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For music lovers everywhere.



Yoga of Sound
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“This exciting and liberating book opens with an otherworldly experience involving the late-night intersection of deeply emotional music of jazz saxophonist John Coltrane with an apparition of multiple-witnessed unexplained aerial phenomena above New York City in 1976. Grosso describes his own awakening to the universal and idealistic origins of music, especially of a deeply transcendental nature, through his years of training under Swami Nada Brahmananda (whose name literally means Divine Music Happiness), against the lovely background of cosmic humor and deep wisdom imparted by such an enlightened soul. His sage observations and recollections are a gift to the world, hungry as it is for deeper meaning and purpose accessible to the individual seeker. Music is philosophy—this book is a joy!”

EBEN ALEXANDER, M.D.,
AUTHOR OF PROOF OF HEAVEN

“Michael Grosso has done it again. After his monumental work on the levitating Saint Joseph of Cupertino, who defied the laws of physics with his literal flights of devotion, rising tens of feet into the air, he now brings us images of a modern mystic, Swami Nada Brahmananda, via the ecstatic and transcendental music of the spheres. Part memoir, part biography of the twentieth century ascetic Swami Nada Brahmananda, Grosso’s new work offers a rich vision into a magical world of mysticism, intertwined with his own mystical experiences and tempered by his keen analytic attention to detail.”

LORILIAI BIERNACKI, PH.D.,
PROFESSOR OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY 
OF COLORADO AT BOULDER

“Reading this book was for me a wonderfully joyous experience, something to treasure, especially at the present time of ‘Kali Yuga,’ the age of conflict. The story of Michael Grosso’s encounter with his one-time music teacher Nada Brahmananda—and his rare type of ancient music yoga—is a colourful tapestry of philosophy, extraordinary experiences, and everyday life in 1970s New York, woven together by the spell of music seen as a spiritual practice. In this context, ‘learning by heart’ needs to be taken literally, meaning a great deal more than memorizing: it is a route to transcending one’s everyday self, to expanding awareness to encompass the ‘unstruck’ sound, the unheard melody of the universe. This is indeed a book for music lovers everywhere and also for all those who enjoy exploring different ways of acquiring wisdom and reconnecting with living nature.”

ZOFIA WEAVER,
AUTHOR OF OTHER REALITIES?: 
THE ENIGMA OF 
FRANEK KLUSKI’S 
MEDIUMSHIP

“Michael Grosso introduces us to one of the most remarkable men of our time, Swami Nada Brahmananda, who lived in perfect health to the age of 97, rarely needing to sleep for more than an hour or two, who didn’t dream (confirmed by scientists), and who, apparently, didn’t have much use for thinking (it makes one dull, he said). This swami, shunning honors or fame, lived to teach others, including the author, the transcendental power of music and made his own body itself a musical instrument and a channel through which the divine could sing. Yoga of Sound is itself a remarkable book and deserves to be included among such classics as Autobiography of a Yogi, Ram Dass’s Be Here Now, and the books of Carlos Castañeda. In short, stunning, mind-blowing, and a marvel of the miraculous.”

KENNETH RING, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF LESSONS FROM THE LIGHT

“Why do so many people take music either too seriously or not nearly seriously enough? Yoga of Sound conveys an essential truth: pure music is life, lived to the fullest, and that suggests divinity: unlimited and unknown powers. This book may help us understand why George Harrison was fond of the saying: God likes me when I pray, but loves me when I sing.”

TOBIAS CHURTON,
AUTHOR OF THE SPIRITUAL 
MEANING OF THE SIXTIES
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Swamiji under study by the government of India Medical Institute in New Dehli. Here he is shown drumming on one breath in an airtight chamber for thirty-five minutes.
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Preface

I heard a new sound: a living sound, like the richest, most complex, most beautiful piece of music you’ve ever heard.

