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AND SO IT BEGINS…


Stories are a communal currency of humanity.

—Tahir Shah, In Arabian Nights



Kali was coming to my house.

It was New Year’s Eve. I was twenty-one years old and should have been out partying. Instead, I crawled into the hospital bed set up for my father in our living room while his brain cancer metastasized. He had slipped into a coma that morning. His body was limp, his eyes closed, and as I wrapped my arm around him, I placed my lips close to his face and whispered the unthinkable in his ear: that it was okay for him to go, to let go of his body, to die. Not one part of me wanted to say these words, but I knew how important it was to let him know that he could go, that I would be okay, that I would take care of Mom and live a life he would be proud of. I listened closely to the labor of his breath and sobbed quietly on his slack shoulder.

After a fitful sleep that night, my body sprung awake when I heard my mom’s small voice call down to my bedroom. At my father’s bedside in minutes, I joined my mom, my sister, and my grandmother. As he labored for each breath, we held him and talked to him, repeating “I love you” over and over.

Kali was here.

At 8:05 a.m. on that New Year’s morning, my father’s breath slowed to a near imperceptible inhale, followed by an extended exhale. My hand over his heart, I waited with every bit of hope, wishing, willing, and pleading for the next breath to arrive. After many minutes that felt like days and months waiting for the next breath, it struck me that it was never coming again. That was his last breath. As his strong, young body lay there, his skin still warm under my hand, I could see, plain as day, that his essence had left his body.

Kali, the goddess of destruction, with blood dripping from her outstretched tongue, eyes rolled back in her head, a necklace of skulls cascading around her dark-blue shimmering neck, and her wild tangle of hair like fire burning in the black night sky, had come and taken my father, leaving in her wake an unnamable void, seemingly unending grief, and a deep search for meaning.

After my father’s death, I came across a story of goddess Kali in a college book and felt assured by this radical figure who gives by taking. I had never before heard of Kali, but suddenly I was fascinated. To my understanding, her gift was destruction. She comes for everything we hold sacred, every single thing we hold on to—including our family, our nearest and dearest, our stories, our certainties, and, eventually, our bodies.

In her destruction, she offers the grace of infinite formlessness, the vast eternal. In the story of Kali, I experienced an odd sense of familiarity and what I might call relief or feeling understood. In her timeless story, I immersed myself in a mythology that showed me another way of seeing the coming and going of souls.

And so it begins…


STORIES: THE THREADS OF HUMAN EXISTENCE

Stories are the threads in the fabric of human existence, the universal language that transcends time and culture. We need stories to understand ourselves. We need stories to understand the world. Stories invite us to remember a deeper nature that tends to get lost in our daily dramas. They are a way of seeing ourselves and the human condition through a boundless lens, a view from the stars. They invite our connection with the eternal flow of life. It’s as if we can peek behind the current of our personal narrative and unveil the richness that interconnects all living things.

Stories have the power to evoke tears, passion, and wonder, to set us out on new adventures, to bring us closer, and to tear us apart. Stories are the great wisdom keepers, joy makers, sorrow trackers, and inspiration to so many. Whether told orally, as they have been traditionally, or in writing, they can stir up lost parts within us. To immerse ourselves in an ancient story is to remember parts of ourselves we may have long forgotten. The great legends bridge our mundane existence with cosmic phenomena, aligning the heartbeat of humanity with the rhythm of the universe.

The stories I am about to share with you are puranas—ancient tales from India. These legends are woven from a collective understanding of the nature of the mind, body, and spirit, offering a road map back to our inherent oneness and the many faces of our life’s experience.



MY JOURNEY WITH THE PURANAS

Before we begin, let’s first confront the obvious: I’m not from India. I’m a California girl, living, learning, and sharing these stories. So why am I so entranced by the puranas? These stories guided me in my darkest hours, inspired me in moments I felt lost, and became a beacon through the ups and downs of life, love, and death. But how did these stories reach me, living all the way on the other side of the planet?

I attribute this to my grandfather, his parents, and my great-great-grandfather. You see, three generations of my family were born and raised in India. As a family of doctors and missionaries on the outskirts of Hyderabad, my ancestors spent their lives with the local farmers and laborers. They were surrounded by India, its beliefs, and its rich art of storytelling. From what I’m told, the local stories wove into the Western beliefs of my grandfather and his siblings. From the way they lived, my younger self could sense that something about them was different from other families. Through my great-grandmother, great-aunt, and grandfather, the essence of these fables made it to me and awakened an entirely unique world within.

