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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


RISING IN LOVE


Rising in Love is one of the best books I’ve ever read about spiritual growth – and I’ve read hundreds over the last thirty-five years. With candor and honesty Ram Das has woven an uplifting tale full of excitement, adventure and spiritual truths. This is a ‘must read’ for all dedicated seekers of Enlightenment.


Ted Zeff, Ph.D., author of The Highly Sensitive Person’s Survival Guide, Searching For God and other books


This book is amazing. I laughed, I cried, I didn’t want it to end. My only regret? There is not another page! More, more, more!


Robyne Conway, Founder and CEO of The Brave Foundation


With rare honesty and a delightful sense of humor, Ram Das portrays the amazing experiences he’s had and the miracles he’s witnessed, as well as the gut-wrenching personal struggles he’s been through. The result is an exciting ride to the heights and depths of the spiritual seeker’s path. This book gives us a delicious taste of how wide our hearts can open when we meet a great soul like Amma.


Matias Flury, author of Spiritual Experiments and The Secret Power of Yoga Adityam


Rising in Love is definitely the most honest autobiography I have ever read. With a rare sense of humor, Ram Das undresses himself for the reader, while sharing his journey of self-acceptance and surrender to his Guru and Divine Self. This is a spiritual classic!


Paula Bande, author of Yogapilates, Tantra Eterno, and Anotomía Tantrica


I started reading Rising in Love at 11:30 pm and found myself going for a one-hour nap before heading out to work at 8:00 am! I found it to be extremely honest, full of wisdom, persistence, surrender and humility … a rare combination of traits, and highly effective in a book! And so much humor – I laughed out loud many times! This book is a great mission of love that I feel will touch the very souls of all who read it.


Hector Rivera, lead singer, songwriter and guitarist for the band No Matter What!


Ever wondered what makes a person give up everything, move to India and follow a guru? This book lovingly and thoroughly answers that question, making the choice of a life of ascetic devotion entirely understandable and yes, even relatable. With fresh, self-deprecating humor, Ram Das Batchelder unwinds the fascinating story of his own lifelong spiritual journey. Recounting the tales of his very high highs and alarmingly low lows, he writes with appealing candor and a complete lack of self-pity. Although parts of his story are quite unusual and very harrowing indeed, he looks back on them gently, with wisdom and generosity toward all parties involved. With divine grace and a magnificent teacher, this man has managed to achieve something few can lay claim to: against all odds, he moves not only from insanity to sanity, as the world would describe these terms—no mean feat in itself—but takes significant steps beyond ordinary sanity, getting a very long way down the road toward the true Sanity of Self-Realization. We’re privileged to go on that journey with him, via the pages of this book. It’s a wild ride, and definitely one worth taking.


Carrie Triffet, author of Long Time No See and The Enlightenment Project


Rising in Love is many things – a tribute to the author’s guru, Amma, for her world-wide spiritual and humanitarian presence, a lively and accurate first-hand account of Hindu mysticism, and most of all, an autobiography of a fierce and passionate drive for God-Realization. With refreshing candor, zany descriptions, and wonderfully self-depreciating humor – and holding nothing back! – Ram Das describes his youthful roller-coaster ride that had me repeatedly fearing that the book would not end well. His journey is one of power and ecstasy, inflation and self-deception, enlightened realization and ultimate breakthroughs. Ram Das is a born mystic willing to give whatever it takes to come home. This book is both fun and awe-inspiring, taking the reader deep into the author’s search for divine love. I kept thinking this must have been a challenging book to write, revealing as it does the 10,000 steps through burning coals and heavenly delights, leading ever deeper into the divine mystery. I ended with great admiration and respect for Ram Das’ gift of language and of himself. In the end, you will be neither bored nor disappointed with this autobiography, mirroring as it will your own spiritual journey.


John C. Robinson, Ph.D., D.Min., author of The Three Secrets of Aging and other books


Hold on to your seats, folks, as you journey with Ram Das on a captivating roller coaster joy ride towards Enlightenment! This book is witty, intelligent and very exciting – a real page-turner, I must say! The author is courageously transparent with his experiences and had me totally captivated from start to finish. His is a universal truth any spiritual aspirant can relate to.


Rev. Jayanti Iamonico, interfaith minister


This is my favorite kind of book. It follows a determined seeker’s search for Truth up down around and around again – only to see that the path leads to Self with no distance to travel – a lesson for all of us to discover in our own way and our own time. Thank you, Ram Das Batchelder, for your words, your perseverance and your courage. You show us it can be done with heart and with guts. With your book, you become a newly found friend for all of us to know, forever there to cheer us on as we too follow a fearless trail to the Absolute. Yes indeed, salutations to Amma, the Hugging Saint!


Elizabeth Griffin, author of Love’s Calling: A Journey to Self


In this brave and intimate autobiography, Ram Das shares his journey to the realization that divine Grace shines in every experience. Since his path has been full of ups and downs, it makes for very entertaining reading. Anyone seeking Self-Realization, or just a glimpse into modern ashram life, will surely resonate and benefit. I loved it!


Johanna Sarjas, freelance journalist and Press Representative of M.A. Mission, Finland


To declare Rising in Love to be an amazing compilation of light and love would be to minimize the empowerment one gains from Ram Das’ wisdom and spiritual sensitivity. No stone of personal distraction is left unturned by the author’s deft writing and keen story-telling ability. His devotion to Amma is stunningly beautiful, as are the many descriptions of how deeply and profoundly this living saint reaches into his innate being, helping him to see how he (as well as we) sabotage our own spiritual journey. I highly commend this amazing display of most accessible and sensitive writing—his compelling prose and poetic sensitivity—which also serves as a guide to our very own spiritual fulfillment. And his commitment to exercise resources gained from sale of the book to an orphanage in India only adds to his spiritual authenticity. Do dive in, stay with Ram Das to the end, and you are sure to feel the ultimate invitation to celebrate your very own, innate spiritual Wholeness. He has opened the door wide for us. In his own way, he dares us to be on our way.


Dr. Jim Young, author of Aware in a World Asleep, Living an Extraordinary Life in an Ordinary World, As If From God, and other books
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This book is offered with deepest love and gratitude to my beloved Guru, Amma …
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… and dedicated to you, the supreme Reality in human form, who is reading these words right now.