EBEN ALEXANDER, M.D.,
PROOF OF HEAVEN

THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT MUSIC, but a special kind of music we’ll call transcendental. In what sense I use this term will get clearer as we proceed. Two notable experiences led me to write about the extraordinary Indian musician, Nada Brahmananda, whom I first met in 1976. One was an apparent precognitive dream about Nada before I ever heard of him. The other took place five years before I met the Swami, perhaps the strangest experience I’ve ever had that centered around a piece of music I’d call transcendental. So I should begin with an account of this experience, written down soon after it happened:

I live on the top floor of 14 Bedford Street in the West Village of New York City with my partner, Jane. We are listening to a jazz composition by John Coltrane,  The Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost. It is about 11:30 p.m. Jane is sprawled out on the sofa. I step to the window and gaze vacantly into the clear evening sky. I’m in a mild reverie from Coltrane’s hypnotic beat, softly thumping my foot, swaying to the rhythms of the music.

Suddenly, a cluster of dazzling white lights appears out of nowhere. The lights are larger and more brilliant than any stars. They are attached to nothing I can see. They perform zigzag aerial acrobatics, in tune, it seems, with Coltrane’s music. Their appearance in the sky is so sudden and so silent, I just keep staring, somewhat surprised, listening to the music, watching the dance of lights. After about twenty seconds I realize that what I’m seeing is very strange indeed, and it starts to sink in. Something outside my window a few hundred or so feet in the sky seems to be communing with me and the music of John Coltrane.

My attention fixed on the dancing lying light-cluster, I yell to Jane to come to the window. She gives a start, and joins me. Apparently I’m not just “seeing” things. Jane puts on her glasses and raises the window. It’s no reflection. Something is really out there, brighter, more dazzling, than any star. The light-entity suddenly stops its aerial capers and slowly glides downward, in a straight line, toward the dome of Our Lady of Pompei, the oldest church in Greenwich Village—built more than a century ago to serve migrants and refugees, located to the right at the corner of Carmine and Bleecker Streets.

The lights hover there, pulsing above the dome of the church. An unusual sensation comes over me; it feels like I’m flying far out in space, surrounded by stars. Among the stars, I see the dome of Our Lady of Pompei and the lights still pulsing.

Then I realize I am back in my room. The church is just blocks away! But now something else. Over the lights I see—but this more inwardly than outwardly—two large heads and massive shoulders. The figures I see look excited! They’re watching us! I recall one of the heads. It was human. I get an impression of curiosity, a kind of playful agitation, and a strong feeling that I—and Jane, who was half- dressed—are the objects of voyeuristic curiosity.

Suddenly, the impression of the two heads fades. My attention is again riveted on the church dome. The light entity, above the cross, still pulsing, suddenly shoots back to where we first saw it, a few hundred feet above our rooftop. Again it makes zany and impossible aerial maneuvers. 
Then, without warning, it stops and hop-flies across the skyline, going uptown. 
We observe its trajectory, scramble to the other window, and watch it take one 
last curving leap over the top of the Empire State Building where it 
vanishes.*1

Jane and I were electrified after this highly strange encounter with what nowadays is called a UAP, an unidentified aerial phenomenon. Our apartment was on the top floor and we both had the impulse to walk a flight up and step onto the roof, which we promptly did. There we met with an equally astonished person, a young drummer who lived in the same apartment building, and whom I had recently turned on to the music of John Coltrane. His name was Louie and he said, “Did you see that?” So we had a third witness to confirm that what we saw was “real.” Louie noted the silence of our visitor and saw the lights in the form of a pyramid. Neither Jane nor I had had any impression of a pyramid.

The presence of a third witness was striking, connecting us all under the rubric of music; moreover, otherworldly, ecstatic music that demands intense concentration. Without the right receptivity, listening to that particular composition of Coltrane’s might be unbearable. It crossed my mind that the concentrated state of Jane’s and my minds listening to Coltrane, along with a sympathetic Louie on the roof, may have somehow resonated with an unknown agency “out there” that caused our experience. I wondered if maybe we had attracted whatever it was to ourselves. But what was it? To this day, I do not know, and the mystery remains.

Subsequent inquiry left us as the apparently sole witnesses to the visitation. Nothing on the news and no gossip in the neighborhood indicated otherwise. Whatever the light entity was, it seemed to know what we were listening to, and was dancing or somehow interacting with us. When it went to the dome of Our Lady of Pompei, beamed and pulsated, and then came back to where it first appeared, it was letting us know it knew what we were listening to—John Coltrane’s wildly avant-garde riff on the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost. What we saw was something more like a winged thought than a physical craft. No physical craft with anything resembling a human organism could perform the movements in space that we observed. Whatever it was that we saw was intelligent, aware of what we were doing, and unconstrained by physical space and reality. And it chose to connect with us via the language of music, light, and dance.

