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				OM Sarva Mangala Mangalye Shive Sarvartha Sadhike

				Sharanye Tryambake Gauri Narayani Namo’stute

				I salute the Divine Mother, who brings total auspiciousness and who fulfills the desire for liberation.

				Realization arises with Her blessing.

				She is the world itself.

				Only through the experiences of life can the soul be perfected.

				Honor this gift, your life, bow to Mother Nature.

				DURGA SAPTASHATI, chapter 11
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			Long before i understood what we were celebrating, navratri meant pomegranate seeds, potatoes, and puffed rice late at night after garba dancing (a traditional form of folk dancing from India) in a circle around the bright flame of a lamp in the center.

			During the annual nine-night goddess festival that occurred every fall, the local Hindu community gathered at the high school basketball courts we converted into dance floors in Toledo, Ohio, where I grew up. Indian “aunties” (women I was not actually related to but called Auntie because that is what we call all women of our mothers’ generation) pushed and pulled us children into the circle. I tried to say no—“We’ll dance later, Auntie. Not right now, please!”—but it never worked. Garba dancing was a command performance, and the entire community, both men and women, came together to celebrate the divine feminine.

			Though the food was delicious and the dancing magical, the truth was that I never really understood what the goddesses were all about. Some of the celebration was focused on a mother goddess, Durga, while other parts focused on individual goddesses who represented parts of Durga. Some, like Saraswati, were pure and simple, while others were lavishly dressed and sat atop fearsome bulls or tigers. Several of the goddesses appeared soft, beautiful, and feminine, while others were downright intimidating, carrying swords, shields, maces, and other weapons. Kali was, by far, the fiercest and freakiest of all—she was armed and always depicted with her tongue sticking out, her foot atop a scary-looking demon. Bewildered or sometimes even frightened, I used to stare at these images during aartis, the worship rituals in which we would offer the flame of an earthen clay lamp to one or more deities. I knew I was supposed to feel something, but I mostly felt confused.

			That confusion and frustration only grew over the years as I came to see the contrast between the reverence shown toward the goddesses during the festivals and the way girls and women were often treated in real life. My own childhood and adolescence had been marked by sexual and psychological trauma, eating disorders, and anxiety that left me adrift and constantly seeking an elusive inner peace that always seemed out of reach even once I left home and began my studies at New York University.

			During my junior year, I traveled to India to research girls’ education NGOs. On the last day of my trip, an Indian American volunteer named Heena took me on a tour of the Gandhi Ashram, where swarms of colorfully dressed children greeted us at every turn. When I pulled out a camera, they squealed with delight.

			“Didi [elder sister], Didi, hi! Please take my photo!” they screamed. Laughing, I snapped as many pictures as I could, but as I looked through the viewfinder, I noticed one girl, about eight or nine years old, who hid and seemed dejected even as the other children sang and played.

			When I asked Heena about her, she said somberly, “Her name is Lakshmi. She was raped last year. Her parents sent her here so that she would be safer and could get an education and have a better life, but even after six months, she is still withdrawn.”

			I instantly thought of Navratri and the colorful depictions of Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth. Traditional images show a strong, benevolent woman sitting on a lion, bedecked in jewels with coins falling from her hands. The fact that this little girl had been abused and yet was named after the most widely worshipped Hindu goddess struck me like a lightning bolt. Why could we not connect the divine feminine that we worshipped during Navratri to the divine feminine inside this little girl, inside all little girls and women? Was there a way to not just worship the idea of the divine feminine but also to find it in ourselves and to carry that strength with us into the modern world?

			When I returned to NYU, I couldn’t stop thinking about Lakshmi. One night, I walked into a bookstore where I discovered a deck of goddess guidance oracle cards. Sure enough, in the deck was a beautiful image of the goddess Lakshmi, wearing a yellow sari and a crown, a bright sun rising behind her, elephants in the background, and lotus flowers in both of her hands. The card’s message was “Bright Future.” Inside the accompanying booklet was a note about Lakshmi that shared how “[she] is a beautiful and benevolent Hindu goddess who brings abundance to those who call upon her. Lakshmi works with Ganesh, the elephant-headed deity who’s known as the ‘remover of obstacles.’ Together, they’re an unstoppable team that works to help you release fear and accept abundance.”

