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I dedicate this book 


To my teacher, my Guru, Acharya Shunya


To my great teacher, her Guru, Baba Ayodhya Nath


To my great-grand teacher, her Guru’s Guru, Paramatman Shanti Prakash


And to the unbroken line of Vedic Gurus who came before them


Thank you for revealing the Ayurveda Way to me and blessing me with learned personal ancestors, who were themselves renowned Ayurveda healers and teachers in the sacred land of India:


Amarchand Khokhani, my grandfather


Hakemchand Khokhani, my great-grandfather


Surchand Khokhani, my great-great-grandfather


And the rest of my maternal family lineage


May I continue to walk the Ayurveda Way, as you walked it, once upon a time.







Preface


My life always looked pretty awesome to others on the outside. I was, in many ways, the girl who seemed to have everything: intelligence, wealth, a fancy college education at New York University’s prestigious Stern School of Business, parties, expensive vacations, beautiful clothes, jewelry, shoes, plenty of friends, and dating possibilities. What more could a girl growing up in America want, right?


My inner and outer worlds, however, sharply contrasted one another. I suffered from much pain and stress connected with traumatic childhood experiences. My mind was like a prison, full of anxiety, fear, and worries. My sleep was regularly disturbed by nightmares. Though I was in my mid-twenties, I felt tired a lot. I worried a great deal about how I would fulfill my life’s purpose, which I felt was to be of service to humanity. My father wanted me to climb the corporate ladder. I never felt that was right for me, and we fought constantly about it.


My body wasn’t supporting me, either. My hair began falling out. I had acne. I struggled for years with eating disorders. I regularly skipped meals and had terrible digestion. The worst of my physical suffering occurred during my menstrual cycles, when I’d have excruciating pain and depended on over-the-counter painkillers to get me through each month. I felt powerless in the face of my own body and mind.


By the time I was 24, I’d searched everywhere for health solutions. I was sick and tired of trying random diets, taking painkillers, and doing talk therapy to try to get to the bottom of my years of suffering. Even yoga was not able to help me beyond a point, as it didn’t teach me how to eat or what kind of lifestyle I needed to support my practice. I needed and wanted something truly holistic I could understand and benefit from immediately at the levels of body, mind, and spirit.


Ayurveda, the ancient medical science of life from India, became the answer to all my ailments. Ayurveda not only fights disease but also teaches people how to become — and remain — healthy. It addresses the root causes of why we manifest health challenges at the levels of the body, mind, spirit, and five senses. Ayurveda gave me the tools I needed to take my health into my own hands.


Ayurveda teaches that health is our birthright, and that it exists at the core of each person, though hidden at times by disease and distress. It views each person as a whole, multi­dimensional being and addresses every aspect of him or her. Finally, I discovered a system of healing that didn’t judge or label me, or try to give me a quick-fix solution to “just eat” or take antidepressants. And the solutions to my problems could be attained right from the comfort of my own kitchen and garden! Imagine that.


Since following Ayurveda’s vast health-promoting practices, I can’t even remember the last time I needed to visit a doctor. I craft my own radiant health with each food, spice, thought, yoga pose, and breathing exercise I employ for wellness. I feel connected to a source of joy, freedom, and peace that emanates from within my own being and isn’t dependent upon anything outside myself. I feel completely transformed, like I’ve been born again, into what the Nobel laureate poet Rabindranath Tagore would call “the freedom of the life of the soul.”


I have a much more ease-filled relationship with my parents, who have become some of the greatest supporters of my unconventional path. I hardly notice when I have my menstrual cycles now. My skin is clear. People often think I’m younger than I am. I sleep soundly. My digestion is strong, I never skip meals, and I find joy from a sacred relationship I’ve developed with food.


I have much more energy than I ever had, giving me the strength to handle significant amounts of responsibility and manifest many entrepreneurial service projects. I am living the life of spirituality and service I always dreamed of. And it has only just begun.


How did this all happen within a span of just five short years? With the love, grace, and blessings of my Ayurveda teacher, Acharya Shunya, who is also my spiritual teacher, or Guru. Acharya Shunya was born into a long line of Vedic spiritual teachers extending back to ancient India. She learned Ayurveda, yoga, and Vedanta (a universal Vedic spiritual philosophy) from her grandfather Baba Ayodhya Nath in Ayodhya, India. Baba Ayodhya Nath, in turn, learned from his teacher Paramatman Shanti Prakash, a renowned 19th-century teacher who was also his father, and from master yogis in the Himalayas. The yoga practices in this book come directly from a life­changing pilgrimage that Baba, my great teacher, embarked on in the Himalayas. I studied at Vedika Global, the school Acharya Shunya founded to carry on her family tradition of teaching the living wisdom of Ayurveda, yoga, and Vedanta. While I am now a teacher of Ayurveda lifestyle, informed by the spiritual sciences of yoga and Vedanta, I remain, first and foremost, a deep and sincere student of my Guru.


