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Dear Papa,

Do you remember the morning I crawled around the kitchen floor on an acid trip? You walked in with a big grin on your face and said, in your heavy Russian accent, “Guess where I have been all night?” I looked up in an acid-washed state of wonder and asked, “Where?” “Well, prison,” you replied. “Yes, they found my fake driver’s license, and I spent the night in a jail cell.”

You looked so happy, like you just won the Lotto, and that’s just how you approached every single fucking moment, even the worst ones. “Now, I go to take a nap,” you said, and ambled to your bedroom. Lying on the floor, I realized I wasn’t enlightened like you, even with all those chemicals designed to expand my mind. In that moment, I knew I wanted to learn everything you could teach me. You didn’t make it to see me write this book, but I want you to know I figured it out.

This book is for you.

I love you,

Bietinka
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INTRODUCTION

I learned to meditate in diapers. Two years old, and my shaman father (think Mr. Miyagi meets Santa Claus), lifted my nearly naked baby body into his Zenned-out home office to breathe deeply, meditate, and climb into lotus pose. Next to tall stacks of texts—Rumi, Alan Watts, Jung—I planted tiny headstands, gazed into his hazel eyes, and listened as he spoke about love, the soul, and humanity’s common purpose on this planet.

Conceived as a kind of freedom child in St. Petersburg by my Russian parents—who fled to Jackson Heights, Queens, to escape Soviet religious persecution—I was ready for the idyllic, all-American childhood I had come to see as my birthright by the time I was six. Then my mom was diagnosed with a terminal illness. Tragic. Sudden. Cancer. Within six months, she was gone. When asked to describe my childhood after that, I usually mention Running with Scissors, a memoir of a comically dysfunctional household headed by an eccentric therapist. If that doesn’t do the trick, I tell them this story.

My father, a medical doctor by training, cured himself of tuberculosis with a shaman in the woods outside St. Petersburg via Ayurvedic medicine, yoga, and meditation. As the Soviets had banned these healing arts, my father saw America as the spot to establish a psychotherapeutic practice that integrated shamanic, spiritual traditions. Setting up his office in our new apartment, his clients tended to be, shall we say, eccentric. Once, as a teenager, I heard Bach’s Goldberg Variations emanate from the living room, and strolled out of my bedroom to find his client—a pale woman in her twenties, bandaged wrists, shaved head—delicately pushing keys on our grand piano. One guy used to pee on our houseplants because he thought his urine was sacred!

A freethinker with a big gray beard and the kindest eyes, my father used to say that my shitty neighborhood public school was “conformist,” that the teachers and students were “asleep.” So I skipped classes to spend time alone in the library, reading Freud, Jung, and the other authors he favored. Nights and weekends, we meditated hours on end, and he trained me, after a fashion, in his psychotherapeutic and shamanic traditions. He also strutted around our apartment in his undies, played a mean saxophone, and drank me under the table. It was, shall we say, an unconventional childhood. And that’s before I bring up my Mohawk-coiffed, metal head big brother. Hi, Genia!

Signed to a Sony recording contract at the tender age of twenty, my life blurred into a stream of limousines, recording studios, cocaine, heroin, and sex. After my mother’s death, I felt like a window to my soul had cracked open, revealing a light that I desperately wanted to access. But I was stuck. Every once in a while when I was sober, I tried to meditate with my father like I used to, but it usually made the pain worse. It probably didn’t help that I was the kind of “spiritual” person who took breaks in the middle of a yoga class to blow coke lines in the bathroom!

Dropped by Sony, my downward descent spiraled into chaos. I moved in with a guy more akin to a drug dealer than a partner, and lived in a world of fashion shows, nightclubs, and parties. Accidentally pregnant, I finally stayed sober, until my four-month-old daughter, Ula, died of SIDS. Half our apartment burned down, and we lived in the not burned out part for four months waiting for renovations. My best friend hung himself. None of this stopped me, but when my father died suddenly two years later, I cracked open completely. After a drug-fueled, hazy year straight out of Requiem for a Dream, I finally got sober.

When I finally kicked heroin, I committed to learn everything my father had tried to teach me while he was alive. I took stock of my messy life, disgusted by what I saw. At the time, I had no intention of writing a book; I was just searching for that X-Files truth. You know, the one that’s out there. But the more I studied and applied what I learned to everyday experiences, I began to grasp the power of meditation as a tool for healing and breakthrough. At last, I realized the “out there” truth I had spent my entire life looking for was actually in here, deep down inside me.

