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What People Are Saying About

I Am Shakti

I have read scores of books that touch on yoga, ayurveda, and even social justice, but I have never read anything so beautiful and profound. I’m in awe. I now understand why Maya’s teachings can so easily take up residence in the hearts and minds of women everywhere, including my own.

Linda Sparrowe, former editor of Yoga Journal, Yoga International, and author of several books on yoga and women

Maya’s book, I Am Shakti, is a story of how her Shakti has shaped her amazing life. And it is much more. It is an invitation for all women to reclaim their innate power to heal themselves and restore balance, health, love, and joy for all beings. In this eloquent exposition, Maya demonstrates that we are all Shakti.

Vandana Shiva, Indian scholar, environmental activist, food sovereignty advocate, ecofeminist, and anti-globalization author of 20 books

I Am Shakti is more than a book — it is a celestial hymn to the forgotten pulse of the divine feminine, resonating deep within the cosmic tapestry of life. Maya Tiwari’s words unfold like a sacred dance of wisdom, drawing us into the rhythmic heartbeat of Shakti. In this masterpiece, she stitches together the ancient and the modern, the personal and the universal, to guide us on a profound journey toward healing, balance, and collective restoration. With poetic precision and the tender ferocity of a sage, Maya calls us to reclaim the Shakti energy that resides in every woman and man. She invites us to transcend the binaries that have divided us for millennia and to remember our origin as beings of both Shakti and Shiva — intertwined, inseparable, and infinitely powerful. Maya’s own story of transformation from suffering to strength is not merely an inspiration; it is a map for those of us seeking to restore the primordial feminine energy, and in so doing the sacred balance within ourselves and in the world. Every page of I Am Shakti vibrates with life, offering the reader both a challenge and a promise — the challenge to embrace the fullness of our feminine power and the promise of healing and wholeness that follows. This is a book for seekers, healers, warriors, and nurturers alike — a profound manifesto that will guide generations to come. In Maya’s words, we find not only the truth of Shakti’s power but also the courage to rise and embody it.

Dr Vijay Murthy, PhD, Director of The Murthy Clinic, Functional Medicine Practitioner, Ayurvedic Doctor & Naturopath, London, UK

Words are holy magic, and books appear when our souls and our world are ready. I Am Shakti has been summoned into being by the Goddess. In her service and ours, Maya Tiwari has unrobed her heart, offering her inspiring story, her wisdom, and the way home to the primordial, divine feminine power from which all things arise. With this compelling, brilliant, and deeply healing manifesto, Maya Tiwari reveals the light ready to be born from within us all.

Phyllis Curott, Wiccan Priestess, attorney, internationally best-selling author of Book of Shadows, and vice-chair of Parliament of the World’s Religions
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Foreword

In the spring of 2009, I found myself in Australia attending a transformative global conference that attracted nearly a thousand attendees, including health professionals, holistic health seekers, and advocates for sustainable living. The conference focused on exploring health beyond medicine, and touched on philosophy, purpose in life, world peace, and natural approaches to well-being. Among the luminaries was Maya Tiwari, who delivered the keynote address with an elegance that spoke of worlds both ancient and eternal, a voice filled with wisdom drawn from the sacred wellsprings of feminine power. She spoke not just to the audience, but to the very soul of the cosmos, weaving the threads of Shakti — the primordial feminine force — into the very air we breathed.

After her speech, amidst a sea of attendees, Maya’s gaze found me. There was something immediate, almost fated, in her attention. She approached me with the simplicity of a question, “What’s your name, and what do you do?” I introduced myself as the head of the faculty of Ayurveda, expecting the usual nod of acknowledgment, but Maya’s reply was anything but conventional. With a mischievous smile, she said, “You’re too young to be head of anything,” and, in that moment, the ice of formality cracked. A natural connection was born — one that would deepen with time and shared journeys.

In the years that followed, I had the honor of traveling alongside Maya on her World Peace Mandala projects in New Zealand and Australia. These peace pilgrimages were not mere trips but spiritual sojourns, journeys that reflected the profound work Maya does in the world. Her World Peace Mandala projects, like her teachings, are more than a restoration of ancient wisdom — they are a living blueprint for the healing of our fractured world. This connection I share with Maya goes beyond professional admiration. It is rooted in our shared understanding of the ancient, of Shakti’s grace, and the call to restore balance. In this, her latest work, I Am Shakti, Maya once again reminds us of this sacred duty. Her words, much like the keynote address that first drew me to her, pulse with the energy of the divine feminine. This book is not just an exploration but a call to reclaim the essence of Shakti in each of us — woman, man, and all who walk between.

I Am Shakti is more than a book — it is a celestial hymn to the forgotten pulse of the divine feminine, resonating deep within the cosmic tapestry of life. Maya Tiwari’s words unfold like a sacred dance of wisdom, drawing us into the rhythmic heartbeat of Shakti. In this masterpiece, she stitches together the ancient and the modern, the personal and the universal, to guide us on a profound journey toward healing, balance, and collective restoration. With poetic precision and the tender ferocity of a sage, Maya calls us to reclaim the Shakti energy that resides in every woman and man. She invites us to transcend the binaries that have divided us for millennia and to remember our origin as beings of both Shakti and Shiva — intertwined, inseparable, and infinitely powerful.