			Looking at the card that night and in the months and years that came after, I wondered what a “Bright Future” really meant. Instead of pursuing a career in finance as my parents had expected, I graduated from college in 2008 and then studied Yoga and Ayurveda in India before moving to San Francisco in 2009 to teach youth in detention centers. I knew that finding the way forward on this unconventional path would pose challenges, but I forged ahead, following my heart and delving into ancient texts and traditions during my studies. As I learned more about what the goddesses represented, I came to understand that Navratri, the goddesses, and the divine feminine weren’t something to be celebrated just once a year. Instead, they could be the foundation for daily practices that would eventually fill my days with a strength and confidence I had never before known.

			About This Book

			The journey of Navratri is ultimately one of moving from darkness to light, from being disconnected from your true Self to knowing yourself, trusting yourself, and connecting the divinity inside you to the way in which you think, feel, and behave every day. This union with the higher Self is the heart of the nine-day cycle, and this book is both the story of how I discovered my higher Self through this practice and a practical, actionable guide for how you can too.

			The wisdom in the pages that follow is rooted in the Vedic spiritual tradition, the universal spirituality of India based in the Vedas, which are the world’s oldest sacred texts that serve as the fountainhead for four world religions from India—Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and Jainism. But the practice itself is also firmly grounded in my own hard-won experience. My move to California in 2009 was the first step on a decade-long journey I took to heal from childhood trauma and to connect with my higher Self.

			Early on in my studies, I discovered that the goddesses are not only nurturers but also warriors. Durga, who is traditionally known as the mother of the universe, is said to possess all the powers of the gods and is frequently depicted riding a lion or tiger and carrying a multitude of weapons. The ancient stories clearly identify her as female to help us humans understand the genderless divine in a way we can more easily relate to, but Durga’s transformative power is not only available to women or those who identify as women. I believe that Durga is available and accessible to all modern seekers, no matter their gender identity, because she is emblematic of the power each and every one of us has to give birth to the most authentic version of ourselves (which the light of the lamp of the garba dance represents).

			Though I do use she/her/hers pronouns and terms like goddess, mother, and woman, all are welcome on this journey. The Navratri practice is far more expansive and inclusive than the tradition suggests, and I believe that even though many of the ancient stories depict heteronormative love to make a point, these tales are more allegorical than literal. Every offering, every example, every practice in this book is available to anyone who wants to walk the path of the Navratri practice in an effort to know themselves.

			Indian mythology tells the story of how Durga battled various demons during the course of nine nights, culminating with her victory over the most terrible demon on the tenth night. Each night of the traditional Navratri festival, a different aspect of Durga’s infinite strength emerges through the goddesses who represent various aspects of the spiritual journey we must all undertake in order to attain abiding health and to realize the truth of who we really are.

			The demons Durga and her goddess avatars fight are deeply symbolic of the demons we must confront within ourselves: the demons of excessive anger, fear, lust, jealousy, insecurity, hatred, greed, delusions, and depression. Only by waging these inner battles and defeating these demons will we recognize our true Self as an unchanging, eternal soul—not merely a decaying body and constantly changing mind.

			Though the Vedic spiritual tradition encompasses a wealth of rituals to facilitate these struggles for spiritual development and wellness, the more I learned, the more I wanted something that went beyond the tradition, something personalized to me and my modern life. Through experimentation and intuition, I expanded the annual nine-day festival into a daily Navratri practice, during which I remember a particular goddess each morning and strive during the day to embody the virtue she represents, in both small and big ways.