Foreword


by Rick Archer


I’ve got good news and bad news. First the bad.


The honey bees are dying, and this does not bode well for the long-term survival of the human race. Fukushima is spewing poisonous radiation into the environment at an alarming rate. There are more people bound in slavery than at any time in history. Billions subsist without adequate food, clean water, or decent shelter, while the 85 richest people on the planet possess as much wealth as the poorest half of the world’s population. Global warming is accelerating and may soon reach a tipping point beyond which it will be catastrophic and irreversible – and the industries most responsible for it manipulate broken government systems to prevent any action to stop it.


You get the picture: the human race is in big trouble.


Now the good news: these problems may not be as intractable as they seem. But where are solutions to be found? Einstein said that you cannot solve a problem from the level of consciousness at which it was created. Real solutions will therefore require the human race to attain a new level of consciousness and, for this, further exploration of the science of spirituality is the need of the hour.


Most of the world’s spiritual traditions have advocated an experiential approach, accessible to anyone with the motivation and discipline to undertake the experiment. The laboratory is one’s own mind and nervous system, and the methodologies are various, but essentially involve purification of the mind and a turning within to receive a direct experience of the Divine. The potency of that initial experience will then lead the seeker step by step towards the ultimate goal, known as God-Realization, Christ Consciousness, or Enlightenment. Usually, the guidance and grace of a Guru, or God-Realized teacher, is required to complete the journey.


Skeptics sometimes portray Enlightenment as a narcissistic marination in inner bliss, but quite the opposite is true – it is liberation from the narrowness of egocentricity, a merging with and harnessing of the intelligence which governs the universe. I would argue that it is the only antidote potent enough to counteract the immensity of today’s problems.


Now for the really good news: the Guru on whom this book focuses, Amma, is surely one of the greatest Enlightened beings to ever walk the earth. And she is uniquely ‘hands on’ with those who come to her for spiritual upliftment. While many Gurus don’t like to be touched, Amma is called the “Hugging Saint” because she blesses all those who come to her by hugging them.


Having been with the ‘untouchable’ sort of guru for decades, I was skeptical of Amma’s hugging when I first heard of it. I thought it might just be a pleasant but superficial gesture, with little lasting significance. Then I went to see Amma, and with each and every hug I received from her came a profound infusion of spiritual energy.


The next thing I noticed will take a few sentences to express. If you believe that Christ walked on water, St. Theresa of Avila levitated, and the yogis in Yogananda’s book performed the miracles he described, then you may be wondering, ‘How did they do those things?’


I have interviewed quantum physicists who suggest that consciousness is not a product of brain functioning, but the source and essence of the manifest universe. They further suggest that since consciousness is the ultimate level from which creation is governed, all the laws of nature reside there. Mastery of the field of consciousness by someone like Amma can therefore open up possibilities most people would consider miraculous.


Every time I receive Amma’s embrace, I sense that she sits at the master switchboard of creation, sees deeply into my soul, and fine-tunes my life, providing subtle guidance which I can only dimly fathom, but which I’m certain has accelerated my spiritual progress profoundly.


You’ll get a much better sense of who Amma is, and of what a true Guru-disciple relationship might be like, from reading Rising in Love. Ram Das Batchelder has ‘been there; done that’ with regard to the many phases of the spiritual journey, from drugs, rock ‘n’ roll, tantric sex and delusion, to Christianity, A Course in Miracles, nude gatherings, celibacy, mantras, Self-inquiry, and finally to the heights of devotion, samadhi and mystical insight. He’s spent 27 years as a devotee of Amma, most of that time in India, and met numerous other saints as well. In the process he’s had some amazing spiritual experiences and seen many miracles, and he now has some unusual things to say about the nature of the Divine and how to realize our true Self. He writes with clarity, unusual honesty, and a wonderful sense of humor.


I read spiritual books most evenings in preparation for the interviews I do on my show, Buddha at the Gas Pump (http://batgap.com), and once I started Rising in Love, I had to force myself to put it down to do my required reading. I hope you don’t have anything else urgent to do, because once you start Rising in Love, you’re not going to want to put it down. It’s truly an amazing ride!
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Rick Archer


Fairfield, Iowa


March 2014
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There is a madness which is a divine gift, and the source of the chiefest blessings granted to men.


~Plato


The eyes of my soul were opened, and I beheld the plenitude of God, wherein I did comprehend the whole world, both here and beyond the sea, and the abyss and ocean and all things. In all these things I beheld naught save the divine power, in a manner assuredly indescribable, so that through excess of marveling the soul cried with a loud voice, saying, “This whole world is full of God!”


~ St. Angela of Foligno


Amma is the servant of servants, and has no abode of her own. Her real dwelling place is in your innermost Self.


~ Amma










Part 1:
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Into the Arms of God








Chapter 1: Kali’s Fireworks





Children, when we fall in love with the Universal Mother, we don’t fall; we rise in love.


~ Amma





I met Amma1 in July of 1987, when I was 25 years old. I’d had a powerful spiritual awakening in college four years earlier, and through such books as Autobiography of a Yogi by Yogananda and Miracle of Love by the American teacher Ram Dass,2 I discovered the lives and teachings of the Hindu Masters. Inspired by the teachings of the great Saint, Anandamayi Ma, I became a vegetarian, and after a month of eating nothing but veggie food I was surprised to notice that I definitely felt more peaceful. I had no idea that a change in diet could have such a powerful effect on your emotional life!


A month after my twenty-fourth birthday I moved into the Sivananda Yoga Center in Manhattan, and while doing temp word-processing jobs I started reading Swami Sivananda’s teachings,3 and practicing hatha yoga.4 Within a few weeks I was leading their morning bhajan program on the harmonium.5


Six months later, at a Kriya Yoga6 retreat in Massachusetts, I met Anjeline, a beautiful lady from Amherst who said she wanted a partner with whom she could study A Course in Miracles.7 She then winked, and we soon fell in love, and within a couple of months we were living together and practicing tantric sex,8 and really enjoying our relationship. But after we’d been together for about eight months, I was amazed to discover that my appetite for sex was satiated. I didn’t know such a thing was possible! Although our relationship had been very healing and empowering for me, it was now clear that sex and romance only fulfilled one level of my being. It certainly didn’t fulfill my most essential hunger: the yearning for God-Realization. I was increasingly feeling the call to become a monk, maybe move to India, and give up everything and try to become like the great yogis I’d read about in Autobiography of a Yogi.