Maya’s own story of transformation from suffering to strength is not merely an inspiration, it is a map for those of us seeking to restore the primordial feminine energy and, in so doing, the sacred balance within ourselves and in the world. Every page of I Am Shakti vibrates with life, offering the reader both a challenge and a promise — the challenge to embrace the fullness of our feminine power and the promise of healing and wholeness that follows. This is a book for seekers, healers, warriors, and nurturers alike — a profound manifesto that will guide generations to come. In Maya’s words, we find not only the truth of Shakti’s power but also the courage to rise and embody it.

Dr Vijay Murthy, PhD, Director of The Murthy Clinic, Functional Medicine Practitioner, Ayurvedic Physician & Naturopath, London, UK

September 10, 2024
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Part I

We Are Broken





Chapter 1

Mining the Cavernous Depth

We are half of the world’s population. We are the womb of Mother Earth. We gave birth to the human world. We are women.

All my life, the Divine Feminine — Shakti, the Goddess and Mother of all creation — has guided, guarded, and led me ever closer to her. Shakti’s powers are infinite. She is the primordial feminine force of creation. As the primordial feminine energy, she is the root source on which all else depends for survival, nourishment, and thriving. She exists in every iota of life, each life form, and in all genders, albeit only women carry her power in its awakened form. This concept is rooted in the idea that women are the repository of both creative and destructive power, reflecting the dual nature of feminine primordial power. In Hinduism, women’s inheritance of Shakti is used to empower them, to resist patriarchy and reclaim their inherent divine power. By recognizing and honoring the sacred feminine, women can tap into their inner strength and potential, leading to greater balance and harmony in their lives and the world around them. Shakti is the Mother of peace, nourishment, nurturance, love, compassion, and endurance. When necessary, she arms herself, transmogrifying her presence into the fierce protector of her creation. Shakti has revealed herself to me through study and prayer, steered me when my steps have faltered, and surged through my body to set my soul aflame in moments of heart-opening love. Yet it is through suffering most of all that I have truly come to know her; the suffering we all must endure as children of Mother Earth, who endures all. To deeply discern Shakti is to see that she is powerful beyond measure, pulsing at the heart of every living creature and gravid with the seed of all creation; it is also to realize that she is in a state of violent imbalance in our world today. Driven by a primal fear of the Mother and her Mother Earth, the fragile yet tenacious patriarchy has striven for centuries to plunder her cosmic light. The balance of cosmic energy between Shakti and her Divine Masculine counterpart, Shiva, is the fulcrum on which all life hinges. The imbalance of that divine energy is the core cause of humanity’s miseries, affecting the health of our bodies, minds, spirits, relationships, society, and the Earth itself. It falls to us — the daughters, vessels, and wielders of Shakti — to restore this balance and heal our world.

My Sojourn to Shakti

As is often the case with spiritual journeys, my path to Shakti had been winding, onerous, and riddled with blessings — generated from ancestors, previous karmas, and the stoic lessons of this life. We all bear a myriad of wounds, some propelling us further along our paths, others holding us back. At this stage of my journey, I often find myself on bended knees, humbled by devotion to the divine, which has a million forms and names in my tradition of birth. Yet I store memories deep within, shaped by the arduous experiences of my forebears, who were knuckled on bended knees not because they were awed by the glories of the Goddess or their Brahminical heritage but because they were broken into little pieces by their noxious, colonized circumstances. Broken. Pieces, lodged like a bone in an unknown crevice of my body, perhaps in my soul, a visceral suffocating feeling amid otherwise fluent moments. Hauled like bales of cotton and packed like sardines in dank seafaring transports, my great-grandparents were exported from North India as indentured serfs by British prospectors of human life. They traveled 12,000 nautical miles across the vast oceans from Port Kolkata to British Guiana (now Guyana). Although, as a child, I was not fully aware of my grandparents’ and parents’ experiences, I had an intuitive sense of their emotional pain. By the age of 6 or 7, I had a strong impression that my own innocence and heritage had been violated, even though my people never spoke of their past. Somewhere within me, I carried an unconscious memory of the atrocities endured by my elders — a wound that continued to fester. This wounding manifested in many forms and diseases during an early odyssey with ovarian cancer and throughout my life. While I am privileged with a strong intellect, joy, and purpose and perennially rescued by the sheer grace and exquisite beauty of nature surrounding me, I am not surprised to find this woundedness continues as an ellipsis to the present.