After years of schooling at leading institutions, where I lived from exam to exam, I’ve had the blessing of learning at Vedika Global primarily from practice, from applying the knowledge in the laboratory of my own life. Whereas my educational goals were previously mostly to obtain a certificate, the education I’ve received at Vedika has uplifted my spirit and transformed my consciousness. The study of all the Vedic sciences is lifelong, as they are all geared toward the lofty goal of awakening to the truth of our highest Self.


In ancient India, students learned Ayurveda (and other complex subjects) by living with or near the teacher and being part of the teacher’s family for many years. Students would help out with household chores since they were then members of the teacher’s family. This tradition of residential education in a family-style school (called gurukula, meaning “teacher’s family”) was mostly wiped out during the British colonial rule of India (as was the practice of Ayurveda). Acharya Shunya has been a pioneer in reviving the gurukula system of education.


I’ve been extremely fortunate to live near Acharya Shunya and her life partner, Sanjai, a master Ayurveda chef who teaches Ayurvedic cooking at Vedika Global. Over the years, I have been blessed to take care of their animals and plants and help out with some chores, as students would do in the ancient gurukula tradition. You’ll read about some of the beautiful experiences I’ve had and lessons I have learned from these human, animal, and plant teachers. Spending a significant amount of time in my teachers’ home has also meant chopping lots of vegetables and having the rare opportunity to apprentice with a master chef. I learned all of the delicious recipes in this book from Chef Sanjai.


All of the practices and recommendations presented in this book are based upon the ancient wisdom I’ve been fortunate to learn at Vedika Global. They come directly from ancient Ayurvedic treatises, namely Charaka Samhita, Sushruta Samhita, Bhavaprakash, and Ashtanga Hrdayam. These books contain the healing wisdom that the Vedic sages are believed to have received in the depths of their meditations in ancient India. While the scope of this particular book is purposely simplified, know that you are supported by a vast ocean of knowledge in Ayurveda.


Most people can safely follow the practices and suggestions in this book for disease prevention, health promotion, and wellbeing optimization. Take your time reading this book and applying the practices that speak most to you. Make changes one step at a time to ensure they are sustainable. Keep in mind that some health changes may occur almost immediately, while others may require patience and perseverance. I extend my hand to you to hold on to at each step as you progress along your wellness journey. You can stay in touch with me by visiting my website, wholeyoga-ayurveda.com.


I truly feel Ayurveda has given me a second chance at life. It informs and suffuses each and every aspect of my life, filling my heart with hope, light, and freedom where there was once despair, darkness, and a feeling of imprisonment. When I discovered that my own maternal grandfather, Amarchand Khokhani, was a renowned Ayurvedic doctor (vaidya) in India, and that he’s also part of a long line of Ayurvedic healers, I knew I had connected with my purpose in this lifetime. I believe I am here on earth to spread the sciences of Ayurveda, yoga, and Vedanta, which have given my very life back to me.


As Acharya Shunya once shared, “Ayurveda belongs wherever there is suffering, because Ayurveda ignites a lamp in every heart, without being expensive, without depleting nature, and without making the body an arsenal of harsh chemicals. Ayurveda is a knowledge-based system, a friendly system, an ecologically viable system. Yes. We can say yes to it. Here is this living science. Come to it, and change your life.”
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About the yoga and Breathing Exercises in This Book


Familiarity with the yoga poses and breathing exercises in this book is assumed. If you’re unfamiliar with any of these practices, I strongly recommend finding a teacher to show these to you, and then using what’s featured here as reference. No book (or video) can replace the value of in-person instruction when you are first learning yoga.












Introducing an Ancient System


Ayurveda, the science of healthy living, originated in the ancient civilizations of India more than 5,000 years ago. The word Ayurveda comes from the Sanskrit root words veda (study) and ayush (life). It literally means “the knowledge or study of life.” Ayurveda is the oldest healing system in the world. It is believed that Ayurvedic ideas played a formative role in developing Chinese medicine.
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The pantheon of Ayurvedic knowledge is believed to have been revealed to the ancient sages of India (spiritual scientists called rishis) in the depths of their meditations. In as early as the 3rd century BCE, the medical science of Ayurveda developed an advanced scientific methodology, which consisted of observation and inductive, deductive, and analogical reasoning. Ayurveda’s theories of drug composition, molecular structure, physicochemical properties, and therapeutic actions of food and drugs and their pharmacological actions were fully developed by this time. These concepts were based on Nyaya, an ancient Vedic doctrine of physics. The foundation of advanced molecular biology and quantum physics can be seen in ancient works by Ayurvedic authors like Kashiraj Dhanvantari.


