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F I N A L  P A P E R  

THE  EIGHT ELEMENTS OF SATSANG 
STRUCTURES OF MUSIC & MEDITATION IN SIDDHA YOGA !

	 The gentle tinkling of dishes. The scattered touching of another’s shoulders. The 

slowing whir of the amrit of the center comes to a close. Each devotee, in their own 

time, begins to make their way to a small antechamber just adjacent to the meditation 

hall to remove their shoes and exchange gentle smiles. Posted signs remind devotees 

to  to turn off all electronics, keep all valuables with them, and to honor the sacredness 

of the space as they pass through double doors into a massive meditation hall. One 

must descend down the carpeted steps into the dark and cavernous room, and allow 

pre-recorded tones or a live tanpura to guide them to their seat before a lit seat, 

featuring a glowing framed image of the guru. Men sit on the right side, women on the 

left, with the most able-bodied and devoted sitting on the floor in front of the folding 

chairs. The music softens, and satsang begins.


	 This describes just the beginning of one element of satsang, one of the most 

central events in the practice of Siddha Yoga.


	 Siddha Yoga is a relatively young religious practice, and as thus can be difficult 

to understand in theory alone. Since arising from the work of its first two gurus, 

Bhagawan Nityananda and Swami Muktananda, it has developed into a global spiritual  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phenomenon over the course of a single century.  Nevertheless, its theology remains 

somewhat ineffable, and its identity even more vague. It is understood by most 

participants as an experience, a truth, and even a "meditation revolution.”   Critics, on 1

the other hand, have labelled Siddha Yoga as merely "Indian mysticism" or, at worst, a 

cult. In academic literature it is generally classified as a "New Religious 

Movement" (NRE), a "New Age religion" or a "non-traditional religious group.”  
2

	 The extremely personal yet universal quality of Siddha Yoga is what most 

distinguishes it from any predecessors. The individualized practice of Siddha Yoga is 

thus effected through personal experiences. We see this in the initiatory experience of 

shaktipat, which “has traditionally been understood as the descent of the power of 

ultimate consciousness itself” from the guru to the disciple.   We also see personal 3

experience as an intrinsic part of spiritual practices, including the all-important practice 

of meditation. An immense value is placed on experiential elements of Siddha Yoga.


	 Satsang, as an experience, is central in the practice of Siddha Yoga. Defined 

literally as being “a spiritual discourse or sacred gathering,”   satsang essentially 4

functions as the primary event wherein the teachings of the guru are disseminated. This 

is not necessarily effected through lecture or sermon, however - in fact, the guru most 

often is not present at all. The teachings of perfection and Self-knowledge are 

!  Swami Durgananda. “To See the World Full of Saints.” In Meditation revolution: a history and theology of 1

the Siddha Yoga Lineage. South Fallburg, N.Y.: Agama Press, 1997, 3-5.

�  Healy, John Paul. Yearning to belong discovering a new religious movement. Farnham, Surrey, England: 2

Ashgate, 2010.

�  Muller-Ortega, Paul E. “Shaktipat.” In Meditation revolution: a history and theology of the Siddha Yoga 3

Lineage. South Fallburg, N.Y.: Agama Press, 1997, 407-444.

!  Oxford University Press. “Definition of satsang in English.” Oxford Dictionaries. http://4

www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/satsang
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ultimately left to the practitioner to navigate independently within the context of the 

event, which functions as a sort of facilitated meditation.


	 On three different Tuesday evenings during the month of November, I attended 

satsang at the Siddha Yoga Meditation Center in Los Angeles, located in Santa 

Monica. Each time was slightly different, however a distinct structure quickly became 

apparent to me as I continued to return.


ENTERING 

	 That initial process of entering the meditation hall as described before is just as 

much a part of the experience of satsang as anything else. Though it is “not so 

ritualistic as seen in Islam,”   the process of preparing for satsang helps to establish a 5

tone of sacrality fundamental to the experience.


	 The use of music at this very initial element is also very significant in how it 

shapes the overall experience. The long sustained tones of the tanpura within the hall, 

whether live or recorded, helps define the geography of the sacredness within the 

space. It equally relates to time within the context of satsang, deconstructing and 

ultimately suspending time to allow for the process of meditation. Moreover, it sets up 

an other-wordly, divine aesthetic consistent with concepts of the Siddha, perfection, 

Shiva, and the Universal Spirit.