My cancer diagnosis was a wound that doctors believed would prove fatal. At age 23, exhausted from their painful, wounded ancestral karmas, my ovaries and womb screamed, “I want out!” Through 13 major surgeries, chemo, radiation, and a complete hysterectomy, I forfeited the mysterious organ and the promise of birthing a child. While I was acutely aware of the dissonant rhythm in the underbelly of my beautiful femininity, I was too young to know the full impact this loss would have on my life. Reflecting on my youthful self, I felt only relief from losing my womb: no more bleeding, I thought. And what of my womanhood and marital bliss? Like a young prospector, sensing lost treasures to scavenge, I cast aside these considerations to delve into the intensive training of a Vedic monk, the rarefied field of my powerful male ancestors.

That was 50 years ago. My five-year-long cancer sojourn and the lingering psychic and emotional vulnerability it engendered launched an otherworldly journey that deeply mined the roots of my being. Beyond my youthful years, and through ancient ancestry, tears of the fragile crones, and angst of the fathers, I discovered a cavernous depth within me, the soul of my soul I understood to be the Shakti, my primeval feminine power. This discovery shaped the way I became familiar with my vulnerabilities, wounds, angst, and fears. It pummeled me time and time again into the abyss where darkness co-existed with light, fears with hope, bitterness with love, and betrayal with trust. In retrospect, it effectively stripped me of the false persona I had established to hide my insecurities and fears while navigating the treacherous waters of white, male-dominated America as a woman, an immigrant, and a person of color. Had I not been pummeled, I could not have emerged from my trauma forged and tempered. Had I not been stripped of my pretenses and laid bare, I could not have donned the mantle of the Divine Mother’s infinite love, wisdom, and forgiveness.

[image: Image]

In October 1977, I lay on the cold gurney at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York, awaiting what was to be my final surgery. The raw, antiseptic odor and the cacophonous clatter of stainless steel equipment made me almost despair again. Though I had become a famous New York fashion designer by then, I was alone. My family had only recently immigrated to Canada following the heinous racially promoted civil war in Guyana that broke out after it became independent from British rule. My people were forced to relocate with barely their lives intact. While cancer raged within me, war waged mercilessly in Guyana — violence within and without. The disease of cancer and the imperium of patriarchy, anarchy, and military atrocity had engulfed my reality. By November 1977, my doctors had determined that my cancer was fatal. The prognosis was six months to live.

In my loneliness, I drew on my father’s Shiva-like protection — we were very close, and he exemplified the powerful and impressive masculine characteristics we attribute to the primordial male Shiva energies. I slipped back to when I was 2 years old, and he cared for me through a bout of diphtheria. His rich tenor voice still called to me, keeping me alive with his persistent love. Loosely hinged between the physical world and the ethereal, I experienced numerous out-of-body journeys. During one of his many visits during my cancer, my father read me scriptural passages from the third chapter of the Bhagavad Gita that reveal the true nature of karma yoga — the path of selfless service. Karma, he explained, holds both positive and negative consequences for us. The universal law of cause and effect impels us into countless rebirths to address and undo the negative results of previous actions. The results of all actions are in accordance with the divine, and all should be seen as blessings — dharma. “This, too, you will survive,” he consoled. “Trust the Goddess Mother.” Trust. Divine Mother. Goddess. An eternal journey, I’d discover.

With the shadow of a death sentence, I left the hospital and medical care and instead sought refuge in a friend’s ski cabin in the winter white of Vermont. After three months of subsisting with an enduring hardwood fire burning bright and a cast iron pot of whole grain and root vegetable soup simmering on a wood stove, I settled into waiting. Waiting to die. Being unhinged from my physical body seemed like a blessing. I felt as light as air, floating about with little or no pain. I wept, yet somehow felt a deep stillness inheriting the smoldering embers of my soul. I was unhinged and hanging, suspended in the imperceptible reality of near death. I saw light beams and rainbows streaming through the windows, with crystal refractions everywhere I turned. Erratic dreams and storms of tears and rawness prevailed. One morning, the comforting crackling sounds of a herd of deer rambling on the dry underbrush drew me outdoors. Early winter mornings in the Vermont forest were heavenly; virgin sunlight streaking through the tall cedars and pines in dancing infractions upon the thickly quilted snowfield. I found myself basking in the solace of raw-some nature. In this place, the Mother Goddess answered my unspoken prayers. Death released me.

I was 28 years old and weighed only ninety pounds, with barely enough fat and muscle to buffer me from the frenzied pace of life in Manhattan. My hands and head shook involuntarily, and a fierce coldness permeated every vein and limb. The ends of my nerves were frayed. And yet, in a strange and inexplicable way, I was jubilant. I felt free. Having withdrawn from the fashion industry due to my illness, I didn’t have to work at constantly reinventing my history or persona to succeed in that frenetically glamorous fashion world. I was able to breathe without worrying thoughts. I began to explore the loosely woven fabric of my life and of my illness, which had been stitched with threads that tied me not only to my childhood but to the lives of my ancestors. To find my way out of the confusion that my cancer and my people’s upheaval had caused, I had to untangle the knots in those threads and look closely at their colors and textures before I could begin to weave myself anew.

