My Personal Retreat

June — December 2008

If we learmn to be Still in the chaos.

r

We can find a treasure of Peace within.

Dear Friends
Hari Om!

How can | possibly share and convey something that is so personal? Writing about it can
hardly do anyustice. However, | understand the feelings some of you have expressed
that | share something about @®elfimposed sabbatic@in India.

| will try to give a glimpse, so that we connect in some.way

To expect one to find quiet in the bustling atmaselof a country of 1.1 billion is in

itself a paradoxical statementé.and yet t ~e
offers seekers at all levels, a feast of the heart, mind and soul!

Purvi and Saneya accompanied me for part of my trip.

My initial journey was a pilgrimage to holy places and slowly | turned more inward to

reflect and commune with the Great Spirit within. My inner world remained rested in the

Divine even as | moved about temples and ashramsgdewbwities and remote villages,

met withpriests, village folk as well as city dwellers.

| like what Swami Tapovaniji has written in His book: Wanderings in the Hima(ayas

must read for all spiritual seekers):

Aln installing 1idols for worship our nc
to humaniy. These idols and religious ceremonies lift the hearts of

common men and wometo a higher plane of devotion. Man may



worship God as the Supreme Sdbatamatmaip who is the Creator,
Preserver, and Destroyer of the Universe and who is immanent in
everythng, or find Him in a tree or blade of grass or piece of stone and
worship Him there. And according to teankalpaof the devotee, God
will bless him. God is omnipresent and omniscient. God is everywhere,
whether in stone, soil, pillar, or piece of stravathing exists in which
God is not. So there is nothing absurd in worshipping God in any
object. o
This has been true in my experience as | have made pilgrimages since a young age
to many holy spots and felt moved by the vibrations there. Many of those &brime
Divine have helped deepen my faith and connection to God.

The words that will best furnish pieces of information about my travels in India are

recreated partly from my diary and partly framymemory of the experiences:

Rishikesh,June 13,2008

The trip started wit the darshan and blessingsSsfami Prakashananda, who is over 150
years old and is called Jageshwar Batmdirected us to take a holy dip in the river
Ganga, specifically at Triveni Ghat. This particular place is considered ektreaceed.
According to legend, the devatas
(celestial beings) and rishis (spiritual
masters) assembled here to welcome
Mother Ganga as she descended from
the Himalayas.

It is a joyous experience to feel the cool
waters of the river. She is dancing so

fast flowing towards the plains, with the

majestic back drop of mountains adding

to her beauty.



On the following day, after paying my res.

Rishikesh and visiting His living quarters at Anand Kutir, where my guru Swami
Chinmayanandaji had started His spiritual life in the 194@sheaded to Badrinath in
the Himalayas.

The road cut into the mountain is narrow in places, the scenery lush green. We drove in a
light drizzle, which can be dangerous in these parts, as theteeagack slides. The view
is breathtaking, with vistas of the mountains and deep valleys. One can feel that one is

heading for an encounter with the Gods!

Badrinath, June 2009

Situated in the valley of the Alakananda river, this sacred spot has maayg stor

connected with it. It is a place of penance of the Gods and masters. However, the town is
today a crowded dirty hamlet revolving around the Badrinath temple.

Our initial visit to the famous temple was fraught with crowds. To visit the temple, we
walked barefoot in the absolutely filthy narrow lanes on the side of the temple. Priests
with disinterested faces, chanting scripture and the devout pushing their way to glimpse
at the powerful bedecked idol of Lord Vishnu, flanked by numerous other deitas

some of the sights we came upon. The atmosphere felt like there was a big bazaar or a
fair and we had to decide where we would go shopping! | was left wondering why | was

pulled to come here and what this really has to do with my retreat.

All these aubts vanished the following day when we followed the same route barefoot to
the temple at 4 AM for the morning abhishek or sacred bath of the dieties.

Sitting before the altar, with Sri Raval, the educated namboodari priest from south India
bathing the Wraha (stone image of Lord Badki) felt the power, the intensity and the
sanctity of the simple roekvhich we are told was installed by Sri Adi Sankiathe

famous advaita philosopher. It looked so different without the ornaments and dresses.
The vibmation during the ritual, with the chanting by 4 priests and the wave of devotion
emanating from the crowd of about a 100 people, transported me into another realm for

most of the time. lis moments like this that take our being into the glory of the Bivin



Self. They help us to realize that all that we see and experience is the manifestation of
this One energythe Consciousnegsappearing in the form of nature, people and life, in

all its facets of beauty and uglinésef pain, suffering and of ecstaagd bliss.