			Throughout the year, I follow this nine-day cycle as if it were always Navratri, which to me has come to mean that every day is an opportunity to celebrate the divine feminine in myself and others. While that sometimes means being soft and more traditionally feminine, I have found that I can and must also be a spiritual warrior in order to emulate and celebrate Durga. Cultivating both strength and softness as part of this practice has changed my life.

			Through my work with individuals and groups, I’ve seen that this process can change other lives as well. My students tell me it is flexible and adaptable enough for them to bring the goddesses into their own lives in ways that are as authentic and meaningful for them as my practice is to me, even for individuals who know nothing at first about Navratri, goddesses, Yoga, or Ayurveda. My aim in this book is for these rituals to be as accessible and transformative today as they have been for thousands of years.

			In each chapter, you’ll meet one goddess, hear her story, and discover powers you can identify and cultivate within yourself. You’ll also learn more about the four goals of life, which, according to the Vedas, are purpose, abundance, pleasure, and spiritual liberation, and the ways the goddesses can help you achieve these goals for yourself.
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				THE FOUR GOALS OF LIFE

				The Vedic spiritual tradition has given us four universal goals of life that this book’s practices encompass.

				PURPOSE. This is about living your life according to your deepest values and giving back to others in a way that feels personally meaningful. We need values as an anchor to navigate the many uncertainties of modern life with inner strength, clarity, and a sense of reassurance, no matter what happens in the world around us.

				ABUNDANCE. This goal is about gaining material and emotional security through your work and relationships. Abundance is necessary to live in the modern world and is what gives you the ability to not only work to earn a living but also to give back to others and be able to pursue spiritual knowledge.

				PLEASURE. It may seem surprising, but pleasure is just as valid a life goal as the other three, as the Vedic spiritual tradition does not see anything wrong with enjoyment. Ancient Vedic wisdom has given us great guidance in terms of applying our code of purposeful values to the realm of enjoyment, ensuring we don’t get enslaved by cravings and obsessions for more pleasure.

				SPIRITUAL LIBERATION. Knowing who you truly are as a spiritual being is deemed the highest and ultimate goal of human life in the Vedic spiritual tradition. It is an important quest in our modern lives, which are full of so many distractions that lead us to forget our true spiritual power, the forgetting of which leads to so much psychological and even physiological suffering.
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			Each of the nine chapters begins with an introduction to a goddess and the power she represents. Then, you’ll have the opportunity to take inventory of your current relationship to that power as it manifests in your own life. I encourage you to use a journal to answer these questions so that you have a record of your process of transformation. Next, I discuss how to cultivate that power in your own life and why it’s important. And finally, I discuss the path forward and recommend nine practices that will bolster your connection to that power and to the associated chakra. For deeper exploration, my organization, The Ancient Way, has a Spiritual Warrior Certificate Program you are welcome to join.

			The practices in each chapter are also designed to balance one of your chakras (a Sanskrit word meaning “wheel”). A chakra is a spinning vortex of energy that is said to regulate not only physiological but also psychological functions. The chakras are said to represent the different layers of your mind that you can bring into balance for overall well-being at all levels: body, mind, and intellect. There is a different goddess and power that unfolds within you when you work to balance each chakra.

			I recommend you read the chapters in order, as there is a systematic progression from one to the next. However, the chapters are also cyclical in nature, and with time and experience, you can return to them in whatever order you prefer, whether you are a beginner or have been studying spirituality for many years.

			You will find that the stories I tell about my own experiences are generally but not perfectly chronological. As with any significant change, my progress was not linear. While some practices and shifts were easier for me to adopt, others took years of practice and contemplation to implement. My own story is cyclical, as yours will likely be, and in order to portray the reality of my own journey, I do occasionally move back and forth in time even though the stories roughly appear in the order in which they occurred.
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			As you read through the book the first time, try one practice after finishing each chapter to experience what it’s like to do something that balances each of your chakras in order. Don’t overthink it—experience is the best teacher, so choose the practice that seems most appealing to you in the moment. After you finish trying out nine different practices for each of the nine chakras at your own pace, you will be encouraged to celebrate your personal victories in the conclusion. Each nine-day cycle is followed by a Sabbath, a day of reflection and celebration of the light over darkness in our lives. It is also an opportunity to recommit yourself to a new cycle of practice.

