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“Maharajji turns on the light to give us a glimpse of what we truly are and to bring us back home to ourselves.”

—Krishna Das

Whisper in the Heart

The Ongoing Presence of Neem Karoli Baba

Parvati Markus

Foreword by Pete Holmes, Author of Comedy Sex God






ADVANCE PRAISE



Neem Karoli Baba is a being who transcends all boundaries – religious classification, preconceived notions of a yogic path, even death – so why wouldn’t he be as real to those of us who never physically met him as our own most beloved family members? In this magical and evocative collection of stories, we meet the one Ram Dass called Maharajji in all his variegated beauty, his unconventional holiness, his deep humanity and sublime transmission, his wildness and rootedness. If you didn’t already love this baba before picking up this book, I promise you will fall in love right here, and that such a love will change everything, everything.

—MIRABAI STARR

author of Caravan of No Despair and Wild Mercy

People all over the world have had interactions with Neem Karoli Baba since he died in 1973. These stories remind us that the hereafter is here and now, and that love transcends death. That presence and love are never really distant. The influence of such a being is always available, no matter our limited concepts of time and space. The wind of grace is always blowing!

—RAMESHWAR DAS

co-author of Being Ram Dass

Years ago, after hearing me complain about not having the sort of karma that allows you to meet a being like Maharajji in person, Krishna Das put his hand on my shoulder and said, “The Longing is the grace.” This book will fill you up with that kind of grace. Stories of Maharajji are somehow more than just stories. They reach through time and allow you a taste of the sweetness that drew so many people to India just to spend a few moments at his feet.

—DUNCAN TRUSSELL

comedian, writer, podcaster, actor

Parvati has birthed a beautiful blessing for our world. Listen! This book will amplify the whispers of hope, inspiration, courage, and kindness in your heart.

—TRUDY GOODMAN

PhD, Vipassana teacher and founding teacher of InsightLA

When I first “met” Neem Karoli Baba through chanting with Krishna Das, reading stories of him by the old devotees was the way I learned to understand the feelings that arose. Stories about saints fortify our faith, so I thank Parvati for widening the circle by including these stories of Maharajji’s contact with our hearts through infinite time and space.

—NINA RAO

musical artist and chant leader

In each lifetime, in each moment, He finds us and brings us back home to ourselves…to Himself. Out of His love for us, He wakes us up again and again… life after life. He is the one who is HERE! We are dreamers, asleep in our inner darkness. He turns on the light for us to give us a glimpse of what we truly are.

—KRISHNA DAS

chant master

For many of us who didn’t have the good fortune of being with Maharajji in the physical body, it is the stories that bring us his presence and love. We are always thirsty for the devotees’ memories and stories of him and this book is yet another well of grace to quench our hearts.

—TREVOR HALL

singer/songwriter

“This wonderful collection of stories about encounters with Neem Karoli Baba is a feast for the Soul. These stories embody the essence of Grace… that indefinable blessing of connection with the Divine… mystical events that have happened to so many of us, in which we find ourselves stepping briefly out of the mundane and into the Sacred. The experiences so beautifully portrayed in this book will help to stretch your awareness and to see through the very thin veil that separates ordinary experience from the miraculous. Neem Karoli Baba reminds us that every moment is a miracle… no matter how mundane it may seem… and that miracles often happen through simple events we might overlook if we’re not paying attention… with a quiet mind and an open heart tuned to Love.”

—RAMANANDA JOHN E. WELSHONS

author of One Soul, One Love, One Heart, and Awakening from Grief

In Whisper in the Heart we learn that the veil of death is just that, and that a great being like Neem Karoli Baba removes that veil and touches the hearts and minds of people all over the world. Both while sleeping and waking, he reaches into the mindstreams of people of many ages and nationalities and lights them up with love, wisdom, and humor. What originally impressed Ram Dass, then Richard Alpert, was Maharajji’s omniscience about the death of his mother. But until the birth of this book, we might not have known that Maharajji’s omniscience goes beyond time and space and can still be accessed. What a valuable gift Parvati Markus has skillfully given us, to know this is possible and to bring these stories to the world in these challenging times!

—LAMA TSULTRIM ALLIONE

author of Wisdom Rising and founder of Tara Mandala

It has been so hard for me to put this book down and return to attending to my daily life. Maharajji’s transmission flows through all of it, with an enormous flood right out of the gate. I found myself in tears many times. I love every one of the shared stories, and there is a sweet flow to all of it. Maharajji just comes through the book.

