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To you, dear reader:


May you be happy.


May you be well.


May you be full of peace.
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Introduction



We all have access to an infinite source of wisdom that lies in our bodies.


The first time I set foot on a yoga mat and began to really let myself feel the intensity of sensations and emotions that were lying beneath the surface, I wanted to run away. At first I avoided going back to yoga class, hoping that distractions like sugar or prescription pills from my doctor would take away my suffering instead.


Fortunately, I soon realized that repressing or distracting myself from my emotions and sensations caused just as much and often even more suffering. It was then I knew running away was no longer an option.


Through allowing myself to just be with my sensations and my breath, my journey began, and this book emerged. When I found that space of stillness, of silence, a space of no desires, no attachments, of pure witnessing presence without any need to change myself or my life, I formed a connection with the one place I can always rely on: my body, my breath, and my own innate wisdom.


From that place, I began to listen deeply and to take action. I found the courage to take bigger leaps, follow my callings, and love myself through my challenges. It was then that the magic of life—a realization that the universe was conspiring in my favor to give me the exact experiences I needed to heal—helped me discover a deep, pervasive connectedness to everything and everyone around me, and a trust in a force greater than myself.


My hope for you is to connect to a place of stillness and love within. A place where there is nothing you need to change. A place where you can love yourself no matter what thoughts, challenges, or situations arise. And from that place, to take steps forward, to follow your own inner callings, and to know that whatever happens in life, you’ll be able to come back to this stillness and self-love.


Sometimes, life gets hard. It’s inevitable. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned through the years, it’s that if I can sit with the intensity of any emotion, any difficult sensation, and remain equanimous, calm, and composed, everything will be okay. The nature of these sensations—indeed all challenges of life—is to be impermanent, arising and passing away.


This insight was confirmed during a conversation with my friend Karen at the end of our ten-day silent meditation retreat taught by S. N. Goenka. She had asked one of the teachers a question about the pain she was experiencing in her body, hoping that through feeling her pain, she would find relief, and that one day, just maybe, her pain would go away and never come back. The teacher looked her right in the eye and said, “Billions and billions of times better than your pain suddenly going away would be you continuing to have pain for the rest of your life and no longer suffering through your reaction to it.”


The point is not to push away our pain but rather allow ourselves to just be through whatever arises.


I chose to retain the real names of the saints and sages in this book. If you decide to further study their teachings, I ask that you do so with the purest intentions and utmost respect. In a similar vein, if you visit places that are mentioned in this book, know that every experience is unique, and your own journey will unfold, most likely, very differently from my own. We are each on a distinct and remarkable path to liberation, and no one person’s journey can ever be recreated, and that is part of the beauty of it.


I write of my time in India not to speak on behalf of an organization or teacher, or to encourage others to follow my footsteps, but rather to authentically share the magical events and synchronicities I experienced when I tuned into my body’s wisdom and listened to the guidance I found there. Most of the names in this book have been changed out of respect for the privacy of the people I met on my path, except for Shankara, who gave his blessing and now travels the world under one of his many other names.


Each chapter begins with a mantra, a short phrase with a sacred vibration that you can repeat in your mind to bring yourself back to the present moment. I discovered these mantras through my travels, and you’ll learn their meanings throughout the stories. The chapter titles are written in Sanskrit, except for the last chapter title, which is written in Pali, the language spoken during the time Buddha walked the earth. I invite you to use these mantras in your life as little seeds of wisdom, leading you to your own discoveries.
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Om Namah Shivaya


“You’re going to write a book one day. I found this for you to start.” Shankara passed me a handwoven notebook filled with delicate natural pages sewn together with love. I looked at him, amazed. Could he really see the future? Would I become a writer? I thanked him and smiled with gratitude, looking down at my new notebook.


I opened it to the last page, where he had written, “From eternity I have no home, yet so many people have tried to find their home in me.”


The first thing I wrote in that notebook came to me in the middle of the night as I woke suddenly from a dream. In a state between waking and sleeping, I wrote from a place in the heart that has no identity, no self, a place of pure intuition:


Varanasi rose


The smell of India


And your freedom


Billows of light


Eternity


Mystery


A key


To unlock


All secrets


And truth . . .


Truth is the weight of a feather, and a mountain.


No space,


No time, yet


Infinite.


Thunderstorms,


Your lips,


The smell of


Sweet sandalwood.