The timing was rife with synchronicities. It was Jane’s birthday, April 23. How many of us can boast of receiving such a birthday present? This date is also William Shakespeare’s birthday. For me the timing was also pregnant with meaning; I was five days away from defending my doctoral thesis in philosophy at Columbia University. I was about to become a “doctor” of philosophy, as it were, officially certified wise and learned. Was there some cosmic joker cruising around on the lookout for human subjects that need humbling? Was the message, Figure us out, doctor of philosophy!?

I wondered about the music. During Socrates’s last conversations with friends just before his execution, he admitted to having a recurrent dream, which he was still having even in prison.1 The dream kept telling him he had to “make music.” So a certain Socratic doubt about the kind of philosophy I wanted to practice crept into my consciousness. Speaking of dreams, I should now describe my precognitive dream of a funny man who offered to teach me music. There would be no instruments, he told me. No instruments? Meaning what? So there was something about music that was prodding me. Between Coltrane being somehow linked to my close encounter with a UAP, Socrates’s mysterious dream on the threshold of his death, and my own dream about music, thoughts of music kept nagging me.

Around that time, I was working uptown on 71st Street at the then all-women Catholic Marymount Manhattan College. I taught philosophy, a possibly subversive enterprise, so the nuns kept their eyes on me as I kept my eyes on the student body. The seventies were turbulent times in New York City, and things came to a head in 1977 with the historic blackout of most of the five boroughs on July 13.

A bolt of lightning hit a power station, sparking a chain reaction that cut the power off and threw the city into darkness and chaos. Trains in subways and elevators in buildings came to a halt, while in some poor neighborhoods looting and fires broke out. Wild gunfights in near darkness between police and populace occurred, but somehow not one person was even wounded.

It was a collective psychic explosion, amplified by foul weather. Since 1975, New York City, had been nearly bankrupt, and Mayor Abe Beame begged the federal government for financial assistance. President Ford famously replied, “No way!” The city was down in the dumps, so to speak; cops, firefighters, and teachers were striking and morale was low. Crime, dirt, despair, graffiti, and the blackout spoke loudly of unemployment, corruption, and the discontent of a suffering city.

The looters were pragmatic and stole the audio equipment they needed to become DJs—they wanted, they needed to project their voices and their music into the ambient public spaces. After the blackout, DJs popped up all over the city and spread beyond, jump-starting disco and punk, hip hop and rap, all bursting on the scene around 1977. It was a time when new styles, narratives, and rhythms of music were flourishing despite—or maybe because of—all the unrest and discontent.

The music and the equipment and the DJs gave birth to dance clubs that became scenes of near-Dionysian abandon—enclaves of high decibel, stroboscopic, whirling bodies, magnified by drugs and catering to the polymorphous perverse. In the eyes of Billy Graham and his flock, it was Sodom and Gomorrah, but to the young and the disaffected, it meant ecstasy and liberation. New York was in a state of upheaval, a low point in its history; it was a city ravaged by greed, crime, and poverty.

But into all this landed a roly-poly monk-musician, a homeless mystic and immigrant from Mysore, India. A visitor, smiling, some might say, from another planet. The word ghandarva means “celestial musician,” 
a term used to describe this monk, well-known in India, a worldtraveler who would eventually return to Rishikesh, his home ashram in the Himalayas.

In the 1970s he was living in New York City at 243 West 24th Street, the Shivananda Yoga Vedanta Center. What follows is a record of my experiences with this remarkable man. That I should meet him seemed curious, given the powerful feelings I was having about music, and about Socrates’s dream that told him to make music.

Soon after my dream of the strange musician, my friend Alida told me of a certain esoteric sound yoga she was studying with, a person called Swami Nada Brahmananda. She sparked my curiosity, so I made an appointment for a lesson. This was in the spring of 1976, and from then to the summer of 1979, I got to know and spend time with Swami Nada. I recorded the lessons I took with him and promptly typed them up, thinking it would be wise to keep a written record. I had discovered a very unusual man who possessed some very unusual ideas and abilities.

