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To Zoe

Who has aided and encouraged me greatly. The journey just gets better.
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A great many people have aided, guided, taught, and otherwise inspired me on the yogic path. To all of them I am profoundly grateful. I wish in particular to express my most heartfelt appreciation for Herakhan Babaji, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Swami Rudrananda, Swami Vedavyasananda Saraswati, Yogiraj Vethathiri Maharaj, Charan Singh, Lama Thubten Yeshe, Lama Zopa Rinpoche, Sri Chinmoy, Marahari of Jaipur, Maharaji of Ranikhet, and Rastri Yogi. You all loom large in my life. You all have inspired me and touched me deeply. I wish to express gratitude and thanks to Linda Sparrow, Lord Nelson, Andy Levine, Robyn Griggs Lawrence, John and Susan Sheldon, Ariipaea Salmon, Zachary Gibson, the Tribal Council Elders, the One Tribe, the folks at Spirit Plant Medicine, and many others. Thanks to Inner Traditions and all the people there who have helped to bring this book to fruition. Special thanks to ace photographer Jeff Skeirik.
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Om Namaha Shivai



THE LOTUS AND THE BUD

“It is high time someone wrote a book acknowledging the sacred relationship between cannabis and yoga. This is that book! Chris is one of the coolest people I know and one of the most sincere with his practice of both yoga and cannabis. In the yogic tradition Shiva, the maha (great) yogi, uses the sacred plant in his meditations to accelerate awareness and healing. Chris’s book details both the history of the cannabis plant and the role of it in yogic practices in a clear, relatable way. The Lotus and the Bud is a relevant, enjoyable read for those who are curious about cannabis consciousness and yoga practice. A must-read!”

NICKI DOANE, INTERNATIONALLY RECOGNIZED YOGA TEACHER

“Chris Kilham’s masterfully crafted book is a must for anyone interested in the deep mysteries of yoga and cannabis. His thorough explanations about the long lineage of yoga and cannabis are enveloped in delightful anecdotes that both seduce and inform the reader. His easy demeanor is buttressed by a wealth of knowledge and investigative narrative. A beautiful read for those who seek to discover their inner world between the breaths and the puffs.”

THE DANK DUCHESS, HASHISH STORYTELLER AND AKER

“Chris Kilham is a gentle, grateful, romantic, gigantic genius. His heart loves sharing the comforting knowledge gained in touring planet Earth and the Universe while naturally practicing yoga. His experiences and enthusiasm are welcome joys to all spirited souls who know about existing in a state of bliss. Get yourself cozy, hold on to your hat, and enjoy flying beside Chris’s psychonautic mind with his newest, most delightful book focused on always living in enlightenment: The Lotus and the Bud.”

LAURENCE CHERNIAK, AUTHOR OF THE GREAT BOOKS OF HASHISH, VOLS. 1–3

“In this book Kilham has applied his abundant wit and wisdom toward multi-disciplinary applications of complementary techniques in pursuit of enlightenment, self-actualization, and a better and more fulfilling life. While few of us will attain nirvana in our current incarnations, I have no doubt that this book will provide worthy paths toward that effort.”

ETHAN RUSSO, M.D., FOUNDER AND CEO OF CREDO SCIENCE

“Kilham skillfully weaves his personal stories with the history and science of both yoga and cannabis into an instructive resource that pushes our conventional understanding of mind-body medicine. With his doses of heartwarmingly healthy irreverence, Kilham nudges us toward a practice that respects this Earth and our direct experiences with Spirit. This book serves as a great resource for anyone who wishes to rediscover this ancient and profoundly healing combination.”

SELMA HOLDEN, M.D., M.P.H., COSMIC SISTER

“The Lotus and the Bud captivated my interest on page one and held me enthralled throughout. This is a remarkable treasure trove of lived wisdom and expert guidance on the great benefits of skillfully combining yoga and cannabis. Chris Kilham is ideally placed to deliver this gift to us—with 50 years of yogic practice, a deep understanding of the power and potential of cannabis, and the fluid eloquence of a natural-born teacher and storyteller. A thoroughly agreeable and engrossing read.”

