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Preface



My first book, Power Yoga, was published in January 1995. Many of the people that I hoped would buy the book had just spent a frenzied decade chasing fitness and spiraling materialism. They were getting older, stiffer, and tighter and were somewhat weary of collecting more and more stuff. Many had been injured lifting weights, running 10Ks, riding bikes, climbing mountains, hiking back-country, or doing aerobic dancing! Many of these folks were sniffing the air for signs of change. They weren’t quite sure what they were sniffing around for, but they were ready for the next step, whatever that might be. They had pushed their limits physically, and they were beginning to realize that there was more to life than physical fitness and a truckload of toys. They had tried everything in the medical world to rejuvenate and rehabilitate themselves, but still they were tired and tight, physically and mentally. Their doctors told them they needed to relax. They knew they needed to relax, but they didn’t quite know how. They had begun to downsize and simplify their lives, but still they were overloaded.


I began the study of yoga in 1971. In 1981, after ten years of shopping around in many different yoga schools, and a major trip to India, I discovered a hatha yoga practice that was more intense, athletic, challenging, and rewarding than any other form of asana practice I had ever done. (The term hatha is a Sanskrit word, Sanskrit being the language of yoga, and hatha is generally used to refer to the physical practice of the yoga exercises, or asanas, as they are called.) It was called astanga yoga, so titled by its principal teacher, an Indian Brahmin by the name of Sri K. Pattabhi Jois. Sri Jois referred to this sequential series of postures that he taught as astanga, because he believed it to be an ancient, authentic practice and part of a larger classical eight-level system also called astanga, or raja (royal), yoga.


The practice was taught to me in 1981 by my teacher, Norman Allen (who learned it from Jois, his teacher, in India in the early 1970s) and later, by Jois himself. When done correctly, this asana practice was hot, intense, therapeutic, purifying, and transformational. I soon discovered, through my own practice, that it had the power to effect deep and profound life changes. I was enthusiastic. I believed that there were a lot of tight, stiff, stressed, and searching people out there who could benefit from this specific method of yoga.


I had the feeling at the time, that this practice might provide, for many people, the means to achieving balance in their life—not just a tangible balance between physical fitness and a healthy, supple, agile, and functional body, but a balance that would embrace prosperity, yet encourage contentment, generosity, compassion, and spiritual curiosity as well. I also had the feeling that this practice might prove to actually be a practical way to begin this long journey toward equipoise and greater understanding of Self.


Power Yoga describes a specific sequence of yoga postures called yoga chikitsa, which means “yoga therapy.” It focuses primarily on asana, the 3rd limb (and only one branch, or level) of this 8-limbed yoga path. I named my classes and my book Power Yoga so that both men and women in mainstream America could relate. And so that people would know that this yoga asana practice was a strong, sweaty, physical workout, unlike most of what had been presented as hatha yoga in the United States up to that time.


The name Power Yoga came to me in a vision, truly. It just sort of popped up on the side of a mountain, like the Hollywood sign. (These things happen to me from time to time.) It was the perfect name for what I wanted to do and say. I loved it. But even as I was writing Power Yoga, I knew that one day I would write another book in greater detail, not only about my spiritual search and my trip to India, but about the whole journey on the 8-limbed yoga path called astanga—from asto, meaning “eight,” and anga, meaning “limb.” And it would include not only the practice of asana, but the ethical, moral, breathing, concentration, and meditation yoga practices as well.


Well, this is that book. Beyond Power Yoga is about the eight different components and many of the various practices—both beginning and advanced—of classical astanga yoga. As a result of an insight that occurred to me during a running meditation with two of my Racing Siberian Huskies, I have developed what I believe is a fascinating relationship between each of these eight limbs and the recognized yoga chakras, the energy centers of the mind/body. When this vision about an association between the limbs and the chakras occurred to me, I didn’t quite get it at first. Discussing the chakras was certainly never part of the original plan for this book, particularly since I knew virtually nothing about them. But as I began to research the chakras, I became more and more intrigued by their relationship to the eight levels of practice in the astanga system.


Readers of Power Yoga will find that this book travels to the next levels of practice after the physical exercises, which include the serious mental training of breath control, concentration, and meditation techniques, as well as ways to use these practices for energetic clearing, healing, and balancing. For new and old readers alike, I have included the classic Sun Salutations, Standing Postures, and a condensed version of the core Seated Forward Bending, Twisting, and Back Bending Postures of the asana series, including several new postures not included in Power Yoga.


Just as I believed that there was a need for the asana portion of astanga back in 1990, I think now, at the dawning of the new millennium, that there is a universal need for the rest of the methodology of this ancient yoga system. Of course I know that you cannot learn yoga from a book. You can only learn through practice. So I have listed a few practices, or exercises, to accompany each of these levels. I have drawn on classical references as well as my own experiences in yoga since 1971. My personal experiences derive from many aspects of my practice, including asana practice (the postures), pranayama routines (the breathing), svadhyaya (which literally means “self-study” and refers to the study of sacred texts and literature), and dharana and dhyana (exercises in concentration and meditation). They also depend a lot on faith, which in yoga is called Isvara pranidhana (literally, “turning it over” to God).


In each chapter, I spend a little time exploring the classical background of each of the limbs and the connection between that limb and the corresponding chakra. I happen to be one of those people who aren’t capable of understanding something unless I can literally see it, or visualize it in some way, so I try to verbally paint a picture for you of whatever it is I am trying to explain. Occasionally the same concept will appear more than once throughout the book, only “painted” from a slightly different perspective to help you to see more clearly. This may be a workable path for you, and it might not. What I have to say may or may not be of interest to you. Keep in mind that anything I say could be “right,” or it could be “wrong.” Verify everything through your own experience. This whole book might just be an exercise for Self.





Introduction




PART I: THE JOURNEY TO INDIA



LOOKING FOR GOD


Air India Flight #101 from New York to Bombay was packed. It was a long flight, as people who have flown from the United States to Asia or Australia or Tierra del Fuego, or faraway places like that know. Babies cried, people snored and read and watched movies and ate and fidgeted and paced up and down the aisles. I slept fitfully. We stopped in London, then Rome, and then again, hours later, in Beirut, where we got off the plane for a break. That was tense. We stepped out into the white-hot Lebanese sun. The tarmac was lined on both sides with dark and somber young Arab men in olive-green military uniforms. They all had guns. They stood at attention. They formed a wide and well-marked path from the plane to the terminal, and we followed this track, as if it were a parade route. It was such a vivid image. The dark gray cold gun metal and the bright warm desert sun. I focused straight ahead. I wish now that I had looked at them more closely. In retrospect, it was such an extraordinary opportunity, But it hadn’t seemed odd to me and/or worthy of closer inspection. It just was. The way things were in the ’70s. Nor did it occur to me to be afraid. I was going to India to find God, who would no doubt look after me. But my search for God started long before I climbed aboard the 747 bound for Bombay on February 22, 1974.