To put it simply, these puranas have molded and changed my life in countless ways. Hearing them opened new worlds, each imbued with wisdom, morals, and perspectives that challenged and stretched my understanding of life and reality.

Throughout my life’s twists and turns, I have found myself sharing the puranas across the globe, from corporate events at Google, where I recounted Hanuman’s leap—with the message that being reminded of our inherent superpowers by those around us can help us to fly—to a yoga festival in Beijing, where I shared the story of Krishna and Radha’s unity and devotion to love. I’ve referred countless yoga students to the myriad books, texts, and teachers that have inspired me and given me an understanding of the power of puranas.

These stories aren’t mine; they are told in endless variations and infinite versions, in an ever-changing flow of wisdom that feeds those who hear them with exactly what they may need to receive in the moment.




MY STORY

As a child, the story I lived was that of a Northern Californian, quasi-hippie family, living off the land, milking goats, carting wool, and rescuing any and all orphaned animals. We raised boa constrictors, raccoons, opossums, birds, deer, koi, squirrels—whatever needed help, we rescued it.

Right alongside modern Americana, my family ran around half naked or in handmade clothes, churning butter and making nature our playground, while our contemporaries took tennis lessons and ate bologna on white bread. Sometimes I felt like an outcast, as if I had been dropped into the wrong story, as if I was somehow not in the right time or the right place, like I was an outsider in my own neighborhood.

While other families gathered around the TV at night, we didn’t have one and would instead tell stories and make up epic sagas with our animals as characters, feeding a rich imagination. Growing up in the creeks, fields, and trees, riding bareback on horses, and being surrounded by so many animals peeled open my imagination and unconsciously set me on my lifelong journey to seek a deeper truth—one that felt accessible through these old tales and through my relationship with nature.

On this journey I faced my own dramas. The traumatic deaths of many loved ones led me to a search for meaning and taught me from a young age that this life is temporary. Everything is impermanent. From human to animal life, it was all coming and going. What was it all for? What was it all about?

My teachers of impermanence included our adorable, fluffy bunnies, our clucky, sweet chickens, and our bouncy goats and sheep. It was my chore to take care of them, and I would fall in love with each and every one of them only to learn that some of them would be butchered, and I had to help in that process. I went from loving and tending them to seeing my bunnies hanging by the back foot tendon while I was taught to gut and skin them, later finding it on my dinner plate. The journey from being alive in my arms to being on the dinner table was a potent lesson in life’s impermanence, to say the least.

At seventeen I was living in Boulder, Colorado, attending high school. On weekends and school breaks, I traveled with a professional cover band, singing backup, dancing, and playing the tambourine. At one of our events in Aspen, I expressed my search for greater understanding of life’s mysteries to the lead singer, who promptly introduced me to the teachings of Maharaji. I eventually became a student and aspirant of his teachings. This is when the door of meditation opened for me. With meditation as my grounding force, no matter where I went, I could find my way home.

Later I worked for Castle Rock Entertainment during the Seinfeld era, in an office with the likes of Billy Crystal, Larry David (the cocreator of Seinfeld), Rob Reiner, Alan Zweibel, and other amazing writers, directors, and producers. Starting as a production assistant, I eventually made my own short films, and even wrote a sitcom pilot, though it didn’t end up being produced.



THE CALL TO ADVENTURE

Many years into my LA life and film-industry career, I found myself at the premiere of a movie in Beverly Hills, surrounded by the likes of Michael Douglas, Annette Bening, and Rob Reiner. Amid the noise I felt a flood of calm wash over me. I’d recently had an abortion and found myself in a deep well of despair and grief. But, in that moment my heart rate slowed, my feet were grounded, and I stood holding a plate of hors d’oeuvres, which included rabbit satay, while the famous made small talk. In that moment everything faded around me and I heard a call from within—a call that urged me to run toward the great unknown of the world, a call that would have me abandon this life in Hollywood I’d worked so hard to create.

It was the call of the hero’s journey.

When I’d moved to LA I took film classes at UCLA, and my very first class was on screenwriting. We read Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Campbell referred to the Bhagavad Gita and other ancient texts and mythologies as he broke down the arc of a great myth. This helped me see how every story had a unifying structure. This was my first introduction to the Gita and its rich epic of Krishna and Arjuna and the inevitable battle Arjuna faces—the one we must all face. These story arcs, once seen clearly, showed up for me in every script, book, or movie that I saw or read afterward.