My father used to say, “meditation and yoga are wonderful tools, but they’re not the point.” It didn’t matter if I could meditate like a champ or pop up a kick-ass headstand; what mattered was that I could connect to my soul, and how awake I was to my true purpose on the planet. That required something new, and in mastering the spiritual toolkit I gleaned from my father, I now have access to an incredible spiritual high every day sans booze or blow.

I will be brutally honest: the work I teach isn’t easy. Even as a precocious student, to transform in the way I craved required years of dedicated study. Sure, a meditative mind calms, but a serious practice typically kicks up a lot of unpleasant shit. It forces us to confront aspects of ourselves we may see as ugly or shameful. We may run right into reality when we’d rather blast off to fantasyland. Meditation is first about clarifying who you truly are. Only then can you begin to create who you want to be.

Many of the concepts and ideas I lay out in this book build on a philosophy of enlightenment known as The Fourth Way, developed in the early twentieth century by the Greek-Armenian mystic and philosopher George Gurdjieff. The other three paths to spiritual enlightenment take the way of the yogi, the monk, and the fakir—ascetics who shed worldly aims to purify their souls. This Fourth Way shows that we don’t have to escape modern life to reach enlightenment. Instead, you can use everyday experiences—a trip to the grocery store, a phone call with mom, the morning commute—to learn truths, practice mindfulness, and live on the spiritual plane. I like to think of this Fourth Way as a kind of “enlightenment for the rest of us.”

You can visualize this practice as an effort to live at the intersection of two lines that form a cross.
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Along the horizontal line run the tangible, external realities we face in the physical world. Kids. Cars. Conference calls. The vertical line, by contrast, is the invisible, spiritual dimension of reality—the world of meditation, prayer, and the soul. The monk and yogi live almost entirely on the vertical line, for example, while most of us live our lives on the horizontal. This Fourth Way shows us that at the intersection of these lines we can live materially satisfying cosmopolitan lives and satisfy our souls with transcendent spiritual bliss.

This philosophy teaches that all humans live under a set of spiritual laws that govern our experiences along the vertical and horizontal lines. These laws exert influence whether we’re aware of them or not, and if we’re inattentive, they can shape the contours of our lives in unpleasant ways. When I work with clients, I help them identify the laws working against them, then teach them how to integrate this knowledge into purposeful meditative practice. The process is messy, profound, and often a little painful. Over time, I’ve refined 44 of these laws as the backbone of my personal spiritual practice, as well as the work I do with my clients.

Since I acquired the tools to live above these laws, my life has transformed. No lie: when I started this work, I lived on food stamps and slept on friends’ couches. Several years later, I lead meditations from L.A. to the Mediterranean coast and points beyond. I’ve built a thriving practice doing work I love. I interact with the state of gratitude in a way I never thought possible. I’m married to the man of my dreams. I could go on. And on. But it’s not just me. I’ve helped clients overcome addiction, lose weight, trade unfulfilling jobs for dream careers and soul-sucking relationships for true love, embrace sexuality, and transform their lives in ways they could not possibly have imagined.

After I show you that the easiest way to understand your soul is to watch Forrest Gump, then share easy-to-use tools to meditate, the bite-sized chapters that follow lay out tiny, potent doses of spiritual info to walk you through steps you can take to live above the laws that keep you asleep on this planet. You’ll begin with a meditative practice, building up to thirty minutes daily. As your practice unfolds, each law reveals itself chapter by chapter until you begin to grasp the key role it plays. Finally, for every law I’ve designed an aligned exercise—a verification point—that will let you see the ways a law operates in your life, and show you how to live above it. I suggest you buy a nice new journal, as several of the verifications use written exercises. You can also use a journal to jot down new ideas and discoveries as you work through the laws.

Once you make the commitment to do this work, extraordinary things will happen. You have a choice, though. If you want to feel really, really good for three days, read this book all the way through. If you want to transform your life, then you’ll need to meditate and do the exercises in each chapter, perhaps forming a study group to work through the laws with friends. The choice is yours. Really, no judgment. Either way, you win! But, these practices are the metaphysical equivalent of gym weights. When you lift, you chisel and tone your body. When you use these practices, you cut away the spiritual fat around your soul, sculpting your being into the masterpiece it was designed to be. As the process unfolds, you may realize you actually are your soul, and then you will find that anything . . . yes, anything . . . is possible.