As an only child I had spent a great deal of time with make-believe spirit and animal guides. I was always dreaming about wolves and bears and eagles and jaguars and wasn’t afraid of them. I would often pretend I was an angel or ghost of some kind, floating about in diaphanous robes and conversing with God, accompanied by one of my animal friends. Flying was something I did quite frequently. It was both natural and quite normal. It is one of my earliest memories. In my dreams, I would gather myself, so to speak, and sort of pull in and concentrate my energies into a densely packed ball, like an imploding star, and then just psychically “lift off.” The liftoff required a kind of major push of the will, to get free of gravity. Once I broke free, gravity gradually loosed its hold on me, and the higher I went, the easier it was to fly. The expanding energy was just a nanosecond stronger than the contracting energy, and I just took off. This desire to break free, and the discovery that if I focused hard enough I could break free of the constraints of the physical world, propelled me to explore and to long for the celestial spheres. Although I didn’t know it at the time, this was the beginning of my spiritual journey.


Flying in my sleep was always so effortless that it seemed quite logical that it should be just as easy to do when I was awake. The boundary between the two worlds was so subtle, so vaporous, that moving from one to the other should require only some small adjustment, some tiny but significant key or password that could open the door between the two. Yet as simple as that transition seemed like it should be, I never was able to find the key and bring the skill “over the border” with me when I reentered waking consciousness.


In all honesty, although I wouldn’t have said so at the time, my trip to India was an effort to find that secret password. I wanted to fly while I was “awake,” and I thought the answer was in India. Flying was symbolic, I thought, for my longing to see God, to know the secrets of the universe. “Who am I, and why?” I was captivated by the intrigue and mystery of the Far East. Since college, I had read stories about gurus and swamis and sadhus with magical powers and mysterious potions who could lead the spiritual aspirant through the mystical maze of the search for God. I felt envious of those who had seen real honest-to-goodness miracles, like dematerializing gurus or manifesting bananas. I was too spiritually sophisticated, or so I thought, to actually admit to anyone that I needed to see a miracle in order to solidify my faith. But the truth was that, like so many other young people who travel to India, I was blissed out on the idea of finding God in material form. Imagine seeing a real miracle!


Stepping off the plane in Bombay, at dusk, was beyond anything I could have dreamed or imagined. A yellow-orange glow filled the soft and smoky night air. Small fires of burning dried buffalo dung lined the streets and dotted the fields. The smell was indescribable. It reminded me of October at home when I was a kid—the hazy night air and the smell of burning leaves and pumpkins and apple cider. That sensuous impression is as clear in my mind today as it was that first moment in India.


After I crossed the tarmac and cleared customs, several Indians put garlands of flowers around my neck, treating me like an arriving guru. I thought they must have me confused with somebody else, but no, this was my host family, who recognized me by my truly baffled and intoxicated expression, no doubt! They gathered me up and chauffeured me off immediately. We traveled to a quite affluent section of the city, but the smell of the burning buffalo dung stayed in my soul for the rest of my trip. It called to me. It beckoned like the Sirens: come to the streets, to the earth, to the people.


GETTING DOWN WITH THE HOME FOLK


The Jains represent the third largest religion in India. Their religious doctrine is quite similar to Buddhism, and their teacher, Mahavira, was actually a contemporary of Buddha. I had been studying Jainism quite seriously in the United States for several years, and my primary academic reason for traveling to India was to further my studies of Jainism. I had made a number of contacts, through Indian Jains I met in America, with Jain families in India. Since little is known of the Jain religion in the West, most Jains are eager to meet and converse with Westerners. So it was arranged that for my four-month stay in India, I would be hosted by a number of Jain families, each of which would arrange for me to meet and study with the local Jain gurus, monks, and nuns. One of the principal tenets of Jainism (and of astanga yoga) is ahimsa, or nonviolence (literally, “nonkilling, nonharming”). Mahatma Gandhi, for example, was quite influenced by the Jains in his philosophy of reverence for life.


As a consequence of their adherence to nonviolence, all Jains are vegetarian. This would work well for me in India, since I had fallen into vegetarianism in 1971 when I first moved to California. I wasn’t trying to be vegetarian. It just sort of happened. The huge produce sections of the California supermarkets were the equivalent of suburban malls. The first time I walked into one, it totally altered my perception of reality. When I was three, in 1945, we lived in a big house on the edge of town in (then) rural Ridgewood, New Jersey. My parents had an enormous vegetable garden and grew Swiss chard and kohlrabi and kale and turnips and more varieties of peas, beans, squash, corn, tomatoes, radishes, carrots, turnips, and lettuce than I could count. Not since then had I ever seen so many fresh vegetables and here they all were in the produce section of an L.A. supermarket. I was totally psyched.


One day I went to a very posh specialty-foods store in Hollywood and bought an especially fine cut of beef, so I could have steak with my vegetables that night. I remember that it was quite expensive, at least for 1971. The steak turned out to be disappointing. I was bummed out. It just didn’t taste very good to me. It tasted kind of, well, dead! I spontaneously became a vegetarian. I really don’t know how it happened. Shortly after that I began my studies of Jainism, and found out about ahimsa. I slowly became more consciously committed to vegetarianism for both ethical and health reasons. So it was perfect, this going to India and being hosted by vegetarians. No coincidences.


In India in the ’70s, very few Indian women traveled unaccompanied, whether on foot to market or by train to Delhi. They went out with other women to shop, for instance, or with their husbands to socialize. Whether this was for reasons of safety or social dictates, I didn’t know, but no women I met went anywhere alone. “Alone,” in Bombay, is a difficult concept to grasp anyway. The sheer density of the population makes it impossible to be anywhere alone. All my host families took their responsibility for my welfare extremely seriously. I was simply not encouraged (not permitted) to go out by myself. When I asked to go to Bhuleshwar, the teeming marketplace of the city, it was arranged for me to be driven by one of the servants, which was not exactly what I had had in mind.


We drove through the noisy, crowded, narrow streets of the Bombay market district in a tiny car, a symbol of incredible affluence, with the windows closed. I sat in the back, tightly wedged between two rather well-fed Jain women who pointed out the sights as we arduously threaded our way through the turbulent arcades of this ancient city. I started to sweat. This was not the way I wanted India. I wanted to taste and smell, and touch, and roll around on the ground and grovel in the earth of India. I wanted to get down with the home folks! I didn’t want some sterilized version especially created for Americans who needed comfort and luxury and sheets and toilet paper to make it through a day. I wanted the real stuff—unabridged! How would I ever find any guru worth his or her salt gazing out the window of a car?


