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      To Jim, my mentor, inspiration, and best friend.

      This book is also dedicated to my fellow Americans. The terrorism of September 11, 2001 is what anger and hatred within the human heart are capable of. But in this aftermath we also witness the triumph of good: we are heroes, survivors, and a nation more united than ever. It is my hope that this day forever reminds us to look within ourselves and transcend our rage, self-destruction, and hatred. May justice and peace prevail on Earth. 
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      Introduction

      Tantra, the art of spiritual 
sexuality, has been teasing us lately. Late-night news segments and sexy 
magazine covers report that it can spice up our sex life better than Viagra, 
improve our health more than herbs, and awaken the flame of personal 
enlightenment. But few explain why, or how. Even those providing good academic 
instructions fail to mention what really ends up happening to the serious student of tantra. Can its benefits be realized by anyone? Or is tantra merely an excuse for sexual indulgence?

      I can tell you from eleven years of personal experience that the promises of tantra are real, for I am living them. And indeed, as teasingly suggested, this sweet yoga of love is 
really fun. When I discovered tantra at the ripe young age of nineteen, I had no idea how it was to affect my physical body, transform my emotions, or even create the occasional perils that I had to face. By using my sexuality to facilitate higher states of consciousness, I found answers to fundamental questions: What do I really want? Where is my true happiness found? Where am 
I found?

      Sexual essence is the most powerful energy available to us on a personal level. This force that ignites the miracle of life can also be used to elevate physical, emotional, and spiritual consciousness. Tantra is not a religion; it is ber that sweet flame of desire within you: the fire that beckons you to know your essence and source of unending happiness. Come with me now, and look inside my life: a tantrika’s life, ignited through tantra. Let me tell you what really happens if you should ever be so bold as to dip your toes, or plunge your entire being, into this path of ecstasy. 

    

  
    
      
         

         

         

         

        Part 1

        
          [image: image]
        

        Physical Elation

      

    

  
    
      1
Falling in Love

      Flames rise from my pelvis, licking my heart, playing my body with deep hues of red that melt into orange and yellow, then cool me with green, blue, violet. An orgasm of color, the boundaries of my skin blur fuzzy, and the pleasure dances now outside of my body, taking me with it, so that I become the ecstasy that lives in the ether surrounding me. 

      Stubborn, that’s what I am. Stubbornness kept me from siding with either faction of my divorced family. Stubbornness kept me from blindly accepting the values of my generation. And now, as I lie here, barely able to breathe, I thank God for my stubbornness. 

      My senses are dancing. Currents of hot and cool energy swim up and down my spine, pouring into my loins and out the tips of my fingers. These few hours have passed like moments. Content in my partner’s arms, I read his body, feel his feelings, and know his thoughts. Our bodies feel merged into one luxuriant energy of bliss.

      I feel like a goddess—transcendent and linked with every woman, past, present, and future. I am the seductress, lover, mother, sister, and caretaker. My heart sings with a compassion for all people and things that make up this miraculous world. 

      Opening my eyes, I turn to my partner, and a laugh escapes 
my buzzing lips. 
Wow! How did we do that? With a smile he teases, “This is only the beginning.”

      For several hours I have been absorbed in meditation. I have not been sitting silently alone in lotus position; I have been breathing, feeling, and sensing—in oneness—between the sheets of my bed with my partner. The ecstatic feelings I now encounter, which begin through the simple exercises of tantra, have positively affected every aspect of my life. 

      Tantra taught me how to master my emotions and go beyond my fear, fertilizing the seeds of self-confidence that had been buried for years. My emotional outlook transformed from insecurity and self-doubt to a high self-esteem and certainty. Tantra helped me put my destiny into my own hands.

      My creativity blossomed. Every part of my day—from mundane dishwashing, to the routine of work, to my highest artistic aspirations— became an experience of joy, symmetry, and oneness. Every moment became an opportunity to grow and to express myself.