—MELINDA EDWARDS, MD

psychiatrist and founder of Living Darshan

From the point of view of a devotee, it reassured me tremendously that there are so many others who have experienced Maharajji since he left his body; though each person’s experience was their own, there was a thread that connected all of us. I think that for others who have not been so fortunate as to experience Maharajji yet, this book may very well serve as his invitation!

—GAYATRI WAGLE

Bach Flower practitioner
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DEDICATION


To the One Who Whispers in Our Hearts

Neem Karoli Baba Maharaj
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Foreword

BY PETE HOLMES, AUTHOR OF COMEDY SEX GOD

Like 99.999 percent of the population, I never met Maharajji. In fact, until I was thirty-five, I had never even heard of him. If you had shown me his photo, I would’ve thought it was Sean Connery. Or maybe a bald Tom Selleck. I had no clue as to what an earth-shattering spiritual figure he was. But that all changed when I was a guest on a fellow comedian’s podcast, The Duncan Trussell Family Hour.

Most comedians are atheists, which makes sense. First of all, atheism looks so cool. It’s the cigarette of beliefs. Just leaning on your Dodge Charger, smoking away, scoffing, “You think there’s a God? GET REAL!” Comedians don’t want to belong to any group or belief system. We prefer to be in the back of the room, huddled together and making fun of the people dumb enough to sit up front and participate.

Duncan, however, is the exception to most rules. Not only is he a hilarious comedian, he also, from what I could tell that day, believed in whatever God crossed his path—Buddha, Krishna, even Christ, the faith I was raised with. I was surprised and delighted when Duncan would go on and on about his love of Jesus, even if it was after licking three drops of liquid THC off the back of his hand. Still. To use the language of the church I grew up in, he seemed pretty “on fire for the Lord.” As we chatted about myth, metaphor, symbol, and LSD, I noticed behind his wide-smiling, Jim-Henson-looking head, a photo of a bald man in a blanket in front of which Duncan had left a bunch of bananas.

I had never seen someone leave fruit for a photograph before.

Duncan explained that the man wasn’t Magnum P.I. but was in fact the guru of another man I had never heard of, a man who would go on to change my life, Richard Alpert, aka Ram Dass. Story after story followed of miracles, lessons, and transformations of heart that shook something loose in me. Like Richard Alpert, a heady Harvard professor before his pilgrimage to India, I knew that I, too, needed to move down from my head and into the more gracious and loving space of my heart.

The bananas never magically disappeared (at least not that I saw) but I knew I had found a new path that might lead me closer to God.

The following months I devoured everything I could find by Ram Dass. His lectures, his videos. I even managed to get my evangelical mind through Be Here Now, which to this day I tell everyone is far too trippy to be people’s first introduction to the man. It looks like someone hand-stamped an acid trip. But I managed. I even started going to the retreats on Maui. It was great singing kirtan and eating fried rice in the same room as the now wheelchair-bound Ram Dass. But as lovely as it was, I couldn’t help but feel something unexpected: Spiritual FOMO.

FOMO, for those of you over fifty, is Fear Of Missing Out.

Spiritual FOMO is the feeling you get while watching a YouTube video of hippies and their teacher laughing and crying on a grassy hill in Portugal while you’re stuck working the drive-through at a Coffee Bean in Pennsylvania. Or the why-not-me? feeling you get meeting people who worked with Mother Theresa or ate brunch with Thich Nhat Hanh. It’s a hot, secret jealous feeling. And it sucks. There I was in Hawaii, supposed to be having a religious experience, and all I could think was how lucky all these old hippies were to have gotten to hang out with Maharajji – the guy – and all I got was white folks with Hindu names rehashing stories of the man who changed their lives but not mine. It was too much.

I felt like I had missed the boat. No matter how many times the older people reassured us young folks that “Big Maharajji” (the term they use for the cosmic, body-less continuing energy of the deceased guru) was still available to change and shape us, I couldn’t help but think that sounded like a load of crap. I wanted the real guy. The real feet. The real eye-gaze. The real fruit tossed at my head.

Luckily, it turns out they were right.