Interested in Nada’s art form of sacred rhythms and vibrations, I managed, barely, to learn to chant, drum, and play the harmonium. I had at the same time begun playing the flute. Besides the mysteries of sacred music, I was interested in getting to know the monk as a person—his story, his beliefs, what he was feeling and thinking. He was a master of a rare type of music yoga—called taan, or vibration yoga—grounded in a tradition that dates back thousands of years. I soon learned that he cheerfully believed we are deep into the Kali Yuga, at the end of a human cycle, a time when Moksha or spiritual enlightenment was unusually difficult to achieve. During the decadent Age of Kali, the yoga of music was thought to be the best way to pursue enlightenment.

Music can take hold of our consciousness in special ways, and be used to break the dark spell that is the Kali Yuga. At its best, music can elevate our consciousness, and do it in a way that moralizing and dogmatizing cannot. Cultural traditions often rely on music to induce higher, often therapeutic, states of mind. Much of the great music of the West, from Palestrina to Bach, to John Coltrane, can lift our spirits out of the lowlands of consciousness. But now, here comes Nada Brahmananda.
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Laughing Master from a Dream

WALKING UPTOWN THIS AFTERNOON from my apartment in the West Village toward the Sivananda Ashram, I was feeling jaunty in spite of the piles of garbage that had yet to be collected, lined up on the curb for blocks and blocks in both directions.

My friend Alida told me about Swami Nada Brahmananda, and I was curious to meet him whose advent was heralded to me in a dream. Upon arrival at the ashram on 24th Street, I noticed four words inscribed on the door of the old brownstone: “Serve, Love, Meditate, Realize.”

Stepping inside, I saw a spot where shoes were neatly placed together. I removed my shoes, and followed a sign pointing upstairs that said “This Way for Music Students.” I noticed on the bulletin board a photograph of Swami Vishnu, a smallish muscular guy, doing a headstand on the edge of a rooftop somewhere in New York City. He’ d make a great Hollywood stunt man, I thought.

“Michael?” Swami Nada called out when I knocked on the door upstairs. My lesson was for five o’clock, and I was on time. I didn’t expect to hear my name called out that way, as if the man inside had known me for years.

“I wasn’t sure if I should knock,” I said, entering.

“No, no,” he said, his voice warmly resonant, “this is your time.”

A young woman with a guitar, about to leave, made a gesture of obeisance, which seemed awkward. I imagined myself performing a similar gesture, but the idea made me uncomfortable. I decided to approach the venerable Swami in as natural and direct a way as I would anybody else.

“Come Michael,” he said, and pointed to an empty place beside him on the floor. There were no chairs in the room. The lessons were conducted on the floor, student and teacher sitting beside one another. I could see he was not tall, and fat would be the wrong word—compactly roundish might be better. He was an eighty-one-year-old with the fresh glossy skin of a child and a welcoming face. His eyes were especially penetrating.

The small room was brightly lit and fragrant with incense. The walls displayed several posters of popular Indian religious art. On the mantel of a stopped fireplace stood a photograph of Swami Nada with Swami Muktananda, a holy man I once met in upstate New York for an interview that was unsatisfactory. Muktananda sat on a platform above me and preached but hardly replied to any of my questions.

I sat down beside Swami Nada, as I would come to call him. He let me know I could study whatever I wished to learn from him, be it vocal, tabla, or harmonium. He had taught people around the world: famous musicians, monks, beggars, pundits, politicians, hysterics, and children barely out of their diapers. He described a boy of eight years whom he was teaching in New York City, a superior musician to his mother.

He suggested that this lady was afflicted with “brain trouble.” I took him to mean she was some kind of neurotic. The boy’s facility had nothing to do with anything akin to personal talent but was the result of karmic residues from previous lifetimes. Unknown to Nada’s vocabulary was the flattering epithet talented.

I remarked that I was happy, and felt lucky to have met him. Again he explained, it wasn’t chance but actions from a previous life that led me to his feet. And he added, quite casually, I and generations of my offspring were now in a position to receive moksha—release from all our bad karma. This notion that were I to achieve liberation in this life my offspring would be so privileged, seemed a wee bit unreasonable; it was like original sin only in reverse. But then, I suppose, I ought not to have taken him so literally.