Your hunger,


And soft skin melts at first touch


Like honey in


Warm milk.


A gaze,


A secret,


A key to all


Discovery


Lies in


Your eyes.


— March 2011, On Shankara
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One Year Earlier, New York City
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I sat on the floor of my room sobbing. Could it be true? The few words I had just heard on the phone sank heavily in my stomach. “Jessica has been sleeping with your ex for the last two months, behind your back.”


I thought of Jessica, my freshman roommate, one of my best friends for the last four years. She had been there for me through exams, family dramas, new loves, and a recent breakup. Our ex-boyfriends were best friends, and the four of us used to do everything together. She was always a great friend to me, especially when Andrew and I had gone our separate ways a few months earlier.


I was still in love with him.


A whirlwind of attachment, hate, and possession twisted up inside of me. My mind raced. He doesn’t want to be with me? He wants to be with my best friend?


Andrew and I met the second month of college. It wasn’t always easy with him, an artsy and emotional film student, but over those four years, I really came to love him. It was difficult when we broke up because I wanted the relationship to continue. I just wanted him to give more attention to it. When he began to put everything in his life—school, friends, work, and family—before me, I knew I had to end it, even though I was devastated.


I had just hung up the phone with Mia, a high school friend of Jessica’s. Jessica and Mia had gotten into some kind of fight, and now I was let in on the truth of what had happened between my friend and my ex.


I felt the pain come up in my heart. How could he do this? He knows she’s my best friend. He stole her from me! How am I going to forgive him? Then I thought of Jessica. What was she thinking! I felt my chest constrict, and it was hard to breathe.


This isn’t real. Is this real? Can this be real? I gasped as tears streamed down my face.


My roommate, Lucy, came into the room.


“What happened?”


“It’s Andrew. He’s been seeing Jessica behind my back.”


“What? Are you kidding?”


I thought back to two months earlier, when I’d had a dream that Andrew and Jessica were sleeping in the same bed. I remember I had even texted Jessica about it: “What do you think it means?”


Her reply was, “I don’t know, that sounds crazy!”


“Yeah, you’re right. :)”


That could have been the night they first slept together.


“How could she make me doubt myself like that?” I wailed.


My mind was racing. Lucy left the room and quickly returned with a small yellow pill.


“Take this.”


“What is it?”


“It’s Klonopin. It will calm you down. It’s from when I had my panic attacks last year. This is what the doctor prescribed for my anxiety. It will help you relax.”


Without a second thought, I swallowed the pill hoping my pain would wash down with it.
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One Month Later
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I walked through the Brooklyn streets by myself until I got to the subway. No one understands me, I thought as I replayed the small-talk conversations at the party I had just left over and over in my head.


I felt pressure. Pressure to get a job, pressure to be beautiful, to be confident, and to fit into a mold. I had gone to the party in hopes of making some kind of connection, but I left at nine, realizing I was better off on my own tonight. My heart hurt. I longed to feel like I was part of something, but there was nothing there. I thought of Jessica.


A memory flashed in my mind of me standing on a busy street in the East Village. Jessica stood in front of me with a blank expression on her face.


“We only kissed. It just happened once. We were drunk. It was a mistake.”


I paused outside the subway entrance and then slipped down into the darkness of the cavernous stairway.


Liar, I thought.


Another memory. I pictured Andrew’s face as he sat on my bed. He looked nervously down at his hands and then right into my eyes as he said, “I think I’m in love with her.”


Pain ripped through my chest and my gut. This time, I knew it was really over. Four years of breakups, make-ups, secret visits, and tender kisses—the only thing I knew of what love was was now over.


The pain surged up inside of me, and I yelled, “You took my best friend! Now I can never trust you or her again!” I pushed Andrew back on the bed, picked up the heaviest book I could find on my shelf, and slammed it on the floor. “Leave!”


Andrew walked out the door, and I was left alone.


The memory of Jessica standing in front of me on the East Village street corner reemerged in my mind. I told her, “I need space. I don’t want to talk to you for a while.”


“For how long?”


“I don’t know. I just need space.”


I took my metro card out of my wallet, slid it through the kiosk, and stepped through the gate to wait for the next train. I shifted my body from side to side, feeling the weight of my hostility on my black velvet wedge heels. I wondered if Jessica had lied to me. My intuition told me she had, but I didn’t know who or what to believe anymore. The two people I had cared about most were no longer a part of my life.