STEPHEN GRAY, AUTHOR AND EDITOR OF CANNABIS AND SPIRITUALITY

“Like other great explorers through the ages, Chris Kilham takes us into uncharted territory with this eye-opening, soul-searching book. This book interweaves fascinating personal tales with his preternatural knowledge of cannabis, yoga, and the twining of the two. Ethnobotanist, spirit seeker, long-time yogi, world traveler, and visionary, Kilham leads us on an epic journey that we never want to end. Eagerly awaiting a sequel!”

RONA BERG, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR OF BEAUTY: THE NEW BASICS

“Kilham expresses a unique vision of human energetics that is both stimulating and informative. This work establishes a new paradigm in the field and includes investigation of ancient methods and modern research accessible to a beginner or experienced yogi. For more than half a century, Chris has used his own body and life as a laboratory to explore ways in which the wisdom of the East blends with the science of the West. The end result is a tremendous amount of practical information that can result in greater health, vitality, and well-being for those willing to follow his lead in their own experimentation.”

ROSHI AL FUSHO RAPAPORT, FOUNDER OF OPEN MIND ZEN INTERNATIONAL

“These two psychic lubricants needed to be brought together under a single roof, and Kilham has done us a favor in doing so. This book contains wisdom based on experience—if you have an interest in either yoga or cannabis, you will gain from reading it. And if you are interested in both subjects, you’ll want to have it on your shelves.”

JEREMY NARBY, AUTHOR OF THE COSMIC SERPENT

“With over 54 years of experience with bud, I never exhaled—at least not until I learned how from this book. What a relief! Thanks, Chris, for the permission and for showing me the way!”

MARK BLUMENTHAL, FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE AMERICAN BOTANICAL COUNCIL

“Every so often, you come across a book that bridges the crossroads between mind and body—The Lotus and the Bud serves this path well. While the true essence of yoga is to consciously connect to our inner self to attain ultimate fulfillment, I understand and appreciate Kilham’s eloquent attempt to link this with the most important botanical on the planet—cannabis. Knowing that cannabis feeds our body’s endocannabinoid system that serves as the modulator of inner physiological consciousness, this book brings yoga and cannabis together for both physiological and psychological health. A must-read!”

CARL GERMANO, C.N.S., C.D.N., CERTIFIED CLINICAL NUTRITIONIST AND AUTHOR OF ROAD TO  ANANDA
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AUTHOR’S NOTE ON SAFE USE OF CANNABIS

Cannabis is by and large a very friendly plant, appreciably safer than alcohol and far less associated with mishap and violence, and used by various civilizations for several thousand years. Cannabis is not especially a “gateway” drug. Its association with other illicit drugs is due largely to its legal status. In fact abusers of cocaine and heroin typically abuse alcohol more often than cannabis. The eventual national decriminalization of cannabis will relieve an enormous burden on law enforcement, decongest the courts, decrease the U.S. prison population, get a lot of guns off the street, and deflate a large sector of the illicit drug trade.

But let me be clear that cannabis is for adults, not children, that you can use it to excess, and that smoking anything can be damaging to the lungs and respiratory system. That said, even long-term assessment of people who smoke cannabis regularly has found no increased rates of lung, throat, esophageal, or bronchial cancers, and no reduced lung capacity. If you do smoke then choose high-potency cannabis, so that you can take in less smoke for the desired effect. A healthier way to consume cannabis by inhalation is with the use of a vaporizer. This is a chambered device in which cannabis flower is vaporized at a temperature below that required to set the plant material aflame. The resin vapor of the flower is inhaled, producing an immediate cannabis effect, but without the tars and other compounds associated with burning plant material.

Be responsible. Don’t give cannabis to kids. Always keep cannabis, cannabis confections, and any other product made with cannabis away from children. Use it moderately and responsibly. Don’t drive, operate heavy machinery, fly a plane, skydive, go hunting, or perform surgery or dentistry while under the influence. Don’t operate a chainsaw after smoking. Do not try new gymnastics after smoking. Remember, cannabis is still federally illegal in the United States. Do not put yourself in risky circumstances. Mailing cannabis is a crime. Smoking it on courthouse steps is foolhardy. We are not yet fully out of prohibition, so stay vigilant.