He seemed glad to impart to me a feeling of great optimism, also perhaps not to be taken quite so literally. So I nodded and smiled. The last thing I wanted was to inhibit the flow, the music of his thoughts with rationalistic quibbles. Part of the lesson, I realized, was to allow myself to absorb his meaning by being fully present to the man, even to ideas he had that might seem to me fantastic and incredible.

“Can I tell you,” I said, “I dreamt a dream some days before I heard of you. I dreamt I was on a ship and getting a music lesson from a man of some years who was very funny. He told me there would be no instruments. Was it you that I met in my dream?”

I wasn’t sure if he understood me; Nada’s store of English was scanty.

“You see,” I went on, once I saw he understood, “I already have a music teacher—a flute teacher. Then Alida called and told me about you! A different kind of teacher, she said. So what I’m saying. . . .” I paused and noticed I had his full attention. “It’s as if you called me from the future! Impossible, but it happened!”

I tried to convey to him what I felt about precognition, the enigma of time and the riddle of backward causation. And I was curious to see if he would be pleased when I recounted my apparently precognitive dream. He nodded but said nothing.

Parvati, Nada’s young disciple from California, entered the room, smiled, bent down, and picked up a cup. I noticed the way she moved as she stooped without bending her knees, stretching her limbs, as if she were letting some invisible spirit flow through her. She seemed earnest about not wasting a single gesture, not missing a single opportunity to perform an act of devotion to her Divine Self—embodied in her master, Swami Nada. After lighting a fresh stick of incense, she stole silently from the room, and I was alone again with the master of sound yoga.

Alida had mentioned he was on in years, but the bald-shaven, portly monk that sat before me had a baby face. His brown eyes possessed a liquid sparkle that suggested the labile temperament of a child; at the same time, they could suddenly appear quite fiercely focused. The lines in the palm of his left hand were shaped distinctly like the Star of David, as if the design were impressed there deliberately. I asked if I could have a closer look at the palm of his hand. Obligingly, he rested his hand in mine and allowed me to inspect it. The hand that lay in mine seemed uncannily weightless, and the perfect star could have been etched by Albrecht Durer.

I was wondering how the lesson would begin when he suddenly remarked, sounding carefully chosen words, rhythmically and emphatically: “Mind control is life, rhythm is music.”

These seven words I was ready to embrace as my mantra. Nada spoke little English—in a way, an advantage. He was forced to distill his thoughts into compressed formulas. It would be part of my lessons to unpack his meanings, catch the feel of the way he said things, the pulse and tempo of his insights.

Mind control is life. Much wisdom was couched in those simple words—it was practically a summary of classical Greek philosophy. One unguarded moment, one wrong rush of feeling, one too-hasty deed that spirals out of control, and we are in somebody’s tragedy or comedy.

Nada’s method for getting mind control and rhythm was to count. So he showed me how to count tala keherawa, a rhythmic pattern of four beats. He clapped on the first beat and then brought three successive fingers beginning with the pinky down on the final three beats of the tala.

“One, two, three, four,” he began very slowly to intone. A wave of calm swept over me. He counted again, and as he counted he peered at me. I became transfixed, as if I were a child. Clapping at a constant beat, each round, he doubled the tempo. After reaching a certain point, he paused and began again, this time using the Sanskrit syllables, dhagi, natin, naka, dhina. He kept doubling the tempo until the audible syllables faded into a slur of infinity. He did this without any sign of effort.

He stopped again and showed me an album with photographs of himself on his travels, pointing to many notable people, kings and holy men and astronauts and famed musicians. He lingered over each photograph and seemed to enjoy reliving the moments the camera had captured.

Again we went back to counting. This time he suggested that I count with him. I clapped at the wrong beat. Instantly he stopped and said, chuckling, “What you think then?”

“Wondering about my first mistake.”

Nada paused and then spoke some more about the benefits of the yoga of music. When my mind wandered, I would make a mistake, and he would instantly catch me. He mimicked a silent meditator, with eyes closed. He decided to critique meditation.

“What meditate?” he said, “thinking Watergate, Nixon, business? Oh yes, very good but sleeping—and nobody catch!”

He had a point. On the other hand, once the counting became automatic, you could go back to thinking about Nixon and other monumental ephemera.

Again we proceeded to count together, and as we approached the fourth doubling of the tempo, my tongue got twisted and I lost the thread. We went back to the beginning, this time very slowly.