This unraveling led me to the profound traditional studies of self-knowledge and self-healing: Ayurveda. Vedanta. Sanskrit. I was passionately driven to learn how the ancient Vedic Rishis approached humanity’s healing from despair, chaos, and disease. I was instructed in this ancient education by my guru, His Holiness, Swami Dayananda Sarasvati, under whose keen wit and brilliant tutelage I would spend the next 20 years studying the greater Vedas. I was further instructed by the depth of my near-death experiences. The gems I began to uncover in my miraculous recovery from cancer were as brilliant as the sunlight reflecting on the undifferentiated white of nature’s wintry welkin.

The transmission of Vedic studies seemed to be linked to my paternal ancestors, most of whom were Vedic priests, scholars, and gurus. A kinship with this tremendous knowledge, my past endurance, and present awakening surfed alongside my studies. In 1989, I participated in an initiation as a Brahmacharini, a dedicated Vedic protege. As I stood in the Holy Ganges River in Rishikesh during that ritual initiation, I felt the spirits of my ancestors released into the early dawn fog. A sudden scud of chilling winds crashed upon the jagged edges of the waters, gleaming with rime as the sun broke out. I remember feeling the regale of fragile freedom. Tenderness in my heart. I was connecting with my ancestors.

Having garnered immense privilege and purpose from my erudite studies, I spent the next three decades as a teacher of holistic ways of living and being. Like its precursor, yoga, the work of Ayurveda that I introduced to the Western world took root. I traveled the globe and helped thousands of women heal from reproductive disorders, cancers, distress, and domestic abuse. I was sought after by the media and publishers. It seemed I was sailing along seamlessly through the smooth and salient riverbed of my calling. The Mother’s grace was with me.

Pleasing my father, I decided to dive even deeper into the ancestral fire. Each year, I would return to the holy river at Rishikesh for the annual observation of Sivaratri, the celebration of the God Shiva, and to spend time with my guru. This was the time when he would bestow the title of Saṃnyāsa — a Vedic monk in the erudite lineage of Veda Vyasa — upon students he deemed fit for the journey of the robes, and in February 1996, he presented me with mine. I received the bright orange raiment and the spiritual nomenclature, “Her Holiness, Swami Mayatitananda.” “Being a dedicated student and doing such good work in the world, you are well suited to this destiny,” he declared. Knowing my ambitious vision for restoring Ayurvedic science to its global destiny, he threw me a carrot: “You will be among the very first women to be offered this honor in this ancient lineage of Veda Vyasa.” His unuttered thought was, “Having lost your womb, you should have far fewer challenges on this well-traversed ancient path of the male guru.” Though I was well aware of the challenges I would face in this male-dominated field, my purpose was pure, and my future seemed to beckon with boundless potential.

The Pearl in the Shadow-Self

The two decades following my initiation as a full-fledged Vedic monk were a shocking antithesis to my prior quarter century of reconciliation, success, and applause. My long and arduous years in orange robes unfolded with endless impediments, obstacles, and slighting from my dear community, family, friends, and strangers alike. My three-book contract with a top publishing house was dropped, sales for my published works dropped radically, and media interest in my growing and thriving work in Ayurveda education in the United States desisted. There was no apparent reason, yet it held a logic all the same: the path of a renunciate naturally renounces material privileges. It seemed like the universe herself was stripping me of the buffer that protected my ego, notoriety, and equanimity.

As both father and guru would say, “See every disadvantage as a blessing.” A very Shiva/Masculine Divine point of view, I might point out, easily uttered when the Shakti Force pays the dear price for all such becoming. Nevertheless, I attempted to do just that as I returned to the world on the major stage of health and spirituality conferences. I began to carve out the feminine face of Ayurveda by restoring long-lost lunar, seasonal, and solar rhythms to my therapies, practices, and principles, especially those that guide women’s wellness. My studies pelted me into a man’s world where the patriarchal mindset flourished. Vedic scholarship and monkhood retained barely a glint of the practicing feminine energy even though India boasts more than a million goddess shrines. While learning and chanting the Sanskrit mantras, especially those for the Goddess, my inner goddess fired up. Experiencing the brunt of emotional conflicts that naturally came with the terrain of being female in a tightly knitted male-oriented system, I chose to live away from the primary monasteries in the United States and India. Instead, I created a non-profit school in the mountain forests of Asheville, North Carolina. Living away from the ashram kept the spirit of condescension and competition with my male peers to a minimum. However, it did not entirely safeguard me from jealousy, misunderstanding, and abuse for being a successful woman in robes. When Ayurveda: A Life of Balance, my second book, was published, my Vedanta colleagues rendered kind and beautiful reviews on my restoration of the Earth-based intelligence of the ancient Ayurveda that modern clinical Ayurveda had lost. However, the comments I received from the ashram’s senior power gurus were quite the opposite: “No one except a sage can restore these ancient works,” or worse yet, “Ayurveda is a dead vidya,” meaning Ayurveda has become so defunct in India and lost to the world that it could not be brought back to life. With the global popularity of Ayurveda today, these same gurus now see themselves as its promoters and sponsors.