If you are going to consume cannabis by smoking, vaporizing, or eating it, remember the guidelines of set and setting. Set is your state of mind. If you are in a reasonably balanced mental condition, then that may be a good time to use cannabis. If you are feeling out of sorts, paranoid, or on edge, that is an excellent time to abstain. And don’t rely on it to help you beat depression or cure your problems. It won’t.

Setting is your environment. Pick a nice place to relax, listen to music, or do something fun and non-dangerous. Enjoy the experience. Cannabis offers a delightful reverie when used properly.
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Do not dare venture such an experience if you have some disagreeable business to conclude, if your mood is exceptionally dark or if you have bills to pay.

BAUDELAIRE

[image: image]

It’s great to be a psychonautic explorer, employing the expansive attributes of cannabis to generate a delightful, altered state. But remember, you live on planet Earth, and so you still need to follow all the rules of safety and responsibility. Consider the words of Hippocrates—first, do no harm.
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FOREWORD

Robyn Griggs Lawrence

EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE, cultural and evolutionary forces converge to demand that a book be written—now—and further stipulate that there is only one person on the planet who should write it. The Lotus and the Bud is one of those books, and Chris Kilham is that author.

Over the past decade yoga and cannabis have emerged separately but simultaneously to become important components of many Westerners’ health and wellness regimens. Consequently, and perhaps inevitably, we’re finding that the two practices complement each other. In states and countries where adult cannabis use is legal, yogis are discovering what Chris, an ethnobotanist and yogi, has known for decades—that thoughtful cannabis use can enhance yoga practice.

I’ve had the honor of practicing yoga with Chris. It was an extraordinary experience. Chris is not just another yogi with a certificate from a corporate teacher training program. He’s been studying yoga in depth for 50 years, and he’s practiced asana and meditation with some of the greatest teachers in the world. The depth of his yoga wisdom is vast, yet he always approaches the practice as he approaches everything—with a wide-open mind and voracious curiosity.

When it comes to cannabis, Chris is the OG—and he’s been my go-to guy for insight and information since I met him twelve years ago. The New York Times called Chris “[p]art David Attenborough, part Indiana Jones,” and his plant knowledge—based not just on academics (in which his base is thorough) but on experience—is immense. Chris has been chasing the cannabis plant for over 40 years, from the southern steppes of the Himalayas to the beaches of Jamaica. He has smoked bhang with Indian sadhus and picked cannabis flowers along the Silk Road.

Chris considers cannabis a sacred plant, along with coffee, chocolate, chiles, and kava, and he also happens to be an excellent cannabis chef. When I wrote The Cannabis Kitchen Cookbook, he was the first person I called on to help. His delicious recipes based on ancient traditions, from chai to pasta “pottanesca,” are among my favorites in the collection, and we spent a most hilarious day making and testing them with several new strains that were just emerging during the early days of the “green rush” in Colorado.

Chris’s sharp wit, scholarly rigor, and effortless encouragement make The Lotus and the Bud a joy to read as he enlightens you not only about the origins of cannabis-infused yoga in ancient India but also about how to practice safely and effectively in the modern world. You feel yourself getting lost in a fascinating tale that covers Chris’s early days as a self-described “yoga lunatic,” averaging six to eight hours of yoga practice every day, and his accidental discovery of the synergistic effects of yoga and cannabis after he fractured his seventh cervical vertebra.

I share Chris’s belief that plants call us to serve them; we’ve both heeded this master plant’s siren song. Similarly, as Chris points out, yoga seeks out humans to convey its wisdom and carry its illumination forward through consistent practice. With this book Chris shows how humbly answering both calls paves the way for a life of peace, health, and well-being.

There’s a damn good cannabis-infused cookie recipe in there, too.

Namaste.
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ROBYN GRIGGS LAWRENCE a certified yoga instructor, is the author of the Cannabis Kitchen Cookbook and Pot in Pans: A History of Eating Cannabis. She is a contributing editor for Sensi magazine, was editor in chief of Natural Home magazine for eleven years, and was an editor with Mother Earth News, Mountain Living, The Herb Companion, and Organic Spa. She is also the author of The Wabi-Sabi House and Simply Imperfect: Revisiting the Wabi-Sabi House.