After a few days of touring around and viewing India from the perspective of the privileged upper castes, I realized that to really “see” India and know its people, I had to break free of my well-meaning hosts. One afternoon, the family was going out for the day. They invited me to come along, but I stayed behind, sensing an opportunity to break loose. I claimed that I wanted to go for a walk around Malabar Hill and along Marine Drive, the promenade that ran along the Bay of Bombay. Since the route I described was quite close to home, they agreed to my solo walk! Once they left, I dug out my map of the city. I had a pretty good idea of how the buses ran, and I knew where I wanted to go. So I put on a plain kadi sari, and set off.


Before we go further, let me give you a little background information. Kadi is the natural-colored, rough-hewn cotton cloth made in India by the cottage industries set up by Mahatma Gandhi. It was Gandhi’s idea to have everyone in India spinning his or her own cloth, on the principle that everyone would then have work and, of course, clothes. Well, when you wear kadi, as I soon discovered, ordinary people tend to think you are either a devotee of Gandhi or a sadhu (monk) of some kind. I wanted to look inconspicuous, to be ordinary and blend in with the working classes and the lower castes, to be a simple wandering medicant.


Well, nothing could have possibly been more naïve or ridiculous. A thirty-two-year-old slim, blonde American woman dressed in a kadi sari hanging out in the ghetto of Bombay looking for God, is anything but inconspicuous or ordinary. I hadn’t been off the bus for five minutes before I had beggars following me, along with pushcarts, urchins, vendors, roosters, dogs, bicycles, buggies, cows, oxen, buses, and chickens! People came up to me, babbling in Hindi, touching my feet or asking for money. Half the people thought I was a saint, the other half a sinner. I just wanted to be an observer.


I slipped into one of the many tea stalls lining the narrow streets, to wait for the sun to go down. I figured I’d do better after dark. It was hot as hell anyway, and I needed to cool down. The way you cool off in India is with tea—hot tea! So I ordered chai, the ubiquitous Indian tea drink made with buffalo milk, and boiled with cardamom and sugar and masala (mixed spices) and impossible to replicate back in the United States unless you happen to have a buffalo in your backyard.


As darkness came, little fires began to pop up here and there on the streets. Small groups of people who lived on the streets sat around the fires, cooking dinner or talking. The ubiquitous hazy orange glow began to hang over the city. Vendors appeared one after another, selling strange and wonderful-smelling foods. I bought dried chick peas and peanuts and more chai. I just floated from one smell to the next. This was India’s first chakra, the vibration of basic survival—people toiling to make it through another day. The struggle for life. Rooted to earth. Nothing extraneous. I couldn’t have been more in touch with the pulse of India than I was at that moment.


DON’T GO THERE


I tumbled in and out of conversations. Walking, smelling, watching, feeling. A few people spoke English to me.


“Where you come?” asked one man.


“I am American.” Well, he went nuts. His mother, his grandmother, his sisters, they had never met anyone American. He was sure that they would like to know how we live and to meet me. . . . They are all just down this alley and around this corner and up this staircase and back down this hallway and—whoosh—we are there.


“Will you come? Will you meet them? Oh, it will mean so much. Oh, you Americans never come to this part of the city. We do not have much opportunity....” and so he went on. Well, of course, he had me. I knew Americans didn’t come to Bhuleshwar, except in cars looking out windows. And they never came at night. Well, that wasn’t me. I wanted to touch and feel and breathe in the city and its people.


“Sure, lead the way.” I began to follow him into the depths of the inner city, a maze of turns and twists, down alleys and courtyards and back streets. Suddenly he disappeared through an archway, and I balked. Something popped up at me and said, “No, don’t go there,” and I stopped and turned and walked back out into the street. Just like that. I had this vision, this knowing. “Stop. It isn’t safe.” And I didn’t go there. The odd thing was that I didn’t think about it. I wasn’t scared or breathing a sigh of relief. It was just “Okay what’s next?” Well, what was next was the same lesson, only louder!


I started thinking that maybe it was time for me to head back. I looked around for a taxi, but there were none to be found, so I thought I should try to figure out how to get back to the place where I got off the bus. I walked for quite a while and finally made my way back to the street where I thought the bus should come to take me back to the other side of town. I waited for about fifteen minutes. No bus came, and no taxis either. A couple of young fellows came by in open-collared white shirts and slacks, looking quite Western and quite like a couple of graduate students. They carried books and seemed engaged in conversation. Of course, I was still sticking out like a petunia in an onion patch, so they stopped and asked, in English, if they could be of any assistance. I asked if the bus to Walkeshvar Road stopped here. They said it did, and began to chat with me.


The light from the pervasive fires reflected off the clouds and cast a warm hazy glow over the faces of the young Indian men, the same glow that had captivated me the moment I stepped off the plane onto Indian soil. It was hypnotic. It leads you into desire for intensity. The young men wanted to talk politics. They asked who I was and where I was from and why I wasn’t staying at the Taj Mahal Hotel like other Americans. “Why do Americans need so many material things?” they wanted to know. “Does the government provide everyone with televisions? Why are all Americans rich? Why do you all have such skewed ideas about India? Why don’t Americans want to connect with ‘the people’?”


LORD GANESH MELTS DOWN THE WALL


They asked all the right questions. I tried to tell them that not all Americans were Ugly American tourist types and that I had not come to India just to stare at the poverty and take a tour bus around to all the temples. That I, for example, was very interested in “the people” and that was why I was where I was, in Bhuleshwar, the marketplace, at night, trying to find my way back to where I was staying. They said that a bus wouldn’t be coming for a while, and did I want to go have some chai? I was captivated by the conversation, and eager to talk with them awhile longer. I suggested a chai shop right behind where we were standing. “No,” they said. “Let’s go to this one across the street.” Well, okay, I thought.


The tiny shop was bright with a few fluorescent lights overhead and filled with the spicy smell of Indian food cooking. Although I didn’t notice it at the time, and only remembered it in retrospect, the proprietor nodded to the fellows as we came in, and we seated ourselves at a small table in the middle of the room. The table was an American-made classic from the early ’40s, like one we had had in our kitchen when I was three or four. It had chrome legs and a red Formica top, with four matching chairs. On the walls there were tattered posters and faded pictures of Indian deities, but the room was quite lively. A few other patrons were in the shop drinking tea and eating. I asked for a chai. One of the young men, Rakesh, said, “No, you don’t want chai, you must have lime drink.”


“No, thank you,” I said. “I’ll have chai.” Often, when Indians say no, they mean yes. For example, when you are a guest in someone’s home and you are offered more food and you say no, your host will assume you are being polite and mean yes, and will give you more food. This is quite commonplace. So when I said I didn’t want lime drink, but chai, it didn’t seem strange to me that these men said, “No, you must have lime drink.”


I said, “No, I really would like chai.”


They said, “No, you really must have lime drink.”