Anji, naturally, didn’t like that idea at all. She said the only reason she’d ever go to India would be to buy clothes, and two weeks would be her limit. “And what did you mean, monk? What about US?”


“Us? I want GOD!”


Quarrel number five that month. She just didn’t get my obsession with this God-Realization thing. Her idea of spirituality was praying to angels to protect her cat, and that’s fine, and I did love her very much, she had so many sweet qualities … But did we really have a future together?


We went to a three-day retreat focused on ‘Death and Dying’ at the Providence Zen Center in Rhode Island, both of us hoping, to greater or lesser degrees, that it wasn’t our relationship that was dying. There I had a conversation with one of the Zen nuns while doing kitchen work (Anji was busy elsewhere), and mentioned that I might be interested in becoming a monk and living in India. She said, “Well, there’s a Saint from India coming to our Boston center in six weeks. I’ve heard she’s wonderful. Why don’t you go see her?” I took down the information and promised myself I’d go.


A week or so later, in the library of our Course in Miracles center, I found a copy of The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, which I’d heard was a must-read spiritual classic. Lying in a yard chair behind Anji’s house, I opened the book at random to a photograph of the statue of Kali9 that Sri Ramakrishna had worshipped.
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And in the same moment –


BANG BANG BANGETY BANG POW!


I almost fell out of the chair!


Someone in the next yard had set off some very loud firecrackers! The synchronicity was not lost on me, and I soon became intoxicated with the life and teachings of this amazing Master. Sri Ramakrishna was a Divine Incarnation of the 19th century whose overwhelming devotion to God led him to the direct revelation of his beloved Kali, whom he worshipped as the Supreme Power and Source of all manifestation. He believed that Kali, the creative aspect of God, is inseparable from Brahman,10 the Absolute, “like fire and its power to burn.” As he put it, “Brahman is Kali; Kali is Brahman. They are two aspects, male and female, of the same supreme Reality: Satchitananda, Existence-Consciousness-Bliss Absolute.” As his spiritual practices continued, he eventually received visions and intimate communion with every primary deity in the Hindu pantheon. At one point he dressed up as a woman, in order to more fully experience the devotion of Radha (the childhood consort of Krishna)11 for her beloved Lord, and eventually he received many visions of Krishna. As guided by his Guru, Totapuri, he then spent months on end in samadhi, a state of complete absorption in Brahman. During this time his disciples had to care for his body, since he was incapable of doing so himself. When he eventually came down from samadhi, he was guided by Kali to explore Christianity, and soon received a powerful vision of Jesus; the divine figure merged in him, sending him into a profound samadhi. He then tried focusing on the essential principles of Islam for a few days, and soon received a potent vision of Mohammed. His life thus reveals that all religions are essentially true and lead to the same goal: the direct revelation of the Supreme Being.


My thirst for God-Realization was growing by the minute!


When the day of the Saint’s program arrived, I drove from western Massachusetts into Boston to the Zen meditation hall where the program was being held. Having had a hard time finding a parking space, I arrived late for the program and took a seat at the back … but there was Amma, a small, dark, radiant gem of a woman, spiritedly leading a program of bhajans on a small stage. I couldn’t help but be impressed both by the energy of the music and the look of extraordinary dedication on the faces of the disciples on stage with her. When the music ended, a line formed and people began going up, one at a time, to receive a hug from her. Somewhat reluctantly, I joined the line.


When I got within a few feet of Amma, I suddenly noticed a subtle heat in the air, a gentle but fiery vibration penetrating into my body. She then pulled me into her arms and gave me a remarkably intimate and intense hug. After about a couple of minutes, she dipped her right index finger in sandalwood paste, and then touched it to my forehead for several seconds, as if channeling energy into my third eye. With a sweet smile she pressed a piece of foil-wrapped chocolate into my hand, and stunned me by looking directly into my eyes, her face conveying intense affection. Hmm.


I sat down, ate the chocolate, and then closed my eyes – and saw bolts of white lightning flashing through my inner vision, emanating from the spot where her finger had touched. Realizing there must be something very powerful here, I changed my plans: instead of returning to Amherst that night, I decided to stay overnight in my car, call in sick for work the next day, and see Amma again at the next morning’s program, where I’d been told there would be an opportunity to ask questions.


I was up all night with an electrical storm blazing in my brain, apparently the result of that three-second touch of Amma’s finger.
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Who IS this woman?




1Amma means ‘Mother’ in Malayalam, the language of Kerala, the state in southern India where Amma was born. Amma’s more formal name is Mata Amritanandamayi, meaning ‘Divine Mother of Immortal Bliss.’ [Note: All further footnotes will be located in the footnotes section, beginning on page 347. A glossary of all non-English words is included on page 354.]








Chapter 2: May Pull





People who see the blacksmith pounding a hot piece of iron with his hammer may think that he is a cruel person. The iron piece may also think that there cannot be another brute as mean as him. But while dealing each blow, the blacksmith thinks only of the new form which will emerge.


Children, the real Guru is also like this.


~ Amma





During Amma’s program the next morning, as I was watching people receiving their hugs, I decided to wait for a while, and just imagine that each person on Amma’s lap was actually me. So by the time I got in line for my own hug, in my heart I had already been hugged about thirty times, and was feeling good.


Not having had a place to shower that morning, and not having had even the sense to wash my face, I still had the sandal-paste mark on my forehead from the night before. So, when it was my turn to get hugged, Amma looked at me, pointed to my forehead, and said, “Already had darshan!”12 – the apparent implication being that I was trying to sneak in for seconds! I pointed to my forehead and said, with some embarrassment, “No, this is from last night.” She looked at me skeptically, but gave me a hug anyway, and in those thirty seconds filled my entire being with bliss. What a power she had!


Now here was my puzzle. If she really didn’t know that I hadn’t yet been hugged that morning, then clearly she was not my Guru, for I knew my Guru was an omniscient Master who never missed anything. I had been receiving spiritual guidance on the inner plane for several years from a being who clearly had full mastery over the cosmos.