OPENING REMARKS 

	 Other than the depiction of the guru, there is no real figurehead who consistently 

dictates or leads satsang. The closest position to this role is that of the host, which is 

!  McKee, Gwenna (devotee and chant leader). Interview by author. Personal interview. Los Angeles, 5

December 2, 2013.
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filled by a different selected devotee each time. To the right of the guru’s empty chair, 

the host is stationed standing at a lectern with a microphone, lit with a soft spotlight. 

As the hall is filled and the tanpura finally dies down, the host starts off the formal part 

of the satsang with a welcome, introducing both himself and others who are 

“resources” at the meditation center that night (such as a certified teacher to welcome 

first-time attendees). Additional announcements are made regarding other events and 

happenings at the meditation center before he finally introduces the chant to be used 

that evening in arati.


ARATI 

	 The third element of satsang is arati, which is defined by the SYDA Yoga 

Foundation as “both a form of worship and a song of worship.”   It is the first time 6

during satsang that devotees are to engage musically with the practice, and in that way 

it can be a rousing and energizing experience.


	 Once introduced, members of the band lead arati. They are all men who are 

volunteer devotees specialized in each instrument, though not necessarily formally 

trained. The band is positioned with microphones on the floor on the right-hand side of 

the guru’s chair in the front of the meditation hall. To the left of the chair sits those who 

are leading the chanting: three men and three women chosen from among the 

devotees, which change each time. These individuals help guide attendees through the 

melody and rhythm of the chanting, which is why their voices are projected through an 

electronic sound system along with a harmonium. The harmonium also guides 

participants in the melody of the chant, and a projection slide show displays Sanskrit 

!  SYDA Foundation. “Chanting.” Siddha Yoga Ashram in Oakland. http://www.oaklandsyda.org/events/6

chant.html (accessed December 1, 2013).
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lyrics and translations for those unfamiliar with the chant, which is chosen from a 

canon of Siddha Yoga chants.


	 The drums and conch begin, signaling the start of arati. The rest of the 

instruments join in on the lively and uptempo accompaniment. As the musicians are 

volunteers, the instrumentation changes from night to night, however common 

elements are the keyboard, harmonium, and tanpura. Then, all participants join in 

unison singing the text, which usually celebrates or honors the guru, Hindu saints, 

Shiva, the Universal Spirit, or some combination of the four.


REFLECTION 

	 “The next section can be thought of as a kind of activity - there’s some sort of 

activity leading into the teaching of the guru, and then some words from the host.”  
7

	 Though the element which follows arati can seem somewhat nebulous 

compared to other sections of satsang, it is an important moment in the total 

experience. It is the closest that the event gets to a pedagogical approach in 

transmitting the teachings of the guru. These teachings, and the style of its delivery, 

vary each night depending on the theme and the host.


	 As the musicians bring the arati to a gentle close, an energized silence fills the 

meditation hall as the devotees await for the host to return to the lectern and 

microphone. From there, the host will lead a brief activity, such as guided reflection or 

read poetry, which might lead the individual devotee to access some aspect of the 

teachings. The activity does not last more than one or two minutes, and is followed 

immediately by a an even shorter statement connecting the activity to the teachings of 

!  McKee, Gwenna (devotee and chant leader). Interview by author. Personal interview. Los Angeles, 7

December 2, 2013.
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the guru - primarily dealing with Self-knowledge and the ideal of perfection. Lastly, the 

host introduces the chant for that evening.


CHANTING 

	 Chanting is one of the largest and most important elements of the satsang 

experience, and though it is organized similarly to the element of arati, it has a 

completely different function within the experience of satsang.


	 It is led in the same way as the arati. After the chant for the evening is 

introduced by the hose, the band (starting with percussive elements) begin establishing 

the world of the chant. Participants have a moment to observe, and partake in, the 

sonic landscape of rhythm in order. A tone is established for the chant which is often 

reflective and deliberate, and this tone is crucial in facilitating the spiritual practice of 

the chant.


	 Unlike the rousing arati, there is a certain pressure for the chant to be perfect as 

an offering to god. Leaders no longer sing alongside the other devotees, but rather a 

call and response structure is maintained. The Sanskrit text which is chanted deals 

with Siddha Yoga teachings, but does not try to be instructional - rather, each devotee 

is expected to access the teaching uniquely over the course of the chanting. There are 

usually about half a dozen variations of the same verse, which are all repeated 

cyclically for a period lasting around 45 minutes.