So I had lime drink. Another thing I remember is that we never ordered. Rakesh simply waved to the proprietor, and the next thing I knew we had three lime drinks at the table. I sipped at my drink. It was very sweet, a little limey, and a little unfamiliar-tasting, but it was okay. The conversation was penetrating. I agreed that I would come the next day to meet Rakesh and his friend and go to their village outside Bombay to meet their families and see what rural India was like. They doubted that I could really be interested in coming to a poor village and hanging out with the lower class. Man, they were well schooled in stirring up my liberal passions. Yes, let’s discuss the socioeconomic implications of third-world countries visited by first-world tourists! It was divine!


The next thing I remember is that as I was looking over Rakesh’s shoulder at a poster of Ganesh, the elephant god and patron deity of travelers, the face of Lord Ganesh began to melt down the wall. I blinked my eyes and looked at the clock next to the poster. It, too, began to melt. I blinked again. I gazed at the clock and thought of Salvador Dalì and the clocks in his paintings, and of how much this clock looked like Dalì’s—kind of folded over a cliff or something. Wait a minute, something didn’t compute here. I felt a little dizzy and light-headed.


That was it! Out of the blue a powerful voice said, “Get out of here now!” and I felt like something had kicked me in the stomach. The words not only came through my ears, but appeared visually to me as well, as if they were written out like the Hollywood sign on the side of the mountain. I stood up like a rocket, and the chair with the chrome legs fell over backward.



FIREWORKS OVER BOMBAY


I remember thinking, “Well, this is going to appear a little rude, but what the hell!” I mumbled something like “I have to go; excuse me.” I can’t remember exactly what I said, but I bolted out of the tea shop and into the dark-orange glow of the night. It was late—maybe ten o’clock. A taxi materialized out of nowhere. My very first miracle!! Materializing taxis! I jumped in and said, “Walkeshvar Road.” I closed the door and saw a hand reaching for the door from outside as the cab lurched off into the night.


My heart was pounding. I lay back in the cab, resting my head on the back of the seat. We bumped off into the night. My mind was quite literally being blown! Lights went rocketing by the windows as we rode along. The streets were quiet, compared to the cacophony of daytime. I opened the window of the cab after we were well away from the Bhuleshvar district. I could smell the sea air. It was warm and salty. Indian ragas were playing on the radio of the cab. It was surreal.


I sat on the veranda outside my room for the rest of the night, overlooking the Sea of Bombay. I watched the string of pearl lights, encircling the harbor along Marine Drive, melt and disappear into the sea. I thought there must be fireworks going off somewhere. I was still quite spacey and light-headed. I wasn’t heavily drugged, because I hadn’t drunk a lot of the lime concoction, but I was drugged. I was incredibly grateful to be home, but it had never really occurred to me that I wouldn’t get home. I was so naïve, so innocent, and so trusting in the universe that from the time I had ventured out earlier in the day, I was completely connected to the idea that I would inevitably retrace my steps and someone or something would come along to carry me home. And I think that because that was my construct of reality, I made it home.


Carolyn Myss, the medical intuitive and author of Energy Anatomy, uses the exceptionally appropriate expression “having authority over,” when she talks about belief systems. The possibility that I wouldn’t get back home safely didn’t occur to me, so that belief didn’t have authority over my construct of reality.


The next day I was a little jittery, thinking about what might have transpired, and I wasn’t quite sure that what I thought had happened had really happened. “Wow, that was odd,” I thought. “Were those authentic hallucinations, or was I just hallucinating that I was hallucinating?” I know that I wasn’t as freaked out and scared as I should have been. It wasn’t until months and months later, after I returned to the States, that it really hit me. One day, shortly after I was back in New York, I was sitting meditating, and—boing!—a vision of being hauled off, drugged, and sold into the white slave trade suddenly came to me. Well, I about had a heart attack right on the spot. And of course, at that moment my construct of reality changed.


ESCAPING THE BLACK HOLE


That night in the tea shop, I didn’t jump up and tear out because I suddenly thought, “Oh wow, I think these guys have slipped me a mickey and I’m going to pass out any minute so I better get the hell out of here while I can still walk!” I left because I was quite literally commanded to go, by a voice—whose voice? Lord Ganesh, the patron saint of travelers and the remover of obstacles? Had Ganesh trumpeted the warning to me? Was this my first miracle? Of course, I didn’t catch it at the time. The voice was just so precisely directed and overpowering that I didn’t even think. I just followed orders—instantly. It was like almost being drawn into a black hole. I got closer and closer to the edge of the hole, called the “event horizon” in physics, that moment in time and space where momentum and forward speed of matter can no longer prevent gravity from drawing mass into the abyss. But once the voice spoke, I seemed to become supercharged with forward momentum again, and I broke free of the inevitable inward collapse, and felt like I was flying. Now, I grant you, maybe it was the drugs. In fact, it probably was the drugs. But whatever made the feeling possible, I was dead certain, that I had just hunkered down, gathered my will, and blasted out of there, crashing right through the ceiling and falling into the backseat of the taxi. The taxi took off, like a magic carpet, and we flew home.


I didn’t go back to Bhuleshwar. Well, I did go back, but not until four months later, and then I went during the day only to buy glass bangles to ship back to the States. What was the lesson here? It reminds me of the story of the Zen master who sneaks up on his student in the middle of the night while he is sleeping and hits him over the head with a two-by-four to teach him to pay attention. Every night he sneaks up on the student and—crash!—wallops him over the head. Eventually, the student hears him coming and gets out of the way. It’s a classic story about learning to pay attention. The escape from Bhuleshwar and a life as a white slave, perhaps, was the biggest crash over the head I got in India. Luckily, it came early in the trip. My consciousness levels geared up a few notches, and I tempered my demented devotional bliss with a good look over my shoulder from time to time. It was one small step forward in the long slow evolution of consciousness. And I was slowly learning the first lesson one has to learn before embarking on life as a yogi: to be awake!



PART II: THE AWAKENING



THE LAW OF KARMA


All the spiritual disciplines talk about awakening. What is an awakening? What do we mean when we say we are awake? Henry David Thoreau said that “to be awake is to be alive.” Well, what exactly does that mean? I think to be awake is to be conscious of the fact that we are actually in control of our lives, that we create our own reality. I think we “wake up” the instant we understand the universal law of cause and effect and realize that we shape our lives moment to moment by our actions, by what we say, think, and do.


In yoga philosophy it is called the law of karma. But how does it happen? How do we know if we are “awake?” Well, generally the first dawning comes as a rousing reveille to wake us from our slumbers! We jump up, kind of dazed at the rude awakening. “Whoa! What’s going on here?” we ask as we rub our eyes. But that awareness alone somehow doesn’t enable us to suddenly command our reality. It takes years of experience and watching and practice at being mindful, before we really get how karma works. Which reminds me of a lecture I went to back on the UCLA campus in California in 1971. Ram Das, the former Richard Alpert of Harvard University who took LSD with Timothy Leary, went to India, found his guru, changed his name, and became a great teacher and spokesperson for the spiritual alienation felt by the ’60s and ’70s generations, was relating his experiences in India. He talked about how excited he was when he realized he was “awake,” and how he wanted to run up and down the streets shouting to people, “Wake up! Wake up!” The first experience that I attribute to my own awakening process happened in 1971. But let me fill you in with a little background information first.


