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Praise for

INDIE SPIRITUALIST

from Awesome People of All Walks of Life

“Chris Grosso seamlessly blends the ideas of individuality and spirituality in a way that is selfless, easy to read, and inspiring. He can help you find a purpose and be proud of yourself.”

—Tony Hawk, skateboarding icon

“Those of us who are muddling and meandering our way along a spiritual path often wind up befuddled, a bit lost, and in need of guidance from someone with the chops to light the path so that we can find our own way. Chris Grosso is just such a light-bearer. With his own quirky breed of indie spiritualism, Chris seeks the sublime and invites us to seek it for ourselves. His book, Indie Spiritualist, will be a great service to those looking outside traditional religious paths to find divinity within themselves and in the world.”

—Lissa Rankin, MD, New York Times bestselling author of
Mind Over Medicine

“Chris writes from the inside out about learning to love without holding back. This book is alive with truth-telling: It is a transmission that will turn you towards the light of your own awakening heart.”

—Tara Brach, PhD, author of Radical Acceptance and True Refuge

“You awaken your true spirit by way of the broken heart: ragged, vulnerable, fierce, and, finally, compassionate. Christ trod this rough way and shows honestly how it can be done.”

—Jack Kornfield, bestselling author of A Path with Heart

“Indie Spiritualist offers clear insight and fresh inspiration for this emerging generation of truth seekers. It’s a great read and serves as a good friend to have along the path.”

—MC Yogi, hip-hop artist, graffiti writer, and yoga teacher

“Chris Grosso, in a well written book, takes us into his mind and through a plethora of experiences. Indie Spiritualist guides readers to a greater awareness and love for themselves and others.”

—Ram Dass, author of Be Here Now

“Indie Spiritualist, by my dear friend Chris Grosso, cuts right to the heart of what engaged Dharma Buddhism is all about, while sparing the bullshit. Chris’s writing, while relevant for all readers, does something most contemporary spiritual teachers don’t, and that is make spirituality accessible for our youth, especially the inner city homies who are thirsty for it but need the message straight up. Thank you Chris for this book, which is sure to change the lives of those who read it.”

—Jarvis Jay Masters, author of That Bird Has My Wings
and Finding Freedom

“This is ragged truth-telling at its best, and Chris speaks directly from nothing but his own experience. It is therefore as honest and authentic an account of spirituality as you will likely find anywhere. What else could you ask for? We have known for some time now that the spirituality of tomorrow will not be your father’s spirituality—it will be different; it will be wilder; it will be more direct; it will be more real and authentic; it will speak, not of creeds or beliefs, but directly to the heart and mind in the most certain and unmistakable words imaginable. In other words, it will speak a lot like this book does. Pick it up; read it; find out for yourself; and you’ll be very glad you did.”

—Ken Wilber, author of The Integral Vision

“Chris Grosso is a caring and compassionate human being who can also be relied upon to do things right. I have worked with him and can verify that he comes from his heart while maintaining the ability to use his intellect and intuition to make the right choices and do the right things.”

—Bernie Siegel, MD, bestselling author of
Love, Medicine, and Miracles

“Chris Grosso’s message is simple: dogma-free spirituality that’s available to everyone, at all times. Whether you’re attending a meditation event, a rock concert, a yoga class, or even a rehab program, spirit is always accessible. I’m grateful for what I’ve learned from Chris, and I’m excited to see the impact that his wisdom and work will undoubtedly have on the world.”

—Marci Shimoff, New York Times bestselling author of
Love for No Reason and Happy for No Reason

“Chris Grosso shares his life experiences and spiritual awakening with depth, clarity, humility, and understanding. Chris’s words are equally tangible for “lost soul” teens that are completely dissatisfied with the world, longtime spiritual practitioners, and those just looking for something more. Chris has truly given us a useful gift.”

—Jessica Pimentel, actress (Orange Is the New Black),
Tibetan Buddhist, and musician (Alekhine’s Gun)

“Every generation finds a voice that speaks their language while also sharing the wisdom of the past. Chris Grosso is that voice for our generation, as he speaks the wisdom we need to hear while weaving in real life. Indie Spiritualist is practical, heartfelt, and the truest of truths.”

—Betsy Chasse, author of Tipping Sacred Cows and cocreator of
What The Bleep Do We Know!? and What The Bleep?! Now What!?

