
[image: Cover Image]

[image: image]


WHEN SHADOW MEETS THE BODHISATTVA
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“Can one actually experience evolution? Or must it remain a scientific abstraction that can be mathematically modeled and genetically mapped but never really known as such? Moreover, and deeper still, do these Darwinian and genetic processes emerge from some deeper ground that is not in space and time at all? If so, how might these two levels of Becoming and Being be related, embraced, and practiced? Perhaps most importantly of all, are there moral pitfalls and problems awaiting us here? The present book is a most rare one—the story of the rise, fall, and re-emergence of a major modern guru by the guru himself. Andrew Cohen tells his story in these pages and explains both what went very, very right and very, very wrong. He takes responsibility for what happened and relates it to his own pride, authoritarianism, shaming techniques, and the traditional hierarchical role of the perfect mythical guru, but he also confesses those deeper evolutionary forces and absolute truths that have shone through his own Indian guru, himself as guru, and his gifted students all along. Here is an honest, open struggle through therapy, psychedelics, suffering, and further teaching—never perfect, never done, always frayed, and yet somehow also transcendent and true. We need this book. We need this Andrew Cohen. We need this evolution.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL,
AUTHOR OF THE SUPERHUMANITIES: 
HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS, MORAL 
OBJECTIONS, NEW REALITIES

“This is an extremely important and highly recommended book. It’s beautifully written and comes straight from the spiritual heart. Get it and read it—it will change your life.”

KEN WILBER,
AUTHOR OF THE RELIGION 
OF TOMORROW

“Andrew Cohen has boldly and courageously shared his deeply compelling journey into the core of the evolutionary impulse through emerging from the shadow of mythic absolutism into the realm of the Radical Spirit, where breakthrough revelations, extreme transformation, and the fire to catalyze collective transcendence for the benefit of the greater good reside.”

DIANE MARIE WILLIAMS, 
FOUNDER OF THE SOURCE OF SYNERGY 
FOUNDATION

“A brutally honest immersion into the creation and destruction of a spiritual group and the crucifixion of its leader. A primal pattern of hierarchical systems is at work—the hierarchical systems that dominate our lives and are even at work in spiritual movements that seem to preach the end of hierarchical leadership but embody the ecstasy of submission that only groups with leaders generate.”

HOWARD BLOOM, AUTHOR OF THE LUCIFER 
PRINCIPLE

“Andrew Cohen’s experiences are universal to all those who answer their transcendent calling in life: the rise to prominence, the wounding, and ultimately the reckoning that annihilates our former selves. It is in that place of surrender that we discover our authentic Self and begin our long journey to this new forbidden field. Andrew’s searing honesty and rare bravery in the pages of this book, along with the conversations he shares with people on the leading edge of consciousness, are nothing short of a new guide on how to transcend the ego and the shadow and become a modern-day integral guru. It’s a compelling read. I couldn’t put it down.”

SAID E. DAWLABANI,
GRAVESIAN DEVELOPMENTALIST AND AUTHOR OF
MEMENOMICS AND THE 
LIGHT OF ISHTAR

“Across the wide thematic context in Cohen’s narrative, myriad paradoxical elements (each highly nuanced in themselves) are here: the nature of awakening and enlightenment; absolute and relative reality; epiphenomena and micro-phenomena; holons in dynamic systems; autonomy and communion; context dependency; freedom versus binary choices, causality, and co-arising; Advaita and Neo-Advaita; radical idealism; the pitfalls of the magic-mythic worldview and pursuit; mythic absolutism; guru function, mythical identity, and perfection; guru intervention and the mysteries of transmission and the numinous; the guru, dharma, and sangha; and finally, Cohen’s predictions on the future of ‘Triple Gem Integral’ and ‘Evolutionary Enlightenment.’”

KURT JOHNSON, PH.D.,
COAUTHOR OF THE COMING 
INTERSPIRITUAL AGE, FINE 
LINES, AND NABOKOV’S 
BLUES

“This is a book everyone who is sincerely on the spiritual journey should read. In every way, Andrew Cohen’s rise, fall, atonement, and the fruits of his journey manifested in new understanding and vision—this is truly the drama of an archetypal hero’s journey. Beyond the historical narrative of his passage, Cohen so often includes the larger significance of his experience and its relevance to the current evolutionary scene. He does this with the clarity and integrity so characteristic of his writings. Included in this book is a beautiful review of his teaching of Evolutionary Enlightenment, a stand-alone gem. This book is also enriched by the many dialogues the author includes with several leading integral thinkers as they consider various 
questions raised by his journey. Make no mistake: this is a book that challenges 
the reader on many fronts. The reader is asked to balance perceived rights and wrongs of how the guru position was carried out in the community setting and the consequences to his students, to forgive the teacher’s human failings and to acknowledge the validity of his transformation. Finally, it is the reader’s heart and soul that must answer whether the guru’s gift—the realization of one’s true nature—is worth it all.”

RON FRIEDMAN, M.D.,
COFOUNDER OF VISTAR FOUNDATION

“A marvelous and enlightening book for any teacher or practitioner on the edge of cultural and spiritual evolution who wants to make the world a better place.”

MARTIN UCIK,
INTEGRAL RELATIONSHIP FACILITATOR AND AUTHOR
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Foreword

Allan Combs, Ph.D.