The cut got deeper still — I became aware that the brilliant orange robes of a Vedic monk had indelibly stamped me as Hindu. After centuries-long colonized rule, this identity had become stigmatized by the prejudices of Western academia that continue to promote misunderstanding, fear, and distrust of Hinduism. In reality, the Hindu Vedic system has always been a thorn in the side of modern power structures, colonizers, and intelligentsia who seek to diminish or appropriate its rich spiritual history and Earthly treasures. (India’s rare and priceless gems can still be found in crowns and museums throughout Europe — most recently, the glistening wonder of India’s 105.6-carat Koh-i-Noor twinkled regally from the coffin of Queen Elizabeth II as her funeral procession moved through the streets of London.) The Vedic system — comprising cosmic sciences such as astronomy and cosmology, Earth sciences such as mathematics and physics, and healing sciences such as Yoga, Ayurveda, and Vastu, or cosmic architecture — explicates the most ancient wisdom humans possess through an immense repository of knowledge that neither Western academia nor any single extant religion or culture can rival. Yet these magnificent Vedas — the very works helping to heal my ancestral scars and redefine my life’s trajectory — had simultaneously branded me with an indelible “otherness.”

Western wariness of Hinduism and the Vedic system is wholly unfounded. Vedic knowledge, though transmitted to humanity by the Vedic sages, is not restricted to Hindus; it has always been available to anyone who seeks its wisdom. Indeed, the eponym for Hinduism is Sanatana Dharma, meaning a universal way of life belonging to all humanity. It was never an organized religion. Compared to the vastness of the Vedic sciences, its religion plays a very small role. In all of history, the Hindus have never attempted to conquer another country or religion, forbade people from practicing whatever their ancestral calling was, or attempted to change or convert a single person to their faith or way of life. Ironically, India’s insurmountable rise in patriarchy did not occur until after numerous foreign invasions, colonization, and violations of her material and spiritual treasures. Before these foreign-power invasions, there was barely a glimmer of the group violence, dissent, or competition that plagues modern patriarchal India. Nevertheless, despite its benign and benevolent history, Western suspicion of this venerable tradition largely prevails.

Nothing could have prepared me for the disrespect and danger the orange robes would subject me to. I was continually taunted and slighted when out and about in the community. Traveling through US immigration also became a tedious process. The orange robes worn by an ethnic person were like wearing a Taliban red flag. I was stopped, questioned, and searched at every orange-clad trip. Before becoming a monk, I had subsisted peacefully for 20 years in an idyllic, sparsely populated valley in the oxygen-filled forest of Mount Pisgah, where I established the Wise Earth School of Ayurveda. When I donned the orange robes, a slew of barbaric intrusions suddenly eclipsed my tranquil forest and home. By this time, most of the local elders, craftsmen, and craftswomen who had helped me build my sanctuary and kept a watchful eye out for me had passed away, and the few remaining were in nursing homes. A rush of unauthorized activity began on my property, the retreat I spent years building according to Vastu principles, consisting of a gushing spring from the mountain tops, with 15 acres of unfelled forest where the Cherokee people’s ginseng and sassafras continued to thrive, alongside my lush organic gardens. There were nightly noxious activities wherein my organic gardens were trampled and sprayed with toxic chemicals. Trespassed by local hunters, new developers who had just moved into the area, and unidentified locals on the hire, I endured numerous break-ins to my home and compound. Intruders repeatedly desecrated my sacred altars indoors and out, and did immense structural damage to my home. Precious pieces of jewelry were stolen. My antiques and finely handcrafted furnishings were vandalized. A new neighbor’s hunting dog was deliberately and repeatedly let loose to hunt the innocent herd of deer who had taken to sitting in the fields, attentively tuned in to my morning meditation and chanting practice. When I called the Sheriff’s office, I received no help or protection other than lubricous advice: “When you catch them, give us a holler,” and, another time, “Set some bear traps in the forest.”

The violations continued. Blessings from the prolific spring reservoir on my property were overcast with the shadows of developers who had moved to the top of the ridge above my forest. They stripped a part of my forest and installed pumps and underground conduits from my private reservoir to supply their new housing developments in the vicinity, all the while flooding my forest. For the last six months I was in my forest home, these illegal activities were conducted under cover of nightfall, with a few surrounding neighbors coerced or bribed to stand guard and keep mum. Seeking help to get the wrongdoings stopped and rectified, I called in a local geologist, a groundwater expert, and the county water and forest authority, all to no avail. Shocked and awed by the audacity of lies, deceit, and corruption, I was forced to accept that my once serene sanctuary had morphed into a prison camp of agony and injustice simply because the absence of law enforcement — at least for me — made it so easy and convenient for men with big machines and big bucks to bulldoze and oust the little Indian woman from her home.

