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This book is dedicated to the divine spark that lives in all human beings; to the gurus before me who have helped awaken this divinity in people; and to all seekers who are on a quest to find this divinity within themselves.
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The Spirit is neither born nor does it die at any time. It does not come into being or cease to exist. It is unborn, eternal, permanent, and primeval. The Spirit is not destroyed when the body is destroyed.

—THE BHAGAVAD GITA, CHAPTER 2 VERSE 20.







INTRODUCTION

Two birds perch on the same tree, inseparable companions. One bird eats the fruit, while the other looks on. The first bird is our finite self, feeding on the pleasures and pains of its deeds, consuming all of the anxiety, the stress, the overwhelm of this life. The second bird is our immortal, infinite self, silently and serenely witnessing all.

This book is about my journey and how I evolved from that first bird, bound by chaos, to the second bird, my immortal self. It is also about you: how you can discover that second, immortal version of yourself.

Here is a simple truth: we are not the finite beings that our limiting mindset would have us believe. Each one of us has untapped potential to not only enjoy, but to also create good health, success, happiness, and positivity—and to infinitely stretch, manipulate, and fully utilize the time we have been given to do it.

For most of us, the limits of our minds are most often disguised as convenience and productivity. In this modern world, we are just a Google search away from knowing what to think, say, or do. We are dependent on food, on alcohol, on drugs, on sex, on social media for stimulation. So, we remain in an endless sleep, unless someone calls to us—wake up!

I was raised as a Shaivite, one devoted to Shiva. One of the great Hindu deities, Shiva is known by other names: Shambho (benign), Mahesha (great lord), and Mahadeva (great god) are just a few of them. We Shaivites are oriented toward merging with Shiva, becoming one with him. In this tradition, the divine is not separate from us; it is a part of us. The universe is within us. All people already possess immortality within themselves—most are just unaware of it. I am setting out to wake them from their slumber.
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I was born into an ancient lineage of yogis, and I spent the first twenty years of my life in a monastery, where each day we learned ancient yogic techniques to cultivate a strong, healthy mind and spirit. In this ashram, there were no clocks. There were no seconds, hours, days, or months; there were only seasons. When the cold winds came, we would say, “Ah! It’s winter!” When we saw the birds building their nests, we would say, “Spring is here!” Our clock was our senses.

All who lived in the monastery knew of a state called mahasiddha, a state of unity where there is great stillness and a beautiful silence. Those rare few who were able to achieve it, themselves called mahasiddhas, had mastered the process and mastered themselves; they were perfect, their mortal selves completely merged with their immortal selves. They could cease dwelling on the past or worrying about the future. Time had no dominion over the mahasiddhas. That is not because they had gained any kind of magical control over the literal ticking of the seconds—they just knew a secret. The thing that makes us feel the anxiety of time moving too quickly, or the pressure of an imminent deadline, is never the actual passing of time. It is our own minds.

The monks at the monastery were not afraid of death, or disease, or anything else. They had found an affinity with the rest of the world: they were made up of the same energy as the trees, the mountains, and the lakes. They had the same hours in the day, but all the time in the world.

Yet it was when I came out of the ashram that my real spiritual journey began. Then, I came to appreciate the reality of a certain parable I had been taught in the ashram. My guru told me that glass can be either a mirror or a window. When you look in a mirror, you see only a reflection of yourself; when you look at a window, you see through it to the beauty and the infinity of the universe around you. A mirror is painted black on one side; a window is pure, unobscured. To change a mirror into clear glass, you must purify it, removing the paint. Outside the ashram, I went through a process of purification, so that finally when I looked inside I could see the second bird—my immortal self.

As I moved out into the wider world, it seemed to me that people needed a life raft. I saw students going into the world unprepared for its harshness and chaos. I saw medical professionals suffering burnout because of the weight of emotional need on their shoulders. I saw veterans torn apart by the burden of their military experiences. So many people were suffering the effects of self-harm, self-destruction, anxiety, depression, insomnia, helplessness—I wanted them all to have access to the tools that had made me stronger.