Before you is the story of a spiritual teacher becoming fully human. Like many young men of his generation, Andrew Cohen journeyed to India in search of spiritual inspiration. There he found it in spades when a remarkable guru triggered in him a powerful awakening of spiritual energies. The effect transformed his entire life. Others around him were touched by this new energy as well, and Andrew found himself, without choosing to be so, a modern guru. The story of his teaching, the creation of a large following, the foundation of an institute for his work, and even a globally published magazine exploring spirituality and enlightenment are well-known in the spiritual community and only partially reported in this book. Here, the story begins when it all fell apart.

This book is about his subsequent search for answers as to what went wrong. This search carried him deeply into his own nature as a human being. The Jungians say that to know yourself deeply you must go down. You must descend into the depths of your own being and confront the dark realities you will face there. Jung did this early in his life, and the result was the famous Red Book. In myth, Orpheus did it as well, but lost his concentration and let his beloved Eurydice slip away.

In the following pages, Andrew recounts his own descent, in part while working as a volunteer at Mother Teresa’s Prem Dan house in Calcutta, a medical facility for the destitute, where he became one of her Missionaries of Charity, caring for some of the poorest and most diseased and dying people of India.

As a guru, Andrew has always been dedicated to evolutionary transformation—the evolution of consciousness to rich and profound states. Before the collapse of his teaching program and the dissolution of the institute he founded in Massachusetts, his students had begun to experience breakthroughs in which consciousness seemed to meld together within groups of participants, resulting in highly creative, if temporary, periods of collective experience. I will return to this topic momentarily, but first I want to address Andrew’s journey, recounted in the following pages, to becoming a complete human being as well as a spiritual teacher and guide.

Andrew’s journey, in fact, is emblematic of the story of civilization itself. His path led from an ordinary childhood and youth, to a young man’s search for spiritual growth and transformation, to the realization of such growth and transformation, and, finally, to a deep exploration of the hazards and failures that can accompany such transformations.

Now, let us shift gears and compare this story to the big narrative of human consciousness itself. Skipping through the emergence of the earliest forms of symbolic thought, perhaps forty to fifty thousand years ago, and on through the origins of agriculture and the Neolithic revolution some ten to twelve thousand years ago, as well as the origins of civilization as we consider it today, perhaps three to four thousand years ago, we come to a worldwide period of interest sometimes termed the first Axial Age, extending from about the eighth to the third century BCE. During this period, for the first time, human consciousness turned toward transcendence on a large scale, giving birth to the great world religions.

Today we are entering a second Axial Age, this time shifting us toward a growing realization of our place within Gaia, the Earth, and at the same time our citizenship within the infinite community of the universe.

The first Axial Age gave birth to charismatic spiritual pioneers, and many gifted teachers followed—saints and philosophers, as well as women and men of wisdom including Christ, the Buddha, Lao Tzu, Hildegard of Bingen, and many others. Some embodied the very essence of transcendent consciousness.

Today human consciousness is again in motion, and with it, human nature. There is a pattern to human growth and transformation that, like history itself, moves forward to crest on some theme or variation, then slowly deteriorates and dies in the explosive birth of a new, higher level of consciousness that has never before been seen—at least if we make it that far.

Today we are living in a time of both rebirth and deterioration. This is not news. What is news is that we are in desperate need of people who can guide us through the disruptive social and spiritual surf and over the bar, toward higher consciousness and a new way of living as human beings.

All types of evolution move forward of their own momentum, and now human transformation is taking place with or without our guidance. In the midst of widespread social and ecological challenges, people are spontaneously awakening to wider and deeper realms of conscious experience. The growing frequency of such events, like wildflowers blooming in the spring, has been recorded in recent books, such as Jeffery Kripal’s The Flip and Steve Taylor’s The Leap. Such awakenings have been common among Andrew’s students as well, but what is new is the appearance of collective experiences among groups of his students.

The idea that the future of human consciousness may involve a collective dimension is not new, but in the past has been rare. American Quakers report occasional but highly valued “gathered meetings,” in which all participants have a sense of sharing a unified experience of togetherness. The idea of collective consciousness on a larger scale was anticipated in the writings of nineteenth-century French philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Notably, the idea of collective consciousness was explored in some depth in the science fiction universe of British author Olaf Stapledon, especially in his celebrated novel Star Maker. The latter was the inspiration for Arthur C. Clark’s 2001: A Space Odyssey and Stanley Kubrick’s film of that novel.

I believe it is clear that the future calls for—indeed, is desperate for—spiritual leaders who understand this territory and can act as guides for the increasing number of people who need guidance and perhaps a hand up in understanding this new continent of experience. Guiding people in a way that they learn to think for themselves while thinking collectively, all the while seeking a balance, is no small feat. What do we expect from our leaders? How do we learn from their successes and failures?

Enjoy this book. There are no others like it.

ALLAN COMBS, PH.D.

ALLAN COMBS is the author of The Radiance of Being and Consciousness Explained Better, professor of Consciousness Studies at the California Institute for Integral Studies, and the Founder of the Society for Consciousness Studies.
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PROLOGUE

My Fall from Grace

A dark despair has enveloped my soul. I am in a state of shock. The grim forces of destruction have shattered my world. The devastation feels surreal. Everything is lost. The agony is unbearable . . .

For almost three decades I have been a teacher of enlightenment. I have taught thousands of people worldwide how to access their own true nature: the Buddha mind of pure silence, found in deep meditation. Now my own inner state has been reduced to turmoil. My gift was my ability to awaken others to the living, evolutionary current of creative unfolding that animates the kosmos*1 and drives it toward ever greater complexity. 
But all I see right now is a desolate universe, devoid of interiority, no longer 
lit up by the exhilarating spirit of creative emergence. I have inspired so many 
people to live a dedicated spiritual life, full of purpose, depth, and meaning. 
Yet now nothing makes sense any longer. I am staring straight into the gaping abyss of the darkest kind of nihilism . . .