Why was I so alone? Where was this connection I was longing for? I thought of the long list of job applications I needed to finish by the end of the week. Suddenly the tightness of my new skinny blue jeans was suffocating. I’m tired of applying for job after job that I’m not even excited about. I’m tired of all of it. There must be something more than this. . . .


It was 2010, just a few months before I was to graduate from college with a degree in photography, design, and art history, but unemployment was high, and it seemed like people around me were getting laid off left and right. I was having trouble finding a job. I had been programmed to go to high school, then college, then a nine-to-five job where I could use my skills and passions, but suddenly my path was blocked by the crash of the economic market.


The months passed. I distracted myself with finishing my classes, going to parties, and watching romance dramas with Lucy.


My mom sent me postings for graphic design jobs at museums. I would open them and feel some optimism, but when I tried to picture myself sitting at a computer in a stale, air-conditioned environment for forty hours a week, I would close down the screen.


I began to feel there was something wrong with me.


I touched my face and felt a dull, familiar pain.


I’m breaking out again. Great.


I pushed my hair over my forehead to hide the emergent pimple until I could get home. I was on my third week of antibiotics. The dermatologist had said it would take six weeks for my skin to start to clear. I had never broken out like this before, and the creams and face washes I used to rely on were no longer effective. This was my last resort.


A familiar headache arose behind my eye. I tried to ignore it. I craved ice cream, something, anything to comfort me and distract myself from the weight of insecurity I was feeling.


The subway pulled up, and I took a seat. There was only one other woman on this train, and she was sitting across from me. She wore a big orange mesh vest and appeared to work for the MTA. She was overweight, had bags under her eyes, and slumped in her seat. I started to wonder about her life.


How did she end up as a subway worker? Did she have bigger dreams for herself? I wonder if she has children.


She closed her eyes, and I did the same. An overwhelming sense of sadness filled my body. I thought, What is the point in working some terrible job for forty-plus hours a week just to pay the bills when you are exhausted and miserable? Just to pay the rent? To pay off your debt? It wasn’t making sense to me. Why are people stuck, living these lives? Why do I have to play into this? What an endless, terrible cycle!


I got off the subway, ran up to my apartment, and closed the door. I sat on the floor and looked in the mirror. My mascara was smudged, my eyes looked dull, and I could see right through the layers of foundation I was wearing to cover the blemishes beneath. I started to cry, and I watched as dark streaks of eye makeup ran down my face.


I cried for myself, for all the stress I had been feeling in my body. I cried for how insecure I felt in my skin and how painful it was to show my face to the world. I cried for the woman on the subway and how sad and exhausted she looked. I cried for not being able to find a job and fit into the mold that society had laid out for me. I cried because deep down, I really didn’t want that for myself, and I felt like I had no escape.
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THE NEXT DAY I LAID out my yoga mat in the packed East Village studio. There were at least a hundred other yogis getting ready for the donation-based class. A friend had taken me to yoga for the first time the year before, and, as difficult as I found it, I kept coming back.


I had been experiencing pain in my body since I’d finished high school and had seen many doctors for it, but yoga seemed to be the only thing that helped. The pain started as a headache behind my eye and then made its way down my neck and arm, down my back to my hip, to the side of my thigh and calf, and all the way to my foot. It was like a taut line of muscles down one side of my body, and I couldn’t work it out. It was especially bad when I spent hours on the computer, photo editing and doing graphic design assignments for school.


The doctors didn’t know what was wrong with me. I had MRIs and scans, and they all came back normal. Finally one specialist diagnosed the pain as fibromyalgia, or “unexplained chronic pain.” He tried giving me antidepressants to see if they would help, but I felt weirdly wired on them, had trouble sleeping, and was constipated, so I threw them away. Another doctor gave me muscle relaxants, but they didn’t help either. They finally told me, “Maybe it’s a psychological problem—maybe it’s just in your head.”


I was beginning to see how quick our society is to numb our pain and get rid of the symptoms instead of examining the root of the problem. It was exhausting for me to be given one “quick fix” after another, none of which worked. Now my skin was breaking out, and I had headaches. I stopped seeing the doctors.


The yoga room became my sanctuary. I never talked to anyone there. I found my spot, assumed child’s pose, and waited for the class to begin.


Music filled the crowded room, and the teacher began speaking. Her voice was soothing but also strong. I thought about her and how confident and courageous she was to get up and speak to such a full room of people. I wondered if I would ever find that kind of confidence.