In 1962, when I was in college, I was already looking for God although I didn’t know it, and professed to be a vitriolic atheist. Existentialism was in vogue in the early ’60s on college campuses, and all good existentialists at that time were atheists. Besides, I was mad at God. The Presbyterian God I had met in church as a child had let me down. My mother died in 1957, when I was fifteen. As was the custom in the mid-1950s, children were “protected” from talk and thoughts about the experience of death. Death happened, kind of like sex, but nobody talked about it. My father had come to the door of my bedroom at about 5:00 A.M. and softly whistled me awake. He stood stiffly in the doorway and “announced” that the hospital had just called and that “your mother has died.” It wasn’t easy for him, but it was his “duty.” He said that we had things to do and that I should get up, and he turned around and walked downstairs. Given his life and circumstances, I guess he did the best he could, but it was small comfort at the time.


My father was raised on a ranch in Wyoming. He graduated as valedictorian from the University of Wyoming in 1931 at age nineteen, before coming east on a boxcar to study chemistry at Columbia University and get his Ph.D. He was driving a tractor at age ten and running the family general store in Thermopolis at age twelve. He didn’t have an easy childhood, his responsibilities started very early in his life. He was very typical of his generation of men in that, outwardly, he was emotionally conservative and formal, to say the least. “Mom’s dead.” That was it! No tears. No hugs. No long talks. I remember sitting on my pillow at the top of my bed, staring off into space. Okay, well, I guess we have things to do. I should get up. It didn’t hit me. I went numb. It never really hit me until I was about forty-nine.


So when I was fifteen my mother left me. I guess I was a little disappointed in her, but I didn’t blame her, at least, not consciously. I always thought some mysterious disease had descended upon her and a cruel twist of fate had ended her life at age forty-five. But slowly I began to wonder about where she had gone and why. The Sunday school I had attended didn’t really offer any satisfying answers that I could remember. And I had no brothers and sisters to discuss it with. All my father’s brothers and sisters were dead or unavailable and, once my father remarried, there were no aunts or uncles that we stayed in touch with from my mother’s side of the family. So my memories of my life with my mother became like useless stuff you store in the basement. You put it down there, close the door, and forget about it. I didn’t go back down there for a long long time. In fact, for many years I had no conscious memory of what was even down there.


MOONING OVER EINSTEIN


I wanted to study chemistry, physics, and all the sciences in college. You had to know chemistry to understand the basic language of the universe. Then to understand how it all worked, you had to study physics. I was mad for physics. I mooned over Einstein and John Wheeler and David Bohm! My freshman year I decided to start with your basic physics course, organic chemistry, advanced zoology, some horrific math course, plus French and English literature. Well, by Christmas, I was drowning! Among other things I realized (like my buddy Jeff Bezos when he was at Princeton and who, like me, also aspired to be the next Einstein) that there were people in my physics class who had a much easier time of it than I did. It’s not so much that they were that much smarter than I was, but they were faster at being smarter than I was.


I couldn’t memorize formulas (or foreign language vocabulary for that matter) quickly or easily. I could never finish an exam in the allotted time, and I never seemed to be able to access the right word. If I was looking for the word “precipitate,” I would have to sort through “roller skate,” “refrigerator,” “African violet,” and “variegated” before the right combination would surface. The sciences and I were not clicking. I was despondent. My father practically invented plastic, and I couldn’t get through organic chemistry. This was not fun. I didn’t know I was depressed about my mother’s death. I didn’t know I was dyslexic. And I didn’t know that I was also depressed because my father had married a woman who never failed to remind me in the most subtle ways possible that I wasn’t as bright, pretty, or “normal” as her own daughter (four years older than I) or her son (one year older than I). My father worked so hard to make them all feel like family that they quite easily became the nuclear family, and I became, in my mind, an outcast with no mother.


By the end of my freshman year at Syracuse I was on the verge of flunking out. I hadn’t picked up more than Cs and Ds in any of my science courses. I dropped French. I did take a philosophy course, though, my second semester, and got an A. That saved my ass. By my sophomore year, I tried chemistry again, and physics, but ended up dropping physics because the fundamentals were kicking my butt, and took instead a course in comparative religion. It was there, in 1962 that I first read about the methodology of a system of yoga called asta anga in The Religions of Man, by Huston Smith. The book had been published in 1958 and was one of our major texts for the course. Writing about Hinduism, Smith described the four different paths to God, one of which was the eight-step system of Patanjali’s raja or astanga yoga, which he defined as the way to God through “psychophysical exercises.” Hmmm, that was kind of fascinating to me. That was when astanga yoga entered my life.


That course started me thinking about the existence and nature of God and life and death in a conscious, intellectual sort of way. The thought process of theology and metaphysics for me was four dimensional, and remarkably easier for me to visualize and follow than the linear or three-dimensional thinking of science. This was 1962, before the Big Bang revelation of 1966. Newtonian thought was still preeminent, and everything in science was very mechanically oriented. Inanimate and determinate; I seemed to have some genetic flaw, some dyslexic glitch that made inert purposeless reasoning difficult for my mind to follow. Religion and philosophy gave my mind space and a degree of dimensionality and freedom I didn’t or couldn’t find in conventional physics back in 1962. But I could contemplate chaos and creative evolution. And even if I didn’t agree with the dogma of any particular religion or philosopher’s point of view, it was okay. I got As for innovative thinking that conceived of God and the universe as alive and organic and indeterminate.


Long before Donald Neale Walsh wrote his excellent Conversations with God books in the mid-1990s, I was talking with God and getting answers. I got in the habit of expecting a response to my questions and requests. Even with extremely limited awareness of what I was doing, I was beginning to create my own reality, taking the early steps that would eventually bring me to where I am today. There are no coincidences. The idea of “psychophysical exercises,” whatever they were, caught my attention. It was the first time that I ever imagined putting my scientific curiosity to work in the pursuit of a metaphysical question like “What is God?” There was, I realized, at least somewhere, maybe in India, a methodology for seeking truth and finding answers to the Big Questions of life. Philosophy got me through college.


EPICENTER OF THE HUMAN POTENTIAL MOVEMENT


My next few years were kind of consumed by the unsuccessful struggle for wealth and fame. By 1972, I had moved to Hollywood from New York City in order to leave the “city” for the “country.” I was working as a biofeedback researcher at the Biofeedback Institute of Los Angeles, studying meditation. In the early ’70s, California was the epicenter of the human potential movement. We were all experimenting with everything out there, from vegetarianism to biofeedback-assisted meditation, from sitting under multiple wave oscillators in the California desert trying to vibe in extraterrestrial intelligence to laying crystals, magnets, and various elements and gemstones on our bodies to balance and energize our chakras.