After a few group retreats, I signed up for a private retreat with Ram Dass and learned that Ram Dass, my hero, wasn’t just a great speaker, writer, and be-here-nower. He was also an amazing welcomer (dare I say conjurer?) of the Big Maharajji. Over the course of two private retreats and a few casual visits to his house, I experienced Ram Dass’s biggest secret talent – welcoming his guru into the room.

He appeared to be able to do it on command because Ram Dass always saved it for the last of his visits during each retreat. It was, in show biz terms, his “closer.” The big finish. The last number. And it was unbelievable. He’d sit quietly, eyes down, just letting the breeze and the birds become the only sounds in the world and, after a moment, this feeling would saturate the room. Each time I remember it feeling like snuggling into a sleeping bag filled with Love, or a snowsuit packed with bliss. Cozy, warm, and close to your skin. As close as the air. It shook, sort of like napping inside a subwoofer, but the gentle vibrations weren’t a thumping bassline but an overwhelming sense that you were a vital part of This, cherished and deeply accepted.

After the feeling had arrived, Ram Dass would look at me and say, “Maharajji is here.” Both times, as someone open to unexplainable phenomena, I glanced around the room just in case there was a translucent Maharajji standing in the corner like Yoda and Obi-Wan at the end of Star Wars. But no. There was nothing to “see” so much as the feeling of being seen.

It was a trip.

When I went back to my room, the photos of Maharajji stopped looking like photos of someone else’s dead guru and started looking like photos of a beloved family member, someone who might pop by with a casserole at any moment.

A year or two later, my brother Ram Dass left his body. Shortly after, I started telling more and more of the newer devotees my story of visiting with him and feeling the Big Maharajji. And just like that, suddenly I was the old hippie at the retreats telling people my “I was with the guy” story, possibly causing a new generation of devotees to have some fresh cases of spiritual FOMO.

Maybe you can relate.

Maybe even reading this right now, you are feeling left out, too. Just as I had on my first retreat. Just like a lot of us have or still do.

And that’s where this book comes in.

In the pages that follow, the kind-eyed, lovely, and talented Parvati Markus has compiled many, many stories of the Big Maharajji still at work in our human lives. Wild stories, small stories, and everything in between. I believe the accounts have the power to comfort and inspire and hopefully even squash any spiritual FOMO for many generations to come. Because it’s true. Maharajji isn’t gone; he’s just changed.

As a friend once told Krishna Das, when he was devastated that Maharajji had died: “Your guru isn’t gone. Your guru is what’s looking out your eyes right now.”

That’s good news.

Maharajji isn’t done with us. He’s still at work or, perhaps more accurately, he’s still at play. His dance continues in some surprising and unexpected ways.

But for more on that, you’ll have to read on.






Introduction

BY PARVATI MARKUS

Over the last five decades, since my time with Neem Karoli Baba in India in the early ’70s, I have loved to hear and share stories of Maharajji, as he is known. I heard about Maharajji in the summer of 1969 from Ram Dass, and three days after meeting him I became Ram Dass’s secretary—typing up responses to the mail he was receiving after speaking across the country. Later I edited “His-story”—the opening section of Be Here Now in which Ram Dass describes his journey from Harvard professor to psychedelic explorer and finally to devotee of Maharajji.

Two years after meeting Ram Dass, I was sitting in front of Maharajji in India. Baba told me I was no longer Ram Dass’s private secretary, I was his. He would call me over, shouting “private secretary” in English! Never had I thought I’d be so thrilled to be a secretary.

It turns out that my “private secretary” mission has meant helping to birth some of the other devotees’ books that share stories of Maharajji’s love. Dada Mukerjee’s By His Grace and The Near and the Dear, Chants of a Lifetime (Krishna Das), HeartSourcing (Ram Giri Braun), and Deva Bhumi (K.K. Sah) all passed through my hands. That led to a desire to gather the stories of those of us from the West who had been with Maharajji in India, before we all take our leave for the big bhandara (a festival meal) in the sky. I interviewed over seventy Westerners about their journey to the East and their experience with Maharajji—and the book Love Everyone was born.

But the stories didn’t stop after Maharajji left his body. Countless seekers, who never met Maharajji as a physical being, are experiencing his presence to this day. As you will read in the stories here, they are being called to him in so many different ways.