INTRODUCTION

ACCORDING TO ANCIENT LEGEND, the Hindu god Siva imparted both the practices of yoga and the enjoyment of cannabis to humanity. Both were intended to enable human beings to experience deep states of unified consciousness and attain direct immersion into spirit. Today cannabis-infused yoga is increasingly popular, and “ganja yoga” is now more widely practiced and taught around the world. This is not a new discovery. The fusion of yoga and cannabis dates back to antiquity and is part of the ancient practices of India, Nepal, Tibet, and China. Over fifty years of cannabis experience and daily yoga practice, I have delved deeply into the fusion of these, and have developed a good understanding of what this is and how it works.

Yoga practice leads to an understanding of the oneness of all things, of the intrinsic unity and cohesion of the entire universe, known and unknown. It also offers a myriad of health benefits and contributes to overall vitality and longevity. So, too, cannabis, when intentionally well employed, dissolves boundaries of the mind and tends us toward that same sense of unity. Today both yoga practice and cannabis are widespread. Yoga itself has morphed from an archaic tradition learned and practiced in recondite ashrams and caves, to accessible methods learned at the local YMCA and in studios large and small. Cannabis, used for spiritual refreshment in remote areas and temples and places of meditation since antiquity, is now a common aid for the body and mind, in many places even available at retail.

In the yoga community at large, cannabis is now more freely discussed, and more widely employed. A natural fusion of the two is emerging, and we are now witnessing cannabis-infused yoga classes with names like Ganja Yoga and Ganjasana. When I used to teach at various regional yoga conferences around the U.S., other teachers and I would get together in the evenings after long days of conducting packed yoga classes. We’d all drink some water, and we’d smoke some cannabis. We’d sit around and talk about our day and figure out where to go to eat. In our classes we did not typically speak about or utilize cannabis. But after, we naturally did so as a lovely way to share some stories and to transition to evening. So the big change here is that where once cannabis was enjoyed by yoga teachers, and no doubt many students as well, discreetly after classes, it is increasingly discussed openly as an adjunct to the yogic life and is offered in many classes and events as an enhancement to yoga practices of all types.

While I support and appreciate the fusion of yoga and cannabis, I also advise that if you are serious about yoga practice, then spend a lot of time practicing without cannabis. I spent thousands of hours practicing with focus and concentration before I started to blend the two on a regular basis. These days sometimes I infuse before yoga, and sometimes I don’t. I do find that cannabis helps to significantly reduce the pain of injuries and various dings and dents I have accrued over decades of intensive global travel as a medicine hunter. That is all by way of saying that blending yoga and cannabis is, in my estimation, part of a rich yogic life—but not its entirety. Be a yogi with and without, flowing easily between circumstances. If you dive deeply into yoga practice without the aid of ganja, then, when you do utilize it, your experience will be that much more rewarding.

That suggestion offered, I have much to share regarding these two gifts from Siva and what happens when they are wisely and thoughtfully combined. The Lotus and the Bud explores the fusion of yoga and cannabis, considering yoga practice as a specific way to tune the human nervous system and cannabis as an agent which, through the endocannabinoid system (ECS), harmonizes functions from respiration to pain control in ways that can enhance yoga.

A through line of this book is a series of personal accounts, from temples in the Indian Himalayas and Nepal to other places where I have experienced the blissful and sometimes startling fusion of yoga and cannabis. These experiences sparked my investigations of The Lotus and the Bud. The journey has been long, and it just keeps on going. Here I present for your consideration the idea that yoga is an enlightening wisdom current that runs through human history, and that cannabis is a twin current, a yogic ally of healing and consciousness-expanding power. The fusion of these, when thoughtfully engaged, offers profound benefits for body, mind, and spirit.
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1

ORIGINS

Circumstances arise from a concatenation of causes.