I was involved in this far-out biofeedback experiment measuring brain waves on spiritual practitioners of various Buddhist, Zen, martial art, and yoga techniques. We took real measurements, with electroencephalographic instrumentation, of brain wave patterns emitted by meditators during their meditation. Once we figured out (at least from the standpoint of looking at their brain wave patterns) where it was that these meditators actually “went” while they were meditating, we tried to teach nonmeditators to do the same thing with the technological help of biofeedback. (This whole experiment is discussed in more detail in the chapter on meditation, chapter 7.) It was a very exciting time. We were using technology to achieve new levels of consciousness! It was the marriage of technology and consciousness!


In the fall of that year, when my father wrote from New Jersey and in his most scientific and objective manner informed me that he had cancer, I, of course, immediately suggested the California solution—alternative treatment plans, like vegetarian diet, juicing, colon cleansing, megadoses of supplements, yoga, and meditation. I went over the edge when I suggested psychic surgery in Manila, in the Philippines, so I dropped that idea and stuck to dietary changes. Well, most of these methods were far too unorthodox, undocumented, and unsubstantiated, in 1972, for a Western-trained scientist like my dad to even remotely consider seriously. He laid out the statistics and the odds of his survival, which weren’t good, and informed me that he would be having surgery and chemotherapy treatment in the next few weeks. Of course, I immediately felt that his health was my responsibility.


But what, really, could I do? I would have had to leave California, move back in with my father and stepmother, bar my stepmother from her own kitchen, and take on the full-time job of controlling what went into my father’s mouth. It wasn’t a job that I wanted or was in any way an appropriate one for me to even think of taking on. But it’s tough to let go, especially when you have an over-developed sense of responsibility and think you know everything.


At that time there were plenty of people in California who knew a lot about human potential and healing, including the newest, truly cutting-edge (alternative medical) nutritional information. Much of the information that today is finally mainstream—like the toxic effects of herbicides and pesticides, for example, or the clogging qualities of saturated fats found in dairy and meat, and the dangers of processed foods or too much salt or sugar or caffeine—was all available, if you read the right books and/or talked with the right people. We ate organic foods back then and knew about the importance of eating plenty of fruits and vegetables (especially green ones—daily!) for any alternative cancer therapy program, for example—for fiber, phycotenes, carotenoids, antioxidants, and so forth. So here I was, an overzealous vegetarian, in the heart of the New Age, alternative healing, human potential movement, surrounded by the likes of young Andy Weil and Allan Watts, John Lilly and Carlos Castaneda, Gary Zukov and Fred Wolf, plus people like Charles Tart, Gay Luce, Eric Peper, Jack Sarfatt, Bob Tobin, Krishnamurti, Elmer and Alyce Green from the Menninger Institute in Topeka, Kansas, Deepak Chopra, Swami Rama, Ganga White, Anna Forest, and dozens of others! Collectively we were a pretty well-informed bunch.


FLYING FOR FREE ON TWA


We may have been well informed, but we weren’t well endowed; at least I wasn’t. I wanted to fly back east to see my father, but there was no way that I could afford a plane ticket to New York. I could barely pay my rent. Back in those days, you could put Jane Smith’s name on your mailbox for a few weeks, call TWA, and order first-class tickets round trip LAX/JFK for Jane Smith. The tickets would arrive in the mail, and you would then take Jane Smith’s name off your mailbox. You could then fly as Jane Smith back and forth to New York from Los Angeles, first-class, no less! The bill would inevitably come for the tickets to Jane Smith, but Jane Smith didn’t live here anymore. So I used the old Jane Smith trick, and my dog, Timber, and I flew first-class back to New York to spend a little time in New Jersey with my father and see what we could do. Ah yes, those were the days, I thought. That was before I knew about the law of karma. I eventually paid for those tickets many times over, but at the time I thought I was flying for “free.”


I tried to explain to my father in a rational fashion why eating a little less meat and a little more vegetables might help. But it was an uphill battle. My dad, remember, was a meat and potatoes man from Wyoming. He was a chemist and worked with toxic chemicals on a regular basis. He smoked, drank, ate meat, and drank coffee three times a day, and drank diet soda when it first came out to help keep his weight down (more chemicals). And although we had a huge vegetable garden when I was a child, he ate practically no fresh fruit or vegetables after my mother died. He also kept his emotions bottled up inside. Cancer was, in some ways, inevitable.


I was making a little headway with my father. Thanks to the environment in California and the people I knew, I was a little ahead of my time in terms of my awareness about nutrition. But I wasn’t educated enough to present my case with authority. I was just emotional about it—a deadly way to try to convert a scientist! And my father wasn’t ready to throw over the absolute logical authority of Newtonian science, whether it was chemistry or medicine, for some newfangled ideas about organic vegetables.


I took a few days off from my attempts to convert my father to vegetarianism and made a pilgrimage into New York City to do some spiritual shopping. I went to see my friend Josh, who was on a spiritual quest of his own and was out there in the forefront of the biofeedback world, experimenting with all the latest instrumentation. He was always hooked up to some gizmo or another, trying to alter his brain waves or transcend his thought processes. Josh spent a lot of time in Los Angeles, but lived in New York. He was always trying to get me to come and meet this enlightened master or that illuminated guru. As it turned out, that night there was a lecture by a nondescript Indian yogi passing through town, and ironically, the topic of the evening’s lecture was karma and rebirth.


Josh always got excited about these things. He had heard from one of his fanatical friends that this guy was very psychic and “tuned in.” I decided that if Josh thought this guy was something special, considering all the phenomena that he had waded through in his search for truth, then perhaps there was something to it. I had a short conversation with God at Josh’s apartment before we left for the lecture. I lit some candles, sat for about twenty minutes, and prayed for some direction. This dying thing was kicking my butt. I felt lonely. So on Tuesday, January 17, 1973, I went across town with Josh to hear a lecture that changed my life.


Out of respect for this guy’s years of apparent training as a yogi, I walked in and sat down in the front, on the floor. My California yoga classes, which had started a few years earlier, had opened my hips to the point that I could now sit in lotus posture. So I assumed the position and closed my eyes. I heard someone enter the room. For some reason I decided not to open my eyes and not to move. And I didn’t move, for ninety minutes, not a muscle. Nor did I open my eyes. That’s about all I remember of my body, although I do recall, at one point, feeling sweat pouring down my face and back and in between my breasts. And then the sweat stopped. I sat and listened.