Many of us first went to India to be with Maharajji after meeting or hearing Ram Dass. Even after Maharajji’s bodily form departed in 1973, Ram Dass continued to be the “bait” on the hook of Maharajji’s fishing line, reeling many into the unconditional love that is Maharajji’s presence. Others enter Baba’s heart space through chanting the sacred names and the Hanuman Chalisa1 with Krishna Das, Jai Uttal, Nina Rao, Trevor Hall, and other kirtan wallahs (chant masters) leading the way. Many read the books put out by Western and Indian devotees and connect through the written stories. Some have darshan dreams—lucid moments of being in the presence of a saint or divine being—or experiences and visions in meditation. Sometimes Maharajji appears “in person” to those who have never even heard of him.

When I interviewed Ram Dass for Love Everyone, he said, “I have a difficult time with the concept of some people who were with him and some who were not. Since I am in the public to talk about him, I find people who have met him through their dreams, visions, or through books, or through devotees’ stories. Some of them have golden hearts and appreciate Maharajji even more than those who were ‘with him.’ He calls people, and certainly he calls people now that he is out of his body. I listen when people approach me, and I can hear when they have a Maharajji connection. They’re looking at me, but they’re really feeling Maharajji.”

And as Dada Mukerjee, one of Maharajji’s long-time Indian devotees, said: “Once he catches hold of you, he never lets go.”

The Guru

Guru literally means the “remover of darkness”—whether that be the darkness that stems from hurtful thoughts, words, and deeds, or the darkness of ignorance that keeps us from loving others and ourselves. In the Upanishads, the ancient Vedic wisdom, it says:


asato mā sadgamaya,

tamaso mā jyotirgamaya,

mṛtyormā’mṛtaṃ gamaya.




From the unreal lead me to the real!

From the darkness lead me to the light!

From death lead me to immortality!



You may have many upagurus—teachers who point the way—like a spiritual teacher who takes you far along the path or a difficult person who teaches you where you are not, but you have only one satguru, the “true” guru who takes you home. The satguru takes you from living in duality—the realm of pleasure and pain, good and evil, rich and poor—to Sub Ek, where it’s All One, where form merges into the formless.

Someone once asked Maharajji, “How do I know if someone is my guru?”

Maharajji said, “Do you feel he can fulfill you in every way spiritually? Do you feel he can free you from all desires and attachments? Do you feel he can lead you to final liberation? When you feel all these things, perhaps then you’ve found your guru.”

Those of us who are Maharajji devotees feel in our deepest hearts that he fulfills all these requirements. Others feel the same way about Jesus or Mary or Ramana Maharshi or Anandamayi Ma or another realized being. Those who have experienced Maharajji in the decades since he left his body, or any realized being that no longer walks the Earth, know that a physical connection is not necessary for the soul connection. That connection is love—unconditional, unreserved, unlimited love.

Guru Kripa

Ram Dass talks about the method of guru kripa—the form of bhakti yoga (the path of devotion) that focuses on the guru and the guru’s blessing or grace (kripa). He says, “The essence of a relationship with a guru or spiritual teacher is love. The guru awakens incredible love in us, then uses that love to help us out of the illusion of duality.”2

The relationship with a guru has nothing to do with intellectual concepts, and “surrender” to the love of the guru does not mean you give up your power or your individuality. You may think you’re surrendering or that you are resisting, but there’s really no mind involved at all, no decision to make or action to take. Your karma is simply unfolding, and you are drawn to your guru when the time is right for you.

That is no less true today than it was when Maharajji was embodied in India. Maharajji himself said that the guru does not need to be in a body. As Swami Vivekananda3 once noted, “It may be that I shall find it good to get out of my body—to cast it off like a used garment. But I shall not cease to work!”

When Dada Mukerjee visited Canada and the U.S., he said that the biggest miracle he had ever witnessed—and he had witnessed many with Maharajji—was meeting numberless Westerners who had not met Maharajji in the body, yet had the same spiritual connection to him as those who spent time with him in India.

During his trip to the States, one of the places Dada visited was Montauk, New York, the furthest point on Long Island with an all-encompassing view of the Atlantic Ocean. Dada gazed out into the boundless waters for some time without moving. When he finally came around, he was asked what he had been feeling as he stared at the ocean. He kept repeating, “He is so vast, he is so vast! When he was in a body, he was able to reach only so many, but now, now he is unlimited.”

The guru’s grace is available around the clock, 24/7, for your whole life and beyond.