      Struggles with money vanished. Prosperity, like a flowing river, poured into my life. I embraced what it means to feel truly supported by the universe. I healed family relationships that had been damaged for years. My friendships and loving relationships became increasingly more fulfilling. Letting go of desperation, negative thinking, and self-hatred, I learned what “unconditional love” really means. 

      My perception of spirituality and God took on an entirely different meaning, one that was founded on experience rather than hearsay, choice rather than indoctrination. I began to release everything inside me that was not in harmony with my essence. Tantra became my passageway to a destiny built upon total choice, a destiny that would link me to an ever increasing love for self and others.

      But who I am today is not who I was eleven years ago when I first discovered tantra. During the fateful summer that marked the beginning of my destiny with tantra, I was, one could say, quite a head case. 

      Beginnings  

      My emotions dominated my life. I wore depression like a comfortable bathrobe, and worry, its close cousin, clung my side. “You’re so moody,” my family would tell me. Had my parents not been adverse to antidepressants, I might have been medicated for the severe mood swings I suffered.

      My past is not different from that of many other people of my generation. In the middle-class suburb in California where I grew up, we learned that looking good on the outside was more important than feeling good on the inside. Our happy exteriors hid eating disorders and extreme insecurity. We might have been the poster children for low self-esteem. Yet we had power. We had at our fingertips every possible piece of information (and substance) with which to do whatever we chose. We thought we knew everything. We all wanted to belong to something great: a something we didn’t quite understand.

      My broken family was also typically dysfunctional. As the youngest of six children, I figured that if I did everything right I could make up for the mistakes of the whole family and rescue everyone from all past mistakes and pain. I tried really hard to get it all “right.” I got straight A’s in school in an attempt to gain my parents’ attention. I wanted them to notice me: the shy girl in the corner who had so much to say but lacked the nerve. I tried cheerleading, gymnastics, softball, and diving—all terrible choices for me, an inherent klutz. (I usually won the “most improved” award for starting out hopelessly bad and not giving up in the face of humiliation!) Theater was a great outlet, as it gave me the approval that I desperately needed (and it required much less physical coordination!). But despite all my experimentation, nothing seemed to satisfy an inner yearning that I could hardly define. One remnant of my parents’ divorce was the conflicting message I received about God. My father’s side of the family was comprised of born-again Christian extremists. Joint custody dictated that every other weekend, come Sunday, we would all pack into Dad’s van and head off to church, singing hymns and reciting prayers. Following the footsteps of my revered stepsisters, I devoutly accepted Christianity at the early age of nine, vowing that I would spend my life serving God. I liked the structure and discipline of a strong spiritual life.

      But  the messages of Christianity, although fundamentally good, left me with many unanswered questions . Why are we intrinsically sinful, even from birth? Why is my sexuality bad? Why does God send non-Christians to hell? The responses and sermons of the pastors did not always stand up to scrutiny. 

      My mother’s household, which is where I spent the majority of my childhood, embraced the other extreme. Mom’s family was spiritual, but not religious. According to them, one’s relationship with God is personal. Church was not a consideration, even during religious holidays. Mom was wise in a down-to-earth way. 

      “Heaven and hell are right here on Earth,” she would say. To her, spirituality was simply one part of life. Books on all types of philosophies could be found, especially in my eldest brother’s room. There I would learn of Eastern religions, astrology, and metaphysical subjects from authors such as Jack Kerouac, Linda Goodman, and Herman Hesse. 

      I liked my mother’s practical and self-reliant sense of spirituality, but I wanted more. Not knowing it at the time, I was seeking a path that I had yet to fully comprehend. 

      And so at nineteen I was open to a different way of looking at things. My first year away from home at an eastern college had done nothing for my self-esteem. I had gained the perfunctory “college twenty,” my face was a mess of acne, and, as usual, I was sexually frustrated (the all-women’s college didn’t help). Above all, I didn’t know who I really was, and I finally felt courageous (or confused) enough to find out. One early-summer day, I simply said a prayer. I asked God to show me what I was looking for. Less than one month later I discovered tantra.