It is midsummer 2013. I am wandering through the deserted grounds of our community center, Foxhollow, in Lenox, Massachusetts, the headquarters of our worldwide organization EnlightenNext. What had been a thriving community of inspired spiritual practitioners not so long ago now looks like a ghost town. Everybody has left. As I am walking around here, alone and bewildered, reality hits me hard. I have lost my entire community! Our shared utopian experiment that took us all many years of unwavering commitment to build has violently collapsed in a mere few months. I was known for showing leadership and managing crises, but I have lost all my power to do so. However hard I’ve tried, I can no longer find my clarity or my strength. I am a mere shadow of my former self.

I have been a visionary for most of my life, always looking just over the horizon. I could constantly sense the imminence of exciting future potential right around the corner. My students were intelligent, sincere, well-educated people who had devoted their lives to the evolution of consciousness and culture. We were a close-knit group. We all cared passionately about what appeared to be humanity’s next step at the leading edge. Over the years, we made great sacrifices and took many risks so that we could break new ground. And we did.

We had been known and loved for the depth we brought to critical questions about the emergence of a new consciousness and culture in the twenty-first century. We had brought together leading-edge minds to grapple with the greatest challenges of our time, and published their often innovative dialogues in the pages of our award-winning quarterly magazine What Is Enlightenment?*2

From this sustained in-depth inquiry as well as our intense commitment to actually live by our discoveries, our groundbreaking teachings, which we called “Evolutionary Enlightenment,” emerged. These teachings were our attempt to integrate the modern-day understanding of evolution with the classical notion of enlightenment, that state of being immersed in the eternal rest of timeless, formless consciousness. Contrary to this ancient understanding, Evolutionary Enlightenment not only calls us to awaken to the bliss of the timeless Ground of Being, as it is called in Buddhism, but also to the ecstatic urgency of Evolutionary Becoming, where that which is permanent is Being and that which is changing is Becoming. As such, enlightenment is no longer merely the end of evolution, but rather it is itself evolving. And we had set up an actual culture of practice to live by this principle.

But perhaps our most valuable contribution was that we pioneered the phenomenon of collective enlightenment. We discovered that when committed people who have gone beyond ego come together, the enlightened mind emerges between them. Whenever this occurs, everybody present enters a field in which the very ground of human relationship 
is prior unity. Whatever is being expressed and shared, then, no longer comes 
from accumulated knowledge; it bubbles up from that ever-fresh source. As such, 
new creative capacities are unleashed, allowing original insights to emerge and new connections to come alive. We called this innovative practice the art of enlightened communication, a skill of great value in a complex, globalized world in crisis. And I had always insisted that if enlightenment is to have any real impact on the evolution of culture, cultivating this ability is essential.

Because of all these contributions, our work had been an inspiration to the wider spiritual world. But now, everything we worked so hard for has crashed and burned. I can’t wrap my head around the enormity of what has happened, and with feverish intensity I keep asking myself, Why did this terrible destruction have to happen? How could something so precious collapse so completely? But try as I might, right now it doesn’t get any clearer . . .

I knew all along that our work together was risky—I was calling for a real spiritual revolution! We strived to move beyond the old ways to create new structures in consciousness and culture. I believed that such new structures could only emerge in a focused environment and as a result of creative friction. So I pushed everybody relentlessly, again and again, always building the tension between people’s enlightened intentions to change and their egoic resistance to actually do so. I set up a hard school for radical transformation, a spiritually charged environment for those who were courageous enough to tread new pathways and were ready and willing to go all the way. Everybody who had committed themselves to our work knew they could expect nothing less than a fierce and demanding ego-transcending ordeal. We lived on the edge of the possible—and the stakes were high.

I was always aware of the demanding nature of our bold experiment. I also knew that in my relentless passion to force evolutionary breakthroughs, I had made some serious errors of judgment as a teacher. Yet I genuinely believed that regardless of my mistakes, it was all going to work out in the end because we loved one another and had made the lifetime commitment to go all the way. I was wrong. Now I have to own up to the unbearable truth that despite my good intentions, I actually caused this mayhem to happen.

Throughout my teaching years I was known for critiquing fallen gurus. I had looked at every new scandal emerging from the spiritual world with deepening concern. I was keenly aware that with every new story, people’s trust in the benefits of spiritual life eroded further, and I wanted to stay clear of it all. But now my worst nightmare has become a reality. I too have become another failed exemplar, adding to the trail of cynicism surrounding gurus. I had always prided myself that those things that so often caused scandals in other spiritual communities were entirely absent around me. There had never been any sexual transgressions with students and our community was clear of drugs and alcohol abuse. My mistakes were of a different nature, though, and they have caused a different kind of backlash, and to my lasting shame I didn’t see it coming. So now the chickens have come home to roost. I once inspired so many people to live by higher principles, but now I myself have become a source of disillusionment in those very principles, and this has carved a bleeding wound deep within my soul.

As I wander through the deserted buildings at Foxhollow, my thoughts flash back to the blessed moment when it all began. When I was thirty years old I was bestowed a rare, extraordinary grace. I had been given the precious jewel of enlightenment by my guru, H. W. L. Poonja. Ever since that moment, all my suffering had been erased, and my personality thereafter remained rooted in the empty ground of timeless, formless being. From that point forward I enjoyed an easy, natural state of boundless freedom, oneness, clarity, profound joy, and a sense of lightheartedness, and I was blessed with the ability to directly transmit that state to others.