LAMA KAZI DAWA SAMDUP


BIG BABA AND THE SERPENT POWER

Yoga, cannabis, and spiritual pursuit have intertwined throughout history in complex and diverse ways, spawning methods, ceremonies, rituals, and realizations. Countless people, plants, and moments in time have contributed to a great and vast trend whose origins reach far into antiquity and whose synergy carries forward to popularity today. Each person who combines yoga practice with the enjoyment of cannabis and an inclination toward self-discovery continues a trend that spans millennia.

From the beginnings of my own familiarity with cannabis and early practice of yoga to today, influences from my earliest years of life played a part. I often sat in full Lotus when very young, and occasionally practiced a method much like meditation techniques I learned later in life. I felt from an early age a current running through me, and a sense that yoga was already somehow familiar in ways that I could not articulate. It seemed that I “knew” yoga in some manner. A natural interest in things mystical moved me along on a path of self-discovery that over time included combining the lotus and the bud. My points of entry to this included psychedelics, cannabis, and meditation.

In 1967, at age fifteen, I got high for the first time on a sunny fall Saturday at Cushing Academy, a co-ed boarding school in central Massachusetts. With the aid of 250 micrograms of White Lightning LSD, I had a classic psychedelic experience that was at once exhilarating, revelatory, and joyful. The journey that day informed me that there was far more to perceive than what we experience within the parenthetical boundaries of daily consciousness. Visionary poet and painter William Blake famously claimed that “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, Infinite.” LSD polished my doors of perception to a brilliant clear, showed me the Infinite, and mightily blew those doors off their hinges. For a while I experienced the absolute oneness of all things, the inseparability of everything, and the release of myself into infinite existence. The intensity of the experience subdued as the LSD wore off, but the revelation endured.

Over Thanksgiving vacation, two months after that epic day, I tried cannabis with a friend from school. The cannabis was Hawaiian, real pakololo, strong and fragrant, grown in the hot sun of the Pacific islands. My friend got rip-snorting high and appeared to be having a total blast. By contrast I felt nothing at all. But on Christmas vacation only weeks later, I had a rematch with cannabis and got good and high. The smoke made me laugh, feel expanded. Everything seemed just a bit better, from drinking water to the sound of music to walking outside to conversation. With that experience I finally understood what others had been talking about.

LSD and cannabis acted as gateways, awakening my curiosity for natural foods, organic gardening, environmental conservation, natural herbal remedies, yoga, and meditation. I wanted to know as much as possible, to understand these areas of interest, and to go far into them. I used to hitchhike into Boston’s Chinatown from the suburbs and head to the Asian apothecaries on Beech and Harrison Streets. I would buy a ginseng root so they wouldn’t throw me out and would linger, reading strange herbal remedy labels for hours. I would go to the local porno theater after, where kung fu movies were played during the day. The air in the theater was thick with cigarette smoke and I was the only non-Chinese person in the place. Men were eating spicy foods and spitting on the floors. The kung fu movies were tacky and predictable; even though the films were entirely in Mandarin, they were easy to understand. And they fit into part of an exotic exploration, from ginseng and dried centipede to The One-Armed Swordsman. I loved it.

As teenagers in the 1960s, my friends and I reveled in the rapid cultural changes that blew to pieces the gray culture of the ’50s. There was free music on the Boston and Cambridge Commons. We listened to the Jefferson Airplane, the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Edwin Hawkins Singers, Aretha Franklin, Joni Mitchell, Laura Nyro, Crosby, Stills and Nash, Dusty Springfield, the Velvet Underground. We protested the war in Vietnam. We wore outlandish, colorful clothes, grew our hair long, went around barefoot, and hungrily read The Tibetan Book of the Dead, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Ursula Le Guin, William Burroughs, Madame Blavatsky, Alan Watts, Carlos Castaneda, Alexandra David Neel, and J. Krishnamurti.

In June of 1970 my friends Linda and Susan and I were initiated into Transcendental Meditation (TM) at a serene center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, just off Harvard Square. To provide flowers for the Hindu puja ceremony that was part of the initiation, I jumped the fence at Mount Auburn Cemetery, apologized sincerely to the long-deceased, and snagged fresh flowers from graves. The three of us floated out of our initiations a few hours later and the world seemed a shinier place. The energy, peace, and expansion of consciousness that I experienced through meditation inspired me to learn more about yoga, to explore that vast and ancient tradition and its practices. Daily, I felt the transformative benefits of meditation: greater clarity of mind and more awareness of the innate and all-pervasive spirit from which all arises, and of which we are all part.