At this point, you might ask, “What do you mean, I am my soul?” Well, to answer that question, we need to talk about Gump. Forrest Gump.
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FORREST GUMP IS THE SOUL

Have you ever wondered what your soul looks like? Well, it looks a lot like Forrest Gump. No, your soul doesn’t look like Tom Hanks! But Forrest’s essence is the way your soul looks. As it turns out, sometimes in the inner world of a story you can find real, deep spiritual truths. I often use films, fairy tales, and parables like Harry Potter, Snow White, or Goldilocks with clients to illuminate a point or unravel hidden meanings. So it makes sense that up late one night watching Forrest Gump on TV, I realized it was similar to all the parables and fairy tales I had been decoding. In fact, I realized it was a story about the soul.

Okay, so how is Forrest the soul? Well, the soul is lucky, open to strange miracles, and “stupid” in a sense, because it doesn’t think about anything at all! It’s innocent, generous, and always forgives. In other words, the soul is a lot like Gump. It’s a state of pure love, and it’s the real you. A soul sits in a body, so you think you’re a separate entity, but really the soul connects you to me via energy we can’t see. Some call that energy God, the Universe, or the Divine. Labels matter little to the soul.

You think you’re the body and mind, but you’re not. They can be pathways to you, or blocks to the real you. It depends on how you use them. But no matter how you use them, they’ll never be you. In fact, the mind and body tend to reject the soul. Lieutenant Dan and Jenny, Forrest’s friends in the film, represent parts of the mind and body that rebel. To the mind, the soul is too innocent, too naive to “the ways of the world” to succeed. It’s wrong.

Here on earth, though, where you don’t use it a lot, the soul looks like a limp muscle, scrawny and weak. A mentally weak boy, Forrest walks awkwardly, too, with polio-induced leg braces. His schoolmates tease him. No surprise there, as a mind often mocks a soul’s innocence. But one day, as he runs from bullies, his braces fall off, and he sprints away like a world champ. Teased mercilessly, Forrest finds out he runs really, really fast. To the soul, difficulty is a gift that wakes you up to your powers. As you meditate to face difficulty, I can’t wait to hear what powers you wake up!

A gentle innocent, the soul can’t see spite and always forgives. Lieutenant Dan calls Forrest an “imbecile,” but he doesn’t notice the insult, and smiles. Jenny spits nasty words at him, but Forrest responds only with love. Depicted as “slow” or stupid, Forrest actually operates on a level above insults. His “slowness” isn’t an impairment; it’s an asset. Via meditation, you can slow down to the same kind of soul time, dissolve anger, and forgive the slings and arrows that come at you in life.

A part of you seeks the soul, but like Jenny, looks in all the wrong places. As an innocent child, she sees the soul and befriends Forrest. But as an adult, she forgets where she found the soul’s bliss. It’s like an itch she can’t scratch, so she destroys herself trying to find it again in cocaine and casual sex, the pleasures of the body. Instead, she finds hepatitis C. Forrest, the soul, shows up in her life over and over, but she rejects him. The soul is not sexy and glamorous enough for Jenny. Still, her dark journey is a necessary one. If we did not get lost, how would we be found?

So many of us are like Jenny, looking for a soul mate. Here’s the big irony, though: your soul is your soul mate. It’s what you’re looking for. I sought my soul in heroin, whiskey, and dates with anorexic models I thought might be “the one.” Some seek souls in careers, cash, or activist causes. It doesn’t matter. Without a link to your true self, none of it works the way you want. On the flip side, once you make the soul your mate, and make all other relationships secondary, problems fade and miracles appear.

Forrest, the soul, is always open to miracles, magic, and kismet. Elvis happens to stay at his mom’s bed and breakfast, so Forrest teaches him to dance. He accidentally runs across a football field one day, so he gets to be an All-American football player and go to college for free. Forrest accidentally starts a multimillion-dollar company. He invests in a new computer company called Apple. When you open to your soul, you open yourself to a life of miracles and magic.