Campbell lays out how in The Hero’s Journey, we meet the hero in their ordinary world, witnessing some moment that forces them out of this comfort and into what Campbell calls “the adventure.” Then comes the resistance to this call, meeting a mentor along the way, the crossing of some threshold and being unable to turn back, the meetings of enemies and allies, enduring tests, then arriving at the innermost cave, the ordeal that unfolds, the reward for the battle faced, the road back, resurrection, and the final return to the ordinary yet forever changed.

I was standing there at the premiere, feeling an indescribable pull to step toward the unknown. This moment is what I recognized as the call of the heart, the call that Joseph Campbell speaks of, the call to break out of my comfort zone and go on my adventure. The study of The Hero’s Journey gave me insight that following the call wouldn’t be easy, but it would be a worthy adventure and would bring me back to myself. But would I answer it?

I loved what I did. I loved the film industry. It was my ideal life of creativity, learning, community, growth, and I even found a way to thrive in the beauty and nature of Los Angeles through surfing, mountain biking, skydiving, ocean swimming, and trail running. I was living a life I couldn’t have even dreamed of. I had everything, and yet, in the quiet of the chaos around me at the premiere, I knew I had to listen to this inner call.

So I took the first step on my hero’s journey. I sold my belongings, let go of my oceanfront apartment, packed up my life in LA, and headed on a solo journey around the world with my mountain bike, snowboard, and one backpack. Through Egypt, Europe, India, Nepal, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, and so on, I journeyed.

My time, particularly in India, only fed my hunger to study and understand the puranas more deeply. While on this search in the Tamil Nadu region of India, I came across the teachings of Ramana Maharshi, an Indian Hindu sage who died in 1950, leaving behind a legacy of teachings that asked the big questions: Who am I? Who is the narrator of my story?

It was the message I needed at the time. This was my mentor or guide in the sequence of my hero’s journey. Along the way I met a lot of challenges and setbacks but kept enduring along the path. Ramana’s teachings not only encouraged me to sit with the why, but also enlightened me about the illusion of the who; to essentially look behind the curtain like our dear Dorothy does in The Wizard of Oz. They taught me that the one asking the question and the one answering it are not separate. They are but the reflections of the same consciousness experiencing itself.

After my journey around the world, where I’d picked up the multifaceted yoga practices including the movement yoga we know so well today, I returned to LA and continued studying yoga in the mid- to late ’90s and early 2000s. I also returned to the film industry, working on HBO’s Curb Your Enthusiasm, created by Larry David.

I had finally returned back from my adventure, back to my ordinary life, yet I was forever changed.



LIVING THE PURANAS

In between film projects, yoga began to take on a larger role in my life, and I found myself teaching it to film-industry friends, to surfer friends at the beach, and to anyone and everyone who would join me. Soon I found myself teaching yoga more than working on industry projects, and the stories and chanting (the invocation of the deity energy through song) became some of the ways I shared this tradition.

This shift from filmmaking to teaching yoga felt like a natural progression, intertwining my love for storytelling with the ancient wisdom of the puranas, and creating a unique blend of physical movement, myth, and meditation. I found that the stories resonated deeply with my students, just as they had with me. The more I shared, the more I felt called to delve into these myths and bring their timeless wisdom to a broader audience.

So here I am, a woman born in California, called to share these stories from a time and place that are not mine. This is a testament to the universality of these stories. They transcend geographical boundaries and cultural divides, reaching out to anyone who is willing to listen, learn, understand, and be moved by them.

I am acutely aware of the thousands of years these stories have been passed down, the meaning they carry for so many, and the privilege of hearing and sharing them through chanting and retelling. The process of writing them down comes after much deep dialogue with my teachers in India, each one encouraging me to share the stories as far and widely as possible so that they may live on.

The stories are finally put onto these pages after decades of telling and retelling, with each iteration taking on a life of its own, and each listener hearing the part of the story that resonates with them. The stories meet us at the moment we’re in and guide us to know ourselves and the many aspects of ourselves more intimately.

Every line in this book, every anecdote shared, every character and plot twist, is imbued with the hope that as you journey through these pages, you too will experience the life-changing power of these timeless narratives and make them a part of your own story.



A GAME OF TELEPHONE

To give you some context, there are eighteen major (mukhya) and eighteen minor (upa) puranas, encompassing approximately four hundred thousand verses. They are not considered scriptures like the Vedas, but are called smritis, which translates to “reminiscences” or “memories.” This is helpful to me in understanding and working with puranas, in that we are individually and collectively remembering some aspects of ourselves that may have been buried.