      A New Path  

      Early that summer I was invited by a friend to a rebirthing workshop*1 at a local bookstore. Searching for answers to questions I couldn’t even articulate, I jumped at the opportunity, and found myself sitting in a large circle of about thirty people in an incense-filled room on a warm Friday evening. A couple walked in the door a half hour late, disturbing our silent meditation. The instructor rolled his eyes as we all looked in their direction. For some reason my heart skipped a beat. 
A vague memory . . . some kind of connection . . . It was unexplainable. 

      Thus interrupted, the instructor asked us to do one exercise before beginning the rebirthing. We were first to choose a partner. I turned to the woman behind me who had just arrived. When I looked into her deep brown eyes, I felt I knew her from lifetimes ago. Later I discovered that she and her husband were tantric teachers. They had been ordained by the Kriya Jyoti Tantra Society of Southern India.*2

      The instructor asked us to share an issue we were coping with and our goals for its resolution. Our partners were to support us by replying, “I support you and I want that for you.” I told my partner that I wanted to lose the twenty pounds I had gained the previous year. When she looked into my eyes and said, quietly but firmly, “I want that for you,” it was as though I had remembered her saying that many, many times before. 

      I didn’t know anything about tantra then. I didn’t even know that the woman and her husband were tantric teachers. But over the two weeks following the workshop the extra weight dropped from me as though by miracle, and their faces lingered in my mind. 

      Blessing in Disguise 

      For reasons beyond my control, I was unable to go back to college in the fall. My father had lost his job, and I couldn’t get funding to pay for the following year. My attraction to tantra was so strong that I decided to take off one year to study this subject in great detail. 

      Over the course of that year I studied many spiritual books, such as 
A Course in Miracles.†3 Despite my impatient nature, from age nineteen to twenty-one I didn’t actually practice any tantra.‡ 
4Taking the advice of my new teachers, I decided first to understand it and then to prepare my mind and  body by doing other disciplines. I practiced rebirthing, meditation, prayer, Kriya yoga,*5 and fasting.  

      After one year, I was still unable to come up with funding for my private college, so I decided to transfer to a school in California. I studied with my teachers in the form of counseling sessions (their primary business, unrelated to tantra, was helping people through personal and relationship counseling). These sessions helped me work through some very large emotional issues. And tantra, well, what can I say? Tantra seduced me with its silent beckoning. Although I did not attempt to begin this mysterious calling, it continued to intrigue me. My teachers taught me more about tantra from their actions than from their words. Their honesty, depth of character, immense love for others, and giving nature were a lesson unto itself for me. Never had I met such a spiritually gifted man and woman before. A sweet peace emanated from their presence, and everyone around them felt it.  Tantra, I learned, utilizes a tremendous amount of energy, and its beneficial effects will shine when the practitioner is fully ready to accept this energy. It is a bit like stretching before a vigorous workout. 

      This time of intensive study and personal reflection also allowed me to get over the initial lusting fascination that I had with tantra. Part of me wanted to use tantra to rebel. It would have been a bandage to cover up my disillusionment with religion and would also be something that my family would never understand—sort of a rebellious affront to their beliefs. But one needs a clear head and clear agenda for starting a path of tantra, and it took me some time to get there.

      Yet, having chosen tantra (or perhaps it chose me), everything in my life began to fall into place. I had become a student—not just of academics, but also of spirituality. I had begun the first steps in exploring every aspect of myself through this ancient art of tantra. 

      Tantra 

      Tantra, beloved word, is first discovered in Sanskrit.*6 It comes from
tanoti, “to expand,” and trayati, “liberation.”
Tantra also means “to weave,” as if to weave together the community, or to weave the hearts of people into one. Tantra, considered the yoga of love, is also called tantra yoga.† 7

      Tantra’s roots are in Hindu and Buddhist sects of India, where today it is practiced in limited areas just as it was traditionally practiced a thousand years ago. Known by many different names, tantra has been affected by, and has directly influenced, some religious groups of China and Japan. In China tantra’s precepts are seen in Taoism, where sex is used to achieve spiritual happiness as well as physical energy and longevity. In Japan, some sects of Buddhism practice tantra. Yet tantra can be traced back to early peoples, and its essence is found in almost all societies. Any celebration of the creative life force is tantric in nature.