Within a few months after commencing meditation, I began practicing daily hatha yoga out of Richard Hittleman’s Yoga: 28 Day Exercise Plan. An early TV yogi, Hittleman’s popular program Yoga for Health introduced American viewers to a broad range of yoga teachings, from postures to breathing methods, meditation, and yoga philosophy. His book promised “a lifetime program to keep your whole organism radiant with a natural beauty and health.” Yoga felt familiar, not new, something to which I was returning. I had my share of mishaps in the early stages of practice. One day, while performing a full Lotus headstand in my parent’s living room, I completely lost my balance and crashed into a pole lamp, breaking the fixture beyond repair. Both my parents berated me for being so bizarre, but I laughed at the humor of the incident until my sides hurt.

By the summer of my eighteenth year, in 1971, I was an eager neophyte yogi, devouring as many good books on yoga and meditation as I could find, practicing increasingly difficult and strenuous yoga postures, and meditating twice daily. Though the TM instructors advised us to limit our twice daily meditations to twenty minutes each, I often sat for an hour and a half. Twenty minutes seemed like an appetizer when what I wanted was a robust banquet.

That summer I was as brown as a coconut from months of long days outdoors in the hot New England summer sun. With shoulder-length wavy hair, perpetually bare feet, and just a kurta, a simple long shirt, for clothing, I looked like a temple attendant from the burning ghats in Benares. To earn money for my college studies at UMass Amherst, I worked as a counselor at a day camp in the western suburbs outside of Boston, in charge of an unruly and boundlessly energetic tribe of two dozen five-and six-year-old boys. I enjoyed them immensely for their sheer exuberance, and they liked me in part because I could chase around with them for hours without tiring and I let them do a lot of things that other counselors wouldn’t, including climbing large and steep rock formations on the camp’s perimeter. In the course of running amok in the woods, the group lost lots of sneakers, lunchboxes, towels, and even pairs of shorts over the summer, but not one child was ever injured in my care.

Even yogis get sick, however, and one hot, sticky week in August I succumbed to an especially pernicious flu. Felled like a giant fir by a woodsman’s ax, my back ached and throbbed as though it had been thumped mercilessly with a brickbat. My sinuses felt like they were stuffed with pounds of wet cotton batting. I was groggy and dopey and disoriented and miserable. My scalp was painfully tender and my hair hurt. All of my skin was uncomfortable. I was a mess.

I couldn’t eat much and couldn’t wander around, because I was just too weak and enervated, so I alternately slept and read. One afternoon I was sitting in an overstuffed Naugahyde chair reading Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda. An inspiring clarion call to the yogic path, the book is replete with thrilling accounts of yogis performing supernormal feats like exuding the scents of exotic flowers from their pores, levitating, and appearing in two places at once. Among my close friends and those I knew who were involved with yoga, that book was an early and enlightening immersion course in yoga philosophy and a window into the strange and marvelous world of the Siddhas, yoga adepts endowed with extraordinary powers. We ate up the book and talked about it among ourselves. Many of us read it several times.

One chapter in Autobiography of a Yogi focused on Babaji, a yogi purported to be immortal and an avatar, a pure and fully realized incarnation of the god Siva, king of the yogis. Even in my dull and stupefied state, Babaji sounded like a remarkable being in every respect. He reputedly could read minds, appear in two places at once, perform feats of materialization, heal incurable diseases, and know the past, present, and future. He was considered the guru of gurus, a miracle worker. In the book a small sketch portrayed Babaji as a lean, striking figure with youthful features and long, dark hair. Underneath the drawing a caption stated that anyone who uttered Babaji’s name with reverence would receive a silent spiritual blessing. That seemed like a nice thing, though I was somewhat tepid in my enthusiasm because I was sick and debilitated. My eyes were burning and dry and it was getting hard for me to read, so I gently closed my sore eyelids and said “Babaji” once softly out loud, expecting absolutely nothing at all.