	 This considerable amount of time spent on chanting actively seeks to alter the 

perceptions of the participant. Time is deconstructed and suspended with the cyclical 

nature of the chant. The meditation hall, as a microcosm, assumes a divine atmosphere 
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of aesthetic beauty and continuity which in no way reflects reality. This turn away from 

reality thus allows participants to turn within for introspection and meditation.


MEDITATION 

	 Chanting leads seamlessly into meditation, which is the most crucial element of 

satsang. The chant retards in its final cycle, and without any indication or introduction 

mediation takes place. The band and leaders of the chant rise and leave to rest in the 

back of the meditation hall. The tanpura sound which underscores entering the hall 

resumes, and the already dim lights dim totally. The audience is thrust into a darkness 

which isolates the individual and their consciousness, where they may explore true 

understanding and the teachings of Siddha Yoga through meditation.


	 One of the most fascinating aspects of meditation is that it is an entirely 

personal experience which is, in a sense, dictated by each individual, yet it is still the 

core structure of the Siddha Yoga practice. The experience naturally differs from 

person to person. One devotee, for example, described her experiences thus: “it is a 

recharging, a recentering. I remember all the things I’ve forgotten and I’m experienced 

perfection.”  
8

	 Chanting, too, lasts between 45 minutes and one hour. The tone of the tanpura 

remains consistent, insisting upon meditation as a specific spiritual practice and not 

merely the freestyle portion of the evening (so to speak). It maintains the atmosphere 

and sonic landscape established in the chanting, yet minimizes it to allow for very 

small-scale introspection. Time remains suspended by these long sustained tones, and 

!  McKee, Gwenna (devotee and chant leader). Interview by author. Personal interview. Los Angeles, 8

December 2, 2013.
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though devotees are no longer actively engaging with the music, the music is the 

ultimate facilitator of the meditative practice.


CLOSING 

	 The meditation comes to a close with the fading of the tanpura into silence. 

Devotees are left for a brief period in silence before the host gently “awakens” the 

devotees gently. This winding down from meditation, executed without any sort of 

musical accompaniment, is a kind of return to reality which strives to maintain 

whatever was gleaned from the preceding experiences. This connection of reality with 

a lack of musical underscoring demonstrates just how music does relate to the 

practice of Siddha yoga, and its use to construct an altered reality wherein experiential 

religious practices can be enacted.


DARSHAN & DAKSHINA 

	 The band returns to its positions as the host, once more at the lectern, 

introduces darshan and dakshina, two major practices of Siddha Yoga which occur 

simultaneously as the final element of satsang. During darshan, devotees are given the 

chance to personally “interact” with the guru in a spiritual sense. After the open 

invitation of the host, devotees may choose, in their own time, to approach the chair 

one by one and kneel. This too is a highly personal experience which varies among 

practitioners, yet it is quite commonly centered around “an expression of gratitude, and 

a submission to the Universal Spirit and the energy of the guru.”  
9

	 Dakshina, the practice of giving to the Siddha Yoga Mission and SYDA 

Foundation, occurs simultaneously. It is an optional practice that is emphasized by the 

!  McKee, Gwenna (devotee and chant leader). Interview by author. Personal interview. Los Angeles, 9

December 2, 2013.
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host and signs within the meditation center. Devotees are encouraged to regularly 

make a financial contribution.


	 This final element is underscored once again by music, but this music is no 

longer charged with the mission of deconstructing realities of time and space, nor 

facilitating spiritual experience. Much like while entering, the band becomes an 

underscoring to the events of satsang, usually returning to a more celebratory and 

uplifting tone while maintaining the sacred feeling of the meditation hall. The music 

used here has the greatest freedom, and often other stylistic influences present 

themselves, such as jazz.


	 Following its avoidance of dogma or stricture, the teachings of Siddha Yoga 

depend upon experiential qualities of the practice in order to effectively transmit the 

theology among practitioners. As one of the most formalized events organized by 

Siddha Yoga ashrams and meditation centers, satsang quite naturally plays a major 

role in how the individual experiences this young spirituality. Music does not merely aid 

accompany this experience, but actively shapes the experience by establishing a 

reconstructed reality wherein devotees might meditate gain a great Self-knowledge. 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