“There’s a new generation of spiritualist emerging, and Chris’s work on his website, The Indie Spiritualist, has established him as a leading visionary among them. We believe there is no better voice than Chris’s for this project, and know that this book will be of great support to all who seek wisdom.”

—Stephen and Ondrea Levine, bestselling authors of
Embracing the Beloved, Who Dies? and The Grief Process

“Chris Grosso and his book Indie Spiritualist ain’t going nowhere. Feel the vibe or get left behind.”

—Treach, Naughty by Nature

“[The Indie Spiritualist] website is an edgy field of delights. [Chris’s] interview questions set me thinking in new directions. I have found his website . . . to be an interesting attempt to capture the Spirit of the times: timely, timeless, and otherwise.”

—Lama Surya Das, bestselling author of Awakening the Buddha Within

“Chris Grosso walks us through his own experiences, devoid of grandiosity, and with a sense of knowing that each answer gained unravels further inquiries and opportunities for self-exploration. Thank you, Chris, for an entertaining and smart read.”

—Gavin Van Vlack, founding member of legendary
NYC hardcore bands Burn and Absolution

“Chris Grosso is a humble, wise, penetrating writer and spiritual pioneer. I tremendously enjoyed the range and depth of Indie Spiritualist and found myself drawn into unsuspected mysteries and depths. I believe his book will be immensely useful, accessible, and a source of joy to many seekers.”

—Andrew Harvey, bestselling author of The Hope

“Chris Grosso and his book, Indie Spiritualist, are a perfect example of the alternative mind-set. Combining punk rock, skateboarding, spirituality, and more, Indie Spiritualist is blazing trails like no one else.”

—Chuck Treece, professional skateboarder (Santa Cruz, Powell
Peralta) and punk rocker (McRad, Bad Brains)

“There is just something about Chris. He is a voice, an energy, a life force that brings together our inner rebel with our inner wisdom. He is destined to leave a profound mark on this planet through his innovative writings, musings, and questioning of what it means to be here and human.”

—Amy Ahlers, bestselling author of
Big Fat Lies Women Tell Themselves

“Chris Grosso is a brilliant curator of all things cool, underground, and enlightening for the newer generations of misfit mystics, musicians, and artists who take the road less traveled. He presents creative expression and spirituality as a positive, alternative route to that of self-destruction.”

—Lisa Marie Selow, bestselling author of A Rebel Chick Mystic’s Guide

“In a society where spirituality has been commodified and repackaged as a lifestyle accessory, Chris’s zero-bullshit approach to our spiritual lives is a much-needed reality check. Accountability? Check. Unconditional loving-kindness? Check. Unwavering honesty? Check. Mixing indie music and counterculture with his dharma, to reach the minds who need this the most? Check. If I had to pick one spirituality writer to watch this year, it would be Chris.”

—Kate Bartolotta, managing editor at elephantjournal.com

“Indie Spiritualist holds great tidings. It’s not the usual cautionary tale—don’t try this at home—of addiction and recovery. Chris sets a high-bar, combining authenticity with concise, wise self-reflection, which inspires us to consider our own experience and find our own spiritual truth. There is great spaciousness in Indie Spiritualist. Here’s your permission to be you.”

—Tommy Rosen, yoga teacher, addiction/recovery expert,
and author of Recovery 2.0

“Chris Grosso has written a rowdy and real guide to spiritual practice that avoids the fluff and ‘fast food for the mind’ rhetoric that one so often finds in the ‘spirituality’ section of bookstores these days. Indie Spiritualist is highly recommended for those who are serious about spirituality and not just looking for a happy pill to make it all better.”

—Brad Warner, bestselling author of Hardcore Zen and Sit Down and Shut Up

“Chris Grosso shares a message from the heart with honesty and deep awareness. He has created a masterpiece of art, an expression of his love. Indie Spiritualist brings us a beautiful introduction to a new era of spirituality.”