			For example, say you struggle with anxiety, and you’ve picked up this book looking for ways to alleviate that feeling. On the first day of the Navratri practice, you can start by rooting your feet into Mother Earth to cultivate the power of stability.

			Then you can work on channeling your anxious energy with the buzzing-bee breathing exercise to balance your second chakra, which fosters the power of creativity.

			Then as the third step, which is about balancing your solar plexus with the power of transformation, you can light a lamp with the intention of burning away your anxiety.

			On the fourth step, which focuses on the power of love, you can focus on listening to soothing music you love to help calm your mind.

			On the fifth step, which is about the power of your voice, you can practice writing a letter to your anxiety, recognizing how it has helped you survive and what it is preventing you from doing now.

			Then as you approach the sixth step, which cultivates the power of your intuition, you can focus on spending less time with people who make you feel anxious.

			On the seventh step, which is about the power of transcendence, you can focus on repeating the mantra “I am a soul” to strengthen your spiritual power and your true identity as a soul to transcend your anxiety.

			The eighth step, which is about new beginnings via the power of rejuvenation, is when you can dance away your anxiety.

			On the ninth step, which is about the power of intention, you can write down your intention to further your spiritual growth and thereby reduce your anxiety.

			Then on the tenth step, which is about celebrating overcoming the obstacles in your life, you can celebrate your progress toward releasing your anxiety. And then you can begin a new cycle, with all of the same, completely different, or a mixture of tried and new practices.

			It is best to make changes in your lifestyle gradually, to ensure that you are able to sustain new habits and enjoy the deepest possible benefits over time. You can return to this book again and again as a reference for accessing the divinity that lives within you.

			As you move forward, don’t worry if you can’t do your practice(s) every single day. Simply set an intention to be consistent in what you have chosen and begin again as soon as you can. This will help prevent getting into an “all or nothing” mode, and you will still benefit from living the process of transformation and from expanding your sense of what’s possible for you, one day and one step at a time. Even though I myself do one practice each day, it took me more than a decade to arrive at this place. Be patient and loving with yourself, and you will find a rhythm that works for you, whether you create a nine-day cycle like I have or choose a nine-week or even a nine-month cycle after experimenting with the ideas in this book.

			I invite and encourage you to develop a practice that feels right and doable for you, one that you can own. I share my experiences and stories of applying the different practices over the course of eleven years as a guide for you to also live in a healthier, more empowered, and freer way.

			About Me

			I first experienced Navratri as a catalyst for spiritual transformation while studying Yoga, Ayurveda, and Vedanta for nine years in a spiritual lineage stemming back to ancient India. Today, I lead my own organization where I share the teachings I received using my own words and recipes and with nothing but immense gratitude for all that I have learned from others. The word guru means “remover of darkness,” and for many years, I saw myself primarily as a student even as I began teaching and leading others. But writing this book has served as a powerful catalyst for my own transformation and has culminated in my awakening to my own inner guru: the sole purpose of a spiritual quest.

			I continue to learn and study, because the more we learn of spirituality, the more we realize how much we do not know. Continuously pursuing my own studies also empowers me to lead and teach with wisdom, humility, and integrity. When I moved to New York in 2019, I was blessed to meet Swami Parthasarathy, a philosopher-saint considered to be one of the leading exponents of Vedanta philosophy. I started studying in the three-year recorded online program of his organization, Vedanta World.

			It is important for readers new to Ayurveda, Yoga, and Vedanta to know that everything I learned from my first teacher and from Swami Parthasarathy is based on oral tradition, passed down from teacher to student in unbroken lineages since time immemorial. The ultimate authority of these teachings is contained in sacred source texts that were divinely revealed to sages in the depths of their meditations in ancient India.