Our minds tend to reject the magic of the soul, like Lieutenant Dan. He thinks he knows exactly how life is supposed to go. He has a plan. When life goes off script, he rages at life, Forrest, and God. Dan wants to die in battle with his men, like his father. Wounded in the jungle, he yells, “Leave me here,” but Forrest saves him. After he loses his legs, he screams at Forrest, “I had a destiny . . . now I’m nothing but a goddamn cripple, a legless freak!” His make-believe destiny lost, Dan thinks his life is over.

Like many of us, Lieutenant Dan can’t accept what is. Suicidal over the loss of his legs, he tries to drink himself to death in his wheelchair. What he doesn’t know yet is he’ll be reborn, in a sense, with a wife, a Fortune 500 company, and titanium legs. At some point, we too must have a dream or plan go terribly wrong. The ability to know at times our plans and ideas are wrong is key to living a conscious life. So, pause and ask yourself, “How do I respond when life doesn’t work out the way I want?”

It is quite funny and a great tragedy, but most of us have to die before we become willing to be with the soul. When we return to be with it, though, the soul is so happy to see us! Over and over again in the film, Forrest, the soul, asks to be with Jenny. But it’s only when she’s dying that Jenny finally surrenders to the soul, and asks Forrest to marry her. He says yes, of course. The mind tries on no and maybe, but the soul always says yes.

You don’t have to wait till you’re dying to reunite with your soul, though. In fact, this little book is meant to teach you how to choose your soul, again and again, even as you live a modern, fast-paced life. You’re so afraid if you surrender to your soul, you’ll be lonely, weird, or rejected, an alien to the world. Who wants to be like that? Nobody! But that’s just a trick. The truth is, when you get to know your soul, you’ll still have your personality: the moxie and sexiness of Jenny, say, or the courage and business acumen of Lieutenant Dan. But you’ll also get access to the miracles, vulnerability, and sweetness of the soul. You’ll wear your personality like an outfit, but it will reveal the real you.

Verification Point

After you’ve read this chapter, go watch the film, viewing it through the lens of the soul. Use questions to shape your experience as you watch. In what ways has the story of your soul been similar to Forrest’s? Are you seeking like Jenny? Are you in rebellion like Lieutenant Dan? Look for areas in your life where you may reject the soul, as well as areas where you embrace it.
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MEDITATION 101

Meditation. It sounds so serious, even intimidating. Maybe the word conjures up an image of a yogi with a long beard on top of a mountain, or a monk living in silence. But meditation isn’t just for those guys. It’s for you, too. Often a playful, joyous experience, meditation also requires patience, persistence, and practice. So why should you put in the energy to cultivate a meditative lifestyle? Well, it might just be the best gift you can possibly give yourself. Sit in a conscious state using tools and techniques I teach, and you may just become the best version of yourself you can imagine. But don’t just sit there. Meditation travels well, and its real impact kicks in when you walk out the door.

There’s no one right way to meditate, but I’ve found a few moves make sense. First, find a space where you can sit comfortably, without interruption, and especially if you’re new to meditation, make it beautiful. Light candles, listen to soothing music, or gaze at a lovely piece of art or a bouquet of freshly cut flowers. Begin with your eyes open and focus on a lit candle or point in the room (anything works; there’s no need to get precious about it). Focus your gaze as you inhale deeply through the nose; pull the breath deeply into your belly for a few seconds, and release.

Ideally, sit and meditate for thirty minutes when you wake up, though if you need a cup of coffee first or a shower to get your blood flowing, go for it! The point is that you do it. If you’re new to the practice, or find you can’t handle a full thirty minutes just yet, start with a shorter time period, say ten or fifteen minutes, and gradually increase the minutes until you reach thirty. Regardless of how long you meditate, you need to commit to doing so at least five days a week. This is nonnegotiable. As with any skill—speaking French, running for distance—meditation requires consistent practice. If you don’t feel “good” at meditation at first, you’re not alone. I bet you can’t pick up a cello and play Bach’s Cello Suites without practice, either. So don’t fret. Practice.

If you find your mind wandering, don’t worry about it. You can bring your attention back to your breath and the focal point you’ve chosen, or just let the thoughts come and go. They’re going to pass, and then there will be new ones. No big deal. The point is stay in the meditation. Feel free to focus on the feeling of your sit bones grounding you to your seat, a mantra you may have been given, and the sounds or music filling the room around you. The goal here is to reach a certain state, a kind of blissed-out neutrality that turns down the volume on your thoughts and fosters clarity.