“Full mind need,” Nada said.

His remark that mind control was life was reverberating in my head. I began to feel uncomfortable at the prospect of making mistakes, and at the same time was resisting the idea of having to concentrate so hard.

I might fail, my inner imp whispered. And with that thought I lost 
control and screwed up again. A surprising effect of Nada’s teaching—I was 
dwelling on the idea that my life or death hung on a thought!

“Alida say you Ph.D.,” he said.

“Yes,” I said, wishing to avoid the subject.

He eyed me with curiosity.

“What you get, what grade? Eighty percent? Ninety percent?”

I shrugged.

“Ninety-nine-point-nine percent you fail with me!” he said cheerfully.

He started to count again. Relentlessly, he corrected me. He intended that I get it right. I soon learned that once he started to teach me something, he would not let me go unless I got it. Despite his jovial nature, Nada taught as if it were indeed a matter of life and death that I get my mind and my rhythm right. This made me uneasy, and my hands began to sweat. I felt like going home and practicing by myself. I told him this in so many words and he laughed and looked at me sternly.

“How you learn without master?” he asked.

Each time I got one thing right he found something else wrong—not bringing my hand up to my ear, not intoning correctly. Learning to count to four with Nada was no easy matter. I slipped and used my index finger—he took my hand and shook it forbiddingly.

“Never this finger, this ego finger, always pointing, want this, do that,” he said.

I was about to explain to the Swami the meaning of the middle finger in New Jersey, but checked myself.

I really began to doubt if I would make it into the divine groove that day. My mind was racing, and Nada was watching me like a hawk with his dagger-sharp eyes. He seemed to sense my mounting frustration and said, “Michael, I love you—but in this, no love.” This remark pulled me back and I finally got it right.

“Correct,” he said jubilantly.

I gave a sigh of relief. For a moment I felt composed. Nada leaned over, pulled the harmonium toward him, and began to play and chant, his eyes half-closed, his face transformed. He seemed to withdraw into another world. He sang with every iota of his soul. He might have been alone or before an audience of thousands. He was afloat in the beyond on sounding wings of ecstasy. His voice was soft, almost inaudible now, and I sensed a current of vibrant energy emanating from him.

I had read that the Swami could sing from different parts of his body, from the root of his spine and the apex of his skull, and had seen photographs of scientists poking about with microphones at the extremities of his body, confirming his claims. The man was a human vibrator, I thought. Nada’s instrument was his body; he played it and made it sing.

I flashed on my dream. No instruments, the funny old teacher had said. Nada’s instrument was himself—every thought, every cell, every muscle. He sat there as if he were trilling divine arpeggios from his fingertips. 
I closed my eyes and felt waves of sound transform into feeling, remembering the line from Wallace Stevens, that “Music is feeling, then, not sound.”1 I followed Nada’s “feeling” through a dark, widening corridor that opened to a luminous landscape. The voice of the singing swami liquefied my nerves, melting, it seemed, the hardness of bone and muscle. It was as if the center of myself had slipped from the envelope of my body and fanned out and was floating in the space around me. Was this what moksha was all about? You get melted down and spaced out? You sail on the crest of a wave that never breaks?

Suddenly he doubled the tempo, bringing me back, and then again, and once more, and his voice trailed off into spirals of infinity. Nada was demonstrating how far one could go by learning how to count to four. He suddenly stopped, turned toward me, and smiled. Clearly, it pleased him to indulge his virtuosic caper.

“I happy, God happy—you happy,” he said.

I nodded with amazement at his gorgeous idea of divine conviviality.

“Raga yaman,” he observed, commenting on the song he had just sung. “Lakshmi give us money and food.”

The song was an incantation to a helping mother goddess. This could seem like just magic, but Nada at once shifted his meaning.

“Request,” he said, “and mother Lakshmi give us money and food. Very easy! When much money, then ego coming. When more money coming—what then? Who are you? I don’t know. Very good friend—no more, no more.”

The way he said “who are you?” I felt the rhythm of his mind; he was neither moralizing nor preaching. Nada lived his philosophy through his songs. I also got the impression that the smiling monk had known a few fair-weather friends. But any real bitterness by now seemed under control in the crucible of his musical sadhana.