			Though I have tremendous love and respect for the knowledge contained in all the texts, for me, the most important aspect of my studies has been embodying and practicing what I’ve learned. It is through the applied practice of Ayurveda, integrated with Yoga and Vedanta, that I have been able to heal from ancestral trauma, relationship abuse of all kinds, and eating disorders, by remembering the power of the goddess within me, as my own soul’s power.

			Each chapter of this book walks you through the process of how I embodied one of the incredible verses of the Bhagavad Gita, a well-known Vedic spiritual text. The stories in the Gita take place on a battlefield, which is symbolic of the battles we fight in our daily lives. In this epic spiritual text, Lord Krishna guides his warrior student Arjuna to battle his corrupt cousins for the sake of his kingdom, which his cousins wrongfully seized from him. Though Arjuna is a renowned warrior, he is gripped by fear and attachment at the prospect of going to war because he doesn’t want to hurt his family members and archery teacher on the other side. To fight—and win—this battle, Lord Krishna guides Arjuna step-by-step to first and foremost win the war within himself by conquering his desires and reconnecting with his true Self. Like Arjuna, I too had to overcome my fears and attachments toward my family members and others in order to discover my true Self.

			In the spiritual teachings of Vedanta, there is a term, samsara, that means the endless ocean of our self-created illusions and projections onto reality, which create our suffering. Before I began my studies, I was drowning in samsara, and this book tells the story of how I went to the very depths of the ocean to uncover the pearl of my true Self at the bottom. Just as each chapter teaches about one aspect of Durga, each chapter also chronicles my own personal journey from darkness to light, to give you inspiration and hope that, by applying the same ancient wisdom to your modern life, you too can successfully navigate the ocean of samsara, whatever that means for you, and begin to discover your true Self.

			I developed this book to also support you in planting beautiful seeds of new practices that you can integrate in your own life, to grow your own gorgeous garden of well-being, from the inside out. The practices are cyclical, infinite, and designed to meet you where you are.

			I am so honored and delighted to extend my hands to you to join a community wellness movement and be part of a sacred, endless circular dance of life. May you light a bright lamp of hope in your heart that will ignite your spiritual awareness and resolve so that you can ultimately realize your divine potential and activate from within yourself your own radiant soul power.
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			Chapter 1

			The Power of Practice

			
				The Self cannot be cut, nor burnt, nor wetted, nor dried. The Self is eternal, all-pervading, stable, immovable and ancient.

				—BHAGAVAD GITA, Chapter 2, verse 24

			

			Cultivating Stability

			Stability means many things to many people, but on the spiritual path, it is the ability to remain focused on your objective no matter the obstacles that arise. Stability is rooted in the concept of shraddha, a Sanskrit term that represents the capacity of the intellect to reflect upon teachings, understand them, and make them your own. Shraddha is the ability to pursue knowledge until you become one with it, until the information brings about a transformation in your life, and mere knowledge metamorphoses into your living, embodied wisdom. In the Navratri practice, stability is the foundation for your entire journey. That’s why we begin with getting grounded; your feet need to be planted in the ground, literally and metaphorically, to allow you to climb higher toward the ultimate goal of spiritual enlightenment.

			Having the power of stability means being able to say yes to people, practices, and situations that support you on your quest for spiritual growth and saying no to what no longer serves you. But cultivating stability is not something that happens just once before you move ahead to something else. Instead, it’s a first step you will take again and again as you navigate life’s inevitable ups and downs. That’s why getting grounded is the first step on the nine-step journey of Navratri practice; it is what enables you to commit yourself today (and again in the future) to living a life filled with purpose, abundance, pleasure, and liberation.

			When I began to create this practice, I found myself thinking of the god and goddess look-alike contests that were part of my childhood experience of Navratri. One year my mother and her friend dressed me as Radha, the goddess consort of Lord Krishna who represents the power of devotion. They wrapped me in a gold-and-blue sari that exposed my stomach and attached to the bun in my hair. I was mortified to walk onstage in this bizarre getup. And I was even more horrified when I was announced as the winner since then I had to pose for a photo with the winner of the Krishna look-alike competition.