Dealing with Doubt

It is often difficult to connect head and heart. You may wake from a dream in which you fully experience Maharajji’s love in your heart, but your mind says, “It was only a dream.” You may read the stories in Miracle of Love or Love Everyone and think, “But they met Baba in person!” You may see Maharajji driving past you in a car, or walking down the road, or standing on the corner and discount it as not possible. You may have looked at his picture and burst into tears, your heart overflowing, and yet doubted his presence.

That is one of the main reasons for this collection of stories, all from people who met Maharajji after he left his body: so that you will know that what you are experiencing is real. Yes, you have connected with Maharajji. Yes, that is his love you found in Ram Dass’s eyes, felt in meditation or while chanting, or when you called out for his help and were comforted. Perhaps it isn’t Maharajji who shows up. You may be connected to a different saint, a deity, another embodiment of divine love. The stories in this book can affirm for you, too, that what you are experiencing, dreaming, and sensing in your heart is real. No matter how extraordinary these experiences might be, the most miraculous aspect is the way your heart opens and your life changes.

This collection is arranged in ten broad categories, but please understand that these are very fluid. Unconditional love has no boundaries and the seed that was planted from a photo or a book or a dream can come to fruition in kirtan, at a retreat, or when you pick up a piece of sea glass on the beach. Some of these stories come from decades-old letters to Ram Dass or Krishna Das. Others come from interviews on Maui at the 2015 and 2019 retreats with Ram Dass, or virtual interviews during pandemic shutdown, so all together they span snail mail to Zoom.

Westerners grow up in a culture that often doesn’t easily acknowledge or appreciate the realities that exist beyond the five physical senses. If you can’t smell it, taste it, touch it, see it, or hear it, how can it exist? But it’s that sixth sense—the one we usually call intuition—that reaches beyond time and space. You may know who’s calling before you look at the name on your phone. You may feel the strong presence of your grandmother and later learn it was the exact time she passed. You may suddenly feel that one of your loved ones is having a hard time and reach out to discover this is true.

Maharajji is beyond time and space. He would show up in two places at once, escape from locked rooms, and do other miraculous things on a regular basis that confounded so-called physical reality. What’s to stop him from coming to you from the beyond?

God, guru, and your deepest Self are One. Open your heart on the path of devotion and follow your inner guidance into the realm of unconditional love.

Listen to that whisper in your heart.


	
1 The Hanuman Chalisa is a song of praise, reminding Hanuman, the monkey god who is one of the heroes of the Ramayana, of who he is and his mighty accomplishments. It is comprised of forty verses in Hindi, which, amazingly, thousands of Westerners now know by heart.

	
2 Ram Dass (with Rameshwar Das), Polishing the Mirror: How to Live from Your Spiritual Heart (Sounds True, 2014 paperback)

	
3 Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) was a disciple of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, and a key figure in bringing Vedic teachings and practices to the West.








A Word

FROM ANNIE LEVITT


“If I don’t meet you in this form,

I’ll meet you in another form.”

—NEEM KAROLI BABA MAHARAJ



In September of 1973, the being we call Neem Karoli Baba, or simply Maharajji, left his body. Known throughout northern India as a great saint, or siddha, Maharajji first became known in the West as Ram Dass’s guru, but he was and is so much more. Since that September day so many decades ago, Maharajji has continued to reveal his presence, manifesting quite unexpectedly in various ways to people around the world through dreams, sightings, conversations, meditation experiences, unexplainable “coincidences,” or a deep inner knowing of the heart.

Such encounters with divine beings are not unusual, occurring across cultures and religions, across time and place. Miraculous appearances and heart blessings of bodhisattvas, saints, and enlightened beings are apparently never far away. Fortunately, although we may often forget them, these great beings don’t forget us, and are ever ready to guide and inspire. As the Bengali saint Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa said, “The winds of grace are always blowing.”

I never met Maharajji in the body. I came to know about him first through Ram Dass in 1970, and then through the other Westerners and Indian devotees who spent time with Maharajji and shared their stories in books such as Be Here Now, Miracle of Love, By His Grace, Love Everyone, and Chants of a Lifetime. In 2015 I read a story on Facebook about a modern-day, miraculous encounter with Maharajji. I thought, oh, what a wonderful story! Wouldn’t it be great if “somebody” would collect such stories for sharing?