Mana- the mountain village

An idyllic village, on the banks of the river Saraswati lined with craft and tea shops. As
we looked down we saw the river flowing with a terrific force several hundred feet below
in a steep valley. Our guided us on a flat terraced path, with the view of the mountains
to our left. The pahadismountain village folk, were dressed in vibrant colors. The
women wore chunky jewelry and were occupied with their knitting and friendly chatter.
Lakshmi and Govindrom Santa Fe, New Mexico were also with us. As we made our
way up the gradual ascent we found ourselves in front of a small temple. Here, it is said
Lord Ganesh wrote the Mahabharata :
dictated by Sri Ved Vyas. Whether it is
true or nof it is really tre feeling with
which we visit a shrine that can help u

on our spirituai

Swami Tapovanji has written His own "
account of visiting the Vyas cave and ' 4
said: fAThere is nf
the tradition that Vyasa composed his | »
Mahabharha and Vedanta Sutra here. o All such pi
minds and hearts in the direction of the One Indivisible Truth. To glimpse in our heart the

Self that lives that is beyond wordsone needs reflection, understanding and deep

devotion at the inner level. At the outer levedacred sites and nature and spiritual

masters are perfect springboards to send us soaring inward.

We climbed even further up and reached the cave where Vyas lived. Here we all sat in

semi darkness, facing twstatues that have been built in recent years as a tribute to this



sage. The silence that permeated the atmosphere and my heart was pregnant with the bliss

of Brahmani or the Absolute. We all felt that the vibrations here were very strong.

Uttarkasi & Gangotri

Driving through the most picturesque region of Tehri Garhwaldescended to 3500

feet above sea level towards the eastern part of the Himataydgarkashi and then

made our way to Gangotri. The drive is through terraced mountain sidegsid® a

deep valley where a river meanders it way skirting the banks. Now they have built a dam
and spoilt the natural beauty of the place. This is also the area where the great master

Swami Ram Tirtha had spent considerable time. | was filled with iHismerance.

Due to rockslides and road closures we could not proceed to Gangotri. We were two days
behind schedule and we made the most of i b
Uttarkashi. This is the place where Swami Chinmayanamdg guru, studied frorklis

teacher Swami Tapovan Maharaj during19491 . Tapovanji 6s humbl —~ K

vibration of peace and austerity.

My first impression of Gangotri was disappointing. A crowded bazaar, hawkers all along
the road a line of sadhus sitting alongsidehite main roadbegging for money from the
passers by. Even near the main temple of Mother Ganga there were crowds, dirt and the
assembly of panddsor north Indian priests who are only too eager to offer prayers for

the pilgrims and for their ancestoidie legend connected with the river Ganga is that



King Bhageeratha performed severe penance here at Gangdtfinally she came

down from the Himalayashus,it is customary to perform ceremony for departed souls

here. | did that for my parents and atfemily members who have crossed over to the

other side. In fact | didoat several places during this retreat. In doing so | connected

with love and respect to my parents and others. Such moments of remembrance soften the
heart and fill it with a gentleeminder of the cultural beauty of the lives of our elders.

They are meant to send prayers for their onward journey as well as inspire us to live the

higher values practiced by them.

In Gangotri, we visited the beautiful kutia of Swamif
Tapovanji. He usd to spend four or five months of
the year here and Swamiji had also studied with Hi
here. Today another sadhu in his eighti&sami

Sunderanandaji lives there.

| was supposed to stay for a month in Uttarkasi at
Tapovan kutir in retreat. Sanow it dd not work

out and | found myself back in Gangotri, at a very
nice ashram called Isavaya. The swantharge
was so warm and took very good care of us. To me this was a perfect example of

spirituality in action. God always works things in His way. Hewsavhat is best for us.

This place became a perfect retreat space for me. My room had windows overlooking the

|

Ganga. Here Gangaji gushes with
tremendous force, dancing anditying
down, winding her way twards the

plains. Her sound is enough for one to
transcend into joyful meditation. Just the
sight of her fills one with awe and
devotion. There is a special charm about

her.




Every evening the local priests perform a Ganga arati on her banks. | used to go often and
join in the singing. My heart would filkith patriotism and | felt proud to be a child of

such a rich heritage. Often | would be overwhelmed with tears.

My days in Gangotri were spent in restful reflection, reading, long silent walks and deep
meditations away from the main hub of the temptam&times | wandered in the forest
and ended up resting on a high cliff, looking down a thousand feet, at the holy river
cascading with unabated speed. At

other times, | found myself sitting on
rocks, very close to the Ganga water.
Her current is so fashat one is
advised not to swim or go beyond a

certain point for a dip. The waters ar . %,
so cold that one can barely take a feW®
quick dips. A dip in the Ganga they
say cleanses one of all sins. The
masses take it literally. Our masters point out that itadgriher feeling that affects our

transformation much more than the physical act.