I thought back to one of my classes at the beginning of the semester, the time I dreaded most because that was when we had to introduce ourselves in front of the class. My heart pounded as I heard each person around the room speak. I felt so self-conscious. I tried taking deep breaths, but my chest constricted, and it was hard to breathe. My turn came, and I managed to get out my name but nothing else. I felt my voice shake as I tried to speak. My cheeks flushed, and I quickly finished up so they could go on to the next person and I could slump in my seat and hide.


We found our way into downward dog, then through our sun salutations. I felt my breath and my body begin to open up. The stress of the world—and my life—slowly melted away.


“Inhale, stretch the right leg up and back. Open the hip, bend the knee, and breathe.”


I let out a long exhale, feeling my body connected to the earth. It felt good to stretch. Even though there was pain all along the right side of my body, it was okay. I was okay.


As we relaxed in savasana, the teacher rang the crystal singing bowl. I was always mesmerized by the beautiful white bowl at the front of the room. The sound grew louder, surrounding my whole body. I could feel its vibration. I felt an odd sensation on my third eye—in the center of my forehead—as if energy were swirling around there. I felt still, peaceful, and I realized my pain was gone. It had cleared through the yoga class. I sighed in relief.


The teacher shared a quote to end the class: “A man is but the product of his thoughts. What he thinks, he becomes.”


I lay there, with the energy circulating around my third eye, the place of vision. I imagined San Francisco, California. The West Coast. The Pacific Ocean. I saw images in my mind of beautiful, carefree people wearing flowing clothes in the sunshine. These kinds of images had stayed with me from old documentaries I’d seen of music festivals in the ’60s. That’s where I want to be, I thought.


I had lived in New York most of my life, and the thought of living anywhere else seemed impossible. I let the idea go as I opened my eyes to see the packed East Village room around me.
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GRADUATION WAS ONLY A couple of weeks away, and still I had no job and no plan. I was in a desperate search, but a little part of me kept wondering, When besides now are you going to have this kind of freedom? You should travel, get out of New York, and try something new!


I sat with those thoughts and also imagined how crazy it would be. I can’t just pick up and move somewhere.


“Why not?” I asked out loud.


San Francisco came back to mind. I thought about my mother and how when she went off to college, she chose to go all the way to California from New York. I want to experience that. I want to get away.


I went back to my yoga classes, and again and again I sank into that deep, intuitive place and felt like California was singing my name.


After class, I went on Craigslist to look at potential jobs in New York, but my eyes scanned the screen for other locations. I clicked on “California, San Francisco, housing.”


I thought about the kind of place I would want to live in and imagined those big artists’ lofts in Brooklyn with twelve people all living on one floor. Those were the kind of people I wanted to be around. I entered the word “artist” and clicked on the Mission.


There, in front of me, was a post: “Artist Collective in the Mission of SF—Sublet.” I went on to read the post, which was short and sweet: “Live in the heart of the Mission SF in a twelve-person artist collective house. Looking for someone artistic, clean, does their dishes and chores. No smokers or pets.” There was a small photo of a room with green walls, paintings, and lots of musical instruments.


It’s perfect! I thought. What if I really did this? How cool would that be?


The next day I sat at lunch with my mother on the Upper East Side. Mom came into the city often to lead tours at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. My hometown was a short forty-five-minute train ride away from the city, so I was lucky to meet her for lunch every few weeks.


“What do you want for graduation?” she asked.


“I want to go to San Francisco,” I said, half-jokingly.


“Like, on a trip?” my mother asked.


“Yeah, kind of. I’m thinking about living there. Would you want to go on a trip together and see what it’s like with me?” I started to feel more hopeful about the possibility as the words came out of my mouth.


Mom smiled. She was probably thinking about the days when she’d lived out there. “Well, it’s been a long time since I paid my college roommate a visit.”


The next day we booked our flights, and I composed a quick message to the Craigslist subletter asking to see the place.


A few nights later, as I was checking my email, I found a reply. His name was Bryce, and the place was still available. We set up a date to meet during my trip, which I was now eagerly anticipating.
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San Francisco, California
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I got off at my stop, twenty-fourth Street and Mission, and oriented myself with my map as I looked around.


The first things I noticed were the murals. Almost all the buildings were painted beautiful, bright colors, which brought out a vibrancy that was missing for me in New York.