Today, I travel the world, fulfilling my teaching mission as the creator of Yoga of Immortals. The program employs an array of vigorous and soothing breathwork (pranayama), consciousness, mindfulness, and energy channelization techniques, built upon the wisdom of the twenty-one generations that precede me in my spiritual lineage. In the monastery, these processes were quite vague, not organized or explicitly spelled out. My life mission has been to make them more systematic so that anyone, anywhere, can learn them and put them into practice.

Although these teachings are ancient, they are by no means obsolete; they are entirely relevant to our world today. We know that the world around us is one with us, and when we destroy the world, we end up destroying ourselves. And no matter how much we rely on technology and believe that we have solved every human dilemma, sooner or later we may reach a point where we become disillusioned. That is the point where we are ready to take an inward journey—like the one I describe here, in which I evolved from the first bird to the second bird and found my immortal self.

Although my program uses the word yoga in its name, this is not the yoga we know from Western health clubs and fitness studios—which, to quote the wise words of another guru, “took a practice that is about the spirit and the heart, and made it about the butt.” The yogic and meditative practices of my tradition encompass every limb of yoga—not just the physical aspect but also the emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal aspects. The yoga I teach is a therapeutic yoga, a practice of living life—not merely a way to improve your posture and physical flexibility. A lot of Western traditions focus on the first bird, trying to still it, rather than on merging with the second bird on the higher branch. It is in such a merging that beautiful things can happen.

When I speak of immortality, I am not speaking of some mythical state; I am speaking of an attitude. I am speaking of a practice. I am speaking of a wake-up call. It is not about gaining more time, but about expanding your relationship with the time you have. And that is what I offer to you as you read this book.

These ideas might sound mystical and abstract, but the core premise is not so unfamiliar—in fact, the idea of existing in the present moment is at the root of almost all popular, contemporary mindfulness practice. If we can truly live in the present moment, then we allow our anxieties about the past and the future to fall away; we relax and begin to see a little more clearly that which is directly in front of us. We become that much closer to being a mahasiddha.

I can’t promise that reading this book will make you a mahasiddha—many monks spend years and even decades of daily practice working toward that goal, and still only a small percentage achieve it—but I can promise that this book, and the practices within it, will fundamentally change your relationship with time.
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Though I am the son of a well-known guru and spiritual leader, I was not born any more knowledgeable or spiritually evolved than anyone else. My personal journey began with many traditional lessons, training my body and mind through yoga, meditation, martial arts, storytelling, and herbal medicine. But some of the most significant lessons I learned came through profoundly nontraditional means. My circumstances and my ego forced me to undergo my own internal pilgrimage to discover the nectar of immortality enfolded within my soul—just as every single one of us must do in our own time and as every single one of us is capable of doing with the proper guidance.

The Practice of Immortality imparts its teachings through the story of my passage from the ashram to the world outside, the transformative journey that inspired me to share the wisdom of my lineage with a world suffering the effects of anxiety, fear, competitiveness, and anger. It is also a guide to achieving immortality—just not in the way that most people think of immortality. In the Eastern meditative sciences, the crown of the head is the seat of Shiva, and the base of the spine is the seat of Shakti. In between those two points, between Shiva and Shakti, lies the whole universe. I am created from the universe, and I have the universe within me.

Consider this book an origin story. It depicts not only the origin of Ishan Shivanand, monk and teacher, now imparting my program to millions of participants, but also the origin of the program I developed by tapping into the ancient wisdom of the Vedic sciences. Even though this program is based on modalities that are thousands of years old, it can be substantiated by modern science. As the head monk of the Shiv Yog lineage, since 2008 I have taught millions of people in every country under the blue sky. Teachers are always learning from their students, so this constant interaction with people of all races, genders, and belief systems has allowed me to learn and grow, year by year. As a researcher, I have conducted quantitative studies that have demonstrated the benefits of the Shiv Yog practices in reducing anxiety, insomnia, and depression by significant measures.