The other possibility, which I was not quite prepared to accept, was that Amma had actually been telling me, in a Guruey kind of way, that she knew I’d been imagining myself receiving all the hugs she’d been giving that morning, and so internally I had already had darshan. If that was the case, then she was not only omniscient, but a great actress too – and far subtler than me. If the second scenario was correct, far from advertising her power, she was actually hiding her greatness from me, testing to see whether I could see through her human disguise into the Goddess within.


Unfortunately the second scenario was just too much for me to believe at the time, and so I was left with a doubt about her greatness.


As she continued giving hugs, I went around to the young Indian man by her side, and told him I had a question.


“Yes?” the monk asked.


“Please tell her I want to become a sannyasin!” (Sannyasin means Hindu monk.) My words were translated for Amma, and then spoken out by the translator in English for all to hear. (This was how they did things that first year; nowadays, all questions and answers are all kept private.)


Amma glanced over at me in mid-hug and giggled. And then she began laughing, uproariously laughing, harder than I’ve ever seen anyone laugh in my life, as if this was absolutely the funniest thing she’d ever heard. Pretty soon the whole room was rolling in laughter, and I was blushing red as a beet. Finally she gasped out, “You?” in English, and then laughed some more, her whole body jiggling, giving the person on her lap a wild ride.
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Eventually she calmed down a bit, and said something in her native language. The translator spoke out the English version for all to hear: “Amma says there is a name for the kind of sannyasin you would be!” The audience thinks this is funny. HA HA HA HA HA. “Sometimes, when a newly married couple have their first quarrel, the husband will say to the wife, ‘I’m leaving you and renouncing the world!’ He then storms out of the house, puts on orange clothes, and within a few days he’ll be winking at the women in town and making all kinds of mischief. That’s the kind of sannyasin you’d be!”


HA HA HO HA HA HA!


Considering my recent quarrels with Anji I had to admit Amma had given a remarkably apt illustration. She spoke again, and the translator obliged the audience: “You have a mind like a cat. No matter how much you feed it, it will always be stealing something.” HA HA HA HO HO HO HA HA HA.


Hmmm. Did she know about that glass I stole? The bag of noodles? And the salt and pepper shakers? Those plants?


She certainly wasn’t afraid of hurting my feelings, which showed she knew my strength. And although she was obviously giving me a whopping public humbling, I nonetheless felt embraced by the Love emanating from her, Love made more potent by the fact that she obviously knew every flaw in my flawed character! (Something I’ve found over the years is that, like a potter molding a vase, whenever God gives you a slap on the outside, he puts his other hand inside you, to receive the force of the blow.)


Amidst the continuing chorus of laughter, I bowed my head to the floor, where it obviously belonged, and then slunk to the back of the room and bought a photo and a bhajan tape. (It may hold true even in heaven: when the going gets tough, the tough go shopping.)


When the program ended, I climbed into my car, and with disappointment in my heart began to resign myself to the possibility that Amma’s answer might be final, that God’s take on my life’s dream was, “Sorry, Bozo, but you’re no sannyasin!” Of course, one part of me knew Amma was right – in some ways I was closer to a monkey than a monk. So maybe I was destined to be a spiritual householder, marry Anjeline in a spiritual ceremony, raise spiritual children, spiritually change their diapers, and be in bondage (spiritual bondage, of course) for the next thirty years. I didn’t like the sound of it, but if that was God’s will, well, I’d have to accept it. But I still wasn’t sure, and didn’t like having my aspirations dashed without an appeal. So as I drove back to Anji’s, I asked God for a sign, to clearly and finally make his will known. (I was big on signs. Show me a license plate, and I’d instantly see a message from God. The question was, would I see ‘SNYASN YS’ or ‘U MNK HA’?)


While driving, I noticed that in every town I passed through I kept seeing Maple Street – there seemed to be one every few miles. “That’s weird,” I thought. “Maybe that’s the sign?” In a flash God’s lingo dawned on me: Maple means May pull! And the message instantly became clear: “If you really want to become a monk, you may pull for that goal, and Amma will help you.”


YES! So, then and there I decided to pull for renunciation. Within a month Anji and I had broken up (our miserable weekend in the Bahamas was the clincher), and I moved up to the mountains of western Massachusetts to live with some friends who were forming a spiritual community. I found a part-time job in a health food store about a half-hour’s drive from their house, and made the decision to increase my daily meditation time from two hours to four, and see if I couldn’t turn myself into a sannyasin after all.


I was very attracted to Amma’s bhajans, and started singing some every day. Maybe she was my Guru? I just didn’t know yet, and wanted to really be sure before choosing one.


The fact that Amma had given me such a strong public scolding made me really respect her. My attraction wasn’t rooted in masochism, but in my soul’s recognition of the Love behind her honest words. Although my mind hadn’t quite grasped it yet, something deep within me already knew what she was. My cheeks had turned red that day not only from embarrassment; like water turned to wine by the words of Jesus, my soul had met its Master and blushed. I guessed that with the hammer of her truthful words she’d smashed a hole in my ego’s hull, and then reached into my heart to plant a seed of Love … Two months after my first darshan I still felt her with me. And I had to admit I was really drawn to the hugging thing.


I decided to give Amma a trial run.




Children, the goal of life is God-Realization. Strive for that!


~ Amma








Chapter 3: The Jack Miracle





There is always a divine message hidden in the seemingly negative experiences we go through.


We just have to penetrate beneath the surface of a situation, and the message will be revealed.


~ Amma





After living in my friends’ nascent spiritual community for about a month, I began to notice a funny pattern. While meditating, I would often enter a high level of bliss and peace, soaring into ecstasy on wings of the divine name. But once my meditation was over, it was often only a matter of minutes before I’d forgotten completely about God and was brooding angrily over the past, or cursing some minor catastrophe in the present. Even a stubbed toe could get me shouting profanities. I realized that a more advanced devotee would be able to remain immersed in peace and devotion no matter what the situation. If I was really sannyasin material, I’d perceive everyone and everything as God in disguise, and see every difficulty as a gift from the Divine – and cursing would be a thing of the past.