Coincidentally, I saw that Parvati Markus was offering potential authors a complimentary consultation. I didn’t know Parvati personally, but I felt pushed to connect with her about this idea of collecting stories about Maharajji’s appearances. Parvati said, “Oh, I’m working on that project for the Love Serve Remember Foundation. I could pass some of that on to you.” Although astonished by Parvati’s response, and involved full time in challenging work, I wasn’t going to say no to Maharajji’s “private secretary!” She seemed to trust that I could do this. Soon afterwards I retired from my healthcare career. Between the two of us we collected many personal stories, resulting in the book you now hold in your hands. I no longer believe in coincidence.

Whisper in the Heart challenges our usual skepticism. But what may seem implausible is also a chance to open one’s heart and connect to an inner reality, a guiding presence. As Maharajji assured us, “It is not necessary to meet your guru on the physical plane. The guru is not external.”






1 Appearances
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Kabir says: “Listen, my friend!

There is no other satisfaction,

save in the encounter with the Beloved.”

—SONGS OF KABIR, LII

TRANSLATED BY RABINDRANATH TAGORE






No matter how often we Westerners sat before the takhat (wooden platform) on the porch at Kainchi (Maharajji’s temple and ashram, his spiritual residence in the Himalayan foothills), waiting for darshan, it was always startling when Maharajji burst through the doors and suddenly there he was! The banging doors and his sudden appearance never failed to captivate and somehow surprise us.

Some days it was the Lion of God that settled onto the blanket-covered takhat and took wickedly accurate aim with an orange or apple or banana. Sometimes it was the tender Krishna, sweetly offering assurances and making us giggle with delight. Other times it was Shiva, unmoving and silent, impenetrable, as majestic and awe-inspiring as the Himalayas. Sometimes he felt like your grandfather, your beloved, or your child. He could be tall or short, fierce or gentle, or all “10,000 things” of the Tao at once—the portal to take you beyond time and space or deep into your own being, manifesting in whatever way the moment called for.

It’s like that in the following stories. You’re a frightened nine-year-old boy and a man appears and wraps you in a blanket. You catch a glimpse of him standing on a corner, riding a bike, or he shows up in your meditation. He dances for you while you’re sitting on a beach or skips alongside you down city streets. He can be an ethereal presence, or you just might find his physical form lying at your doorstep.

There are no rules, no schedules, no guidelines for how and when he might appear, but show up he does!
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Angela Strynkowski

About twenty years ago I was doing a yoga teacher training at Omega4. We had permission to go to other events at Omega while going through our month-long training. I got to sit in on some of Ram Dass’s talks; I found him to be quite amazing, but I really didn’t know who he was. Krishna Das was there doing kirtan. At some point Krishna Das said he was from Long Island. After the kirtan I went up to him and said, “Hi, I’m Angela from Babylon. I live on Long Island, too.” He giggled.

I got hooked on kirtan and started to follow Krishna Das around. He had a nickname for me—the Bodhisattva from Babylon. That touched my heart. He used to do kirtan at Ananda Ashram5 on weekends. One weekend, when I left the kirtan, I was exhausted, extremely high from the kirtan, and starving. I was driving in Monroe in the middle of nowhere and I needed food. I saw a gas station and stopped to buy some nuts and pretzels.

As I walked out the door, I saw Maharajji to the right of the building. I definitely saw his form; it wasn’t like a ghost or anything. He was standing and smiling and just being. I looked again and he beamed this giant smile. I’d heard stories that masters can come back and show themselves to you. I was young in the yoga world, so I didn’t know what to do. I literally just smiled and drove away. I didn’t tell anybody.

I haven’t been to Ananda in quite a while. I don’t remember where that gas station is, but Maharajji grabbed me there. Now I’ve grown to have a relationship with him. When my life fell apart, I would sit with Maharajji’s picture and talk with him, yell at him, cry to him. I knew he was supporting me, and I knew that I needed to deal with whatever I was going through.

I feel him. I hear him. I know he’s here.
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Bonnie Divina Maa

I was living what some would call the dream life in the Hudson Valley in upstate New York, but I was quite unhappy inside. I was going through a divorce in 2011 and a friend took me to see Krishna Das in Garrison, New York. I was blown away. It was in a church-like monastery, so it had this feeling of reverence. It was the first time I had ever been exposed to anything like that, and I thought, “I want to do this every week, like church.” My friend gave me a “Flow of Grace” CD. I didn’t know what the Hanuman Chalisa was, I just knew it felt great!