I saw young people on fixed-gear bicycles, musicians singing on the street, and palm trees. Palm trees. I just loved them. We definitely don’t have those in New York!


The air was moist on my skin, and I listened to my breath as I walked closer to the house. I felt a nervousness arise in me. What is this going to be like? Will the people like me?


I arrived at the front door. A Mexican restaurant and a Laundromat stood across the street from a light blue house on the corner. There were big glass windows on one side of the house that looked like a gallery, and a small blue door was on the other.


I knocked and waited.


A short man with long brown hair pulled back into a ponytail answered the door. He ushered me inside to a clean but weathered kitchen.


Just past the kitchen, my eyes landed on old frames, pieces of glass, T-shirts, and wires. Bryce remarked, “Everyone who lives here has a small artist’s space. We have all kinds of artists here—silk-screeners, musicians, painters, photographers, DJs, and sculptors. Most of the stuff you see lying around is going to be turned into art.”


Literally every wall, corner, and open space was filled with a piece of art or something that would soon become art. Bryce turned to me and opened a door into a bedroom.


“This is the room you would be staying in.”


Tapestries and instruments lined the walls. There was a simple double bed in the corner, a desk made from pieces of found wood, and a dresser.


It’s perfect. I thought.


Next he led me to two large wooden doors and said, “This is the yoga studio. We have classes here once a week.”


The doors opened, and I looked around in awe. The room was huge, with high ceilings and wooden floors. I thought back to my sanctuary in the East Village, the place I could go to escape the overwhelming energy of the city and reconnect to my breath. I could have a yoga studio in my own home?


I was sold.


The next week Bryce presented what he had learned about me to the rest of the house to approve the sublet. Soon after, I learned the answer was, yes.


After receiving so many rejections to job applications, this yes felt like much-needed relief. I had no ties—no job, no school, and no boyfriend. I was free. And I was moving to San Francisco!
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TEN DAYS PASSED AS I enjoyed my newfound freedom in my new home. I had arrived with only one suitcase, which was quickly whisked away down the stairs to my room by my new housemate Jack. His long mustache, suspenders, and white sleeveless tank reminded me of a circus performer, yet his friendliness and charisma established an immediate trust between us.


After I’d explored the city until my heels were blistered, Jack offered a vintage Peugeot bicycle for me to use. I gratefully accepted his generous gift and rode around the city with a whole new perspective.


Sometimes late at night I would think of Jessica, and of Andrew, and wonder if they were together; but I knew I was doing the only thing I could do now, which was to focus on myself.


As much as I enjoyed having no job, no boyfriend, and a new home, an unsettling voice soon entered my mind. What are you doing? You should get a job. I began to wonder if I should feel guilty about enjoying all this free time.


When my rational mind began to agree with the voice in my head, I opened my computer to search the Internet for jobs, but the old familiar anxiety set in.


I closed the computer.


I’m not going to ruin my time here. I’m not going to spend all my time applying to jobs on the computer like I did in New York.


My rational mind intruded. But what are you doing? You’re going to run out of money! You need to figure out a plan!


I hopped back on the vintage Peugeot, hoping for some kind of escape from my rational mind. Fine, I’ll bring a few resumes in my backpack to drop off at stores and cafés along the way.


After a couple of hours of riding around and dropping off resumes, I began to feel depleted and took a break in Dolores Park. I gazed at the palm trees I loved lining the perimeter, then noticed the young fashionable women, hipsters, artists, skaters, and some dude I was pretty sure was selling pot brownies. I sat, not knowing where to go or what to do next.


Here I was, on the other side of the country, far from family and friends, unsure of what had led me here. I only knew I had been hiding for too long. I thought back to the end of my days in New York, the breakup, the pain in my body, and the insecurities about my skin. I was glad I had taken a leap, but I still had no idea what I was doing or why. I had no plans and was subconsciously, desperately seeking something or someone to believe in.


I pulled a book I had just bought out of my backpack. It was the Bhagavad Gita, recommended by a young man in one of my yoga classes.


So far I had learned it was an ancient Hindu text relating the story of Arjuna and Krishna and was a guide to a spiritual way of being and behaving for millions of Hindus. Krishna persuades Arjuna to fight against members of his own family over the kingdom after explaining the yogic attitude of psychological and spiritual benefit and progress. When Arjuna asks about death and the killing of others, Krishna explains that one is not his body and that the soul lives on after death in the form of a new body.