But everything is different now. The shockwaves of the painful collapse of my work and community have shaken me to my core, so much so that I don’t even know who I am anymore. I have lost myself in the drama of the story. My suffering has returned, and this time it has come back with a vengeance. I am living in a state of raw survival. As I am trying to come to grips with the gravity of what has occurred, all sorts of hellish feelings keep flaring up in me. I move through prolonged states of bottomless grief, abject terror, and sheer agony, over and over again. The torment never seems to cease. This is the fiercest emotional ordeal of my life. I feel as though I am trapped in the seventh ring of hell.

To my shock and horror I realize that the inconceivable has happened: my connection to that which is infinite has been severed. I have lost access to enlightenment and have fallen back into my small self. The ecstasy and urgency of the evolutionary drive I was once so deeply awake to all the time has vanished. I am no longer in touch with the spirit of my own teachings. All of a sudden it gets through to me: I have dropped the jewel my guru gave me! I feel deeply mortified . . . I have fallen from grace!

In my darkest hour now I am consumed by a single, nagging concern: the need to atone for all the wrongs and make them right. I must find a way to honor all that was real and true at the heart of what we stood for. This is all I truly care about. There is nothing else for me to do in this world, and I am committing the rest of my life to it.



PART 1
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THE RISE AND FALL OF OUR SPIRITUAL COMMUNITY
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1

Overnight Guru

When I was sixteen years old I had an extraordinary mystical experience that shook me to my core and left no doubt in my mind that there exists an absolute reality beyond time, prior to anything we know. Late one night, as I was talking with my mother, for no apparent reason the doors of perception opened. My consciousness expanded in all directions simultaneously, all the way to infinity. This infinite spaciousness was conscious, and it became immediately obvious to me that this was the ultimate nature of everything. I was completely overwhelmed by an allconsuming, absolute love, so intense that I felt that if this sensation didn’t stop I would simply die. I saw that there is no such thing as a separate self, subject to birth and death, and that life is without beginning or end. There is only one reality; it is limitless, timeless, formless, beginningless, and endless conscious being. This realization was so overwhelming that tears poured profusely out of my eyes. I was intoxicated with an unspeakable sense of awe and wonder at the mystery of existence. In the midst of this explosive widening into kosmic unity, a message emerged in my awareness: If you surrender your life to me and me alone, you have nothing to fear.

The impact of this experience was so profound that it took me several days to recover. It was so more infinitely real than anything I had ever experienced in my young life that it would become my true north for many years to come.

[image: image]

Throughout most of my youth my life had not been altogether happy. It was marked by a paradoxical psychological predicament that influenced my sense of well-being in significant ways. On the one hand, I was a confident, sensitive, articulate, and charming young man with a revolutionary spirit, strong opinions, and social graces. Yet on the other hand, I often found myself stuck in powerful emotional patterns of insufficiency and unworthiness that had been forming in me from as early as I can remember.

Except for brief moments, my childhood had been a troubled one. My parents didn’t love each other. My mother was emotionally absent, and my father died from a brain tumor when I was just fifteen years old. Ever since I was a little kid, my older brother would beat me up violently. He resented me because I was the favorite child—smarter and better looking. He would scream at me over and over again, calling me stupid, an idiot. My parents hardly interfered with his aggressive behavior, and there was nothing I could do to stop the humiliation. By the time I was five years old it was clear that something was wrong. I displayed severe learning problems, even though it was obvious that I was bright. So my mother sent me to a child psychologist, someone I continued to see for the next ten years. Her treatment never worked, and throughout elementary school my learning disabilities persisted. I can still remember how the moment class began I would enter into an intense ADD state. I would become extremely self-conscious and would dissociate. I would look around in panic, acutely aware of how everybody else was absorbing information and getting it, whereas I consistently failed to grasp what was being said. It was horrible. Time and again I would get locked up in this agonizing, unbreakable cycle of not getting it. For whatever reason, I was basically proving my brother right: I was living out my ascribed identity as the stupid one. As much confidence as I had in myself as a human being, whenever I found myself in learning situations I was irrevocably blocked, and my confidence dissipated. Most things I wanted to learn or do or master were undermined by this self-destructive reflex of proving my own 
munworthiness. So as I grew into my teens, I developed a subpersonality as “the one with a problem,” the loser who went to the shrink once a week. This was the context in which my shadow first took form.

Years of psychotherapy with different psychologists did not bring me the hoped-for result, and all throughout my teens my childhood trauma kept sabotaging my aspirations to succeed, both academically and in other areas of life where a certain level of performance was expected. By the time I was twenty-two I had grown sick of my emotional predicament, and along with that, of all the psychoanalysis. I wanted real freedom. I could feel the passionate calling of my earlier spiritual revelation, my true north, rising up from deep beneath my broken psychology. So one day, in a bold move, I looked my psychologist in the eye and said, “I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to be free.” He was stunned. But I was determined. I walked out and never looked back. That was the moment I began my search for enlightenment. Despite the fact that I never had much confidence in myself, when it came to achieving enlightenment, my certainty was atypical—I didn’t have a shred of doubt that I would succeed! My spiritual experience at sixteen had instilled in me an unshakable confidence that I would surely make it, sooner or later.