So, in a moment of inspiration, I made the resolve that instead of getting angry in difficult situations, I’d make the conscious attempt to stay in tune with God, remain at peace, and, instead of cursing, sing Amma’s bhajans.


God soon gave a wonderful opportunity to test the strength of my new resolve.


The early storms of winter had dumped sixteen inches of snow upon us, and the mountain roads were icy and dangerous to drive on, especially with a rear-wheel-drive vehicle like my Rustmobile. It was an old, very much used Plymouth Spirit, which at $600 was the only car on the market I could afford, the brand name being God’s way of answering my prayer: “Please show me that you’ve guided me to the car I should buy!” I later learned that only one bolt was keeping the whole thing from collapsing to the ground, but in my ignorance I happily drove it around for two years. When my friend John examined my bald tires, he gave me a comical look. “I have one suggestion for you,” he said. “Make sure you have a jack in your trunk, so if you slide off the road and your front tire gets stuck in a snowbank, you’ll be able to get yourself out. Just jack up the stuck tire. That puts more weight on the rear wheels, so they can pull you out.” So I checked in the trunk to make sure I had a jack, and I also put in a large bag of sand to add extra weight for improved traction.


Some days later, I got a chance to practice the jack technique. By the time I’d gotten the car warmed up that morning, it was 7:40 am, and I was due at work by 8:00. Typically, I’d left myself only twenty minutes for the half-hour drive to work. So I hopped into the Rustmobile and headed off at a fairly rapid clip down the winding mountain road. About a mile later, right before a big bend in the road, the car suddenly began swerving, and when I slammed on the brakes, the car kept right on going, paying no attention whatsoever to the brakes! Unbeknownst to me, after the previous night’s rain the temperature had dropped to below freezing, so the water had all turned to ice – and now it was one degree above freezing, so the whole road was a slippery skating rink. With brakes to the floor, I kept right on sliding at thirty-five miles an hour, straight towards a telephone pole! Shouting a loud curse, I spun the steering wheel all the way to the left – and barely avoided hitting the pole, but plowed full speed into the snowbank, which brought the Rustmobile to a stop after six or seven feet.


A bit shaken but unhurt, I got out and began to take stock of the situation. Both front tires were hopelessly mired in two-foot-deep snow, so as far as getting out of the snowbank, things didn’t look too hopeful. John’s jack technique might work with one stuck tire, but how could it possibly work with both front tires buried six feet away from the road? I doubted it, but I’d have to try.


As far as my new resolve went, predictably I’d failed in the crucial moment, but I didn’t think God would hold that against me. On the up side, I noticed that I wasn’t really feeling upset. In fact, I recognized this as a God-given opportunity to test whether my devotion would waver under adversity. So, with spirits on the rise, I turned my thoughts to Amma, and trudging to the car’s trunk through knee-deep snow, I began singing, Durgé, Durgé, Durgé Jai Jai Ma!13 I opened the trunk, got out the jack, and then tore open the bag of sand. I removed one of the hubcaps, and using it like a sandbox toy, put a hubcap’s worth of sand under both rear tires (Karuna Sagari Ma!14). The hubcap then became a snow shovel, with which I cleared a path to the road for the front tires (Kali Kapalini Ma!15). I next put the jack under the front right axle and raised that corner of the car as high as it would go. (Jagadambe Jai Jai Ma!16) Hoping against hope that the shift of weight would now be enough to pull the Rustmobile back onto the road, I climbed back into the driver’s seat, turned on the motor, moved the gearshift into reverse, said a prayer … and stepped on the gas.


WHUMP.


No such luck. The rear wheels spun hopelessly on the ice and the car moved less than an inch – just enough to fall off the jack! But I wasn’t upset, in fact, I was having fun, feeling the flow of love to God continuing, despite the circumstances. So I kept on trying: more sand under the tires, more shoveling, more jacking, and more singing … But after working for over an hour and plowing through several bhajans, there was still no progress. With both front tires buried, one jack just didn’t lift the front of the car high enough to shift enough weight onto the rear tires. “If only I had another jack,” I mused, “I could raise up both front tires, and I’d be out of here in a minute.” But what was the use of fantasizing? By now my pant legs were wet, snow had gotten inside my boots, and I was starting to shiver. Remembering my resolve, however, I continued praying and singing, and decided to give the jack technique one more try.


For the tenth time, I headed back to the trunk to get sand. But this time, when I lifted open the trunk, my eyes opened wide with wonder.


Was I dreaming??


There, on top of the bag of sand I’d been shoveling from for over an hour, was a brand new jack – one I’d never seen before. A second later, my eyes opened even wider, for wedged into one hinge of the new jack was a piece of candy!


Oh. My. God.


A miracle! From Amma!


I let out a whoop of joy, bent over, and kissed that heaven-sent jack. I reverently unwrapped the candy and placed it in my mouth, savoring every bit of its sweetness. I then quickly went back to work, combining the new jack with the old one to raise up both front tires. And sure enough, this time when I stepped on the gas, the rear tires suddenly gripped the sand, and my rusty Spirit heaved out of the snowbank and back onto the road, free at last.


Ten minutes later I was back in my toasty warm bedroom, sitting before my altar, nursing a cup of hot chocolate. The folks at work had received my phone call gracefully; most of the staff had been unable to make it. As I gazed with renewed wonder at Amma’s photo, it occurred to me that the two jacks were symbolic of things spiritual. The first jack seemed to represent my own efforts on the path, while the miraculously manifested jack surely symbolized the Guru’s grace. The teaching was clear: my own efforts alone would never be sufficient to attain Liberation. Only when my efforts were combined with the Guru’s grace would I finally be pulled free from the cold, deep snowbank of samsara,17 and be enabled to savor the delicious hot chocolate of Enlightenment.




Experiences, indeed, are the Guru for each person.


~ Amma








Chapter 4: Join Us





The word Avatar18 means ‘to descend.’ The infinite Consciousness descends into the world, assuming a human form for the sake of uplifting and saving humanity. However, this is only from the standpoint of the devotee, because there is no space for the infinite Consciousness to come and go. Where could That which is infinite and all pervasive possibly descend or ascend to? When you are one with the ocean of Satchitananda, there is no question of coming or going.