History repeats itself. Almost two centuries ago, in 1838, the Native Cherokee people who were the rightful inhabitants of these forests were savagely uprooted from their ancestral lands and marched off on foot to walk hundreds of miles away and forced into interments in Oklahoma. This journey of savage eradication of Native people and their intelligence, now known as The Trail of Tears, resonated with a deep ache in my chest. On the surface, much appears to be improved, but deep down, we are still being manipulated, controlled, and bullied by a new breed of greedy patriarchal offspring.

I have been an outlier all my life, criticized, shunned, or marginalized for my varied pioneering accomplishments, but even this paled in comparison to the discrimination I endured when I became a monk. Ironically, when I first relocated my school from New York City to Pisgah Mountain, I was well-received by the local gentry, elders, farmers, and kind folks, many of whom had never flown in an airplane or traveled great distances outside their locale. They taught me their ancestral building techniques and how to live in mountain forest terrain. They lent their expertise on many fronts along the way. We traded their wisdom of the land and farmers’ calendar in exchange for Ayurvedic herbal remedies and Vedic food preparation and gardening techniques. They loved Earth medicine and preferred it to modern chemical drugs. But those serene days of retreating to my forest sanctuary after my world tours and teachings ended abruptly. It was not until I took the initiation of a Vedic monk and became a robed person that I realized that the jealousy, erasure, and marginalization I kept encountering was not because I am an outlier but because I am a woman and a dark-skinned immigrant, lit by ancestral largesse who somehow understood the paradox of reality and the balancing measure that paradox gives to truth. My light can help heal the suffering world and often exposes the darkness that this world of imbalances tries to hide. These experiences show me how vulnerable the Shakti energy in our world has become.

After a decade of walking in robes, I began to recognize that I was losing vital energy, not from the tiredness of my tours but from a feeling of uneasiness that was getting more palpable. While I felt at home in complete confidence on the master stage, I felt deeply vulnerable offstage, where the earth beneath my feet would begin to tremble. My inner space of serenity was shrinking; I was losing a sense of compassion with the student body I was training to become Ayurveda practitioners. In 2008, after fainting in the sweet grass meadow at my school’s compound, I was diagnosed with uranium and other heavy metals in my blood. Traces of uranium, lead, and cadmium were also found in my spring reservoir.

As serious as this illness was, I sensed that my feelings of vulnerability and dejection were from more than the heavy metal poisoning. These physical signs were the material symptoms of an inner layer of toxicity: separation from my sacred state of the Shakti-Divine Feminine energy. Ironically, while doing the profound work of bailing out ancestral grief and defending the noble tradition of the Vedas, I found myself sinking deeper into dark patriarchal waters. Now, I would have to rise above this oppressive immersion to reconcile my despair, this dwindling sense of opulence, and what was becoming a derisory existence.

As I was recovering from the uranium poisoning, I realized I had not given much thought to my femininity in years. I used to delight in dressing in beautiful, unique, feminine fashion of my own design. Even then, though, I don’t recall having sensed my immense femininity. I only knew I was young and beautiful, with a powerful body that I loved to dress up and flaunt. In contrast, the simplicity of monastic life has no room for frills, and although it was austere, I had come to love it. In some strange, subtle way, I was becoming more tuned in to my femininity while walking a monk’s journey. Indeed, simplicity is a mature, Shakti-endowed quality. Being a monastic began to awaken my forgotten sense of the feminine, that largess I had stored away after marching on full speed away from my cancer years. Pondering this, I began to choose a special shade of orange shawl for my orange wardrobe; I redesigned the sari into a two-piece that was easy to wrap and wear, and I loved feeling the Gandhi hand-loomed khaki against my skin. I adorned my feet with exquisitely simple sandals and blessed my throat with the finest pearls and crystals. I reveled in the simplicity of the original Zen and Vedic spaces and still live on tatamis on the wooden floors of my rooms. I thought fondly of my elderly aunt’s kutya, a mud cottage on the lush rural Corentyne Coast, daubed weekly with organic cow dung. These abodes exuded the smell of sanity and sentiency — astringent protection that wise women used to ward off predators, diseases, and even drunken husbands while keeping their minds pristine. The ultimate grace, I learned, is to live simply and gently in the form of the Earth Shakti. My burgeoning femininity infused my every action and aspiration: to live and let live, to be kind, to use only what we need, to be conscious of nature, to connect myself and others to our inner beauty, and to seek harmony.

Twenty-five years of this arduous monastic journey revealed secret caverns within me that beckoned exploration, spaces where the exquisite essence of my feminine felinity, my womanhood, was hiding, cowering, and recovering. My womb space, now sanctified by loss, offered up the quantum mystery of the Divine Feminine force. The physical organ was gone; in its place, I found the Goddess. The journey of healing and helping other women heal gifted me with thousands of children, many of them mischievous, neglected, guileless souls whom I would have loved to have suckled and nurtured.