Then the divorce. We had these emotional and physically violent interactions with one another, and I was feeling quite shattered. This same friend said, “Well, why don’t we go up to Kripalu6?” I had a wonderful time that weekend, but a week later I was in even more inner turmoil and hoped meditation might bring some answers. I was sitting there meditating when this bearded man in a blanket appeared. My eyes were closed, but there he was right in front of me, and he said, “Laugh!”

It jolted me out of the meditative space. I asked my friend, who was sitting nearby, “This guy in a blanket, a friendly-looking man, who is he?” I had seen his photo.

He said, “You mean Neem Karoli Baba?”

“I don’t know, maybe. He’s still here! He’s like right here.”

I walked outside, and there was Baba floating around me, laughing like Santa Claus with his belly shaking and tears of laughter. And I was laughing. Of course, I was the only one seeing him! I was skipping down the street, smiling and laughing, and I felt like he was right here. We were holding hands and having this wonderful laughter for over an hour.

He told me to laugh, to keep it light, not let it get too heavy. I went home and googled “laughter Hudson Valley.” What came up was Laughter Yoga at Ananda Ashram. I signed up immediately. The ashram was only thirty minutes from my house. I went to the regular morning program of meditation at the ashram and stayed for the next day, then I stayed for lunch, and then I just stayed. Ananda became my home away from home, my refuge.

The path with Maharajji was a slow unfolding after that. I had photos of him all around my house; he was so real to me. I went to India, to Kainchi and Vrindavan. I found Ram Dass through the book Be Love Now. Not too many years later, here I am, still laughing! And I’ve been teaching Laughter Yoga all over the world.
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Clark Samson

In 1971, I had a music teacher at my university in Lubbock, Texas, the last place you’d think anything hip or new or modern would be taking place. He was one of the very first yoga teachers from Yogi Bhajan’s7 first teacher class and he introduced us to Be Here Now. I paid more attention to Ram Dass than Maharajji, who was just a picture on the brown pages of that book. In the decades that followed, I was in and out of spirituality, then around 2000 I started to read the books that were coming out about Maharajji. I thought how wonderful it would be to have a guru who would answer all my questions and make life easier. How come I didn’t have one?

I’d spent about a year with my nieces and nephews, teaching them how to swim and being Uncle Clark. They were going to move away, and I was very upset. I remembered reading in Miracle of Love where Maharajji was asked what would happen to his devotees when he died. He said, “What could possibly happen? If you call, I’ll come.” I was very distraught. I said, “I have to know if you’ll come.”

So I called him.

I was sitting in the cab of my plumbing truck. A column of warm light came through the top of my truck and down into my forehead and filled my heart with love. I had waited my whole life for something like this to happen, then had difficulty really believing it when it did happen. All this love was pouring down through my head and overflowing out of the top of my heart. I didn’t know what to make of it, but I was crying as I heard a voice say, “Would you like to become my chela (disciple)?”

I said, yes, yes, please. I knew that it was Maharajji because that’s who I’d called. I sat there in tears for a while, then finally everything came back into normal focus. I thought, “Wow. Now I know I’m crazy, but maybe it’d be best if I never become sane again because that was so wonderful.”

I told a friend about this incredible experience. She gave me Ram Dass’s number and I called him. He said, “What did you want to talk about?” Maharajji. Then every month for about a year and a half, I got these one- or two-hour tutorials from Ram Dass, and the doors to this community opened wide. I met Jai Uttal, and I couldn’t talk to him about this experience without having tears flooding down my face. He assured me that it was totally real and authentic and that I should trust in it.

I have a beautiful picture of Maharajji on my altar. I talk to him and get guidance about what I’m doing and how I’m doing it and what I’m clinging to and need to let go of. Since that day in my plumbing truck, my life’s been about my relationship with Maharajji.

[image: ]

Donna

FEBRUARY 1, 1987

Dear Ram Dass,

Miracle of Love is one of those books that I pick up from time to time and open it to no place in particular. I read a paragraph or two and then go to bed feeling good. Ha! Before I know it, I’ve read a couple of chapters and half the night has slipped away. One night I did just that. By the time I put down the book, I was so full to overflowing with Maharajji that I was weeping. I felt his presence so strongly I began talking aloud to him, scolding him for leaving his body before I could have darshan.
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