—don Jose Ruiz, New York Times bestselling coauthor of The Fifth Agreement with don Miguel Ruiz
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FOREWORD

All beings have taken birth to experience healing and freedom from suffering. This is the universal and undeniable truth. We wander through the realms of existence, states of mind, cultural conditions, and generations, seeking a reliable refuge. Some find comfort in religion; some find comfort in material success. But neither religion nor material success offers a reliable shelter. The Buddha referred to both religion and materialism as “dead ends.” He found a path that led between these two extremes, the “middle path,” the path of awakening and healing, a personal path that has little to do with religiosity or materialism. The healing we took birth for is attained by those who reject the norms, reject the world’s false promises of pleasure-based happiness. It is not by reliance on external conditions, but by becoming independently committed to truth, kindness, compassion, and wisdom, that we find what we have always been seeking.

The Buddha was an “indie spiritualist”; he walked away from the spiritual and religious circles of his time and found his own path. The Buddha urged his students to reject all blind faith and cultural traditions based on what was written, spoken, or believed by others. He encouraged personal and independent investigation of spiritual matters. He basically said: “Try it for yourself, and trust your own direct experience. If the path that you are on leads to suffering and confusion, abandon it. If the path that you are on leads to freedom and well-being, follow it to the end.” Later teachers have summed this up as, “Don’t become a Buddhist; become a Buddha.”

My teacher Jack Kornfield has often spoken about finding a “path with heart.” What we need most is not more religious dogma and spiritual materialism, but to train our hearts and minds to meet the reality of our lives in a wise and compassionate way. Compassion is a skill that we develop over time and with our own efforts. Wisdom comes when we learn to look within, when we turn toward the pain and confusion in our hearts. Then the heart becomes the path, and the path becomes the training of the heart and mind to be kind. His Holiness the Dalai Lama has been quoted as saying, “Kindness is my religion.” Kindness is like situational ethics; the kind thing to do in each moment depends on what is happening right now. Kindness is not always nice or gentle. Sometimes it is loud and aggressive, like when we need to turn up the music loud enough to disturb the reactive habitual conditioning of the mind. Sometimes the kind thing to do is be generous and give to someone in need. At other times the kindest thing we can do is say “No!” The meditative training of the mind will, eventually, allow us to access the kind and wise heart.

In this open, honest, and wise reflection on his path, Chris Grosso offers us his heart. His search for meaning and recovery led him to a “path with heart.” His explorations, practices, and awakenings are hard won and directly experienced. Chris does not sit back and talk about stuff he has heard or read. This is not an intellectual exercise; this is a direct transmission of his personal path of spiritual transformation. The core teaching here is not “do what I do,” it is “find out for yourself what works.”

May this book inspire you to become independently wise and compassionate. May you do what needs to be done in your own life to end suffering and confusion. Together may we all create a positive change in this world.

Yours in the spiritual revolution,

Noah Levine

2013



PREFACE:

Scream Phoenix

If you’re going to try, go all the way. There is no other feeling like that. You will be alone with the gods, and the nights will flame with fire. You will ride life straight to perfect laughter. It’s the only good fight there is.

Charles Bukowski

“Hope, it’s the last to die,” said an elderly man sitting across from me some years ago on a bus in Rome at 2:00 AM. He’d just read the word hope tattooed across my knuckles, and I have to say that, in my own personal life experience, man, was he right. Life is full of terror and beauteous rapture, and I’ve experienced both on numerous occasions. From a life filled with despair, jail, emergency rooms, detoxes, and rehabs, to one of hope.

“Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” really was the clichéd mantra of my younger years. It began as an innocent yet angsty kinship with grunge, punk, and hardcore music, which I fell in love with from the very first time I put needle to record. A friend of a friend described the punk/hardcore scene as “a last-ditch effort for authenticity in a world increasingly devoid of it,” and I’d have to agree. There were groups discussing all sorts of relevant topics in their lyrics, from politics to personal ethics, spirituality, and all the “isms” you can think of. This had a huge effect on me. Not only did it teach me to question authority, to not accept everything at face value—which popular society and mass media would obviously prefer we do—but it was the first time that I ever really felt as though I was a part of something bigger than myself.

I’ll admit that I was young and naïve and didn’t totally understand what I was rebelling against a lot of the time. It was still, however, an amazing lesson in freeing myself from what others thought—albeit often on a superficial level—but it helped me find my own voice and truth, and take stands where others wouldn’t. This definitely didn’t earn me any cool points. With my tattoos, piercings, and punk T-shirts, I stood out like a sore thumb in my small town. But I didn’t give a shit about that, as punk/hardcore music taught me not to cave to peer pressure like many other students would.