~ Amma





Six months passed, and I found myself receiving an inner spring cleaning for the May Queen. Inspired by A Course in Miracles and empowered by Amma’s photo, I was focusing my meditation on forgiveness for all beings, and one result was that letters of apology and forgiveness went out to several people with whom I had had conflicts in earlier years. As the weight of those past judgments of others lifted, my judgments about myself also began dissolving, and my meditations began deepening.


I also succeeded in ignoring the winks of several young ladies in town. Pardon me, but I’m becoming a sannyasin.


In early July of 1988 I drove up to Nyack, New York to see Amma, my plan being to spend eight days with her. It was wonderful to be in her presence again, and from the first program I felt drawn like a hummingbird to a nectar-filled flower. While she was giving hugs in this beautiful backyard setting and sweet bhajans were being sung, every morning I would gradually be lifted into the heights of divine bliss, and my body would fill up with a delicious energy. But during the break between the morning and evening programs, the rubber band of my mind would snap back into its ordinary ego-mode, as some degree of pride and lust would creep back in. And when I would come back into Amma’s presence for the afternoon program, the acute awareness of my ego’s ugliness was so painful that three times in three days I burst into tears. I felt like an emotional yo-yo – or a piece of pizza dough, being pummeled, rolled, stretched and spun! (It’s nice to be kneaded.) It was obvious by now that Amma was a major Saint, an extremely powerful Master.


At one program, I heard an inner voice, which I took to be Amma’s: “You have a twin here.”


Oh no, a twin soul? C’mon, God, I’m trying to become a sannyasin, you know that! But lo and behold, I soon befriended a young woman named Tara, a petite, modern-day Gopi19 who had been traveling with Amma across the country. She was fun, intelligent, totally in love with Amma, and had gorgeous wavy brown hair. We did seem to have a lot in common …


Uh-oh.


Amma’s evening bhajan programs were truly out of this world. It wasn’t just devotion Amma sang with, but inspired abandon. When she called out the names of God, it was no longer singing, but a heart-rending cry from God to God, as if her voice had brought a heaven realm right into Nyack. I was no longer an hour’s drive from Manhattan; I was in the groves of Vrindavan, hearing Radha cry for Krishna, and feeling the Lord’s sweet response through my own body! Some of the bhajans Amma sings were written by her in her youth, prior to her Enlightenment, as expressions of her anguished yearning for God. Here’s a translation of one:


Devi Sharanam20




Give me refuge, O Goddess! Give me refuge!


O Mother, whose divine form is praised by the celestial beings,


O primal, Supreme Energy,


salutations to thee!





O giver of auspiciousness,


the whole Universe exists within you.


Everything is born out of you,


and it is known that everything


eventually dissolves into you alone.


O Mother, as I prostrate at your feet


let me pray with full devotion


for just one thing:


I pray that your pure, effulgent form


will shine within me forever


and that my tongue will constantly enjoy the taste


of repeating your name.


The millions of living beings


are all parts of the Whole;


they are like the waves on the ocean.


The universe has been designed


to help all beings attain Liberation.


When we come to know


that our very life is nothing but you,


we become detached from this world,


like an actor who takes off his costume


at the end of a good performance.


Give me refuge, O Goddess! Give me refuge!


O Mother, whose divine form is praised by the celestial beings,


O primal, Supreme Energy,


salutations to thee!





It was obvious that God had long ago responded to Amma’s cries with the ultimate prize, for hers was a call coming straight from God to all yearning souls, awakening the Divine within even this world-weary New York audience. “Come quickly, darling children,” she sang, “you who are the divine essence of OM! Removing all sorrows, grow to be adorable, and merge with the sacred OM!”


By the final afternoon’s program, as I was once again moved to tears in Amma’s presence, I started getting this earth-moving, subterranean kind of feeling, a whisper vibrating in every cell of my body that this woman might actually be my Guru.


Gulp. But I wasn’t sure, and for a question of that importance I needed a crystal-clear answer.
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Amma’s last night in New York was my first experience of Devi Bhava darshan. The program started at 6:30, with an hour or so of bhajans led by Amma. Then the stage was cleared, and Amma disappeared behind a curtain. After about ten minutes the curtain opened, revealing Amma seated on the floor with her back to the audience. She was facing a silver crown on a small altar, and performed a brief ceremony with burning camphor while singing a bhajan. (I later learned that she was worshipping the silver crown and colored sari21 of Devi, the Universal Goddess.)22 The curtain closed again, but soon reopened, revealing what seemed to be a ‘high-voltage’ version of Amma, now seated upon a throne-like chair, and wearing the silver crown and colored sari of Devi. And it was clear to me that she was definitely radiating a far more intense quality of divine power than usual, as if she had just upped her broadcast power from 50,000 to 100,000 watts.


As Amma explains, “If you were to really see Amma as she is, it would overwhelm you – you couldn’t possibly bear it. Because of this, Amma always covers herself with a thick layer of maya, illusion. But during Devi Bhava, Mother removes one or two of her veils, revealing a little more of what she really is.”


As the disciples fervently chanted bhajans, Amma began receiving the devotees in the bhava (divine mood) of the Goddess, giving each one a hug, a touch on the forehead with sandal paste and a chocolate ‘Kiss.’ It was an astonishing, blissful, moving event, a revelation of divine Love that was clearly superhuman. I couldn’t believe it was happening in my life, let alone in New York! Surely Amma was God’s response to the song the world had been singing ten years earlier: “What the world needs now is Love, sweet Love!”


Once the last devotee had been hugged at around 3:00 am, Amma stood up, came to the front of the stage, and began throwing handfuls of flower petals upon the audience. Then, gently pivoting from side to side, she stood before us in full power and radiant glory, shining her divine energy upon everyone, blessing us with an astonishing vision of the all-powerful Mother of the Universe in human form. Finally the curtain closed and the darshan ended, leaving me stunned and aching for more.


This was obviously no mere performance, but a revelation of Amma’s true identity. No doubt about it: she was no mere Saint, but a full embodiment of the Universal Mother herself, the Source of all manifestation.


In those days the Devi Bhavas would usually end between 2:00 and 4:00 in the morning; now, twenty-six years later, the crowds are so big that the programs often continue until 11:00 am or later! And during the entire 16- to 18-hour program, not only is Amma constantly giving hugs and answering questions from all sides; she never takes a bathroom break. Go figure. Could that be human? I have to pee every two hours.