There are over 600 plants and more than 8,000 recipes of drug combinations in the Ayurvedic pharmacopoeia.


By the 1st century CE, Ayurveda emerged with a two-pronged focus on preventative health and curative medicine, which includes internal medicine, psychiatry, surgery, and toxicology. This book is concerned with Ayurveda’s practices for preventative health.


The World Health Organization reports that, by 2020, two-thirds of all disease worldwide will be the result of lifestyle choices. Mahatma Gandhi loved Ayurveda because he believed that teaching us how to live in harmony with nature should be the purpose of medicine; with Ayurveda’s emphasis on lifestyle changes addressing the root causes of diseases, this purpose is realized.
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Ancient Roots of Modern Surgery


The Ayurvedic sage Rishi Sushrut is considered the grandfather of modern surgery. His text Sushruta Samhita is the world’s most ancient document on surgery. The Sushruta Samhita was compiled between 700 and 600 BCE, whereas Corpus Hippocraticum (the text of modern medicine) was written between the 5th and 4th centuries BCE.








How Ayurveda Heals You


This book covers Ayurveda’s primary focus: health promotion, disease prevention, and wellbeing optimization.


A beautiful poetic verse from the Sushruta Samhita reads, “Life is the dynamic combination of the body, senses, mind, and spirit, or the conscious principle.” Ayurveda is the first holistic science defining health as a four-dimensional state of wellbeing of your body, mind, senses, and spirit. If all of Ayurveda were to be summarized in a single word, it would be balance (santulan). Accordingly, I’ve divided the first three sections of this book into body, mind, and spirit. The practices I’ve recommended throughout help balance your five senses.


While many people know Ayurveda primarily by its three bioforces, or doshas (vata, pitta, and kapha; see here for more information), there’s a lot more to Ayurveda. As the science of life, Ayurveda touches upon all aspects of how to live in a healthy, happy, and fulfilling way. Its wide-spanning range includes how to improve your digestion, practical ways to love yourself (and thereby improve all your relationships), what kinds of daily and seasonal regimens to adopt for health promotion, and all-natural skincare. Ayurveda also gives you abundant spiritual insights. I’ve tried to capture the range of what Ayurveda offers through the varied nature of the mind, body, and spirit practices in this book.


Living Ayurveda has made me appreciate the great depth and breadth of this expansive science. The following five lessons have been particularly life changing for me, and so I am happy to share them with you as an introduction to Ayurveda.





Lesson 1




Dig Deep


Whereas modern Western medicine tends to focus on helping you manage the symptoms of your health problems, Ayurveda teaches you to dig deep to determine the root causes of why you manifest certain diseases in the first place.


A client once described how she was sent to various eating disorder centers as a teenager due to what was really a digestive disturbance called irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). Because the doctors only looked at the surface level of her weight loss, she was wrongly diagnosed with anorexia. At the eating disorder clinics, she witnessed young girls with eating disorder diagnoses hanging themselves out of deep mental despair. This trauma caused her much health-related anxiety. And it was all totally unnecessary.


Had my client been able to find her way to Ayurveda then, she would have learned that it was her diet that led to her severe weight loss, IBS, and subsequent eating-related anxiety. An Ayurveda practitioner could have given her a customized diet to bring her physical digestion to a state of balance and taught her the art of mindful eating at the mental and psychological level. And she would have been guided to connect with a deeper part of herself that’s beyond the body and mind.


I know from my own experience with anorexia as a teenager that eating disorders are about more than just the denial of food, and often reflect a deeper spiritual hunger. I’m incredibly grateful to Ayurveda for addressing the root causes of my eating disorder, which were much more psychological than they were physical. I can see how certain mental misperceptions I possessed created my physical imbalances. By transforming my mind with the healing power of Ayurveda, I restored my physical health.


Ayurveda encourages us to go beyond examining our outward symptoms and our physical body. Because each of the four dimensions of Ayurveda (body, mind, spirit, and senses) plays a critical role in manifesting both health and disease, we must also examine our mind, emotions, and any existential suffering. That’s why, when practiced in its traditional way (not merely as a medicine-prescribing profession), Ayurveda leaves absolutely no corner of your existence unexamined in the patient-intake process. Ayurveda is a wonderful complement to Western medicine because it paves a path for patients to truly practice health promotion and disease prevention.