I took an interest in this new philosophy. I had always wondered about reincarnation and whether it was real. I was interested to learn more about Hinduism, so I started writing down definitions and quotes in my notebook. One was a mantra I had learned from the yoga student who told me about the Bhagavad Gita: Om Namah Shivaya. He had told me Om was the unifying vibration of the universe, Namah was to bow, and Shivaya was honoring the Hindu god Shiva, but more than that it was a reference to the inner self. So the mantra could translate as, “I bow to the inner self” or “the divinity that resides within me.” I liked this mantra.


As I lay on the grass, I thought back to the Sunday school classes I had attended in middle school. One of our assignments had been to visit a religious service of another faith. I had decided to go to a Zen Buddhist temple. That was where I was introduced to meditation. Presence. Clarity of mind through letting go of the past, the future, the thoughts that invade our minds at every moment of the day. It was there I’d become aware of the energy running in my body. I’d learned that when I could control my mind by listening to my breath, I became more sensitive to everything else that was happening inside of me.


Before I fell asleep, I started to incorporate this new mantra, Om Namah Shivaya, into my meditation because I liked the idea of seeking divinity within rather than outside myself.


I held up my hand to block out the sun shining in my eyes and noticed a middle-aged man with a shaved head in a white shirt walking about twenty yards away. In that moment, he turned, and our eyes locked. The moment lasted too long for comfort, so I turned back to my book. My mind had trouble focusing on the words in front of me, though, so I closed the cover and saw that this man was now walking straight toward me.


As he approached, he said, “Hey, I don’t know why I felt so drawn to come up and tell you this, because most people in this park wouldn’t care at all, but I’m going to see a saint this weekend, and I think you’re supposed to go.”


I didn’t know what to say. I looked around to make sure he was talking to me. There was no one else around. His eyes were crystal clear, and although his words were direct, his presence was calm and centered, not aggressive.


“A saint?” I asked skeptically. “What kind of saint?”


“She’s this wonderful woman from India who travels around the world spreading her message of peace and love. Her name is Amma. Oh, and she hugs people.”


“She hugs people? Is this woman . . .” My thoughts were racing because I was so taken aback by a complete stranger coming up and talking to me in the park. (These things just don’t happen in New York, or at least not to me.) I was wondering if this encounter was a message from God, or whatever is out there . . . was the universe bringing me . . .”


“A guru?”


“Yeah! She’s totally enlightened. Do you want to know the info? Hey, why don’t you come meet my friends? We’re sitting on the other side of the park. Come on.”


Most people would shrug off the stranger in Dolores Park, but as skeptical as I was, something told me to listen. Maybe my guru had found me. I got up to follow.


The man with clear eyes told me his name, Jai. He was traveling along the West Coast attending darshan with Amma all month, and right now she was at her ashram in the Bay Area.


“What’s darshan?” I asked.


“For Amma, darshan is the hug, but usually darshan means being in the physical presence of the guru.”


“Oh. What does your name mean?”


“Another guru gave me this name. When he asked me my name, I responded like this.” Jai closed his eyes, exhaled through the mouth from the back of his throat, and raised his hands above his head in fists. “The guru said, ‘Oh, then you should just call yourself Jai. It means victory.’”


I found myself leaning in, curious to learn more about everything Jai spoke of. Darshan, ashram, gurus—all these words were so foreign, yet oddly familiar. Could I have known him in a past life? Do I believe past lives really exist? Or is it possible this guru Amma had sent him to me?


We approached a young man who looked like he could be Indian and a woman with blonde hair and blue eyes lounging on a blanket on the other side of the park. They introduced themselves as Devon and Cara.


I sat cross-legged on the blanket while Jai took out something small from his pocket that looked like a lip balm. “Here, smell this, Amma blessed it.” It smelled like what I imagined India would smell like—a mix of chai and incense.


“Would you like me to bless you?”


“Okay. . . .”


Jai rubbed his finger in the balm and started chanting, “Om Namah Shivaya, Om Namah Shivaya. . . .” He waved his hand over and around my head and then pressed his finger on my third eye.


“Om Namah Shivaya” was following me. I was taken aback. I reached into my bag for my notebook where I had written the mantra.


“This is really strange, Jai . . . I had just been writing this before you came up to me. . . .” I showed him the mantra written in my journal.