I followed her up to Boston for another two days of darshan, and during the first morning program I bought a mantra bracelet at the bookstall at the back of the hall. I was told it was made of a combination of five metals, and inscribed with a Sanskrit mantra to the Divine Mother: OM Parashaktyai Namah, meaning ‘Prostrations to Parashakti, the Supreme Power.’


A friend of mine had given me an unusual gift a month earlier, a $300 watch which contained some kind of new technology that was supposed to protect your energy field from the harmful effects of electromagnetic radiation coming from power lines and transformers. I had never previously paid more than $10 for a watch, and this baby looked particularly handsome on me. I wanted to have Amma bless the mantra bracelet and put it on me, but I didn’t think the bracelet and watch would go well on the same wrist, and the watch just didn’t feel right on my left wrist. The thought came, Just ask Amma to put it on the left wrist, but I recognized that as the ego’s voice. Instead of trusting Amma’s wisdom, I was trying to tell her what to do. So, as I was going up in the darshan line, I thought, Let me give Amma a gesture of surrender and renunciation. I’ll offer her both wrists, express no preference, and if she chooses to put the bracelet on the right wrist, I’ll just give this watch away.


When I got up to Amma I gave her the bracelet and held out both hands, and she gestured towards them, her face clearly indicating, “Which one?” I said. “You choose, Amma.” Her face lit up, and she turned to a lady next to her and said something which I took to mean, “Oh, he’s a good one, he’s surrendered!” She then put the bracelet on my right wrist, and gave me a gloriously sweet hug. It’s difficult to explain how, but there was just no doubt that she knew all about my little pledge. It was one of thousands of times that she’s shown me that she knows the subtlest detail of my thoughts. And what made it sweet was that I knew that she knew, and she knew that I knew that she knew – a dynamic which has grown only stronger and more blissful over time. There is an ecstatic merging, a joyous heart-melting love in those kinds of communions, impossible to describe – but devotees will need no description, because they know.
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I gave the watch to my dad.


What time is it? Time to say OM Parashaktyai Namah.


The first night’s bhajan program in Boston was held in a beautiful modern church. And who should show up but Ram Dass, whose spiritual classics Be Here Now and Miracle of Love had given me so much inspiration. His Guru was Neem Karoli Baba, an amazing Master who had had all kinds of miraculous powers and from whom I had received some subtle but encouraging astral contact in previous years. In fact, I had accepted Neem Karoli Baba as my ‘granddaddy Guru,’ meaning that I had full faith in his divinity, and was trusting him to lead me to my Guru. And sure enough he did.


During the bhajans that night my heart opened in a new way, and I found myself head-over-heels in love with Amma, totally in love for the first time in my life. Never mind whether or not she was my Guru – I wanted her to be my Guru, more than anything I’d ever wanted before! I was filled with intense yearning to be chosen, to be called by her, to become her disciple and join this amazing group of young men and women who were following her.


When she began giving hugs, one of Amma’s disciples went into the audience to speak with Ram Dass, and he was soon escorted up for darshan, and we were all treated to the sight of America’s beloved spiritual buddy lying in Amma’s lap, and Amma laughing and showering a heap of flower petals on his head. And in that moment, suddenly it couldn’t have been any more obvious that …


Amma


and


Neem Karoli Baba


are one.


A sign. And then I looked up on the church wall and saw a banner picturing the dove, the symbol of the Holy Spirit – and suddenly another message sailed into my brain: And Amma embodies the Holy Spirit, to whom you have been praying through A Course in Miracles. My eyes next moved to the Cross hanging on another wall: And she embodies Jesus, and all the ascended Masters! Neon arrows seemed to be pointing at Amma from all directions … She is the embodiment of every deity and the Master of every path you’ve ever explored!


Suddenly, the universal license plate was flashing the most important message I’d ever received:


SHE U GRU.


WOW! Well, OK! But … but shouldn’t she tell me so? Shouldn’t she call me?


After twenty minutes of trying to meditate with my mind heart and mind on fire, I got up and bought a bhajan cassette, and went over to Ram Dass and gave it to him, expressing my gratitude for his life’s work. He asked, “What’s your name?” I replied, “Mark.”


I then got in the darshan line, every atom of my being vibrating with spiritual longing, wanting with all the desire of a million lifetimes for this Divine Being to claim me as her own. Amma pulled me into her embrace, held my head next to hers, and then whispered in my ear two words that would change my life forever:


“Join us.”


BOOM.


With those two little words in accentless English, Amma pulled away her disguise and revealed the omniscient Master she really is. In that moment, it was somehow totally clear that she knew me intimately and completely, and that it was she who had been guiding me all these years, nourishing and watching, and waiting with a Mother’s love for this precious moment of revelation.
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I instantly knew Amma’s “Join us” had come straight from God, reflecting not only my longing to merge with Amma, but also my study of A Course in Miracles, which recommends joining with your fellow beings as the way to discover the divinity within all:


Let me behold my Savior in this one you have appointed


to lead me to the holy light in which he stands, that I may join with him.


It was somehow obvious now: Amma was not only my Guru and Savior; she was God in a human disguise. I knew it in every cell of my body: she was an Avatar, a Divine Incarnation, a living Christ in our midst, raising us from the dead by hugging us into heaven.


And after all the hell I’d been through, my life would now be divinized through her blessings and dedicated to her service. Hallelujah!


And this explains everything!


Like how I had met an angel when I was in college …


And thought I was the Messiah when I was 21.


And 22.


And 23.


Oh, did I forget to tell you about that?





Chapter 5: Three Strawberries





When the disciple approaches the Master, he is raw, rusty, primitive. The Master, the infinitely loving, divine alchemist, transforms the disciple into pure gold.


~ Amma





Overwhelmed with devotion, I followed my newfound Guru to New Hampshire for her final three days in America. Her programs were literally a heaven realm, and I, the newly chosen bride of this Cosmic Christ, would be lifted up each day to merge in my Beloved. Every day I was deeper in love, and ever more amazed at the power manifesting through this living Goddess. Her presence was magical, a bliss feast, a cosmic buzz. Twenty feet away from the tent where she was giving darshan I would start feeling the energy radiating from her as a subtle heat within my spine. I couldn’t believe I’d found her!