			Starting my nine years of lineage-based spiritual study was the beginning of my attempts to create stability in my own life. As I embarked on what would turn out to be a decade-long journey to true wellness, I looked back on those contests with a strange mix of longing and bemusement. On the outside, I had so closely resembled a goddess that I had won a prize, but on the inside, I felt nothing of Radha’s divine nature. I was twenty-five years old and was in my first year of study. I knew that to others I appeared accomplished and calm, but inside I felt disconnected from my true Self, afraid to know her and to confront the pain that I carried with me from a difficult childhood. As I learned and studied more during those first months, I asked myself, “What if being like a goddess has nothing to do with appearance and everything to do with remaking myself from the inside out? What if, instead of searching outside of myself, I went inside to find my power and to find the goddess within?”

			That for me was the start of a new life, and I began with Goddess Shailputri, who we celebrate on the first night of Navratri. She lives in your first chakra and helps you get grounded when you start balancing it, as I eventually did, with lifestyle practices that provide refuge amidst the many changes of life.

			Knowing SHAILPUTRI

			Shailputri was a royal princess, and her father, Prajapati, was the king of all of humanity. He invited his subjects from far and wide to join him for festivals and celebrations and, most important, to serve him during these sacred occasions.

			One day, Shailputri returned to visit her parents from her home in the Himalayas where she lived with her husband, Lord Shiva, the god of transformation. When she arrived, her father was organizing a great yajna, a huge fire ceremony into which all manner of material things were to be offered, including fruit, flowers, clothing, and money. The idea was that whatever the people let go of would return to them many times over.

			Everyone in the world was invited, except for Lord Shiva. King Prajapati was embarrassed that his son-in-law wore leopard skin, had long hair, draped a serpent around his neck, and smeared his face with ashes. Prajapati could see only that Lord Shiva was different; he did not recognize that Lord Shiva was the embodiment of spirituality. He did not understand that the serpent Shiva wore around his neck symbolized how he had conquered his ego and was the master of his mind. He did not understand that Lord Shiva carried the entire holy Ganges River in his long hair, nor did he know of the great penance and spiritual discipline that Lord Shiva had performed, along with countless lifetimes of contemplation and meditation.

			Prajapati’s arrogance and ignorance outraged his daughter, and she stood up to her father. “Why have you not invited my husband? You’ve made a great fire so you’ll go to heaven, have good karma, and gain more material blessings, but there is nothing spiritual about this!”
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			Shailputri moved toward the fire to immolate herself in protest of her father’s hypocrisy, but she did not actually need to step into the flames. She just said om and was consumed by the all-powerful inner fire of her desire for a new life, one in which she could live with a true sense of devotion and spirituality. She was then reborn as the daughter of the Himalayas and continued her spiritual journey unencumbered by the attachments to material things that had held her back as the daughter of
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			Taking Inventory

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Starting a Practice

			
			
			Set an intention and write it down.

			
			
			
			
				
			

			
			Reach out for support.

			
			
			Retreat inward.

			
			
			
			Feel all your feelings.

			
			
			Apply the practice.

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			Be consistent.

			
			
			
			
			The Path Forward: Practices for Stability

			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Thank Goddess Shailputri each morning to connect with Mother Earth.
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			PRACTICE: Stop and smell the marigolds for instant calm and stability.

			
			PRACTICE: Embody Goddess Shailputri in Mountain Pose.

			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Experience Goddess Shailputri’s stability in Tree Pose.

			
			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Root into Mother Earth with your feet.

			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Oil your feet before bedtime for sound sleep.

			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Establish a healthier sleep schedule.

			
			
			
			
			PRACTICE: Soak in Mother Moon’s stabilizing rays.

			
			PRACTICE: Eat more grounding foods as an offering to Goddess Shailputri.

			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •
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