By digging deep, Ayurveda empowers you to make health-promoting choices to reclaim wellness at every level: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. I’m delighted to share many of my discoveries of healing at all of these levels so that you, too, can start taking your health into your own hands.
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The Importance of Compassion


Ayurveda is defined as a science of healthy living that teaches you how to distinguish between actions that bring you joy and those that bring you sorrow (as our mental states greatly impact our physical wellbeing). There is an increasing body of academic research proving the importance of compassion for mental health. Ayurvedic sages, however, have always known this, and have proclaimed happiness-giving actions to be those that benefit you and society. In other words, individual health has always been equated with serving the community in Ayurveda.








Lesson 2




You Are the Living Composite of the Whole Universe


That’s right. There’s no separation between nature and you. Everything you hear, smell, see, taste, and touch in the outer world can be discovered inside you, too.


A key Ayurvedic concept is that of the fundamental union between the macrocosm (the whole universe) and the microcosm (the universe within you). The wise saying “As above, so below” expresses the same wisdom that Ayurveda has revealed for thousands of years.


So, what unites us all? How are you connected with the whole world? We are all connected through the five great elements (pancha mahabhutas): space, air, fire, water, and earth. These elements comprise our individual bodies and minds and the whole world around us. Let’s take a look at how.


The expansive spaces. What do you think of when you look up at the sky? I always feel expansive. As I look at the clouds, which represent absolute spaciousness to me, I’m reminded to keep my mind and heart open. Within the body, it’s similarly important to have open space in the lungs, nose, arteries, and abdomen. If you’ve ever experienced congestion in your lungs or felt like you can’t breathe after eating a large meal, I think you can relate to the importance of keeping these spaces within the body open! The element of space is subtle. It’s connected with the sense of sound. I feel more spaciousness throughout my being when I close my eyes to meditate and connect with an inner openness that’s as wide as the sky.


The restless, moving air. Hurricanes and tornadoes are powerful displays of the air element in nature. Inside your body, you can experience the movement of air, too. Whenever you walk, dance, jump, run, or otherwise physically move your body, it’s the element of air within you that creates this movement. Air is present in the subtle movements of the breath. You are able to contract and relax your muscles due to the movement air provides. Air is present in the process of eliminating, in childbirth, sneezing, talking, laughing, and even thinking. Ever felt like your mind was racing? That’s the air element manifesting in the microcosm of your mind. We feel the wind on our skin; it’s connected with the sense of touch.


Being lit on fire. We see many different kinds of fire in the world around us — from forest fires to campfires to the sun, which is one big ball of fire. Unlike air, which is invisible, fire is connected with the sense of vision; the most pain-free way to perceive fire is by seeing it. Fire burns when you touch it. The nature of fire is to transform anything and everything that comes into contact with it. In your body, the fire element is responsible for the transformation process that occurs whenever you metabolize your food, as your body converts food into nutrients that give you health, vitality, and strength. This digestion process is the key to good health in Ayurveda. Hence, the presence of a healthy amount of the fire element in your body is very important. You’ll learn more about why in chapter 1.


The fire element is also connected with the process of digesting information and assimilating it into knowledge, which will begin happening as you put into practice what you read in this book. Have you ever felt like your mind was on fire with ideas, motivation, and creativity? Intelligence and confidence stem from the presence of healthy fire in your mind and body.


The eternal flow of water. Water comprises about 97 percent of the earth’s surface. We see it in the oceans, rivers, lakes, seas, floods, and rains. The water element plays a vital role in your body, too. Water is an essential ingredient in your blood, urine, sweat, saliva, bodily tissues, spinal fluid, and tears. If you suffer from obesity, Ayurveda believes this is a sign of too much of the water element in your system, as water is a primary ingredient of body fat. Water is connected to your emotions, like how your eyes water with tears. The water element is something you can taste; it’s connected with the sense of taste. Water also manifests in your mind as the sweetness of emotions. Love, compassion, and satisfaction are all connected to the water element.


“For the one who is wise, the whole world is a teacher.”


— Ayurvedic text Ashtanga Hrdayam




Standing on solid earth. “Solid as a rock” is a great way to describe the presence of the earth element. You can also see the sturdiness of the earth in the grounded nature of the tree, the stability of the mountain, the hardness of nuts, and the rooted quality of vegetables that grow underground. In your body, the earth element expresses itself in your skin, bones, nails, teeth, hair, and tendons. This element gives you the power of perseverance to stay the course. Loyalty, supportiveness, and growth are all characteristics of the earth, as are emotional grounding and stability. The ability to smell the sweet fragrance of flowers blooming in the springtime is due to the earth element, which is connected with the sense of smell.


By remembering that the macrocosm is within me (the microcosm), I have become a deeper student of life by learning from everything, and everyone, I find. Each person I meet, every animal, plant, and tree I see, and the eternal sun, moon, wind, and sky are my teachers. I greet challenging situations as teachers, too.
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