This music and sense of community quickly sparked my interest in learning to play bass and guitar so that I too could be on stage like the bands that I admired. I didn’t have lofty dreams of reaching Soundgarden’s level or being on MTV, but I did think it’d be great to make it to the level of a band like Converge, who were signed to a reputable indie label and had the ability to tour both nationally and internationally. While some of my bands did release CDs and seven inches on smaller indie labels, and even had a coveted merch table filled with T-shirts, stickers, and so forth, I still never made it anywhere close to where I’d hopefully envisioned myself.

That didn’t stop my emulation of what many see as the classic rock ’n’ roll lifestyle, however. I started experimenting with drugs and alcohol later than most of the kids I went to school with, because I spent my freshman and sophomore years as “straight edge” (which means living drug, alcohol, and nicotine free, sometimes even abstaining from sex, though the latter was a little much for me). It was late in my junior year that I decided to “break edge,” and, like a sledgehammer to concrete, I broke the shit out of it. I started with pot and alcohol, like most experimental kids do, but it wasn’t long before I ventured into the very strange and exciting world of mushrooms and LSD.

From drug free, I quickly made my way through the stages of drug use, including experimentation, regular use, abuse, and, finally, full-on addiction. What started as an occasional beer and joint at practice or before a show quickly turned into tripping on acid and mushrooms, sniffing cocaine and Ritalin, and spending plenty of time getting fucked up on ketamine, PCP, OxyContin, and crack. Oh, and of course there was always enough liquor to get a small army drunk. And so it was in my late teens that I became a full-blown (albeit functioning) addict.

Blackouts, hangovers, broken instruments, and terrible, drunk live performances became the norm. At one point my indie rock band Three Ways Till Tuesday was banned from playing every club, large and small—with the exception of friends’ basements or VFW halls—in our home state of Connecticut, due to our drug and alcohol fueled antics. We even blew a $10,000 indie record deal (which was a lot of money for us at the time) when we showed up wasted to a show that the label owner had set up as a sort of showcase for his friends and colleagues. I vaguely remember setting up my guitar amp that night, but that’s it. The next morning I awoke with an odd bruise on my forehead, which I later found out was due to my repeatedly smashing myself in the head with my microphone during our set. I turned on my phone and received a frantic voicemail from the label owner, screaming, “What the fuck happened last night?! What is wrong with you guys?! The deal’s off!” And the saddest thing about this story is that it’s only the tip of the iceberg.

That sort of blackout drinking and drug-addicted behavior carried on for some years until, at the age of twenty-four, it all came to a head. Fear, anger, hurt, sadness, drugs, empty sex, food, cutting, and suicide attempts—all culminated in a perfect storm, a tempest that shattered my heart and left me nothing more than the shell of a man. In my broken state, I had nothing left to lose. I was brought to my knees by my addiction and knew that if I was going to live, I needed to surrender and find a new way to live life. Every part of my physical self was ready to die and welcomed the thought of death. But inside, a small flame flickered. It was very faint and very deep, yet it was enough that, no matter how hard I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t; it wouldn’t let me. Hope.

I finally checked into a detox unit. While there I quickly realized it was the first time I’d been without a drug for more than a day or so in many years. I’d known for a while that I had a serious problem with drugs, but refused to really acknowledge the extent of it. I mean, I was diagnosed with gout (sudden, severe attacks of pain, redness, and tenderness in joints) at the age of twenty-three, due to how heavily I was drinking. That probably should have been a huge red flag, but like any good addict I just buried my head in the drugs and ignored it.

While in detox, where drugs weren’t an option (at least for those five days), I finally had the opportunity to take a look at what my life had become, and it wasn’t pretty. I experienced a very deep feeling of fear and depression, and there were no drugs to mask it (other than the benzos they had me on for withdrawals), so I was forced to sit with it, and it hurt. Physically, mentally, spiritually, and emotionally—it fucking hurt.

Being with myself for those five days allowed me to recognize that I didn’t want to continue living the way I had been. In my heart, I knew that I’d wanted to stop for quite some time, but didn’t know how; and here was my chance. From detox, I went to a twenty-eight-day inpatient treatment program, followed by two months in a halfway house. I was sober and recovering for a little over a year, but this isn’t a pretty fairy tale, and I didn’t go on to live happily ever after. I eventually relapsed, which became a pretty consistent pattern for me over the next few years—get sober, relapse, detox, rehab, repeat. With each cycle, however, it got worse. And my belief in my ability to heal continually diminished.