I began to practice martial arts and Zen meditation, and I went to meet every spiritual teacher passing through town, absorbing everything they had to offer. I became deeply inspired, like countless others, by Paramahansa Yogananda’s illustrious book, Autobiography of a Yogi, and soon after reading it I became a student of Swami Hariharananda, a direct disciple of Yogananda’s guru, Sri Yukteswar. 
Being in his company, it was clear that he was not an ordinary man. His whole being radiated an infectious presence that seemed to emanate from a deeper source. I loved him dearly and diligently practiced the kriya 
yoga technique he taught.

Inspired by these yogic exemplars, I chose to practice strict celibacy with great discipline for almost three years during my midtwenties. Over time I realized that my mind was stronger than my body and its biological impulses.

I also began to do long, twenty-day Vipassana meditation retreats led by well-known American teachers, in which we would sit for eight to sixteen hours a day. I learned to witness my body and mind with clarity and objectivity. Still, I didn’t feel moved to fully commit to a Buddhist path because I couldn’t relate to the Buddhist notion of nirvana as emptiness, which I understood to mean nothingness, total absence. This seemed to contrast with the overwhelming love and joy I had experienced when I was sixteen. I also noticed that with most of the American teachers I didn’t feel the inner radiance of living enlightenment that was so obvious in my Indian guru, Hariharananda, even as most of the American teachers had no doubt meditated for thousands of hours. One of the Buddhist teachers who did attract me at the time was Christopher Titmuss, an Englishman who had once been a Buddhist monk. He exuded a spiritual confidence that felt like it was rooted in a deeper dimension, and he possessed a humorous lightness that at times felt like an expression of spontaneous liberation. I attended several of his meditation retreats and considered him to be my teacher for a while. Every year he led retreats in Bodhgaya, India, the holy place where the Buddha achieved enlightenment under the bodhi tree, and one day I decided to join him there. And so it was that my inner journey brought me to incredible India, the motherland of spiritual wisdom. I was twenty-seven.

Being in India was a great relief after having lived in New York City, where so few seemed to care about higher consciousness. Becoming enlightened was my first priority, and here, unlike anywhere else on Earth, this was recognized as being a culturally acceptable, noble aspiration. So I continued to live, travel, attend retreats, and deepen my meditation practice in this vibrant, colorful country that was so deeply alive spiritually. In the midst of all my travels, I fell in love with Alka, a young Indian woman from Bombay who would later become my wife. It was an intense, challenging, and enriching time, and before I knew it, two and a half years had passed.

By then I had arrived at a point where I had decided not to involve myself with teachers or gurus anymore. I was certain I could make it on my own. I had a rock-solid meditation practice and could sit for long stretches of time. My meditative state had beautifully deepened, and I could sense how some mysterious current was at work in me. Sometimes I could see that the mind was just a filter, and that enlightenment was nearer than near. I was confident that if I submitted to strict discipline for a long period of time, the veil of the mind would dissolve and enlightenment would eventually reveal itself. But because India was so chaotic and noisy, I decided to go to South Korea in search of a more focused practice environment. My plan was to stay there for five years, no matter what. I would live by myself, practice celibacy, do intensive Zen meditation retreats every month, and practice martial arts. Little did I know that the universe had different plans for me . . .

Earlier, a friend had told me about the master H. W. L. Poonja, who lived in Lucknow, in northern India. He was a direct disciple of the illustrious Ramana Maharshi, the most revered realizer of the twentieth century. My friend, a seasoned spiritual practitioner, spoke about Poonjaji with great wonder, amazement, and enormous enthusiasm. It was clear from his stories that this master had a rare spiritual attainment. So I decided to delay my trip to Korea and visit with him for three days.

I arrived in Lucknow on March 25, 1986. I can still remember that first fateful meeting with the master as if it were yesterday. I entered his small room, where he was sitting on his bed. He was a large, imposing man with a beautiful face and incredibly luminous, big eyes. I said “Hello!” and sat down on the floor. With confidence I continued, “I don’t have any expectations,” thus boldly declaring my independence. “That’s good!” he exclaimed with even greater confidence. His words made me feel at ease at once because he let me know that he didn’t want anything from me.

Then I asked him, “How much effort do you have to make to be free?” With a slightly singsong tone in his voice, he almost whispered, “You don’t have to make any effort to be free.” The moment I heard those words, a vision appeared in my mind’s eye. I saw water flowing down the side of a mountain. I realized that this water was like my own true nature, ever unobstructed and always free-flowing. With a shock of recognition, I saw that I had always been free, and that unenlightenment was just a thought. It wasn’t real. Suddenly he shouted loudly, “That’s it!” and burst out laughing. I was stunned, and somewhat puzzled, I asked, “How did you know?” He replied, “When a man sees his own face, he recognizes it.” That very instant I realized that I was in the presence of an extraordinary being.

I was thrilled, yet couldn’t quite grasp what had just happened. So I went back to my hotel and, as was my habit, sat on my bed and crossed my legs to meditate. The minute I closed my eyes I got a terrible headache. Then the thought dawned on me, Oh my God, he just told me that you don’t have to make any effort to be free, and look what I’m doing! I burst into laughter, realizing that I was defying him and his teachings. Master Poonjaji taught the direct, nondualistic path of Advaita Vedanta. His position was very radical: you are always already free, therefore there is nothing to be done except to recognize your own true nature as that freedom. He didn’t teach any spiritual practices and even made jokes about people who meditated. By that time I had given up everything in my life to be free except the practice of meditation, and the thought of having to give that up as well was intimidating. But I trusted him. So I got off my bed, stopped meditating, and surrendered.