From Suffering to Seraph

In 2010, I renounced my role as a renunciate and gave up my monastic life and titles. It became clear that the ashram environs could not nourish the peaceful inner weaponry I would now need to finish restoring and safeguarding my Shakti force. My mission was to rebuild my life around the healing presence of the Divine Feminine. Following my cancer years, she sent me back to my native Indian soil to rescue my ancestral spirits. Job done. Her next set of clear and trenchant instructions was for me to embody my womanhood fully. To reclaim this largesse, I would need to put to rest all my deeply scarred ancestral wounds. But changing journeys do not just happen from the process of mind. The heart intervenes at every crossroads.

I set aside my brilliant orange uniform and began wearing light pink, though the dresses still resembled flowing robes. I had a prescient sense that my life was about to change forever and change it did. On a mid-September afternoon at the Atlanta airport, en route from San Francisco to another event on my Peace Mandala World Tour, I was surprised to find my luggage lost upon arrival — and stunned by what I found in its place. There he was, standing at baggage claim and gazing into my soul: “My Shiva!” my heart thundered. “This cannot be,” answered my mind. I had been celibate for almost 40 years with rarely a sexual stirring. Yet, I ceased to doubt when I felt my heart trail his sandaled footsteps out of the baggage area. I remained rooted to the spot for interminable moments, heart pounding and air forced from my lungs. Eventually, I took refuge in the lost baggage kiosk and scribbled some words in a daze, waiting for my luggage and composure to return. This tall, handsome man with piercing blue eyes bore a stark resemblance to the portrait of a seraph I had embroidered 45 years earlier. I felt as if the doors to my heart were wrenched wide open. A memory flooded my senses and transported me to the burnished grass meadow of Pisgah Mountain, where I chanted with cows and meditated with the deer, a nearby field of golden wisps floating around me. My breath stood still, exuding barely a whisper like the glistening wings of butterflies as they glided in the dawn light across an ethereal sky. As I left the airport, everything around me shimmered with a vague scent of sandalwood, the aroma that inherited my heart as it reached out to claim this new, utterly transforming feminine emotion.

I had no idea at the time how significant and revelatory this isolated encounter would become for me, but I did have a sense of knowing this man beyond the limits of time-bound life. His was the face I had been seeing in the fragmented images of my colonized past. I sensed the potency of his archetypal male energy, and so I christened him “My Shiva.” He reminded me of the first great man in my life, my father, whose vigorous masculine energy had helped me heal from cancer. This meeting felt serendipitous. I was still very vulnerable from my recent experience of being poisoned — was this cosmic messenger, the primordial Shiva energy, coming to my rescue again? The experience felt like a fairytale; the timing felt like a miracle. As I began my journey to stand tall and poised in my Shakti energies, I had no idea where my path would lead me. But I sensed now with the awkward opening of my feminine heart that while there were ancestral wounds still to be healed, I had finally summoned the power to heal them.

Had I known how formidable that brief, heart-awakening moment in my life would be — the impact it would have on my thawing heart, the reprieve of divine love that would blossom inside of me, and the conduit it would open to the Goddess herself — I would have dropped my shyness and run after him, grabbing him into my arms and abandoning myself to the longing to behold and to be held. But life has its own plans; it rarely plays out as we had hoped. Afterward, I prayed the Divine Mother would pave the way to unrobing my heart. This time around, I leaned into my life’s gentler, softer nature. She had positioned herself at every turn of my arduous journey. When she first rescued me from the odyssey of ovarian cancer, I recalled my sankalpa, sacred intent, was to serve her however she guided me to. The hairpin twists of my path had thus far led me to destinations that pleased and lauded my father, guru, and ancestors. However, this journey as a monk was not divergent from the path; it prepared me for my next step and honed me in ways my beloved ancestors would be proud of. I hope my learning and sacrifices helped them move the angst and agony they endured into a space of resolve, untethered now from the world of the living and the dead. I sense they are floating freely in this magnificent cosmos, beyond the long reach of scars. Having completed that stage of my journey, I stood again at the crossroads, and again, I stoically pledged to Her the devotion of my newly awakened feminine heart.

Healing the Sense of Separation

As I journeyed further from the monastic path and ever closer to Her, I experienced a longing for my womb and fleeting thoughts of embracing all that my feminine heart would bring to me. I realized the Goddess was directing me to reclaim the feminine energies that had lain still and forlorn within me or been violated by external forces; the wounded women of my past with broken hearts pouring tears, the misogynistic slights and dismissals, the agony of hate crimes in my forest sanctuary, and the feminine longing after years in the monastery. The odyssey of life in the last decade had cleaved my sacred relation to my personal Shakti. As women, we must recognize the supreme challenge of wounds that we naturally bear. Weakened from the long years of endless battle while trying to keep harmony, we’ve become tired. We’ve become angry. With dimming awareness and shallowing breath, we are losing consciousness. In truth, we are not alone — both genders are suffocated by doubt, ambivalence, false beliefs, apathy, and distrust. In this fractured reality, we find ourselves trapped in a state of disharmony that affects the health and well-being of all beings, though women are at greater risk. Now more than ever, we must restore Mother Earth’s sanctity, which reflects our own. Awareness and healing of these wounds are part of the rite of passage to the primordial feminine. The first thing we must remember is this: we are the womb of Mother Earth. We gave birth to the whole human world. We carry its heavy burdens. We are women. We are Shakti. Perhaps the critical question to ask ourselves is this: do you believe you can heal the vast chasm of hurt and disappointment you and generations before you have experienced as women, especially when the transgression of trust against the very fiber of our primordial nature, the Shakti, has served only to elide our grace and power? I believe we can. The Shakti genesis story I tell in this book is to help you delve into a profound space of understanding — a space that hardship had made brittle in my own life. This phase of my journey demanded a wide openness of mind and spirit beyond the binaries of tradition, scholarship, and accomplishment. Beyond societal norms. Little did I know that the Goddess’s grace would be the sole buffer for the arduous events that awaited my beautiful soul. Finally, after I survived the journey and rose again, I recognized that this depth of darkness, the terrifying abyss into which I was continually thrown, was required to bring forth the immutable light I can now share with you.