As soon as I made that utterance, a white-hot fireball of light exploded in the center of my forehead, dazzling and radiating through my brain from front to back. That was followed instantly by a shocking blast of energy that rocketed upward from the base of my spine, bursting into cresting fountains of vivid kaleidoscopic colors in my head. The surge of energy lasted for about a minute and was almost unbearable in intensity, yet exquisitely sweet and divine at the same time. The effect was so powerful and disorienting that I involuntarily launched from my chair to the center of the living room as though propelled by an explosive charge. Laughing and sobbing at the same time, I danced on trembling legs in an agitated manner, noticing after a few moments that all symptoms of flu were gone, to my complete surprise.

After two minutes or so, the energetic surges through my body abated and I was suffused with an ecstatic afterglow. I felt bathed in luminous energy and experienced a pervasive assuredness that I had a direct, open channel to infinite spirit. Little thrilling aftershocks made my body jump slightly, and my eyes felt unusually wide open. I walked unsteadily to the front screen door and gazed out at the neighborhood, seeing it in an entirely new way. The grass was a richer green than any green I had ever seen before. The humidity had a palpably heavy feel, and there was a faint pollen smell that I hadn’t previously noticed. A fine, blue-white energetic charge was clearly visible, pulsing in the air. I could hear lawn mowers from a mile away as though they were across the street. I could see the life force glowing from trees. Insects buzzed in a vast symphony stretching the many roads and yards of the neighborhood. My mind felt burnished and brilliant, my soul inspired. An aura of white light shone all around me.

What I experienced after uttering Babaji’s name is described in the yogic tradition as a direct transmission of divine energy, or shaktipat. The yoga scriptures say that highly enlightened beings have control over the primary divine energy and can transmit that energy in such a manner that it arouses slumbering divine forces within others. These enlightened beings, or Siddhas, live with fully awakened kundalini, the divine energy that dwells within the fleshly confines of each human being. Further in this book I will elucidate on kundalini, as its arousal and full awakening is the aim of yoga. According to the yogic tradition, enlightened beings often contact other people through energetic events like the one I experienced or through dreams. This contact is in many cases a renewal of a bond between student and teacher, master and disciple, from one or more previous lifetimes. It can also be an initiation and can provoke an awakening of the mind and a deeper knowledge and intuition of the spirit.

The shaktipat experience with Babaji opened up a new fountain of energy within me. Though the intensity of the energetic flow quickly subsided, the aftereffects lasted for months. Meditation became deeper, yoga practice became easier and more energizing, and I felt more connected to the source of all life. Looking back at that time, I realize how firmly and persuasively that event set me on a resolute yogic path. Babaji’s shaktipat opened a door. Once through that door, I found that extraordinary experiences and events became regular features of my life. Over time I would meet an extraordinary array of yogis, sages, masters of various traditions, lamas, mystics, shamans, and profoundly talented people whose company and conversations helped to galvanize and shape my spiritual life.

Just a few weeks after that transmission, I had another portentous energy experience. I had gotten into the habit of practicing nad yoga every night when I first lay down in bed. Nad yoga involves listening to the sound current, an audible stream of energy that flows through the entire body and which can usually be heard by listening in the area of the head near the right ear. The method is described in numerous scriptures as a high form of kundalini yoga. My room at night was ideal for practice because there was very little ambient sound, and my routine was basically the same every evening. I would get into bed, lie on my back with my body perfectly straight but relaxed, and listen carefully to the sound. Usually the sound increased moderately in volume, and often I felt a peaceful spaciousness and quieting of the mind as a result of practice. After half an hour or so I would turn over and fall into a deep, restful sleep.

On one particular late summer evening I got into bed as usual and began to listen to the sound current. The cool night air felt refreshing on my face. I turned my attention to the barely audible sound current in the right side of my head, breathing just slightly more deeply than usual. At first nothing seemed unusual or different. But it was particularly easy to maintain my concentration that night and, as I focused intently, the sound increased steadily in volume, the way a symphony becomes louder with greater differentiation of sounds as you get closer. Instead of hearing a faint hum or buzz as usual, I heard dozens of distinct sounds, each one becoming progressively louder. As the volume and clarity of the sound current steadily increased, I began to feel a gentle vibration throughout my entire body, as though all my molecules had been roused from a sound sleep and were starting to dance. As the sound increased so did the feeling of vibration throughout my body.