Every question I had asked God earlier that evening was answered. This lecture obviously was for me. It was on the nature of death and rebirth. The yogis believe that dying is simply a transition. According to yoga philosophy, like modern physics, energy is neither created nor destroyed. So when we die, our “energy” doesn’t disappear, it is simply reborn into new matter. It’s kind of like changing clothes when the old ones get worn out. “Wow! Is that what happens?” I blinked. In a matter of minutes, as this Indian monk explained death, a completely new level of understanding dawned in me. It was like a bomb falling on my head, an awakening!


What particularly appealed to me was that the presentation of this reincarnation theory was more cosmological than theological or phenomenological. It was fascinating. This guy gave a very good scientific accounting of how and why this birth, death, and rebirth thing made sense. He then proceeded to explain the law of karma. And again, in a matter of minutes, I had a major enlightenment. He very logically put forth the law of cause and effect, as if he were explaining gravity. Every action that one directs upon the world is turned back upon oneself, he said. Suddenly I got it. If you steal, for example, one hundred dollars, you then owe the cosmic bank one hundred dollars, generally plus interest. That’s all. Very simple. No difficult mathematics involved. And the universe will collect when and wherever it deems necessary and not always at the most suitable time for you to repay. That’s the kicker. You pay it back, generally at the most inconvenient time possible, like when you get a flat tire when you are on the way to the airport and it costs you $105 to get towed in and have the tire repaired.


Anyway, the lecture ended, and I opened my eyes. I looked up, and this guy was looking at me. That was it. I felt my chest open up, as if a circular piece of chest bone had been removed over my heart, and I felt a light pour out, or in; I’m not sure which. Eastern devotional types often talk about shaktipat, or the transmission of grace or energy from a teacher to a student. I have always been uncomfortable with that notion. It seems, from my viewpoint, to discourage self-reliance and encourage dependency. Students begin to sit around and wait or long for shaktipat from a teacher. Shaktipat is nothing special. It is simply transmission of energy. It happens every day. It can come through the hands of a mother or a lover or a healer or any of us wishing to comfort or soothe someone. But devotees of spiritual teachers all too often like to glamorize or phenomenalize their experiences. We all want tangible miracles. It makes it easier to believe!


So how do I explain what happened? Well, although I didn’t know it at the time and was all too willing to glamorize the experience myself (Oh my God, guess what happened to me!), in retrospect I know that the “light” hadn’t come from the speaker. It came, as described in yoga philosophy, from Atma (Sanskrit for “God Consciousness”) and simply passed through this speaker at that moment because it was what I had asked for. Although I had lifetimes to go, my consciousness geared up a few notches that evening. For one thing, I quit stealing.


For years, prior to this revelation about the law of karma, I had been totally puzzled as to why my apartments kept getting broken into in New York and all my belongings liberated. I had started to steal things immediately after my mother died, when I was fifteen. My father, wishing to get rid of all painful memories, threw out everything, and I mean every last thing, that had belonged to my mother. I would creep out to the trash pile at night, after his rampages, and collect things here and there, and sneak them back into the house and hide them. Then I began stealing things from stores. At first I stole shampoo and makeup with my friend Joan in high school. Then, when I was in college, my roommate and I stole clothes from the women’s clothing store where we worked. After college I stole gifts for my stepfamily from prestigious New York City stores to impress my stepfamily and make them think I was prospering. It didn’t work. They weren’t impressed and I wasn’t prospering. But I kept stealing things compulsively, although considerably less so as I got older. But I still never understood why so much stuff got stolen from me? Then in 1973, at age thirty-one, I’m embarrassed to say, I suddenly got it! My first wakeup call. It took a while before I got my account back in the black, but eventually I repaid the debt I had been accumulating over the years.


Three weeks later my father died. I had a positively transcendental experience at the funeral. I felt, perhaps for the first time, emotionally connected to my father. I felt as if, through his death, his inability to see or understand me evaporated. In his ascendancy, he was free of maya (illusion), and was then quite able to easily fathom the pain and anguish and isolation I had endured. And in the same way, I was able to understand and appreciate his stoic, intellectual, and inevitable acceptance of death. I understood his life and he mine. We went beyond our archetypal roles as “father” and “daughter” and non-physically and nonverbally just merged as consciousness. It sounds pretty corny as I try to describe it, but as most of you know, the death of a parent is a time of pretty heavy spiritual growth. I sobbed tears of joy at the funeral. Not because I was glad he died, but because I felt like I finally had his approval.


ANOTHER MIRACLE IN THE BLIZZARD


About three weeks later, my dog, Timber, and I left the East Coast to return to California. We took a drive-away vehicle, which involves a car that belongs to someone else who wants it moved from one place to another. All your expenses are paid, and you have plenty of time to get where you are going. I decided to drive back to California because I wanted to stop in Colorado, and quite frankly I was a little nervous that they might be looking for Jane Smith at TWA by now.


Timber, part husky and part coyote, was born in the Hollywood hills. He was almost two years old, and we hadn’t been apart for even a day since he came to me when he was eight weeks old. We were good traveling companions and psychically in tune from day one. He flew east with “Jane Smith,” patiently sat with my father and me, and traipsed around New York with me, but wasn’t very interested in the spiritual teachers that Josh and I went to see. He much preferred the squirrels in Central Park. We set off for Colorado on March 16, and I drove nearly straight through on grief energy. It was well after 8:00 P.M. on, I guess, about the third day, when we hit the Colorado border. It had begun to snow quite heavily, and driving conditions were miserable and getting worse by the minute. The wind can sweep across the high plains of eastern Colorado with ferocious power, and when that wind combines with a snowstorm, it means just one thing. It didn’t take long to figure out that I was in the middle of a raging blizzard.


Back in 1973, a good part of Interstate 70 was still under construction, and this stretch from a funky little town on the border called Kankorado to Flager, sixty miles west, was mostly Route 24, with interstate 70 still a distant dream. There were maybe five or six towns in between with populations of I don’t know what, but I’ll tell you that that night there wasn’t a goddamned soul to be seen in Kit Carson County for sixty miles. It was a total whiteout. You couldn’t see an inch in front of you. I was completely numb. No lights, no signs, no people, no cars, no towns, and no gas stations. The only thing I could see was the white line right in front of the car, and that was what I stayed focused on for five hours, getting dizzier and dizzier by the hour. I felt like I was going to throw up any second. My head was bursting. I was getting low on gas. Our top speed was maybe fifteen miles per hour. I didn’t know where I was trying to get to or how far it was. I just kept driving, calm and steady, on and on. I don’t know how I did it. Time ticked away, second by second. I wanted to pull over and stop, let the engine run until we ran out of gas and then climb into the down sleeping bag and go to sleep until morning, when the storm would have stopped and we could go for gas.