He sang and heart-felt pangs mildly convulsed the muscles of his face, noticeably around his eyes and his mouth. His voice seemed softly to gather and rise from a great internal depth. Now he stopped singing, his hand on the harmonium, holding a plaintive chord.

“Ramanar bissara bunde, khali ana khali jana. Empty coming, empty going, only God’s name is sure, before and now and after.” The vibrations made by the song were their lived presence, and for Nada, their vibrant truth.

Nada went on to outline his picture of human life. The master metaphor was “school.” Every stranger met on the way was a teacher; every situation you encounter a test of your spirit and a lesson to be learned. The universe is a hierarchy of classes, semesters, graduations, or getting “left back,” as they said when I was a kid in grade school. Nada was the perfect schoolmaster for the ultimate education of the soul. “This life, use correct—then you getting moksha, no birth, no death.”

According to the Indian guru, life is a journey in the school of self-transformation. My feelings toward the metaphor were mixed: I liked it because it hinted at great vistas of experiment and experience; at the same time, I had misgivings. I’ve never been a very good student. I manage but always blunder along in my own eccentric way.

“Not use correct,” my new teacher announced. “What you getting? Punishment, eighty-four million lives going again. Pass examination, you get degree. Fail, very bad! Very bad!”

“Really?” I said, starting to squirm a little. Did I really have to go back to school? Could it really take eighty-four million lives before I graduate? I thought I had escaped school once and for all. At my desk in grade school, I excelled in gazing at clouds adrift in the sky. I felt a secret kinship with their aimless movements. I tried to explain to Nada that I was a rebellious student, and never showed up at any of my graduation ceremonies, high school or college. Music to me was the sound of the bell shouting that class was over.

Nada smiled and put his hand on my shoulder.

“Practice music, Michael,” he said earnestly, “this is not entertainment, not for others—this is for your Self.”

When he actually said, “Practice music, Michael,” I instantly remembered what Socrates was told in his recurrent dream: “Make music, and practice hard!”

Nada described all the advantages that would accrue if I followed the path he said was true and best. To begin with, health and happiness would be mine. The main thing was to obey the rules in the art of living 
and to secure a right understanding of the fundamental principles. The rest was 
just practice—again, I recalled Socrates, who said that philosophy was a form of “practice” (melete, in Greek). In the end, I’d be able to smile in the face of life and death, like a real master, comfortably one with my higher Self.

Nada explained that unenlightened death was like going through a revolving door that let you back in the same big department store with countless rooms and myriads of distracting commodities to suck you in. He made a comical gesture of trying to get out through the door but always being pushed back in. He gaped at me with mock astonishment. Through all this, the drone of the harmonium was continuous, as if to underline the constancy of the all-witnessing Self through the endless comings and goings, appearings and disappearings, of our time-tossed existence.

He sang a little more, then broke in on himself, fingers still dancing over the keys of the harmonium. Musing on the words of the song, he said: “Flowers, very beautiful; face, very beautiful—what you getting? Cemetery!” and resumed singing a tempo. Gee, I thought, that wasn’t exactly an upbeat intermezzo.

An elderly lady who spoke with a French accent entered without knocking.

“Come in, mother,” said Nada, whose custom, I would learn, was to address all women as “mother.”

My time was finished. I got up and the French lady sat down beside Nada, praising him effusively, pawing him as if he were a teddy bear.

“Isn’t he marvelous?” she said, peering up at me with unabashed awe.

“You are marvelous,” she said again, turning to Nada, clutching him wantonly, “you just know you are.”

I detected pique in his eyes, but he allowed the good-natured matron to envelop him with her affection.

“You do keep yourself well—come here,” she said to me, “look at his teeth—what amazing teeth!”

The affable monk opened his mouth, smiled primly, and displayed his teeth.

Dazed, and feeling a bit giddy, I stumbled out the door, thanking Swami Nada for the rigorous, enlightening lesson. Half-way down the stairs it occurred to me I forgot to leave the ten dollars for my lesson. Alida mentioned that four of the ten went to Nada and Parvati—not much—and the other six to the True World Order, or, as devotees called it, the Organization. I went back and placed a ten dollar bill on top of the bureau. Nada’s face brightened when I stepped in, apparently unaware of the reason, and said, as I left the second time: “From now on you going up! . . . up! . . . up!”
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