During that first year of sobriety, however, before relapsing, I felt compelled to finally set out on a search for something more. I engulfed myself in a completely no-bullshit exploration of spirituality. I found that having a deeply ingrained question everything punk-rock mind-set, which taught me not to accept everything at face value, allowed me to take a brutally honest look at the teachings of the various spiritual and religious paths I was exploring. Some of them hit me directly in my heart, while others left me scratching my head and wondering, “What the fuck?” Regardless of whether a particular teaching resonated with me or not, however, I always remembered a simple teaching that my mother blessed me with as a child, which was, “to each their own.” So with that in mind, I found myself able to respect others who were finding their answers in methods and teachings that didn’t resonate with me. It’s an important theme in this book—acceptance.

In between relapses, during my times of sobriety, I would visit various sanghas, churches, temples, and other spiritual and religious institutions, and I remember noticing something that definitely surprised me, which was the increasing number of practitioners who shared many of the same eclectic spiritual and non-spiritual interests that I did. It was awesome to share time in meditation and discussing the teachings of the Buddha and Jesus, Lao Tzu and Krishna, but also spending time nerding out over movies like The Big Lebowski and Donnie Darko, and bands like Foo Fighters, A Tribe Called Quest, and Mastodon. One minute we’d be discussing Arjuna’s internal struggle in the Bhagavad Gita, and the next we’d be laughing over shows like Curb Your Enthusiasm and Arrested Development. It was at this point I realized that the dogma and rigidity that had turned me off to religion and spirituality for the majority of my life weren’t all there was to it, and that maybe I could get into this spirituality thing.

The experience of relating to people both on a spiritual and everyday human level—where it was okay to not be perfect, and even to laugh at our imperfections—was amazing. It was through interacting with those lighthearted and open-minded folks, and our shared eclectic interests, that I was inspired to search online for magazines or websites, in the hopes of connecting with more of these compassionate and quirky people I’d been getting to know. I thought there would have to be places that celebrated both spirituality and the other eclectic interests my new friends and I had been discussing, but my search was to no avail. So in the spirit of DIY ethics, I started a website called The Indie Spiritualist, with the intention of creating an outlet for other seekers such as myself.

So, what is an indie spiritualist, and why does it matter? An indie spiritualist is more than someone who thinks independently or craves a spiritual path outside the traditional confines of religion. An indie spiritualist is someone who honors the spiritual truth within themselves, regardless of what popular society, religious institutions, friends, family, or anyone else, for that matter, prefer they think. The indie spiritualist stays true to the heart, because that’s the most authentic teacher any of us will ever have. When we honor that internal nudge that tells us everything may not be exactly as it seems, and when we explore all that we’ve been told is true by society with the understanding that maybe it’s not, we’re taking our first steps toward awakening.

This book is a new introspective exercise in dogma-free, everyday spirituality that I hope will benefit seekers from all walks of life, whether you are new to the spiritual path or a longtime practitioner.



INTRODUCTION: SMASH THE

Control Machine

When we blindly adopt a religion, a political system, a literary dogma, we become automatons. We cease to grow.

Anaïs Nin

Spirituality is often of little interest to those of us who are independent thinkers and don’t necessarily feel like we fit in to mainstream cultural norms in terms of interests, passions, values, or attitudes. Whether we’re a teenager, a twenty- or thirty-something or older; into punk rock, hip-hop, or alternative music; covered in tattoos and piercings; a skateboarder; gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender; a nerd; or even wearing a suit and tie—something inside of us has felt other than.

Many of us looked to religion or spirituality for answers, but soon found that neither the dogma of old religion nor the “love and light” fluffiness of New Age spirituality were approaches that resonated with us. Still, we were left with an internal yearning—one of virtually deafening silence—that compelled us to answer its call, but how? What can we do? What about the rest of us who don’t resonate with the exceedingly positive love-and-light movement or the dogmatic tenets of spiritual and religious traditions? What are we left to do when we’re looking for something more, something we can embrace exactly as we are?