“Wow, I guess I picked up on the energy you were putting out there. With every intention, have faith, and the universe will provide . . . and, well, here I am. You’re going to meet Amma.”
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Amma’s Ashram
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BEFORE I SAID GOODBYE TO Jai, I got all the directions I needed to get to Amma’s. I was a little nervous going alone to this unknown temple, where I was planning to stay the night, as Amma’s darshan lasted all night on this particular evening. Am I really doing this? I wondered. Yes. Stop questioning yourself, was the voice I heard in response.


Sitting on the BART—San Francisco’s version of the MTA—I remembered boarding my plane from New York to San Francisco. I had felt a peace, a sense that everything was as it should be. It was the feeling of faith. I was learning that when I remembered this faith, it was easier to let go of fear, just like bringing light into a dark room. I reminded myself that my light was my faith. At this point, I didn’t want to turn back.


When I got off the BART and looked around, I saw a woman dressed in white, walking in front of me. I ran up to her and saw she wore mala beads, used for repeating a mantra in meditation, around her neck. I asked her if she was going to Amma’s.


She replied with sparkling eyes and a warm smile, “Yes. I’m planning to wait outside for a ride to take me.”


We waited by the curb together for a few minutes as other individuals in Indian-styled clothes began to join us. Soon enough, a few cars pulled up to the spot, and more faces with sparkling clear eyes asked, “Amma’s? Hop in.”


The drive lasted only a few minutes. Golden rolling hills filled the landscape outside the car windows. There was a bustle of people at the entrance where the driver let us off.


Soon enough I spotted Jai outside the ashram and gave him a hug.


“Hey, I’m glad you made it. Did you get a token?”


“No, I just got here. What kind of token?”


“For your hug. Here, get in line.” He pointed to a huge line, which almost wrapped around the ashram. “This is your first darshan; maybe you can skip ahead. Wait here.”


I got in line behind an older man, shorter than me, with a long white beard, big plastic glasses, and white linen clothes. He introduced himself as Vishnu, and I told him it was my first time meeting Amma.


“Ohhhh! A first-timer! Well, usually the first-timers get to go up for their hug first, but this is Amma’s last night in San Ramon, so everyone is back on the same level to get their hug. Don’t worry about it. Even if you stay up late for your hug, you won’t feel tired. You’re in Amma’s energy field now.”


I felt immediately cared for and accepted by everyone around me. It was unfamiliar, but I rode with it.


An Indian woman with long braided hair and wearing a pink sari pressed her hands together and said, “Om Namah Shivaya,” as she passed. I heard many more “Om Namah Shivayas” coming from all around me and made the connection that this was how people greeted each other here.


We were led inside a big tent where a huge projector was screening footage of Amma’s darshans around the world. This was my first glimpse of her: a huge smile, hair turning gray and pulled back in a bun, plump, with open arms ready for each embrace. She reminded me of one of my grandmothers.


Jai approached the line and told me what I had heard earlier. “You will need to wait in line like the rest of us, but no worries, you’ll be here all night anyway. You’ll enjoy it.”


“Will I be able to talk to Amma?” I asked Jai.


“No, you’ll just get the hug. She only speaks Malayalam, her native language from Kerala, India, but she travels with translators. . . . Hey, I see a friend. I’m going to go talk to him. I’ll see you after you get your token.”


Vishnu turned to me and added, “You don’t need to talk to Amma directly to receive the benefits of her blessing. Just being near her is enough to bring good fortune and promote positive change in your life.”


My excitement kept rising. Who was this mystic people spoke so highly of? Everyone around me exuded love and joy, two qualities I had spent the last few months searching for.


Almost an hour passed, and I finally received my token. I looked down at it: W-34.


“Do the tokens start at A-1?” I asked Vishnu.


“Yes.”


“I guess I’ll be waiting for a while.”


I went outside to walk around the premises and ran into Jai again. We found ourselves walking away from the crowds toward the golden rolling fields surrounding the ashram. When we reached a point on a hill with a view of the ashram, we sat down. Jai looked at me with open, searching eyes. “Tell me something meaningful about yourself,” he said.


I was a little taken aback—a question like this jerked me out of my comfort zone and left my mind searching.