Throughout the book, you will be given the tools to begin your own practice and start on your own journey. You will benefit from the lessons that my ancestors took millennia to master, but you will grasp them in this lifetime, enabling you to push through any turmoil—stress, fear, anger, sorrow—life sends your way.

In my culture, stories are very powerful—they are the vehicle for all teachings. The Bhagavad Gita, one of the sacred texts of Hinduism, is told as a conversation between Krishna, the lord of the universe, and the warrior-hero Arjuna. Similarly, the lessons to be found in this book are hiding in plain sight, woven through the tales of my childhood. Each chapter begins with a sutra, a word that literally means “thread.” When we make a flower garland, we use a sutra to give it structure and form; if the thread breaks, the flowers scatter. The sutras in this book are the threads of universal truths that can be found running through each chapter.

At the end of each chapter is a meditation practice called samadhi. This Sanskrit word is used in many spiritual traditions to describe a state in which, through meditative concentration, the individual becomes one with the universe. Samadhi is both something you do and something you experience. It brings with it a sense of bliss, by which I mean an innate inner joy that is unaffected by our circumstances. Within this bliss there is no sorrow, fear, guilt, disappointment, worry, anger, despair, or confusion. It is available to every one of us, no matter whether we are male or female and regardless of our age, the belief system in which we were raised, or the color of our skin.

Think of these samadhi practices as the living form of the chapter that you can participate in. If the chapter is the tree, then the sutra is its seed and the practice is its fruit, offering you deep bliss as you focus upon it, meditate upon it, and learn from it.

Through these three elements—the musings of the sutras, the contemplation of the stories, the application of the meditations—there is a certain ebb and flow, just as in music there is activity and inactivity, the note played and the pause in between. If you combine the notes and the pauses, music will result. But if there is just the note, continuous without pause, then it is not music—it is noise. Today, life is often noise rather than music because we have forgotten how to pause. In this book, the story is the note, and the meditation is the pause. The entry point to your immortal self lies in that pause. So I recommend that you read one chapter, feel the resonance of the story, then pause with the meditation—and continue. In this way, you and I together can make a symphony.

There are many paths by which you can go inside and experience the harmony that lies within, setting aside the emotional burdens that you carry. My hope is that this book will offer you one such path, so that you can become connected to your immortal self and harness the power that already lies within you.






PART ONE
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LEAVING PARADISE

RAJASTHAN







CHAPTER 1

PURSUING THE PATH OF ONENESS
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Meditate on the self,

Contemplate the self.

The divine that you seek lives in you as you.


In the dark mountains of Aravalli in Northwest India, the oldest mountain range in the world, huge granite rocks lie scattered about the vast landscape. There is nothing special about any one of them. One day, a man comes along, looks at a particular rock, and smiles. This man is an artist, and he feels compassion for the rock. He wants to make it special, so he picks up his tools and starts to carve it. Under the scorching sun, the relentless pounding of his hammer rings out, and it seems that the rock will be destroyed beneath his blows. But to the artist’s trained eye, the rock is changing—becoming something else. As the rock transforms, meaning emerges. Now, this one rock is different from all the boulders. It is beautiful. It is a story. The creator stands back and observes his creation, a majestic shape with defined traits, each line and curve having deep significance. And the creator smiles and walks away.

Now, the rock is special. It is art. It will stand tall and give inspiration to all travelers. It will lend beauty to the landscape. It has purpose.

I was told that every child is born a rock. If the child is lucky, they meet an ascended master who sees beauty within the child. The master spends time carving the child, shaping them, giving them purpose. In the master’s wisdom, the child is molded. The greater the master, the more finesse they have in their art: for this is not the first rock that the master has carved. There have been many before this one, and there will be many after, for the master is ancient: as ancient, probably, as the mountains of Aravalli.

But if the child is unlucky, they encounter no master on their travels through the world. Random hammers and chisels of traumas and negative emotions hit them from every direction, striking every surface. There is no structure; there is no design; there is no focus. And yes, by some fluke, the random beating may create a masterpiece out of the chaos. But that is a one in a billion chance—it does not happen for every child. Mostly, in the end, there is no art. What remains is just dust.