Every time I thought about stopping, Timber would jump up next to me and start carrying on. I don’t know how he managed to communicate to me that we shouldn’t stop, but he did. We kept going. I tried to stop again, but Timber started fussing and howling. We kept going, and at some point, I “left,” and someone else took over steering that vehicle. I don’t know who it was, but it wasn’t me. I was gone! And around one in the morning, in the thick of one of the worst blizzards, as it turned out, in Colorado history, a light appeared, a red-and-yellow flashing neon light. There was a little motel and diner. It was heaven. We stopped. I sat there, dazed, for about five minutes. It took all my strength, pushing against the door, to open it against the force of the wind. Tim and I made it into the diner. I literally staggered in and collapsed. A couple of truck drivers came over and propped me up at a table and brought me some hot tea and toast.


I drank my tea and chatted somewhat deliriously with some of the folks and truck drivers who had pulled into the motel/diner earlier in the night. I fell asleep at the table in my down parka. The woman who owned the diner woke me up and sent Timber and me to our little room in the mobile home that served as the motel. I barely slept. The wind roared through the town of Flager like a hurricane all night. I was terrified that the trailer would just lift off and get blown away. I had been calm and focused for five hours as I made my way inch by inch through the blizzard to safety. Now that I was safe, I was frightened to death of the storm.


When I woke up in the morning, the wind had stopped and the storm was over. The roads were sheer ice. The highway patrol had closed the roads for sixty miles in either direction, and nobody was going anywhere. I got up and went over to the diner. It was filled with dozens of people, mostly truck drivers. The place was packed, and everyone wanted coffee and breakfast. I helped cook breakfast and serve. Everyone pitched in. We made tons of coffee. Timber ate bacon and eggs.


Over the day, the local and state police came in and out. Snowdrifts had reached ten to fifteen feet. The few cars that had stopped during the blizzard were buried. People had frozen to death in their cars. They were still looking for cars and digging people out along Route 24. I sat there and listened to the reports. I was in shock. I was alive. I had wanted to stop. I thought stopping was the most logical move. Why hadn’t I stopped? I looked at Timber. He was looking at me. And that moment was one of only a few moments I remember in life as a totally “peak experience,” as the renowned author and psychologist Abraham Maslow called it, or as it is called in yoga, a moment of samadhi (bliss). I felt life, I think, in the moment, as fully as it is possible to experience it in any form. I was there and connected to universal consciousness. Who or what had gotten me through that experience, I didn’t know. But whatever it was it had spoken through Timber. He kept me going. Had my father’s energy manifest as an angel and piloted us through the storm? I didn’t know. I was alive. And obviously I was meant to be alive for a while longer to finish my work.


The highway patrol didn’t open the roads until the following morning. About 5:00 A.M., one of the truck drivers knocked on my door and yelled, “The roads are open.” I got up, ate toast and strawberry jelly, and drank tea. I said good-bye and continued west. The landscape was eerie. Entire herds of cattle had frozen to death, standing up, suffocated by the wind and snow. Ghostly statues carved out of frozen flesh and bone, standing as they were for their last breath. Hundreds of cattle, standing frozen, gazing out across the plains, dead. It was the most visually incomprehensible thing I have ever seen. How did it happen that I was here, now, alive, when others had died in their cars and all these cattle had frozen to death? Why was I here?


Once again, like with the situations in India, I had to come to the conclusion that the reality of the blizzard hadn’t held any power over me because I didn’t acknowledge its power. I didn’t know it was life-threatening; consequently, it didn’t have, to use Carolyn Myss’s word again, authority over me. What I guess I am trying to say is that my experiences have led me to believe that unless you give something authority in your life, it can’t have authority in your life. It can’t have an effect unless you give it cause to have an effect. That night, crossing Kit Carson County, when things started to get really rough, I just calmly said to God, and I do remember saying this out loud, “You have got to be kidding with this snow! Get me out of here!” And God did!


THE GERMAN SHEPHERD STORY


Which reminds me of another story that might help illustrate what I mean. One time in Colorado, around 1979, I was supposed to meet a real estate agent at her home in the little foothill town of Evergreen, just outside of Denver. We were going together to look at a house that I was thinking of renting. I knocked at her front door, but nobody was home so I walked around to the back of the house. Her German shepherd was tied out in a dog run in the backyard. I immediately went over to the dog and sat on the back porch with him. He licked my face, I rubbed his head and shoulders, and we had a short conversation. After five minutes or so, I walked back around to the front. The woman I was supposed to meet was looking out of the front door, her face completely white. She was aghast. “Oh my God,” she said. “I can’t believe what just happened! I saw you out back with my dog. I was afraid to say anything. He is a very mean dog. He attacks everyone. I can’t believe he didn’t rip you to shreds. I was terrified to say anything. If I had come out, he might have gone nuts. It’s unbelievable! I’ve never seen him like that with anyone! Come in, and let’s go out back and visit with him.”


Are you crazy? No way! Not on your life was I about to go back out and talk with that dog. I was now scared to death of him and absolutely sure he would bite me the minute he saw me. My whole energy field had changed, and dogs know those things. How do they know? I have spent hours pondering this. And this is what I figured out.


The emotion we carry must have a material presence to it somehow. It must create a field of some kind. It must have motion. Emotion must have motion. It must be some form of energy that sort of blows over to the animal. How else could they know this? How do they pick up the vibe? What is a vibe but atoms and molecules grouped together as a result of their attraction for one another? Moving along, floating, gliding, rocketing along through space? Thought then must be pure energy. And you have a thought and it rockets over to this receiving station (the dog) and he pulls it in and returns like energy. Energy attracts like energy.


No way would I go see that dog again. When I first approached him, his meanness had no authority over me because I was 100 percent innocent and trusting. Now I was nervous, uncertain, fearful, and tentative. Everything had changed. He had absolute authority over me now.


THE SLOW DAWNING


The moment you wake up to the fact that you indeed have the power to create and control what transpires in your life, your perception of yourself has to change. If you think something and it happens, or you ask for something and it comes, you kind of step back and shake your head. And then what I think happens is that you slowly start to realize, whether consciously or not, that a law of magnetic attraction is at work pulling things in to you. You begin to see that what you attract to yourself is the same frequency of energy as the one you generate. At this point, again whether consciously or not, you start to work with yourself as an energy being. You begin to think of yourself not only as a physical body, but as an electromagnetic field. Once you realize this, the next thing you will start to discover is that you have to be very conscious of what you think and what you do and what you give your energy to. Developing this consciousness and taking control of yourself takes years—lifetimes, even. It requires tremendous discipline and focus, and this is what the path of yoga, and particularly astanga yoga, is all about.


Being aware of what you do physically is a little easier than being aware of what you give your energy or spirit to in terms of your thoughts and desires. Before you can begin to be conscious of an intangible skill, like what you are doing with your energy, which is certainly not the easiest thing in the world to see, you need to practice on something a little more tangible, like your physical activities. Paying attention to the things you do that might create difficulties for you is more readily accessible than watching the potentially useless or harmful places you send your thoughts or emotions.
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