“Well . . .” I hesitated, nervously picking at dry pieces of grass beneath me. “That day you came up to me in the park, no one had ever done anything like that before. Before I moved out here, sometimes my thoughts would be so dark, and sometimes I felt an overwhelming meaninglessness about why I was even alive and what I was doing with my life. Having someone tell me something so direct like that about what I needed to do was a real wake-up call. I had been praying for something like that, and as crazy as it sounds, I saw your coming up to me as some kind of sign. It gave me some meaning, that one act, because it made me feel like there was something larger at work—underneath all these day-to-day actions and thoughts. That maybe there’s something deeper going on.”


Jai nodded, and I continued, “When I was in New York, I was having trouble finding a job . . . and it was like my whole worth depended on it. I thought it was my whole identity. And when I couldn’t find one, I didn’t know who I was anymore.”


Jai smiled at me, simply receiving what I had shared. After a few moments watching the crowds gather in the distance, he asked, “Ready to see the temple?”
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CHRISTMAS LIGHTS ADORNED THE trees outside the temple entrance, where hundreds of pairs of shoes were lined up on racks by the door. I took mine off and stepped inside. Warmth immediately surrounded me. The wooden interior was adorned with flowers everywhere. In the center was live music—a traditional Indian tabla (a kind of drum), a harmonium (a box that sat on the floor and had bellows and keys like an accordion), and a sitar (a stringed instrument used in Indian classical music). A little boy at the microphone sang in a strange language. I looked around in awe and thought, I’ve never seen spirituality celebrated like this.


Inside was packed, and I had to squeeze past people to make my way to the second floor, where I had a better view of what was happening up front. I peered over the edge, and there was Amma, a jolly, smiling Indian woman with a round face and warm eyes, sitting on the stage, surrounded by an entourage of devotees in white, escorting each person to have a hug.


One by one, she gave her hugs. I watched her hug babies, old women and men, and everyone in between. Hug after hug, it just kept going. Jai turned to me and said, “Amma has been known to hug over seventeen thousand people in one sitting. She just keeps going. Almost inhuman.”


Waiting for my hug, I felt a pleasant energy above and around my head. It was blissful, making me feel awake and alive.


I waited patiently as time passed: 12:00 a.m., 2:00 a.m., 4:00 a.m. Finally around 5:00 a.m. I saw the numbers and letters on the token board change: W-30, W-31, W-32 . . . my number was coming up. I got in line for my hug.


I waited, turning my wooden token over and over in my hand. As my turn approached, I noticed a few words scribbled on the back of my token. I brought it closer to my eyes and made out the words, Sat Chit Ananda. I wondered what it meant. I repeated the words over in my mind as I watched Amma smiling and hugging devotees one by one. A man next to her was asking people to kneel as they approached.


I felt the energy field intensify as I drew closer in line. My hands were a little sweaty now, and I felt tingles around my third eye and down my spine. When only a few people remained in front of me, I was handed a cloth to wipe my face and was asked to crouch down on my knees. I scooted forward slowly, inch by inch. A woman to my left was pushing me forward, and a man to my right was hurrying along the person in front of me, and Amma was smiling and laughing and speaking Malayalam to the Indian man behind her.


The music surrounded us, and time moved more slowly. Suddenly, I was pushed forward, and my head was in Amma’s bosom. She was whispering something that sounded like “mi dooloo, mi dooloo” in my ear. It all happened so fast. As I was pulled away by one of her assistants, Amma smiled and wobbled her head from side to side in typical Indian fashion. She placed a Hershey’s kiss and some rose petals in my hand, and suddenly I felt hands on my back pushing me aside. A woman whispered in my ear, “You can go sit on the stage now,” pointing behind me to other devotees, eyes closed in meditation around Amma.


I found a spot on the stage close to Amma. I opened the Hershey’s kiss and put it in my mouth. My body felt weightless as my head and spine lifted up and straightened. I felt a powerful vibration on my third eye similar to what I felt after my yoga classes, but much more intense. I opened my eyes to see Amma, continuing to embrace each person who kneeled before her. I smelled soft incense, I heard the kirtan devotional singing, and then everything went blurry. There was no more time, only the present moment, just my breath. Amma looked over into my eyes, threw her head back, and laughed. I felt energy enter the crown of my head and tingle through my body.


It felt like my crown chakra had opened. And even though it was nearing five in the morning, this newfound presence and awareness made me feel completely at ease and awake. Jai and Vishnu were right. I wasn’t tired. I imagined a vibration of serotonin and endorphins buzzing in and around my body. I felt high.
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