Many evenings | would walk and sit on a ledge far away from the bathing ghat and
meditate. Just the sight of the Ganga singing her song with the steep mountains on both
sides of her, fills the heart and glides one into a place where time and space are not felt.
My retreat at Gangotri was accelerated by my almost daily visits to TapovanB{utir

the grace of Swami Sunderananda | could mediate for an hour or so in a véry smal
interior room which had been the meditating place for Swami Tapovan. To just be in the
compound was enough to put one in a meditative space. However, | cannot describe the
extent of power within t marginal space inside the hut which containsahall dtar, on
whichwas pl aced Tap othreetyge potsait ghiatemgs depiktingrhim in an
ausere, contemplative mood and just enough space for two meditaterisdo either

side of the altarThe room was in total darkness and was one of th#i¢ings of my



retreat. Here | merged effortlessly with the Divine Consciousness and forgot any trace of

worldliness! His presence was unquestionable

There is ample evidence of spiritual materialism around temples and holy places with
priess and shop kgeers clamoring for business. India lacks hygiene and basic facilities

for tourists and in public spaces, especially in the rural areas. The government and police
departments have a callous attitude and often one sees a disregard for fellow humans.
Still it is hard to find a parallel for the devotion of the ma$stae convergence of

sadhus, the ritualistic fervor of the devout. The display of spiritual accessories, prayer
plates, flowers and oil lampsall in juxtaposition with the sea of pilgrims rushiimg

joyful participation to fulfill their desires after a long joura@xpectant to reap the

reward of their worshipare sights unparallel anywhere else in the world!

After a month of intense retreat, on my way down from Gangotri, we had a narrow
escapdrom a landslide in which our car and many belongings were completely
destroyed. Purvpur driver and |, walked away in time and spent two nights at a make
shift roadside tea stall. As | sat on the wooden bench on day two of our ordeal, looking at
the iiver Ganga rushing with incredible speed down a few thousand feet-dalould

not but feel grateful for the awesome power of God, His inscrutable ways and constant
Grace in my life.

South India

Purvi and | parted company and | went to south Indianfpayurvedic rejuvenation

treatment. Here in a small village near the southern tip of India, | spent three weeks

caring for the instrument which | use to serve others and do His wyrkody. From the
Himalayan retreat now | was sliding into the worldadf massagesgest and minimal

readingi of just quiet time spent in reflection, prayer and japa. Surrounded by the hills

and green paddy fieldsotto forget the big mosquitoesny only company wrethe

two doctors angix ladies who were assigned t@ssage me. My body felt weak, but my
spirit was becoming strongervinesurremdertaoad sol v

of Life- to celebrate what is. | experienced once again what it felt like to be free in spite



of external conditionsTo live inthe constant contact with Great Spirit and watch the

mi nd and emotions work themselves outeéethi
path is fulfilled in a spiritual master. To bask in the bliss of the Infinite even amidst the
finite and the fleehg changes of life by remaining centered in That is a joy krtovew

people today.

It was my longing to visit Rameshwardnthe holy island, which they say has incredible
vibrations. The Wikipedia has an apt descriptionAc cor di ng upontitehe Pur
advice ofRishis(sages), Lord Rama along with Sita and Lakshmana installed and
worshipped th&ivalingahere to expiate the sin Brahmahatygkilling of a Brahmin)

(Ravana was a Brahmin the great grandson of Brahiajus believe that b$ins are

absolved by a visit to this sacred temple by the sea.

| journeyed to this fishing villageevisiting enroute the famous Meenakshi Temple of

the Divine Goddess at Madurai. In Rameshwaram, | had the most profound experience at
the temple which d&s 22 wells which are believed to be filled with healing water. As |

had just finished my treatment | could not bathe with their waters, but was content to
splash them on my feet. Here the beach is so pristine and one can see Sri Lanka far away
as a tiny peck on the ocean. My mind was filled with admiration for the Lord and how

He crossed the ocean to rescue his wife who had been abducted by Ravana. | prayed with
fervent devotion to that Divine One who knows the hearts of all béihgsked for

forgiveness to the One for all the hurt | had caused in all my incarnations to others and in
this present one. Here | felt an unceasing oneness with all beings and creatures as |

looked at the vast expanse of the ocean while offering ablations to my ancestors.
Mumb ai, SeptemberOctober

The time to move into the hustle bustle of the metropolitan city had come nearer. With an
interlude of visiting a yoga ashraiir flew back to Mumbai. Thgoga ashram made me
feel like Iwas part in India and part the USA:biting mosquitoes, heavy rains,

humidity, and only a group of dikard westerneyoga practitioners, monotonous



satsangs and a strict atmosphemeade me feel so out of place. The place was

picturesque and quiebut not suited for what | had to do.