Most scholars regard these myths as the work of numerous unknown authors over centuries, continually expanded, edited, and reshaped in their evolution—like an endless game of telephone. The stories morph and shift with each speaker and each listener. They are still a work in process, right up to this very moment as you read the stories on these pages. Through these ancient Hindu puranas, we unearth the profound cellular truth that connects us all and binds us in the human story—a living story.

In Western thought, we often value information and shun myths as irrational, childish, or unreasonable. Most of what we applaud as important is data—disjointed bits and pieces of information devoid of the infinite story of life, rather than living and breathing wisdom. Somewhere along the way we’ve lost the connection to what lies deep within our cells, our intuition, and mystical inner design.

The puranas are meant to awaken the patterns and complexity of our wondrous innate wisdom. What I’m sharing here is neither scholastic nor text-driven; these are the interpretations of my feeling, breathing, living experience of these great stories.




OUR STORY

None of us can pinpoint exactly where we are in the plot of our lives. This uncertainty can be both terrifying and liberating. All too often we assume we have a certain amount of time based on certain expectations, and we go about tossing precious moments away, lost in the swirl of dramas, confusion, and misperceptions.

When we hear a story that resonates with our experience and reveals aspects of ourselves we have yet to fully perceive, it allows us to see ourselves and the world around us more fully. Through these stories, my hope is that we can step outside ourselves and look back with clear eyes. The number of times I get lost in misperception is incalculable, and the guidance of these stories to provide me with context and a clearer seeing has been my journey to widen my perspective.

Here’s one such instance: In the mid-’90s I was in Kathmandu. I had been dreaming of trekking to Everest Base Camp for years, and finally, after many months in Egypt and India, with a myriad of thresholds, each one putting my will to persevere to a more severe test than the last, I had finally landed in Kathmandu to prepare for my trek. Along with my snowboard and climbing gear, I brought a crumpled copy of the Indian epic the Ramayana that I’d picked up at some gloomy $1.30-a-night hostel in India, which I read voraciously.

The anticipation was high as I met with my trek guides and settled on the final details of the itinerary. With some time to explore Kathmandu, I headed to Swayambhunath Temple with my camera and curiosity—solo travel allows for so much time to wander. There, I spun the giant prayer wheels and found precociously adorable monkeys to photograph. Engrossed in capturing their play, I failed to notice the agitated mama monkey until I suddenly felt a jolt of weight on my back and a sharp burning sensation as her fangs dug into my flesh. With shock and confusion, I began screaming and flailing around. Finally, satisfied that I’d learned my lesson and that her baby was safe, she leapt off, leaving the bystanders perhaps more stunned than I was.

Feeling the warmth of blood dripping down my back, I made my way to the international medical clinic. As I sat in the waiting room, hurried staff rushed outside to meet an incoming ambulance and rushed in two men with extreme cases of frostbite. I later learned that they were the men rescued on Everest after their guide and three other climbers died on the mountain. Suddenly my monkey bite seemed insignificant. I was finally treated and told that I would either have to delay my trek or self-administer rabies shots for several weeks. I chose the latter.

I packed up my needles and serum and headed to the Tenzing-Hillary Airport in Lukla, the tiny mountain village that hosts one of the highest airports on the planet, to begin my journey toward Base Camp. As I boarded the ten-seater airplane, I remembered the part in the Ramayana where Hanuman heads to the Himalayas. He was tasked with saving Lakshmana’s life and had to procure a life-saving herb from the Himalayas. However, when he got there, he couldn’t identify the correct herb, so he grabbed the entire mountain. Here I was bringing a canister of serum to the Himalayas, yet I could feel the strength and determination of Hanuman in my pursuit. This whole journey around the world was my longing to heal from my father’s death, from recent heartbreak, an abortion, grief and internal confusion, to come closer to the truth of life, and Hanuman’s unwavering resolve reminded me that no matter how lost or insignificant I might feel, I possess the power to overcome obstacles and find my way. His story became my source of inspiration, guiding me through and helping me realize that the answers I sought were within me all along.

In the face of all the stories I’ve lived through, the puranas have helped take me beyond the surface of this character of I/me/mine, into the fabric of being—the forces that propel me along this path. They beg the question: Can we still hold the thread of ancient wisdom and yet weave something new?

In the Indian pantheon of gods and goddesses, the One is expressed through many, or the many express the One. It creates a home for all of us—we are a divine form; we are a demon; we are a goddess who has lost her cool or a god who has fallen prey to egoic pursuits; we are a wild, untethered fierceness slaying all attachment. We are an ever-changing expression of the One.