      Tantra is not a religion. It doesn’t require adopting a spiritual belief system or adhering to doctrines. Tantra can be a positive complement to any existing lifestyle or religion. Tantra can also be the foundation of one’s life. It is flexible enough to complement and strong enough to uphold. Tantra is a way. Its methodology automatically causes the experience of enlightenment, or truth, or God, regardless of one’s faith. Tantra can be learned as a specific set of instructions, but its nature is fluid. Like any form of art or creation, tantra’s expression is uniquely personal. It cannot be separated from the individual practioner. 

      In tantra I found a synergy between sexuality and spirituality, between tradition and spontaneity, between the communal and the subjective. It was like glue to me. It brought together all the seemingly irreconcilable pieces, merging the contradictory and disparate messages of religion, philosophy, and literature. Tantra guided me inward, showing me that my darkest demons were illusions built of dust. In essence, it enabled me to become a completely different person. 

      The human heart is a miracle. It makes heroes of us. It helps us love others more than we love ourselves. It gives us patience and strength to endure the many hardships of our lives. It is the reason that soldiers sacrifice their lives. It is the reason we go beyond our judgmental minds and forgive the crimes against us. Our hearts make us bigger than we are. Our hearts are our everlasting link to whatever we think of as “God.”

      In tantra we find happiness by opening our hearts to the people around us, to the world around us, and ultimately to ourselves. 

      It Is Easier to Love a Theory Than It Is to Love People 

      The great religious texts—the Bible, the Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Torah—tell us, by metaphor, anecdote, and literal instruction, to love others. Most people with a conscience, religious or otherwise, will agree that love and compassion are among the most noble of ambitions. Why, then, is there so much hatred, war, and misery? Why does the actual practice of love not always coincide with that which is idealized? 

      To many of us God is a concept. God is known by many different names: Universal Consciousness, Almighty, Energy, Creator, Source, Goddess, Mother-Father God, Yahweh, and Allah, to name a few. God is that part within us that knows we are part of something larger than ourselves, that there is a pattern to this life of ours, and that somehow we are linked to one another. Whatever we may call this source of inspiration, one thing rings clear. How much tangible harm can he/she/it do to us from seemingly far away? 

      People are quite another matter. People make mistakes, hurt our feelings, disappoint us. It’s not easy to love someone who appears to cause us harm. It’s not a simple task to let go of the small hurts, intentional and otherwise, that inevitably accumulate over time with family, friends, neighbors, and lovers. We get bruised, and we remember these bruises. We build walls to prevent pain.

      Thus, the ideal of love, as espoused by spiritual teachings, becomes very, very challenging. It is easier protect ourselves, to make our love conditional, and to withhold our love with mature and rational logic. After all, as long as we can justify our pain or anger with good reasons, our lack of love, even our malicious deeds toward others, is excusable. 

      Tantra has no text or manual on how to treat others. Yet the universal call for love within all great spiritual teachings can be embodied through tantra. Tantra calls our intellectual bluff. Tantra takes the theory of loving God to a practical level. Before we can love God, we must love others. Tantra asks us not to idealize love, or to love a concept, but rather to experience love. Tantra is about 
really loving others, here and now. 

      This does not mean that we need to have sex with everyone we want to love. Tantra is a tool that teaches us how to love unconditionally, in every area of our lives. Many people misunderstand how tantra relates to sex. Tantra uses sex only as a vehicle. In and of itself, sex is meaningless. Sex is a tool, like the flame of a candle in meditation or the beads used in prayer. No tool will bring us enlightenment unless we use it for that purpose. Tantra’s purpose is never about having sex. The purpose of tantra is not even to be tantric. The purpose of tantra is, once again, love. Tantra holds sexuality in a context that is healing and positive, as an expression of God’s love. My sexuality was to become a primary channel for strengthening my spiritual life. 