The next three weeks spent in the presence of this remarkable being would be the most mysterious and wonderful of my life. Most of the time I was alone with him. We would talk or drink tea together. Sometimes we would just sit quietly or go for a walk in the park. He was gracious, kind, generous, compassionate, and enormously patient with me. He answered all my questions and told me the most amazing stories about his life, his experiences with Ramana Maharshi, and profound events and mysterious encounters with extraordinary beings. His inner experience was alive to deeper dimensions of consciousness that were unknown to me. And soon a deep bond of divine love and sacred intimacy came alive between us. I suddenly found myself living in a fairy tale with a perfect master. We shared many magical, transcendental moments together that I will never forget. There were experiences of love and deep mystical union, and powerful Zen-like breakthroughs in which new insights suddenly announced themselves with thundering clarity.

One day we spoke about an existential conundrum I had been wrestling with for a long time. In Buddhism, ultimate reality is said to be sunyata, or emptiness. But my own deepest experience of ultimate reality had always been one of intense fullness, of love and bliss. I shared with him my first experience of kosmic consciousness when I was sixteen. His eyes got very big and he said, “You already know everything!” He spoke with such authority that I literally felt something unlock deep within my being, as if his affirmation allowed me to once again embrace the extraordinary truth my initial experience had revealed to me—as if that truth was now set free to come to full fruition. He pointed out that my experience had arisen spontaneously, without effort or practice, and that afterward I had tried to recapture it with effort. He instructed me that instead of me trying to grab it, I should simply surrender and let it grab me!

Then we dove deeply into my existential quandary about the nature of ultimate reality and the paradox of emptiness versus fullness. He explained how emptiness and fullness are two sides of the same coin, and how the manifest universe is only the outward creative expression of the uncreated. But he added that there is something unknowable that is beyond emptiness and fullness that witnesses both. It is the Self—the beginningless, endless being that can never be grasped with the conceptual mind, but can only know itself. When I heard him explain this, I was suddenly struck by the inescapable obviousness of his clarification, and a huge burden lifted off my shoulders.

On another occasion, we were sitting quietly in his room together when out of nowhere I heard myself say, “I am ready to die but I don’t know how.” I was startled, because my words did not come from my mind. His eyes opened wide and welled up with tears. He looked at me with great intensity but remained silent. The deepest part of me had just expressed itself, a part I later came to call my authentic self.

At some point during my stay, I made a remark that indicated that I was second-guessing my own intuition. He promptly rose up from his bed and screamed right in my face, “Never, ever doubt yourself!” His ferocity was scary, as if God was shouting a divine ordinance in my ear. It was immensely impactful and awakened a deep self-confidence in me.

Many such powerful transformational moments unfolded while I stayed with Poonjaji, and as a result the mist of my ego, ever-concealing the immediacy of enlightened awareness, was slowly dissipating. Little by little I was dying to everything I had ever known.

When I came to the end of my stay, the master said, “Andrew, after you leave, something very big is going to happen to you.” I had no idea what he could possibly mean, and my inner skeptic thought, How does he know? I expressed my gratitude for our precious time together and then said goodbye. As I was walking down the street, I turned around to look at him one more time. He burst out laughing. He was wildly mysterious, and his laughter was both annoying and compelling. I boarded the train to Delhi and sat down quietly in a carriage by myself.

All of a sudden I could feel a powerful current of spiritual energy pulsing through me. My consciousness widened. I could see myself sitting in the train from some other dimension, an infinite distance away. I was overwhelmed by waves of extraordinary love and bliss, the ecstasy of freedom without limit. I was consumed by the living, conscious presence of the infinite, vibrating powerfully, pulling me into itself. I hadn’t meditated for weeks, yet all of a sudden I was being meditated by reality itself, by a seamless oneness, unborn and never dying. It was so compelling that I had no choice but to let go. It felt like boundless love, and I realized that this was who the master truly is.

This state kept washing over me in waves, waxing and then receding like the tides. The profound exhilaration and ecstasy I experienced was interspersed with deep terror because I realized that “I” was dying. But I knew that this was exactly what I had signed up for. My dream was coming true, and it was infinitely more profound than I could ever have imagined. This mystical process, this metaphysical alchemy, would continue unabated for three weeks.

The next morning when I woke up in my hotel room in Delhi, I sat up in my bed and heard myself say, I surrender my life to you, do with me what you will. My authentic self revealed itself again, affirming my surrender to this beginningless, endless presence that was consuming me. As these words arose in my mind, I saw a whirlpool of water going down a drain. I realized that the water was my life, my karma, my destiny, and my will, and that all of it was being swallowed by the infinite. That was the moment when something deep within my being completely shifted. I stepped out of the ordinary world and entered a different dimension.

I wrote to Poonjaji:

Dear Master,

I love you . . . The process has continued since I left you . . . You have entered me . . . I am dying, and soon there will be nothing left . . . There is only joy and love . . . I am somewhere beyond time and yet at the same time fully here . . . I feel the cells in my body are changing . . . Other people can feel it . . . You and I are One . . .

The nightmare of samsara had come to an end, and with that, all the unresolved anguish and pain of my early life was completely obliterated by the transcendental brightness of enlightened awareness.