Mumbai is Ike New York Gty. It has always felt like home. | had lived there for over 11
years. Since then | had visited the city, but only for a few days each time. Now | was
back for an extended stayput to an unfamiliar world. It has developed a lot sincet| lef
15 years back. | continued in my retreat mode, devoting a fair amount of time to my
prayer and meditation. By G&lGracemy cousin and her husband had given me the
exclusive usefaheir spacious, luxurious, séacing apartment with cook and car and

driver at my disposal.

During the ninenights of the divine feminine @Vratri festival) | bonded with a
wonderful group of spiritual women throughy si st er 6 enfShe end Shr e 'a
conducted Gayatri homads (firesaandklr emony) vV e

attended regularly.

Here | would speak for 15 minutes everyday on something spiritual and Shreya ben
would share her wealth of spiritual experiences which were a healthy mix between Hindu
and western traditions. | was so happy to see that contangEpirituality was

flourishing in Mumbai and people were open to an integration of Hindu and other

universal approaches.

Sidhabari, India. November-December

After two months spent in this wéywith a short visit to Hong Kong to plan my 2009

calendar] wentto Sidhabari in India. Her@estled at the base of the Himalayan

foothills,i s my gur uds r e slhitally thergpwer otleers fiamdHoregys h r a m
Kong and Dubai also at the ashram with ifige Karmapa, the Tibetan 21 year old leader

of the Kagyu lineage, lives 3l@metess from our ashram. His US seat is in Woodstock

NY, and | had livedpposite that center for over gigars. J along with our grouphad a
memorable meeting with hiniHe was so casual afriendly andhe expressed a dee to

learn Vedanta and looked forward to seeing me in Woodstock. He emanated simplicity

and peace. | spoke with him a bit in Hind: a



guotes and a small laminated picturehich He put in His pocket right awayaking
the comment that Swami Chinmayananda was a great master and that He had watched
some teachings of His on video. Who would have thought that Woodstock and Sidhabari

were so inextricably connected. My guru and the Dalai Lama were also friends.

For afew days | had some satsangs with the group and we spent quiet time together at
Swami ji 6s samadhi . This iIs the power spot of
Swamiji in padnasam. Below it are His mortal remains. The place of a spiritual mabsters

burial is empowered with very high vibrations.

| spent considerable time meditating and contemplatinige ashranDuring the day |
alternatecbetweel ong wal ks and performing service (s
kutia. | spent some moments of laughted ailence with ShivaramarijiSwa mi j i 6 s ve |l e
T the white bearded man who is now 80 years of age. He is full of love and ,sawvgiy

day wisdom. | also got the chancestudy from some of the tdddoksfrom which my

teacher had studied. | glanced athmsdwritten notes. This was a special treat and |

immersed myself with enthusiasm to add to the treasure of knosvliddgl received

directly from hm. Every morning after my meditation | would sit with a cup of tea on the

balcony outside my room, ovedking the Himalayan Mountains and terraced fields

where the villagersilled their land with ox using wooden ploughs. India still is a happy

blend of old fashioned business and technological empowerment.

At this time, he nature of my retreat morphed im0 intensity that is hard to describe.
Perhaps it wathe fact that the time was drawing to a close. | would return to Mumbai

and Ahmedabad to visit my family and then be off to Beijing right #fieiNew Year.

The guru always is within us. He is in chamf our spiritual evolution and becomes the
manifestation of the Divine Consciousnésshether He is in physical form or not. He

works in a powerful way to connect and align our being with Consciousness and prepare
us for the work we must do in the phgadiworld. To be in His ashram and place of fest

has a magical effect that intensifies energies and perpetuates shifts that are necessary for

our growth and for the work.



| was open and read@utwardly | lead a regulated routine, waking up at 5am eagryid
mingled withfew of the ashram members, spendimgst of my time on my own
pursuing the guidance | received from my guru. This was the perfect setting, the perfect
vibration and | felt completely at home here. After
traveling so much, after visitinglgrimage spots and
templesi | came to the realization that | had come to
many times in my life before. At the heart of the inner
being lies everything that | am.lItlo need a conducive
environmento feel the Great Spirit and feel completely
at peacé that placds here at the ashram of my beloved
master a place where | have the memorytlod most

joyful times spent inis company, of the most subtle and

blatant lessons | haweceived on my spiritual path

Here is the @ce where my heart findslaoe, where | can sit in the samadhi mandir and
time stops still for me only to discover the Truth of what | have always been. From here

| can embrace all of humanity in the Love of that One Consciousness that is everywhere
at all times. Yes, these sixamths showed me that all is in Perfect Divine order when |

accept myself without boundaries and abide in My Self!