After several minutes both the sound and vibration intensified dramatically. Suddenly the sound current was roaring from my feet up through my head as loudly as if a train were running through my bedroom. The sensations in my body went from a gentle vibration to an intense, electrified condition. Every cell of my body was wild with energy. A current of tremendous power began to flow up through the center of my spine. My backbone felt like a hollow tube with a concentrated stream of energy rushing through it. The roaring sounds and intense sensations were accompanied by a stunning display of vivid colors, brilliant jets of gold, yellow, red, blue, purple, and silver surging upward through my body, clearly visible to my interior sight. It was as if the most uproarious Chinese New Year fireworks display was happening inside me.

After a few pyrotechnic minutes, the sound, feeling, light, and colors began to diminish. I felt elated, ecstatic, extraordinarily alive. As a direct result of yoga practice, I had experienced an awakening of kundalini, the mystic fire that animates us all, and which is the enlightening force behind all conscious awakening. Thanks, I believed, to the transmission of energy I’d received from Babaji, I was more easily able to tap into that immense power. From that point forward I would enjoy greater access to powerful experiences of kundalini energy and would almost always sense at least some flow of that mighty force.

Following my unorthodox recovery from the summer flu, I resumed my duties as a camp counselor, meditated daily, practiced yoga, smoked cannabis, and occasionally took LSD. I cooked macrobiotic meals at home, read voraciously, and felt more fully plugged in to the animating forces of the cosmos. My friends and I devoured Be Here Now and books by Castaneda, tripped on the beaches of Maine at night, danced ecstatically to rock and roll, stayed up for endless sunrises, and rode the powerful currents of the times, illuminated by newfound spiritual inspiration.

After that summer I felt a deep and timeless bond with Babaji. Eventually I would have an initiation experience with him, but that is a story for another time. His method of expressing the nature of our connection is what the Hindus refer to as a type of graceful heavenly play, or lila. Such expressions of miraculous power are not atypical for a great Siddha or avatar. But the effects of shaktipat are often monumental and life changing for the fortunate recipient. It has certainly been the case for me. Since that time I have felt compelled to tread the yogic path, to vigorously and energetically practice yoga and meditation daily. Babaji’s influence has reverberated through me like never-ending concentric circles emanating from the immersion point of a pebble cast into a pond.




FINDING THE LOTUS AND THE BUD

A few months after my experience with Babaji, I elected to take an indefinite break from LSD and smoking cannabis, and to dive as deeply as I could into the practice of yoga. The prevailing wisdom among yoga teachers at the time was that psychoactive agents like cannabis were not only unnecessary for yoga practice, but that they could interfere with yogic progress. I wasn’t entirely convinced that that was so, but my yoga experiences were so fulfilling that I gave up little by ceasing the use of cannabis and LSD. Yoga and meditation opened me up energetically to such an extent that I did not miss the assistance from psychoactive agents. Every day I ramped up my practice a bit more, went deeper into asanas and meditation, and tapped into profound currents of wisdom energy. I also felt that I had learned what I could from potent psychoactive agents for the time.

This change coincided with a personal quest to learn kundalini yoga. I had read and been captivated by The Serpent Power by Sir John Woodroffe and had corresponded with author Gopi 
Krishna after reading his autobiography, Living with Kundalini. When I reached out to Gopi Krishna explaining that I was eager to find kundalini yoga, he responded with an over-the-top letter expressing profound alarm at my intentions, admonishing me strongly to abandon my perilous pursuit at once. His basic message was that kundalini was an imponderable and mighty force, that kundalini was not to be messed with, and that none of the purported teachers of kundalini yoga could be trusted. At best they were deluded, at worst fiends. His admonitions weighed against the remarkable experiences he described in his book, only further galvanizing me and spurring me on.
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