As a child of the monastery, I was the lucky one: a piece of rock born surrounded by ancient masters: great monks, each having great skill, capable of creating a masterpiece. And as far back as I can recall, through their grand design the hammer and chisel have worked their magic in my mind, body, and soul.

I remember a beautiful night sky filled with thousands of stars. In the desert where I lived, every night we slept under the open sky, and I could see the great constellations. Watching dozens of shooting stars streaking across the sky, I came to understand the magnitude of the universe. As daybreak came, across the desert I could see the silhouettes of the Aravalli mountains. On the foothills I could see men and children, leading away their caravans of camels, and with the clanging of the bells came the sounds of mystic chants all around me. The artisans and the monks, speaking a language as old as time, reciting the hymns of the Vedas: legendary scriptures, which were not crafted by any human hand. It is said these were the celestial sounds of the universe, the eternal knowledge that could be heard only once real silence was achieved. It is said that for thousands of years the Vedas were transferred as energies from the master to the disciple, once he was chiseled into perfection and enlightenment. But with the advent of word and paper, they were written down, and they could be read and memorized and taught.

I just liked the sounds. They made me vibrate. It was as if I had never awakened from my sleep, or as if I was in a deep state of hypnosis. I felt like a bee filled with the buzzing of these sacred mantras.

Then I would stand up, plant my feet in the sand, and look down at my little footprints. Such is the beauty of living in the desert: you can see footprints. Before the wind sweeps them away, just for a little time, you know who has gone where and from where they have come. I would buzz and walk and look for the biggest, deepest footprint of all: the footprint of my guru, my teacher. He was a strong man, with heavy bones and a thick black beard, and his eyes glittered with pure sunlight. This guru was the one who had taken me under his wing in the monastery. As it happened, he was also the head monk—and my father.

I called him Babaji, which means “father.” It is an affectionate term but also full of respect. Babaji had a small hut, and behind it was a huge rock on which he would sit and meditate. I always knew where he would be, but still I liked to follow his footprints. I knew where he would be because he had two huge dogs. Powerful creatures, always alert, they followed my father like his shadow. One dog was called Tufan, a Sanskrit word meaning “storm,” and the other was Shanti, meaning “peace.” From a distance, they would see me scampering across the sand as fast as I could, and as I approached, they would stand up as if honoring me. I would walk behind the hut and see my teacher meditating.

A day came when Babaji told me, “Sit, Ishan. Let me give you your first lesson.” He was about to strike me with the first blow of his hammer. I did not know it then, but I would be changed forever. For that is the ignorance of the rock, and that is the value of the hammer’s strike.

He told me to close my eyes and to feel everything that was around me: the sun, the sky, the earth, the sand, the wind.

“What do you feel?” he asked me.

“I feel hungry.”

I heard him laugh, but I dared not open my eyes. Discipline was the first thing taught to every child in the monastery, and the word of your guru was law. If he told me to close my eyes, then that was the order I would follow.

“Son,” he said to me, “people say that God is the creator, and you are the created. But that is the path of duality. The path of separation. My dear son, God is the dancer, and you are the dance, and that is the path of oneness. I want you to sit and feel that you are one with the universe. Feel your every atom. And within each atom, the movement is the dance of God. While he dances, you exist. And when he stops, you stop. And if you can be one with this concept of nonduality—advaita—your consciousness will start to ascend.”

Next, he told me to focus on my breath. “As you start to inhale, feel your body. Now exhale and bring that awareness up to your conscious mind. Then as you inhale again, go deeper and feel your organs. Shift that awareness from your subconscious to your conscious as you exhale. Inhale again and go even deeper; try to feel the smallest part of what you are, the atoms. Dive deep, then bring that awareness up to the surface. Then inhale a little more and try to visualize the atoms, dancing like the particles of sand dance with the wind.”

Young child that I was, I started to imagine a sandstorm inside me, spinning round and round, the dance of atoms.

