud, some Kant and some Anais Nin).  This sheds light on the 

human experience of perception and misperception. 

 

While the simple definition of perception refers to understanding something 

through the senses, if the senses were all that were involved, we would all see the same 

thing.  So, more accurately, perception is defined in the dictionary as “the act or faculty 

of apprehending by means of the sensor of the mind; cognition; understanding; insight,” 

acknowledging the influences of each individual’s mind on the way one perceives an 

experience, interaction or situation.  In Buddha’s Brain, Rick Hanson, neuro-

psychologist, shares his understanding:  “Only a small fraction of the inputs to your 

occipital lobe comes directly from the external world; the rest comes from internal 
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memory stores and perceptual-processing modules.”  “You see everybody according to 

your own mind.”  (Swami Sarvagatananda) 

 

Isn’t this, then, simply one’s opinion?  While perception is akin to opinion, it is 

not one in the same.  Opinion is often the manifestation or reflection of a perception, 

but the perception is the lens through which one sees.  The opinion is simply the 

expression of that perception in any given experience.  In the political climate of this 

year, one whose perception is that there is too much governmental control will most 

likely express a negative opinion on the platform of greater equitable healthcare for all. 

On the other side, one whose perception is that too much money goes to the rich will 

express a negative opinion on cutting taxes the same for all incomes. 

 

So the path we travel in yoga is to unravel, or “unlayer” our perceptions—those 

paradigms, beliefs or frameworks that influence our opinions, our choices, our 

behaviors—bit by bit in order to minimize our misperceptions.   Sometimes we begin 

where we are now and move deeper.  Other times we go back to the foundation and try 

to rebuild.  Whichever way we choose to journey, it will be an arduous yet rewarding 

one. 

 

Einstein makes the claim that we must all answer a fundamental question for 

ourselves:  “Is the universe friendly or hostile?”   Once we become aware of how we see 

the world at such a foundational level, we can see how each encounter is informed by 
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this basic perception.   For example, if while standing in my small, home-town market, 

where everyone knows everyone, someone sneaks up behind me and covers my eyes, 

saying, “Guess who,” my immediate response is fearful in that very safe and friendly 

setting, there is something in me that perceives this as dangerous, threatening.   Our 

perception of the world as friendly or hostile is formed by past experiences at formative 

times in our lives.  If I lived in fear of nightly abuse by a parent and had no place to run 

to be safe, then my world was hostile, threatening, dangerous, forming my paradigm for 

each future situation.  No matter where you are in your life, becoming aware of your 

answer to this basic question through your self-study in situations that arise can serve 

you on your path of unpacking your perceptions. 

 

Another fundamental paradigm which distorts our ability to see purely is that of 

either/or.  We are inculcated to see the world in duality or pairs of opposites rather than 

through the lens of unity or both/and.  In living from the either/or paradigm, we 

cultivate competitive, winner/loser perceptions in our encounters.  If my opinion on a 

movie is correct, then your opposing opinion must be incorrect.  If your religious 

doctrines are true then my differing doctrines must be false.  Defensiveness becomes 

our filter, preventing pure seeing of another’s point of view or experience. 

 

Thomas Merton, spiritual mystic in the Christian tradition, makes the distinction 

between looking and seeing.  When we are looking, we have an expectation that directs 

our senses, our mind.  When we are seeing, we are open to the experience, whatever it 
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brings.   Perception, when done mindfully, can be the act of seeing, however, without 

our developed mindfulness and awareness, we more often slip into looking.  For 

example, recently a friend of mine, I’ll call her Sue, asked another friend of mine, Joan, 

for a favor.  Sue shared with me that she expected Joan to reject her request.  This 

expectation colored her understanding, her perception, of Joan’s response.  She had 

braced herself for the rejection, protecting herself from feelings of shame for asking or 

pain of rejection, and in so doing, was not able to “see” Joan’s response fully.  Her 

expectations--causing her to ‘look’ for rejection rather than ‘see’ her response--became 

blinders to the actual experience.  She related to her assumptions rather than to Joan 

herself.  Developing this ability to see rather than look serves our transformation toward 

pure awareness—our life’s journey. 