From Delhi I traveled north to Rishikesh, the famous holy pilgrimage town on the banks of the river Ganges, to reunite with my friends and share with them what had happened to me during these most extraordinary three weeks with Poonjaji. As soon as we gathered and I began to speak, an amazing phenomenon occurred: the whole room filled up with spiritual energy and my friends were miraculously drawn into the same state that I was in. I had never heard of anything like this. As far as I knew, enlightenment was a purely internal state of the individual. At the time, I hadn’t been fully aware that it could actually be transmitted and shared with other people. But that was exactly what was happening. We began to spend all of our time together, lit up by the wonder of this mystery. My friends would ask me questions, and somehow the answers would flow out of me spontaneously. For no apparent reason, I suddenly had access to depths of wisdom about enlightenment, about life and death and the mysteries of the universe, knowledge that I hadn’t earned or worked for. I could speak with clarity about the subtleties of the human condition and about the way to attain liberation from it. I somehow had gained the ability to look deeply into a human being and tell them exactly what they needed to hear. Day after day, we came together in a room overlooking the Ganges, constantly inquiring into the nature of consciousness, often until deep into the night. And so it was that I began to teach.

I was only thirty-one and was thrust into the role of a guru overnight. For 
some inexplicable reason, I was able to serve that timehonored function effortlessly, and people responded in the most profound way by becoming my disciples. Soon word got out, and more people began to gather around me. That was the beginning of our remarkable spiritual community, or sangha, as Buddhism would call it. The love we were feeling for one another was spellbinding and there was a sense of innocence and sweetness in the air. It was like being on a honeymoon together in a magical wonderland. Whenever we came together, enlightened awareness would fill up the room, creating an intersubjective field of bliss and ecstasy between us that felt so beautifully pure and deeply intimate that we were all enthralled by it. Some of us began to wonder what it would mean to live together in this powerful field we all shared. In it, we could sense the bright promise of Heaven on Earth, and that nascent intuition was the beginning of our utopian vision.

After a few of these grace-filled weeks, I went back to Lucknow to be with the master once again and express my immense gratitude for the infinite grace he had bestowed on me. The moment we met, I fell at his feet and burst into tears. Again he laughed out loud and teasingly alluded to what he had foretold on the day I had left him in Lucknow.

The next day, while sitting with him on his bed, he told me that our work together was over. Then he looked into my eyes with a seriousness that was unusually intense, and with gravitas in his voice, he said, “I want you to accept responsibility for the work. I have taught you everything I have to teach. From now on I want you to stand on your own two feet. Don’t rely on me for anything.” I didn’t fully understand what he meant. But I remained silent, willing to accept whatever would be my destiny.

Soon after that meeting with my master, I began to teach in England, and the same phenomenon would happen there as well. The moment I sat down, the atmosphere in the room became spiritually charged; wisdom started flowing through me, and people experienced powerful breakthroughs into nonduality. It was as if a force of nature had been unleashed, one that couldn’t be stopped. Month by month, our sangha expanded. We all felt inspired by the thrilling sense that something new, meaningful, and noble was emerging, and we were all part of it. We felt like spiritual revolutionaries shaking up the fossilized spiritual world, and we were all energized by the vision of creating Heaven on Earth—the mythic land of Shambhala—together.

During that early period I received hundreds of letters from my students expressing their gratitude for unlocking the hidden treasures in their hearts. Some excerpts read like classical mystical poetry, others like testimonials of extraordinary breakthroughs:

Beloved Master,

I am like a dying star, collapsing upon itself in a giant cosmic implosion, every bit of its separate existence transformed into something inseparable from the Absolute. As the force of that implosion leads inexorably to my total destruction, the light of your blessing is radiating back out. The Enlightenment is no longer my own. I am experiencing this in a very real way. My perspective is continually opening up to encompass the totality of existence, and I am lost in that totality, no longer to be found.

[image: image]

Beloved Master,

The wind blows free, scattering the pieces of my personality like leaves on a fall day. The leaves twirl, float, shimmer, and come to rest in an endless mosaic of dancing light. I see that who I thought I was is no more than a reflection, an endless ever-changing configuration of light and form.

Where to be in this far-flung freedom? Enough to know you are the wind blowing me free, and I rejoice in this flight. I surrender to let love blow me where it will, for everywhere I alight I find You.

My life is in your hands and I kiss your feet, beloved Andrew.

[image: image]

Dear Andrew,

The simplicity and undeniability of the  fact of 
Enlightenment—of the Divinity and Holiness of  everything—shatters the 
mind and explodes in the Heart like fire. Over and over again I smile and shake 
my head at this secret, and I almost burst out laughing at the simplicity of It 
and how I never saw it until you revealed it to me.  This is it! In each 
and every moment there is only Truth, only God, and there is  nothing 
more or less than This, for it is Everything. The only delusion is the delusion 
of un-Enlightenment, bondage comes from this, and you have  destroyed 
this delusion in the fire of your love. I am on my knees before you, my true and 
Holy Master, you have taken my burden from me and given me everything. A 
ceaseless current of Love and wonder runs through me, and I am yours.

[image: image]

Dear Andrew,

Something has exploded inside my chest and there has been a shift. Each breath comes to me, each breath seems to come from my heart—it’s even a physical sensation in my chest, like I can’t control my breathing anymore. I can’t control anything, or rather, there is no need to control, there is no fear. I see it manifesting in my relationships with people, somehow I don’t feel the separation anymore. It feels like one and so natural and warm and quiet—so love-full! Within my chest is often a gurgling joy which just rolls out. It is not me—it rolls between me and other people and it is something that could never be held, or controlled, or reproduced, it feels like the other side, just completely something beyond what I could ever create. Andrew, it is just beautiful, being is just beautiful, and there is just love in this.

Oh Andrew, how can I ever thank you? I saw in a flash that this is how it has always been—it was a very fast flash in light, as if for a second the earth had opened up and the inside was revealed. There is a big warmth, a burning in my chest—my chest has cracked and opened. For this, for you, I have always longed, all my life. Thank you thank you, I have always known somewhere, but been blind, you have given me sight. It really feels like this.