      People become involved in tantra for various reasons. The practice of tantra can bring us many personal benefits, including improved relationships, emotional healing, physical health, longevity, happiness, wealth, and of course the obvious: an intensely satisfying sex life. I chose tantra for many reasons, some of which I would not discover for many years. But, regardless of diverse initial interests, to remain on this path all must have only one agenda—a profound desire for oneness with whatever it is we call God.

      Path of the Heart

      Tantra might be a simple path, but it is not always easy. Many people who begin tantra, even with the best intentions, will fall off the path. Why is it so difficult to make love all the time? Practicing tantra is not like going to church for two hours a week. It will make us look at ourselves. It will ask us to change. It pushes buttons. Indeed, it pushed buttons inside me that I didn’t know I had. 

      The methodology of tantra is feminine, which is a striking difference when compared to Western spirituality. Western thought—which has been biased in favor of masculine values for these past two thousand years of patriarchy—values rationality, scientific analysis, and rules. The way of tantra is through the heart. The heart is ruled by love, not logic. Through our hearts, we give and receive of ourselves: not just our intellectual wisdom, but also our empathy, intimacy, and joyful passion. We become the nurturers and providers, as a mother with her child, as Earth with her bounty.

      All of us, regardless of gender, have some degree of masculine and feminine characteristics. Through the eyes of tantra, when we bring these aspects of ourselves into balance, we begin to feel more centered: more of a whole person. For example, a woman who is dominated by logic and blind ambition might find tantra strengthening her inner qualities of intuition and compassion. An overly emotional man, on the other hand, will become more rational and in control. It is very possible to have both sides out of balance, as was my predicament. In the case of my outward ambitions, I was independent to the point of being too self-involved. Yet I lacked a strong sense of emotional grounding, which caused me considerable insecurity and self-doubt. I had my work cut out for me!

      The promises of tantra were great, and almost unbelievable at times. Tantra allows anyone to experience the ecstatic, heavenly realm that saints through the ages have attempted to describe through poetry and metaphor. It’s nearly indescribable, because it’s beyond what we can mentally conceive. Utilizing our most primitive, overwhelming desires for sexual encounter, tantra teaches transcendence of all desire. Tantra’s ultimate lesson is that all human desire carries at its source the singular desire for God. And even the desire for God is transcended once we understand that we are already there. 

      This dream, remote to many of us even as a possibility, is a real destiny achievable through tantra. The only question for me was: Do I have the courage, strength, and, most important, the faith to accept such a challenge?  Stubborn as I am, the choice seemed obvious. 

    

  
    
      2
Initiation

      In fantasy I knew there would be 
delights, but this that I now feel is beyond mental comprehension�it is both 
feeling and sensation. Love laced with heat dances inside me, dancing like the 
coil of smoke rising from a flame. Oh, this dancing warmth is so very deep, 
immensely thicker than physical heat, it is like a presence between us that is 
blessing our long anticipated union. Namaste, I bow to the divinity within you.

      It is the eve of my tantric initiation. Just before sunset I enter the tantric home of my teachers. An inviting fireplace warms the living room. The scent of sandalwood incense evokes a memory of church pews. Soft music plays in the background, a mixture of Eastern and Western melody. There is no book here to read, nor rules to follow, nor any sermon to ponder. I feel a gentle peace warming my body and my heart. 

      There must be lots of sex that goes on within these walls, but how is it that it feels spiritual and pure, like a familiar church? The tantric home—its softness, innocence, and feeling of encompassing love—incites contradictions within me.

      As I await my teacher, who is preparing for this initiation as I have already done, my mind begins to wander. Now twenty-one, I consider myself a sexually liberated woman. In my mind, at least. The tantrics I 
have met so far are quite sexual, whereas until now my imagination has lived a much richer life than has my physical body. Tantrics, as I have noticed, are happy and confident. And radiant! Some of the 
tantrikas*1 I know are twice my age, but they look young enough to be my sisters. How do they maintain such physical youth and vitality? How can they have so much sex, yet appear so innocent?  