Meditation opens a link to your interior world, and to access this space, you need to both listen and speak. You meditate to listen, so also speak via a tactic I like to call asking or what most people call prayer. In the morning and during your day, talk to this universal energy that powers your soul. You can whisper asks like, “please give me clarity of purpose,” or, “power me with the energy I need to create joy today.” Ask to be free from worry and anger, or ask to be shown true love. In making these petitions, you make yourself available to receive and expand. So, go ahead. Go get power beyond measure.

I read somewhere that if you don’t ask, the answer is always no. In other words, the universe won’t intervene in your life until you ask for help. But for many of us, prayer can be a bit of a loaded term, so I developed the concept of asking. Asking is a way to talk to your soul. Without this tool, you live a life of body and mind only, which is a little dull, don’t you think? So, cultivate a willingness to ask for divine help. Use this tool to ask for guidance and strength. Or, just strike up a conversation with your new invisible Friend. It really works!

If you’d like, you can also use breath work to supplement your meditation practice. Sitting cross-legged, breathe deeply in and out through the nose. As you inhale, lean back, and splay your shoulders like angel wings. As you exhale, lean forward, curving your back a bit. Do this for fifteen minutes once a week or so, breathing deeply and gently repeating the motion. It’s a simple technique, but used often, this practice will make you conscious of your breathing, an essential prerequisite for a meditative practice.

Listening to spiritual music helps, too. My record The Lunar was designed to augment a meditative breathing practice, so feel free to listen to it as you breathe and meditate!

Before I devoted my life to a meditative practice and cultivated a relationship with my soul, I often felt alone and insecure. Today, I like to drive my life with a copilot, my soul. It is the primary relationship in my life, with me through thick and thin, in moments of sorrow and triumph. While our thoughts, emotions, and bodies betray us at some point or other, the soul remains consistent, neutral, above it all. As you begin to unpack the 44 Laws of the Universe you’ve lived under for nearly your entire life, I urge you to use meditation to strengthen your connection to the soul. It’s the only mechanism that can generate the kind of power you need to live above these laws and fulfill your true purpose. So, what are these laws that keep you from enlightenment? Let’s find out.
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THE LAW OF DIVIDED ATTENTION

Perhaps you’ve noticed it in your own life: at moments in morning meditation, you’re cool as a cucumber. Calm. Composed. Carefree. You sit on a cushion, perhaps next to a few candles, and sense clarity, ease, and stillness. The rest of the time, though, it’s a different story. You’re neurotic and busy; you freak out and worry. The tools you test in the morning simply don’t translate to the rest of the day. If you recognize this split, you’re not alone!

So often, meditation presents only as a sanctuary, or a retreat from the stresses of modern life. No doubt, it can be. But its real work is to shine the inner light you cultivate in stillness out into the everyday. How do you go about this? Well, you need a set of tools to use when you’re off the cushion, too. Happily, you possess this toolkit already. It’s in your being. You possess the power to pause, float above yourself, and stilly observe as you work, play, or make love. As you unlock this power, you divide your attention. This law comes first for a reason. Divided attention is the foundational tool I teach, and mastery of it unlocks new dimensions in a meditative practice.

When you split your attention, you can meditate while you do all that stuff that used to stress you out. In fact, until you use a conscious practice to observe yourself, you’re on a kind of autopilot. Asleep at the wheel of your life. As you divide your attention though, you rocket into the reality of the present moment. When you’re here, you create space, pause, and choice. In this state, you can quite literally dissolve thoughts that trouble you, and focus fully on the moment. So, while you’re doing, observe.

I know divided attention sounds complex, so let me show you what it looks like. Recently, I was on a negotiation call with a client. Enticed by her project, I’d come up with a bottom-line price, but my client-to-be offered a lower number. I used to take offense and race to anger at lowballs, thinking, “Don’t you know my value?” In this moment, though, I split my attention to view myself on the phone and wonder, “Do I want to take this contract, even at a lower price?” It turns out I did! When you divide your focus this way, you have a powerful tool to make conscious, split-second decisions.