 

In defining and exploring perception, the problem of misperception becomes 

obvious.  Our perception of a situation is riddled with misperception with myriad causes 

of those misperceptions related to each individual’s life experiences and their mind’s 

and psyche’s internalization of each experience.    “As you are, so you see.”  (Swami 

Sarvagatananda)  Our past, our present and our future all influence the moment, and, 

until we begin to bring those influences to the light, continue to carry us down a path of 

misperception, misunderstanding and suffering.  

 

How does our past create misperceptions in our lives?  Every moment etches its 

history in our being.  By this I mean our body, mind and spirit hold every memory.  To 
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the degree those held memories are benign or positive, those etchings provide a picture 

of a stable foundation for engaging with the world.  To the degree those held memories 

are painful, shameful and degrading, those etchings wear away our sense of safety, 

peace, harmony, and belonging.  These memories can range in intensity from mild 

irritations to severe suffering known as PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder).   In the 

example used earlier, the over-reaction to a friendly joke in the market was 

misperceived due to an abusive past experience which etched its history and created a 

paradigm of threat, instability, danger for any situation that felt similar, “triggering” the 

response of fear.  Another example shows the same “triggering” based on 

misperception except this time with an awareness of the etchings:  A young married 

woman has a history of an absent and unreliable father who periodically “took off” or 

“ran away” from the home as she was growing up.  Knowing this about herself, she has 

expressed to her husband the need for communication if he is going to be late or his 

plans change.  She recognizes that if he is not home when he says he will be, without 

any information from him, her feelings of fear and abandonment get triggered, and she 

re-lives the bodily sensations of the panic of her childhood. 

 

While our present is informed by our past, we do also have present thoughts and 

feelings that further taint our perceptions.  Here is where much of our mind-chatter 

plays a part.  As we listen to the messages we give ourselves day in and day out, we 

often discover that we live in self-criticism and recrimination, and poor self-

esteem.  This paradigm creates a filter through which we see our experiences.  A young 
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9-year old who was learning softball for the first time dreaded going to her next game 

after having 3 games of striking out.  Even though she and her dad and coach had spent 

an evening together doing batting drills, she verbalized the picture she had of herself 

saying, “I am rotten at softball,”  “I stink at softball,”  “I am worthless.”  She could not 

see that the next game was an opportunity to put into practice the new skills she had 

learned doing the drills.  Her thoughts and feelings about herself limited her perception 

so she saw only the negative.  

 

And of course our hopes and dreams for our future, while important for creating 

the life that we want, can also hinder our ability to fully “see” a situation by building 

expectations and being attached to the results of our efforts.  If all that we can see is the 

result we desire, we miss any opportunities for anything other than that result.  When 

we are working toward a goal, we can miss so much of life along the way if the goal is 

the only thing that matters.  We form judgments of the experiences that do not meet 

our expectations, labeling them as bad or wrong, an interruption, inconvenience or 

failure. 

 

In yoga, we get to practice isvarapranidhana which means to surrender the 

results.  Do your best and let go of the rest.  This practice serves our journey toward 

clear seeing, helping to minimize our misperceptions and thus our suffering.  Suffering 

is, after all, a product of misperception.  A helpful question to ask ourselves is:  If I am 

suffering, how am I misperceiving?   Misperception leads to misunderstanding.  If we 
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understand something erroneously, we act erroneously.  If we act erroneously, we 

create suffering.  As relational beings, it is in our relationships that we wreak the most 

havoc, causing and experiencing suffering.  Conflict ensues; tension builds; relationships 

are compromised.   In the example of Sue & Joan, Sue caused suffering to both herself 

and Joan by her misperception:  Sue felt rejected, and Joan felt misunderstood.  TKV 

Desikachar, in The Heart of Yoga, suggests that we can evolve such that we “always 

observe things accurately, and therefore never act in a way that will make us regret our 

actions later.”  Correct action requires, first, accurate seeing. 