Within these pages, when I refer to the ego or the I/me/mine structure, it is not with a negative connotation. It is to express the Hindu concept of ahamkara—how the soul (atman) associates with the physical body. In everyday language, ahamkara means “arrogance” or “pride,” but in the broader sense it is the separation of the self from the rest of the creation and the Creator.

Ahamkara is derived from the Sanskrit words aham (meaning “I”) and kara (meaning “maker” or “doer”), literally translating to “the making of the I.” It is the principle that gives rise to the ego, the sense of individual identity that makes us perceive ourselves as distinct entities separate from the rest of the universe. This sense of individuality is necessary for navigating the physical world, allowing us to differentiate between ourselves and others, to make decisions, and to build our lives. However, when the ego becomes overly dominant, it leads to a distorted sense of self, characterized by excessive pride, arrogance, and attachment to material possessions and personal achievements.

In the context of the puranas, we can see ahamkara as a double-edged sword. On one hand it is a vital aspect of our existence; on the other hand it is a source of suffering, creating a false sense of separation from the divine and the interconnected web of life. The puranas invite us to recognize this dual nature of ahamkara and to cultivate a balanced relationship with it. It’s not about annihilating the ego but rather about integrating it into a broader, more expansive understanding of the self. By softening our grip on our ego, we can transcend the illusion of separateness and experience oneness with the divine—a great level of peace and freedom from suffering. Even in a moment of great pain and fear, bleeding from the bite of a literal monkey on our back, we can recognize that our suffering is not the only suffering in the world. We are bound to others, who may be suffering even greater pain and loss than we are, and we can draw courage and even healing to move forward with our journey from that sense of shared experience.



THE POWER OF CURIOSITY

The puranas are stories that are not only for entertainment; they offer new ways to understand ourselves and the universal themes that play into our lives, bringing the collective unconscious to life. They can also build a stronger personal practice and awareness of internal guiding forces. To see ourselves as the heroes or as the shadow characters in a story allows us to gain perspective on our own selves and all the many characters we play in this lifetime or even in a given day. The puranas reveal the masks we put on in order to fit in, to manage, or to seemingly trick ourselves and those around us. However, living a life with a false persona only causes suffering. The puranas invite us on the heroic path of digging within to reveal our many faces and give ourselves the bountiful gift of integrating and expressing all aspects of ourselves.

When we begin to look at ourselves through the lens of the puranas and the archetypes they portray, it’s like a play in which we’re acting out love and loss, likes and dislikes, and fears and confidence. In this grand cosmic play, you are a vital character too. You are the hero, the villain, the sage, the fool—a multifaceted being, capable of infinite growth and transformation.

As we set foot into the expansive world of the puranas, let us remember to bring along our most essential tool: curiosity. For it is through curiosity that we begin to see beyond the surface and into the heart of these eternal stories.

The power of the sacred resides among us. Are we willing to tune in? Are we willing to listen, look, and feel our way into these narratives to allow them to transform us? These stories pause the relentless flow of the mundane and immerse us in sacred wisdom, a deeper knowing and understanding, opening the door to the potential of waking up.



SACRED LISTENING

Sravana is the ancient art and joy of listening to divine stories and bathing in their symbology. Here we will do just that—immerse ourselves in ancient stories that echo our modern experiences. The richness of wisdom, spiritual teachings, and epic stories was traditionally passed down through oral recitation. Even though I am sharing the stories with you in written form, I believe we can open the inner aperture of our ears to listen to the deep understanding sparked by the tale. The art of truly hearing stories brings us more intimately face-to-face with our own subconscious. It allows us to suspend sureness and drift into the realm of remembering that our stories are a powerful thread—born of a specific time and place but capturing universal themes of the human experience. While we’re alive, we simply get to hold onto this thread, and if we’re curious enough to step back from our daily dramas, we will see how this thread is woven through time, connecting us to all who came before us and all who will come after us.

We live in a modern world where information comes our way faster than we can comprehend, discern, or feel. Our ears have tuned into false narratives that lead us down paths that have us believing in the illusion of social media, and messages of division, fear, outrage, and that somehow we’re not enough. When we share the stories of the great universal struggle of light versus shadow, we are able to see that even the most revered beings struggle with their inner forces. This is the reinforcement we need to lift ourselves out of the collective maya (illusion) that we can get so lost in. In the chaos of information that floods our world, listening to these stories offers us a beacon of clarity, guiding us through the maya and reminding us of our common origins and shared destiny.




SACRED SEEING

Darshan is the ancient practice of auspiciously seeing (in form or in one’s own mind’s




SACRED FEELING
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