So, an ability to divide your attention is a key tool to live a meditative life. As Michael Singer wrote in The Untethered Soul, “you are not the voice of the mind—you are the one who hears it.” In the same way, you are not the doer of all the actions—you are the one who observes them. The real you is the soul, possessed of the ability to float above body and brain to observe. This refined part of you views with no attachment or preferences, in total surrender to what is. How harmonious your life is correlates to the level of access you have to this part of yourself. With a consistent effort to divide your attention you can weave blissed-out stillness into moments of stress, joy, or sorrow.

Last year, I worked with a client who lived in L.A. Like lots of Angelenos stuck in freeway traffic, she tended to stress out behind the steering wheel. She also drove a lot, so it posed a serious problem. As we worked through this law together, though, she started to split her attention as she drove. Over time, she was able to cultivate a meditative state in the midst of L.A. traffic! What’s the takeaway? Well, it’s so easy to meditate on a mountaintop. Chirping birds. Clean air. Pretty forests. How hard is that? The ability to cultivate calm in car-honking chaos, on the other hand, is a true spiritual tool for everyday use.

In fact, one day as she split her attention on the 405, she imagined herself in her dream ride, a Range Rover, the one she knew she couldn’t afford. In our next session, I told her to shift focus to how she could afford the car, not convince herself she couldn’t buy it. Several weeks later, she found herself behind the wheel of a brand-new, shiny Range Rover. Using meditation, asking, and my help, she clarified expenses versus income, and realized she had been able to afford her dream ride all long. She’d simply been denying herself the pleasure.


Live Above the Law of Divided Attention

To begin dividing your attention, see yourself float to the top of a room, or even the sky. As you do, hold a first-person point of view, too. In other words, float above to see yourself live an experience and live that experience right now. Both attentions are essential. In this state, to illustrate, you don’t just gaze into a human’s eyes. You gaze into her eyes and gaze into your own open eyes from above. It’s a little meta, I know. It takes some getting used to. You’ll know you hit peak split attention, though, when you sense a crisp, clear, calm and stray thoughts disappear.

After the countless hours I spent nodding off or dope sick as a junkie, it took a long time to cultivate the art of split attention. Almost two years, in fact. At first, I started small. I asked myself, “Where are you right now, Biet?” For a long time, I answered, “Not here.” I wasn’t present to the moment, but that was okay! The ability to see I was asleep, just reacting to the world around me, was so valuable. Over time, as I recognized this sleep state, I started to wake myself up by dividing my attention.

As you cultivate this practice, check in like clockwork. Set an alarm on your phone and label it, “divide your attention.” When it goes off, ask yourself, “Where am I right now?” It doesn’t matter the answer. It took me years to get to a point where I could regularly answer, “I’m here.” So, split your attention to cultivate peak focus and calm, but be patient with yourself. No beat-ups! Awakening is about awareness, not judgment. Anytime you notice you’re not present, it’s a new opportunity to grow.


Verification Point

Observe from above in this very moment, and see yourself through the eyes of a loved one, tender and compassionate. As you go about your day, split your attention as often as possible. In the car, watch yourself drive, even as you view the road ahead. In a heated conversation, observe yourself as you argue. See a pouty frown or nasty look. Once you really see yourself angry, you’ll probably calm down pretty quickly.
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THE LAW OF AIM

If you’ve ever been in love, you’ll recognize the feeling. Colors seem brighter. Life seems effortless, worries disappear, and joy fills your heart like it’s on a bottomless tap. Though the euphoria of being in love is fleeting, meditation can make the sensation almost automatic, as it releases joy into our lives right now. When you journey into your inner world to meditate and awaken conscious, you connect to your soul and usher in bliss, gratitude, and intention—what I call the state of love. To cultivate and maintain this state is your primary aim on planet earth. And you don’t even need to be in love to experience it. Sounds great, right?

Well, let me tell you about secondary aims. These are our worldly goals, ambitions, and dreams. Nothing wrong with them at all. In fact, there’s a lot to like! A second home in Montauk, the perfect life partner, a seven-figure bank account, six-pack abs, beautiful and healthy children, your dream job, vacations in Turks and Caicos. The problem is, sometimes we put our secondary aims first, and treat them as our primary aim. We worry, stress, or manipulate situations to try and reach our goals, which leaves us feeling burned out and unsatisfied even when we grab the brass ring.
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