 

“When you change the way you look at things and the things you look at 

change.”  (Wayne Dyer) How profound.  “Do they really?” is often our first 

question.  You’ve probably seen those optical illusion pictures like the one below. 

 

Do you see an attractive young woman or a wizened old woman?  Don’t you have to 

change the way you look at it to see whichever one you don’t initially see?  And when 

you do change the way you look at it, doesn’t the picture change?  When attending a 

party, an introvert might see it as a waste of a perfectly good evening, preferring to 

spend the time at home reading or sitting quietly enjoying the moon and stars. From 



 

8 

 

this perspective, the party becomes an intrusion.  But what if she were to decide to see 

it as an enjoyable way to connect with friends?  Wouldn’t the party now become just 

the right way to spend the evening?  A friend of mine was facing a very formidable 

family gathering.  For days her mind kept telling her, “what a nasty ‘trick of fate’ the 

universe has played on you.”  Then she changed her mind.  In her words, “When I 

shifted my thinking to look for the gifts, I was able to also be open to the thought that I 

could manage the situation with grace and peace and gratitude instead of fear and 

anxiety.”  Instead of bemoaning, “why is the universe doing this TO me?” She was able 

to ask “why is the universe doing this FOR me?”  In changing the way she looked at it, 

she changed her experience of the family gathering.  Wow!  What power for change 

there is simply in our perception! 

 

        A foundational cause of misperception is a belief or idea that is attached to a 

conclusion.  We tell ourselves stories that interfere with clear perception of the present 

moment, of the pure, unadulterated experience.  These stories are prompted by our 

desires, aversions, expectations, fears, judgments and lead us to “look for” something—

a particular result or outcome or experience.  This attachment to a certain experience 

ignites the story, and our judgments fuel it until we are no longer responding to the 

reality of the moment, but to our disappointment, our expectations, our story. 

So what do we do about such a malady?  We take the journey of yoga which 

helps us develop clear seeing.  Yoga on the mat is mindful movement infused with 

breath.  Yoga off the mat is mindful moments infused with love.  On the mat we get to 
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practice mindfulness which serves to move us from misperception to clear 

perception.  We practice it through centering (slowing down), asana (postures), 

pranayama (breath work) and meditation (quieting the mind)—all tools we can use to 

help us by-pass the stories of the mind and relate fully to the reality of the moment—

the breath, the sensations in the body, the quieting mind.   And then we take this 

practice off the mat into our daily experiences, encounters, relationships, serving the 

development of seeing rather than looking.  Whether through a wise teacher or our own 

inner wisdom emerging through these practices, we are freed from our habits of 

perception.  We see beyond the story, the wound, the fear, the expectation, and our 

minds are open and expanding, taking in the whole experience, not just a slice of it 

perceived through our previously narrowed view.  As Adyashanti says, if we are 

experiencing confusion or complexity, that is the murkiness of misperception.  Reality is 

clear, simple, unifying.  “Our daily practice does not return us to the exact point we 

started.  The practice has changed us.” (Desikachar)  This transformative quality of yoga 

reminds me of the yogic wisdom of TS Eliot when he said in his Fourth Quartet known as 

Little Gidding, 

“We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring  
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time.” 

 

 

References 



 

10 

 

 
Meditation as Spiritual Culmination, Swami Sarvagatananda 
 
Buddha’s Brain, Rick Hanson 
 
Lost in Wonder, Esther deWaal quoting Thomas Merton 
 
The Power of Intention, Wayne Dyer 
 
Adyashanti, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9OgeC-Q7HB8&feature=related 
 
The Heart of Yoga, TKV Desikachar 
 
The Four Quartets, TS Eliot 
 
Wisdom Quarterly:  American Buddhist Journal,  

http://wisdomquarterly.blogspot.com/2010/07/cause-of-suffering-is-
misperception.html 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9OgeC-Q7HB8&feature=related
http://wisdomquarterly.blogspot.com/2010/07/cause-of-suffering-is-
http://wisdomquarterly.blogspot.com/2010/07/cause-of-suffering-is-