I am rising now beyond the physical longing for love into a sublimation of trust. Trust that my new life will unfold precisely as it is intended. In truth, the universe always has a greater plan for us than we envision. It is a plan that is destined to fulfill our purpose, whatever that may be. I am purposed to the perennial path of Shakti’s service and healing our humanity in need. Perhaps the emotions of my womanly love and longings are arming me for the next stage of my growth and purpose as I awaken further into my womanly heart. Having once been fully armored as a goddess-warrior, I sense I am being disarmed for my vigil, divested of an unnecessary burden as I stand in strength and friendship with 3.8 billion human goddesses on Mother Earth. It took a host of horrifying experiences to draw me closer to Shakti, yet I would never trade my path for another’s. When Shakti smiles, my lips widen; when she breathes, my lungs open; when she closes her eyes, I fall asleep.





Chapter 2

Shakti: The Primordial Feminine Power

Women are the embodiment of Shakti. To preserve the progress of creation, its joys, sentiency, nurturance and peace for humanity she must be loved, respected and treated as auspicious.

Devi Upanishad

To restore the sacred balance in ourselves, our relationships, and our world, we need to understand Shakti, the primordial feminine principle that is at work at the core of all existence. Her prana, or life force, has infused breath into life on Earth for billions of years. Though she graces all her children with the gift of consciousness, she endows her cosmic blueprint to women alone, honoring them with the blood that brings forth new life. Look closely at the skin that covers your womb. There, you will find her Sri Yantra indelibly imprinted into the navel, the sacred design marking all women as her own. In the silent umbilicus of her creation, she stamped the magical seal of her Red Bindu into the reproductive memory of all female species. This Red Bindu is a drop of her Shakti Prana that imbues each womb with the life-giving force that keeps Shakti’s primordial memory vibrant in the feminine cellular body. It is the origin of creation and life, of consciousness and vitality.

In the Tantric works, the union of Shiva and Shakti is seen as the union of consciousness and energy. Shakti is the primordial, active, and dynamic feminine energy of creation, derived from the Sanskrit root “shak,” meaning “to be able,” “to do,” or “to act.” This concept is personified in the form of Kundalini Shakti, the divine creative power. The Kundalini, derived from the Sanskrit word Kundala, is the powerful feminine force within the body that produces “awakening.” In reality, the Kundalini is the body’s energetic chakra system chartered by Para-Shakti, the universal power aspect of Shakti that transcends all relationships, even her counterpart aspect with Shiva. As Para-Shakti, she gives birth to her creation while simultaneously containing and transcending it.

As Shakti force within the Kundalini rises, consciousness rises. Her primary goal is to enjoin Shiva, ultimate consciousness, in the crown chakra. The two primordial energies that underpin all of life are Shiva and Shakti. The cosmic energy of Shiva and Shakti is infinitely vast and inherent in each person and every gender. In Vedic thought, Shiva-Shakti transcends the binary principle: their cosmic energies are inseparable yet limitless. As we explore these primordial energies within and without, let us shift awareness from a dualistic perspective to the fundamental reality of Shiva-Shakti by creating a sense of balance of our innate primordial energies.

As the feminine force, she expresses herself as Para-Shakti in the greater universal field and as Kundalini Shakti in the individual energy-body. As in the microcosm, so too the macrocosm. Kundalini Shakti charters individual evolution as she traverses the major energetic pathways of the seven main chakras within the body en route to the crown chakra. Her journey stirs the inner awakening into consciousness and is reflected




































	Sit in a comfortable posture with a straight back in a quiet space.

	Release stale breath from your body with a forceful exhalation through the nostrils.

	Inhale by taking a deep, leisurely breath and lock all the apertures of the face by using the fingers of both hands to gently close your eyes, nostrils, ears, and the mouth, as shown in the diagram below.

	As you exhale, begin to vibrate the vocal cords by making an audible humming sound until you run out of breath.

	As you hum out, feel the titillation of the humming penetrating deep into your tissues, connecting you to the Goddess Bhramari.

	Continue this practice of humming out your breath for 10 minutes or so.
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