“This is the dance of Shiva,” Babaji told me, referring to one of the most supreme deities. “Meditate on this for a moment and accept you are one with the Dancer. Feel your body. And then inhale and exhale and bring the awareness up from the atoms to the surface.”

My father’s voice was very powerful: a deep bass, with a strong reverberation to it. It was like music, even though he was just talking. I’m sure birds are just talking to one another, but it feels like music to one’s ears. And so was the voice of my father, giving me instruction as I sat. I could hear his music.

I did not know it then, but Babaji was introducing me to one of the fundamental techniques of samadhi, allowing me to connect with the very universe.

This is how my days went as a child of the monastery. My other earliest memories are of many people sitting together and eating, all of them monks of various shapes and sizes. I do not know where they came from. Some stayed in the monastery; others were travelers who would come and go. With the monks who were passing through, we were always encouraged to sit and listen, for one of the greatest sutras—rules—of the monastery was satsang, which literally means “good company.” The monks believed that an object at rest tends to remain at rest. It is when an outside force is applied, knowledge is given, and the sparks of cognition flare up that a person starts to transcend their own being. In satsang, the monks believed great knowledge and inspiration is achieved. What we know, we pursue, and what we do not, we remain in blissful ignorance of. There is a saying in India: a monkey doesn’t know how ginger tastes, so the monkey never pursues ginger. Mount Everest has stood tall for millions of years, yet nobody cared, nobody climbed it. Then Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary climbed to the summit, and suddenly, everybody wanted to climb it. Through connection with others, we discover more, become more.

In satsang, we would read, and we would listen to the monks tell us stories of their great journeys and their great pursuits. All around me, the faces of the other young students would light up with wonder and purpose. I would see the other children listening to the tales of the great monks and how they went into the deepest of the jungles to meditate under the oldest of trees, receiving the most divine light, and I would be intrigued but not inspired. I would hear about great monks who left behind riches and kingdoms and walked toward immortality, their bodies ageless, their wisdom infinite, their years uncountable, and I would be intrigued but not inspired. I would sit there in my dhoti—a cloth that you wore wrapped around your waist—my fingers sifting through the sand, and my father’s dog Tufan resting his head in my lap. And I would wonder, What plan did fate have for me? What would be my goal?

At those moments I would try my father’s meditation again, going deep down inside. I observed the answer lying within me, and I exhaled, bringing the awareness to my present being. It felt easy, but the trouble with “easy” is I didn’t truly appreciate the value of such awareness, and I certainly didn’t feel the kind of drive that I saw in all these great monks as they followed their spiritual path. The meditation benefited me, but I felt disconnected—as if I was catching the tiniest glimpse of something even more vast and beautiful.

For me, the greatest sense of satsang came with animals rather than people. When you are living with a group of monks, you are a rabbit on the ground, and you are observing birds in the sky. You can see and appreciate them, but you can only imagine what their flight must be like because they are so far removed from your reality. My true friends were the animals. In that desert landscape, things like fences didn’t exist, so dogs and cows would wander around, and sometimes they would get hurt. I loved rescuing animals, so if I found an injured creature, I would look after it. One time I found a pup that had got hurt, and I was taking care of it. He was a very nice pup, but he made strange noises and had very big, odd-looking feet. One day someone came to the monastery and saw me with my pup. “Hey!” he exclaimed. “Why does that kid have a hyena?” To me, it was just like any other living being. I could understand its hunger, its lack of connection, its fear—and I could cure those things. It was at times like these that my own sense of disconnection receded, just a little, and I could catch a hint of my purpose.

And then one day, in the desert—where you see nothing but caravans and the brightest light is that of the sun and the stars—I saw, from a distance, a dust cloud with two bright lights speeding toward me. It was the first car that I had ever seen. I was intrigued as I looked at it and started to walk toward it, but I was about to be inspired. Destiny was calling.


SAMADHI 
MEDITATION PRACTICE

Find a quiet corner, sit comfortably with a straight back and neck, and close your eyes.