      He enters the room, freshly bathed. Similar to the connection I felt with his wife, I knew immediately that he would be my tantric partner. His wife, herself a beautiful tantric teacher who radiates a vitality I have rarely seen, was perfectly agreeable to this arrangement. It sounds strange, I know. It took me two years to get accustomed to the idea. 

      We hug. We disrobe. We share a small amount of wine and some cheese and crackers. We talk about what we will do. We talk about our feelings. 

      “I’m nervous,” I confess, blushing.  

      He asks me, for the hundredth time, if I’m sure I’m ready. He shares that, even as a man, he was once very nervous as well. I ask him how he got over it. 

      He replies, “I just went beyond my fears and I did it.” 

      Deep inside, I know I’m ready. 

      We hold hands, and ask for God to join us. My heart beats wildly. And then we begin to breathe in unison. 

      How very different it feels to breathe in unison so intimately with another person. Our energies, first disconnected and unfocused, begin to integrate in harmony as a singular unit. On completion, we sit in silence, enjoying the vibrant stillness that is our creation. My body’s energy has shifted from nervous to peaceful. I feel present.

      We sit in the position of yab-yum—that is, I sit on his lap, my legs around him, while he sits upright and cross-legged. We breathe as one. On inhale we visualize energy coming up from the earth, in through our root chakra at the perineum,†2 and up our spine. As we exhale, we send the energy from our  hearts into the heart and down the spine to the root chakra of the other.  

      As we continue this tantric breathing, I feel a strange sense of relief. I’m not sure why or how. I feel a closeness, a deep trust in my partner. I feel a part of myself relaxing that has not relaxed in a long, long time.

      A deep crimson fills the room as the final rays of the sunset stroke the western sky. Swollen from desire, I feel I might reach orgasm just from the breathing. I beckon to him for more. 

      He places himself between my legs and begins to circle his tongue around what he calls my yoni, the gentle tantric word for a woman’s sacredness. 

      I’m so excited that I know I could achieve orgasm at any moment. But he proceeds very, very slowly, taking time to explore every little detail of me. It’s different from the way of other men I have been with, who in a rush press on me harder and harder in hopes that I might climax sooner. My tantric partner seems to delight in the actual experience, as though nothing else in the world matters. 

      For the first time, I stop trying to have an orgasm. I just enjoy him—his tongue’s every twist, turn, and tease. As he licks, I breathe. Up through my spine and out my heart, the energy of God flows through me. All thoughts disappear except for this moment of now.

      I am so close to orgasm that my legs shake, and then he slows the rhythm of his tongue, letting my excitement abate for a while. Then he increases the pace so that my heart quickens and I come close to orgasm, my legs shaking more than before, and again he backs off. Each time I get more and more aroused, so that finally, after an hour, I am nearly begging him to let me come. Finally I slip over that edge and convulse in the sweetest ecstasy I have ever experienced. I expect him to stop but he doesn’t. He continues to arouse me and take me to climax several times more. Each orgasm gets increasingly intense. A tantric man must have a very strong tongue! 

      He lies down and asks permission to penetrate me.*3 I smile and slowly bring his lingam†4 completely inside me. My yoni, wet and aching for him, seeks this completion. Our bodies move in slow rhythm. We are visualizing  the energy circuit, moving in huge currents now through our aroused sexuality, through our spines and out our hearts and down into the other. My whole body climaxes, once, then again, then a third time. I lie on my back and he again enters me. His motions are slow and deliberate, matching my own energy. When he reaches orgasm, he gazes into my eyes in reverence and love. 

      That night I sleep like a rock in bed with him. The next morning I awaken at sunrise. I feel a warm, thick buzzing in my body, unlike anything I have experienced before. My body feels totally present, yet not in an excited or nervous way. I feel light as air, and at the same time completely grounded. Everything in the world is right. I feel no hunger whatsoever for the entire day. 

      And that was just the first time. 
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