At its core, spirituality is amazing. There have been many illumined teachers (both past and present) who have deeply affected me and many other indie-spirited people in very real and inspiring ways. However, as with anything in life, there’s also no shortage of bullshit that can come along with spirituality. There are so many elements that can easily turn off any free-thinking individual, including, but not limited to, the self-proclaimed gurus, “enlightened” teachers who demand complete obedience of their students, yoga instructors who actually buy in to their students’ worship of them, outrageously priced “spiritual” clothing and accessories, the stay-positive-at-all-costs rhetoric, and on and on it goes.

Though years of dogmatic attachments, rigid instructions, and fear-based campaigns have left many of us with not the fondest outlook on religion and spirituality, times are changing, and we no longer have to accept or allow our beliefs, or what resonates for us as truth, to be dictated by others.

For years I wrestled with how to reconcile my desire to walk a spiritual path, my love of independent culture, and my struggles with addiction and recovery. This ultimately led me to reevaluate everything in my life and to ask myself questions that are not typically discussed in spiritual circles. The ideas and questions were not overly esoteric. Rather, they were simple, introspective questions that I personally needed to work through in order to get a clearer picture of my path and purpose. (And as mentioned, this quest led me to create The Indie Spiritualist website.)

My spiritual awakening didn’t happen on the mountaintops of the Himalayas or the ashrams of India. Nor did I find it in a church or monastery. Hell, I wasn’t even looking for it in the first place, but spirituality can have a funny way of creeping into our lives, no matter how much of a protective barrier we set up.

Indie spiritualism is a new approach to divine experience for those who reject the trappings and hypocrisies of mainstream spirituality and organized religion, who feel a sense of otherness, and don’t necessarily resonate with mainstream cultural norms. To quote William S. Burroughs: “Smash the control images. Smash the control machine.” This saying has become somewhat of a template for most of the significant change in my life.

When it all comes down to it, living spiritually is a completely inside job. We don’t need to change our appearance, adopt a new language, or change our mannerisms to fit in. We don’t need to completely write spirituality off because we may be holding to our own stereotypes, and possibly miss out on some incredible insights and teachings that could make a difference in our lives. Dogma-free spirituality is just that: dogma free. You’re free and open to the exploration.

My sincere and humble intention is that, in all your uniqueness, you find peace and happiness while being “you” and walking your own authentic spiritual path.

The following essays, vignettes, musings, and other writings are merely an exercise in dogma-free, everyday spirituality, which I hope will benefit seekers from all walks of life. It’s not only my story, but, I believe, a story shared by many of us as we reconcile living an independent lifestyle with walking an authentic spiritual path.

After the collection of vignettes is a “Side-B,” which extends the invitation for those independent spiritual seekers who are interested in learning more about incorporating meditations and practices into their lives. These practices are from a wide spectrum of spiritual traditions and have been enormously helpful in my life.

Included at the end are some “Bonus Tracks,” an eclectic list of personally recommended books, music, and films that may provide sources of inspiration in obvious as well as unconventional ways. Embedded throughout the book are QR codes—the first two of which are below—that you can use to read and listen to extra media content: links to some of my music, videos, and full interviews of the many individuals in the world who lent their voices and insight to the core of this work.

Noah Levine was not only generous enough to write the foreword for my book, but he gave me an interview. Here’s a link to our talk, which aired on Where Is My Guru radio show.

http://www.whereismyguru.com/radio-show/susainable-living-dharma-punx-scott-pittman-noah-levine-mar-292013/

As we start the book, I’d like to set the mood with a little music, about which I’m very passionate, as you can probably already tell based on the preface. The first song I’d like to share is “Invocation” by my band, Womb of the Desert Sun, from our EP Invocation: Our Dying Days.

http://www.beyondword.com/indiespiritualist/audiodownload1.m4a
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1

SPIRITUALITY?

The true word of God is written in our heart.

KRS-One, “Ain’t Ready”

In a recent conversation with one of my friends, who was helping me take some pictures for my website’s bio page, she playfully cracked on my interest in spirituality by teasing me that I wasn’t smiling enough in the photos, and said, “What would all of the spiritual people think?” Her joke didn’t mean much to me at the time, but later I really began to ponder why I was drawn to spirituality while she wasn’t, and how her playful comment about “spiritual people” actually said a lot more than I had initially realized.
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