Sit in silence.

Stay in this position for as long as you comfortably can.








CHAPTER 2

CHASING THE NECTAR OF IMMORTALITY
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The different stages of yoga cause amazement.


Until that point, my world stretched only as far as the Aravalli mountains, which I could see across the plains from the monastery where I lived. I could imagine nothing farther, wider, or greater than that. Now, a car was approaching us.

Excitement ran through our community. Who could be coming? And where could they be going? Slowly, slowly, the lights came closer and closer, and it became apparent that whoever it was, they were coming to see us.

A car was a rarity in itself, but then out of the car stepped two ladies, both with blond hair, blue eyes, and fair skin. I had never seen a Caucasian person before, and I was intrigued. One of the ladies was older, about sixty, and she introduced herself as Suzie. The younger one was perhaps fifty-five, and she introduced herself as Barbara. They were so distinctive and elegant. And they were wearing pants and shirts, something I had never seen a woman wear. My mother and my sister lived in the city, and they visited once in a while—this was common practice for the wife and family of a monk such as my father—but the monastery was primarily full of men and boys. In my life I had seen very few women, and never women like Suzie and Barbara.

The two women were just as curious about us as we were about them. It was as if they were explorers newly arrived in the Antarctic wilderness and they were seeing penguins for the very first time. I went to talk to them, and they explained that they came from a faraway land called America. They spoke to me in very simple English, and I could understand them because I had learned English from the books and comics that someone had donated to the monastery. These two ladies seemed so kind. One of them handed me a Snickers bar, another thing I had never seen before. I peeled back the wrapper and took a bite. In that moment, I tasted heaven. It was delicious, and instantly, I was hooked on the chocolate and on these divine beings who had bestowed it upon me.

As I savored this taste of heaven, Suzie and Barbara told me a story about my own land. “Here in India, there is an ancient legend about two princes in Sri Lanka,” Suzie began. “The legend goes that these princes were fighting the ten-headed demon Ravana, and one of them was mortally wounded. The doctors shook their heads and said, ‘The only way we can save the prince’s life is if we get a special herb from the Himalayas. We have just twelve hours, and then he will die.’”

By now my eyes were round, and I was perched on the edge of my seat with excitement at this story.

“Now, the Himalayas were far, far away from Sri Lanka. This mighty mountain range lay on the northern side of India, near China and Pakistan, and in twelve hours someone must get the herb and return to the southernmost tip of India. The only person who could achieve such a feat was the monkey god, Hanuman. And he did: Hanuman flew to the Himalayas, found this herb called Sanjeevani to heal the prince, and flew back to Sri Lanka with it. The princes returned to the fight and won the battle against the demon Ravana.”

Barbara explained to me that this Sanjeevani can make you young. It can make you healthy; it can cure all ailments. According to the legend Barbara was telling me, Sanjeevani was an herb, but in our monastery we knew about Sanjeevani—not as an herb but as living energy, like chi (or qi) in traditional Chinese medicine. It is a divine energy that we create through yogic practices, and it flows from within us to create health and happiness without end.

Like two modern-day versions of Indiana Jones, Suzie and Barbara had traveled across the globe in pursuit of this herb. You might say that they were Sanjeevani chasers, determined to find the herb from the moment they heard the legend. The women went to Sri Lanka, but they couldn’t find the herb there. However, they heard rumors that somewhere in the deserts of Rajasthan were secluded monasteries where the monks practice the “living Sanjeevani” arts. So, these two beautiful wise women in their shirts and pants flew thousands of miles to Sri Lanka, then thousands more miles to Rajasthan, then drove across the desert to find this fabled monastery, and finally they arrived at our doorstep.

I was both fascinated and baffled at the same time. These Sanjeevani practices were so normal to me. I had been surrounded by them all my life, like the desert sands. How did these two beings—who were to me like angels or aliens—come to be here, and what was the value of these practices that they should be chasing them across the planet? (Which apparently extended much farther than the mountain peaks that had previously marked the perimeter of my world.)