Now that she had removed her disguise, I knew she was the all-pervading Author of the whole cosmic play. And since she could no longer fool me (as she had at our first meeting), she no longer tried to, and simply confirmed in countless subtle ways, each day more fully, that she was always with me and always would be, that she knew my every thought – and loved me anyway. Now that’s Love.


I saw clearly that a year earlier she had pulled the wool over my eyes intentionally, leaving me with a doubt about her omniscience because I wasn’t yet ready to know who she was. If I’d found out then that she was my Guru, when I was still in the relationship with Anjeline, I probably would have run around like a crazy man, loudly renouncing the world and making a big mess of everything. The previous year of preparation, forgiveness work, and renunciation had been essential.


During the first program in New Hampshire, I went up for darshan and asked Amma in a note if I could come to her ashram23 in India, but she gave no reply. The next day, however, while I was being hugged by her, a little boy stood up behind me and declared, “I want to come to India!” Amma laughed and said something in Malayalam, and one of her disciples translated for everyone: “When you grow up, you will come.” I felt that she was answering my question at the same time.


That night, Tara, I and another friend were sharing a room in a devotee’s house. We were all intoxicated with bliss from the program, and there was so much love in the air … Tara and I couldn’t resist holding hands for an hour or so as we were going off to sleep. I felt a little uncomfortable about this growing attraction, so the next day, in a spontaneous paroxysm of renunciation, I made a silent pledge to Amma that I would remain celibate, at least until she returned the next year. (Hey, one year at a time.)


At the next morning’s darshan program there was a young man in the audience who appeared a bit crazy – he was making machine-gun noises and weird faces, and looking around and fidgeting nervously, as if expecting trouble. Knowing just a little about craziness myself, I naturally thought, “Friend!” So I sat down next to him and put my arm around him, and talked to him softly for a while, hoping to ease his fear. He told me that he’d just escaped from a mental hospital that morning because he wanted to come and see Amma. He said he really loved God – in fact, he had once kissed a horse’s rear end for God!


My kinda guy.


I encouraged him to go up for Amma’s hug, but he was afraid to, and kept making his noises. At one point a woman walked over with a glass of water, I thought to give him a drink – but then suddenly threw the water in his face and stalked off! Apparently she was hoping that would quiet him down.


Which one was crazier?


After the darshan ended, I lost track of him, and ten minutes later a neighbor called the program host and said that a man was in his yard … eating horse manure off the ground.


For God, no doubt.


The police were called, and my new friend was taken back to the mental hospital, surely richer (and fuller) for his day with the Divine Mother.


Now if only he would try meditating for God.


Oh Amma, please bless the nutty guy!


During the evening bhajans on the next-to-last night in New Hampshire, I was overcome with sadness at Amma’s impending departure from the US, and told her internally that it was very cruel for her to reveal her divinity, awaken this intense burning love in me, and then leave the country five days later! In fact, I felt so bitter about it that I started sobbing during the singing. As I was driving off to a devotee’s home after the program, Amma gave her response: I was pulled over by the police for driving with one headlight out. In that moment Amma’s inner message flashed through my mind: “Your devotion is wonderful, but you also need the other headlight: wisdom. Amma’s body is leaving for Europe, but Amma is all-pervading and never goes anywhere. And you know that, so don’t be silly!”


At the final morning’s program, after having darshan I went up in the question line (a separate queue from the darshan line where devotees can ask Amma questions while she gives hugs), and I asked her if she would give me a spiritual name. She whispered to the translator, who wrote something on a slip of paper and handed it to me: “Ram Das. Servant of God.” One of the names of Hanuman!24 I loved it immediately.


And how funny that Ram Dass had just asked a few days earlier, “What’s your name?”


I said to the translator. “Can I have a mantra, too?”


“Too late,” replied the monk. “Almost over.” A minute later the last devotee had been hugged, and Amma stood up. Along with many others, I followed the radiant Love Goddess as she walked through the tent. When she stopped for a while to talk with a devotee, I took the golden opportunity and dove for her foot, holding onto that nectar pod for dear life, drinking in her heavenly energy as she stood there for several minutes. What a blessing!


Later in the day, Tara told me that when I was holding Amma’s foot, she’d been holding the other one! Funny how we were always being brought together …


Uh-oh.


That night’s Devi Bhava was amazing, absolutely stunning. It seemed to me that Amma’s body is actually the epicenter of a giant sun of Love, which radiates into you, soothing, opening and awakening you to your true nature, bringing blissful divine healing to every aspect of your being. You just cannot sit in her presence and come away unmoved. When the program ended at around 3:00 am, Amma came out, as the devotees were cleaning the program hall, asked for the vacuum, and began vacuuming the floor! That really floored me. She’s just bathed us all for seven hours in an out-of-this-world experience of divine Love, and has dozens of love-drunk devotees who would be happy to vacuum all night if need be. But to teach us humility and selfless service, she comes out and does the vacuuming herself. With a glowing glance to me she silently communicated, “I’m vacuuming your mind.” Got it, Ma.


Amma’s flight to London was leaving the next afternoon, and Tara and I decided to ride together in my car to the airport, where Amma would be giving a final ‘goodbye darshan.’ Tara had brought some strawberries, and as I drove down the highway, she put a strawberry between her teeth, turned to me, and said, “Strawberry?”


Mmmmm.


“Sure,” I said, and leaned over for what turned out to be a delicious strawberry kiss. And then another, lips so sweet! And a g a i n, as we swerved off the road, one tire hitting the dirt!


Wow.


We arrived at the airport late, so rather than take time to park in the garage, we drove straight to ‘Departures,’ parked illegally and ran in. And there was Amma, surrounded by devotees, giving a full-fledged darshan in the waiting area, with bhajans and everything! I bowed on the floor and sat near Amma for a while, feeling both joyous and sad, and a little nervous about those strawberries. But after a few minutes, hoping to avoid a ticket, I ran out to the car, parked it in the garage and quickly made my way back to the waiting area – only to find that Amma had already gone back to the departure gate, where only ticketed passengers were allowed! What? I missed my goodbye hug? No way!
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