I love you Andrew.

[image: image]

Master,

I am  exploding! My mind is frazzled!

Who am I, in the face of this unbelievable power, the power 
of Truth boiling in my veins, shining through my eyes, forcing itself into every 
cell of my being! I am  alive! Who was I in the past? It was all a 
lie—every idea I ever had about myself was a lie! I see them, those 
ideas, hovering here and there, and they are just ghosts—illusions pretending to 
be real. The Truth will have none of it—the Truth is constantly awake, 
brandishing its sword, mercilessly cutting the head off of any fear or doubt 
that dares tempt me.

Master, I am discovering more and more and more clarity every day—sheerly 
by submitting totally to your Grace and Wisdom. I see the ego everywhere, trying 
to defend itself at any cost. It is so obvious! So obvious! The pride, the 
arrogance, the aggression, all the ugliness that lies underneath even the 
sweetest looking face of pretended humility. It is all a refusal of 
Enlightenment, a denial of the reality of Enlightenment  now. But your sword is blazing in me, showing me real
humility, real integrity. It is nothing like I ever 
imagined. And it is completely your Grace. Such sweet submission! 
Submission to the fire that is my death, the fire of your Life-commitment to 
turning my life over to you, Master!

Humility, humility is the key. The realization that I am 
nothing, that You are everything!

What an incredible life! What a miraculous happening in the midst of the endless confusion in this world! I am at your feet forever, Master!

My heart is Yours.

[image: image]

Unbeknownst to me back then, amid the vibrancy of this extraordinary new territory that was emerging between us, the contours of some of my future problems as a teacher began to take shape—hardly visible at first, but present nevertheless.

Thereafter, my reputation as a powerfully enlightened new teacher continued to spread. More people joined our sangha, and many of them responded to me in deeply appreciative ways. The generous amount of positive feedback I was receiving was as encouraging as it was overwhelming.

Seasoned spiritual practitioners came to attend my satsangs, as such spiritual gatherings oriented to developing a relationship with truth are called in India. Many attendees had given their lives to the practice of meditation, yet sitting in my presence, they suddenly experienced a breakthrough into enlightened awareness that couldn’t compare to anything they had ever experienced before. The consequences were often life-changing, and some of them were so deeply moved that they left their teachers and came to sit at my feet. Even disciples of gurus far more famous than I, such as the American spiritual teacher Adi Da and the Tibetan Buddhist master Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, were leaving their teachers to become my students.

Established spiritual leaders came to meet with me and acknowledged my status as a powerful teacher, often in the most outrageous terms, saying things like, “Now I know what it’s like to sit with the Buddha.”

These wild affirmations and all the positive feedback that kept coming my way seemed perfectly congruent with the extraordinary predictions my guru, in his generous love for me, had made. He had said that I was God’s gift to humanity, that I had the same look in my eyes as Ramana Maharshi, and that he had seen this look only three times in his life—in his guru’s eyes, in his own, and in mine. And he had said that what had happened to me occurs only once every several hundred years. Coming from such a powerfully enlightened sage, it was hard for me to resist a sense of specialness.

He had also prophesied that I would start a revolution among the young. His prediction supported my own strong sense that we were really breaking new ground together. And sure enough, little by little, I began to be known as a spiritual reformer, a radical revolutionary. The message I received from life was that I had been blessed with unusually powerful gifts and that what was happening around me was of a different order. That message was repeatedly confirmed because powerful breakthroughs kept occurring and more and more people continued to gather around me. And thus day by day, my confidence as a spiritual teacher grew.

All of this was happening during a time when the wider spiritual world was being shaken up again and again by countless scandals about Indian gurus, Zen masters, Tibetan rinpoches, and spiritual teachers of all varieties sleeping with their students. I watched all these developments closely and could never understand why spiritual authorities who had achieved an extraordinary depth of spiritual liberation couldn’t control their sexual impulses and would risk their mission and break people’s hearts because of their sexual escapades. Because of my own success with abstinence several years earlier, I had known without any doubt from the minute I started teaching that I would never cross that line. This knowing was a source of great strength for me as a teacher. Yet at the same time I slowly came to believe that I possessed a level of purity and moral development that many didn’t seem to have, and I developed ego around it. I was the pure one, the one without stain. I even began to assume the impossible: that I was entirely free from shadow. My mastery over my sexual impulses inflated my sense of moral superiority, a flaw that would unfavorably influence me as a guru, as I would later come to learn.

And thus, without being aware of it at the time, the success I had achieved so quickly began to inflate my ego and bolster my arrogance and pride. Because of my unresolved childhood issues of unworthiness, I needed to overcompensate, to be the best. It felt psychologically healing to me to take refuge in my image of greatness, and I began to believe that I was somewhat of a Second Coming. My early history had created a receptivity in me for an unwholesome measure of narcissism to gradually take hold. Had I been more mature or more experienced, or had I had deeper self-knowledge, my ego’s investment in what I saw emerging around me would have been different, and all the positive feedback I received probably wouldn’t have affected me as much as it did. But I was young, inexperienced, and thrust into guruship literally overnight.

That my presence kept generating profound transformational results in so many people made it extremely challenging for me to notice the subtle and covert impact my unresolved psychological issues were beginning to exert on our sangha. I was convinced that as long as I remained aligned with the brightness of enlightened awareness, none of my petty psychological nonsense would matter in the slightest. And thus living in this grace-filled awareness would become the central aspiration of our lives together.
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