More importantly, why would Suzie and Barbara be chasing our Sanjeevani, when in my mind they already had something far more valuable: Snickers bars?

The concept of immortality is strewn throughout Eastern folklore, and it appears in many forms. There is Sanjeevani, the medicinal herb that Suzie and Barbara sought; there is amrit, the nectar of immortality that was churned from the oceans at the beginning of creation. Both of these are potent external substances that rejuvenate you. And then there is another concept of immortality in which you are rejuvenated not with something external but through a process called prati prasav. Think of the phoenix of ancient legends, which lives for hundreds of years before meeting its death in fire. Miraculously, it is reborn from the ashes to start its long life over again. In the same way, prati prasav is the process of rebirth. There is no Sanjeevani to find, no amrit to drink; instead, through prati prasav you rid yourself of all negative emotion, past pain, and lingering trauma. You are purified. In prati prasav, the dancer becomes one with the dance, and the chains that bind you to the past are broken. Through the fire of intense meditation, you are burnt to ashes and reborn in the fire, rejuvenated, peaceful, strong.

Prati prasav is a very important process that was taught to all the monks in my monastery from an early age. But imagine me as a child: How could I value prati prasav? I had no trauma, no pain. I was water from the spring, emerging pristine from the earth. Even so, I came to see that Suzie and Barbara had experienced emotions I could not even imagine, and—even if they did not know it themselves—they sought a rejuvenation that went further than skin deep.

Later, I heard Barbara and Suzie talking to my father about their quest. They were very honest with him. “We come from Los Angeles, California,” Suzie explained. “My husband is a sound engineer who has worked on major movies”—she listed some films I had never heard of. “Barbara and I live in Hollywood among very famous actors and celebrities, and we have walked the red carpet like film stars ourselves. Once we were both young and beautiful, but now we are getting older, and we don’t want to become old. We want this elixir, this Sanjeevani. Can you teach us?”

My father could see that their minds were running after just one thing, the pursuit of youth, and such a singular pursuit is never a healthy thing. These two women didn’t know that Sanjeevani doesn’t heal just the body—it can heal the mind as well. Yet even though their quest was for mere beauty, my father was more than happy to teach them. He explained to Suzie and Barbara: “Even if I give you something external, you must also go through a process of purification—prati prasav. Because as you know, you don’t serve a delicious meal in an unclean bowl; you must clean the bowl first.”

He described how the meditation process would take them inward so that they could let go of the past and all they were and had learned to be. Prati prasav is a guided process: it is as impossible to do on yourself as it would be to conduct surgery on your own body. Participants require a facilitator to initiate and guide them safely through the techniques. In that, it is similar to a vision quest, where a shaman will provide interpretation and guidance, or an ayahuasca ceremony with a facilitator to ensure participants are safe and supported.

“Sure,” Suzie and Barbara agreed. They were ready to try.

My father had observed how intrigued I was by these women. He told them, “You will need somebody to help you do the prati prasav. This child will help you.” He pointed to me.

I was a little shocked that I would be given the responsibility of taking these ladies through the process of rebirth. I’m certain that they, too, must have been shocked and maybe even annoyed because they might have expected that only the best of the best, the most senior monk, would work with them—not some child. But destiny is an interesting thing: you never know what path the guru will take to unravel your destiny for you. Now, my father had said I would be working with Suzie and Barbara. Most probably he knew I needed satsang, and that satsang sometimes comes from the most unlikely places.
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Suffering occurs when we don’t know ourselves. If we don’t know ourselves, we create a false ego, and from that false ego come pain and sorrow, and then comes fear. If we wish to know ourselves, we must go through all the emotions that lie unresolved within us, and we must learn to let them go. Prati prasav takes us through this process until the knowledge of self—vidya—is achieved.

Prati prasav is a Sanksrit expression that means “reverse birthing” or “going back to the source.” It is a set of yogic techniques that reconnects us with the original source of our emotions or experiences so that we can fully experience them and let them go. In this way we can release emotional blockages
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