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Webster’s Definition: Training and control of oneself and ones conduct, usually for personal 

improvement.  Now depending on the way people were raised makes the definition much more 

personal.  Individual opinions are traded down from generation to generation.  A child is 

interacting with his/her environment, family structure and his/her community from the time 

they take their first breath.  There are millions of people on earth and they all could have a 

million different views on the definition of self-discipline. My first attempts to beginning this 

assignment was to sort through some of them. I will start with the definition that I have 

personal experience with and then move on to include some opinions of different religions just 

for a comparison & similarities.  This question of a definition is vast but I will try to funnel some 

thoughts into the word, Tapas, we use here in Yoga.  

 

Religious prospective:  

Just the word “Discipline” has caused an uncomfortable feeling for many; at times it was inter-

changeable with punishment. It was not a positive word, personal improvement as it is written 

in the Webster’s Dictionary was taught as personal punishment. Many religions carry this 

opinion of this word.  Self- denial became popular among monks, and they would set off into 

the desert for days with no food or water.  Other forms of self- denial include sleeping on 

boards walking barefoot on very cold grounds and even wearing uncomfortable clothes. Plato’s 

philosophy was that man could only find true wisdom in their deaths.  Christians were not the 
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only people to practice this type of self-discipline (self –punishment).  Shia Muslims also 

celebrate the holiday of Ashura; the day that represents the death of Muhammads’s grandson 

Hussein, by whipping their own backs with bunches of knives tied together called Zanjirs.  Some 

Native American sun dances have sometimes included piercings and suspension of their flesh. 

Tribal rites of passage in Africa often perform circumcision without anesthetics.  Some of these 

practices are believed to be for penance or punishment now in order to prevent wrong doings 

later. Some see it as a passage to adulthood or a purification rite. I have also learned there are 

some scholars with neurological background explain that this external pain reduces one’s self-

consciousness and sense of individuality, then producing a feeling of being connected to God. 

 

To keep it in a more typical perspective: 

Christians: Ten Commandments  
Islam: Quran  
Pagan 
Atheist, Richard Dawkins, Author of the God Delusion  
Medical Professionals (non-religion) Hippocratic oath 
 
There are many other places we can find rules to live by. There are many paths to the top of the 

mountain and we must allow each other to make our own choices. 

 

As Patanjali intended the use of the 8 Limbs of Yoga as guide lines or recommendations to 

finding internal peace, love and our true selves. It is his invitation to act in ways that promote 

inner peace, outer peace and bliss.  I think it is important to understand that all of these limbs 

contain restraints, which is also self-discipline. The first are the Yama’s, they are the ethical 

restraints on how we should try to behave toward the outside world. The second are the 
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niyamas.  How we relate to ourselves. How we see our own lifestyle and where we can find the 

information on self-discipline. The first of the niyamas is saucha or purity; it reminds us of 

taking care of our surroundings, cleaning the house, our bodies and our minds. Making a great 

effort to clear out the clutter will make space in our minds for new experiences.  Keeping our 

surroundings in order will bring a sense of calm. 

 

 Second is Santosha, to be content right where you are.  If you’re not “there yet” (for example, 

in regards to your asana’s) just keep being consistent and it will happen.  Just try to be joyful of 

what you are able to do but remember to make the effort to improve. It is very important to 

feel satisfied and accepting at your progress.   I will begin with my new favorite quote from 

Author & Abbot of Gampo Abby in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, Canada. “Burning Enthusiasm, A 

way of directing our energy.” We can think of it as our torch lighting our path thru the dark. 

She tells us that we discipline not our badness but our wrongness, what we discipline is any 

form of potential escape from reality because on some level we know we are not being true to 

ourselves or our potential. Discipline is having enough respect for yourself to make choices that 

truly nourish your well-being and give you the opportunity to grow. It allows us to direct our 

energy toward a life full of meaning and it is exciting and pleasurable. A well fueled furnace will 

kindle the sparks of divinity within. 

 

How do we do it? It is a practice of training the senses and to just make an honest effort to rein 

in those unrestrained or excessive thoughts or behavior. We can ask our self-questions: 
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Is this thought good for my mind, body & spirit? Is it healthy and is it kind?  My first question 

was, what is it that I really want?  “Health, Peace and to find out who I am.” 

I refer to Judith Hanson Lasater.  Tapas is the fire inside. We must keep it fed to keep it burning. 

We do this by being consistent, by getting on the mat, sitting in meditation, observing our 

thoughts. The practice of discipline is to be more concerned with our quality of life and not 

outlasting the pain.  

 

Tapas means to have the strength of being unaffected by opposites, such as heat and cold, 

hunger and thirst, sitting and standing. It reflects the activity of keeping the body fit to confront 

and handle the inner urges without outer show by learning to control our emotions Tapas also 

signifies the cleansing the inner debris existing inside our body thru Asanas and Pranayama. We 

eliminate physical waste from food and waters we put in the body and we cleanse our minds by 

deleting the thoughts that make the ego feel in control. We need to pay attention to what our 

mind is doing.  For the body, we re-surge our organs with fresh blood and oxygen with the 

different postures of asanas. It deals with the correct eating habits and breathing patterns. The 

main purpose of this rule is to make our mind pure and clean. We need to get rid of the junk 

and giving room for expansion by meditation. The way we clean out the clothes that don’t fit 

anymore. 

 

“Asana is tapas, but if you become an asana junkie, then your tapas is to stop practicing asana” 

“One goal of tapas is to stop doing anything mindlessly because you have become habituated” 

That is from Kraftsow. I believe his point is that when you use your will to overcome your 
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conditioning, you free yourself from performing unconscious actions that cause suffering. Yes, 

he says, discipline is actually the path to happiness. 

 

So training your mind is similar to treating your ego as a small child, you need to use parental 

consciousness with a mixture of humor. She needs to learn how to behave properly and when 

she is wandering off in the wrong direction. We need to call her back and remind her of the 

dangers and suffering that will follow; we explain the truth with love and compassion, much like 

we would do if a child runs into the street.  

 

To close I want to add my thoughts: We cannot be of service if there are conflicts inside us. Acts 

must be done with love or it is better left undone. We are not in control over others. Our 

actions are our own responsibility. This realization is freedom.  We should be teaching this word 

as one to embrace and enjoy the effort. 

 


