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Preface

Paradise and Promises recalls my experiences in Andrew Cohen’s Community from winter of 1986 until 2001. The material is taken from memory, diary entries, letters, video recordings and conversations with family and friends. The identities of nearly all of the characters, except for Andrew, have been changed. Several characters have been merged to simplify the story.

Marlowe Sand

Marlowe Sand is a nom de plume. The author chose to remain anonymous in order not to jeopardize further her life and family. Revealing the toxic dynamics of cult life and modern spiritual bondage of the student-teacher relationship is an important message Marlowe Sand wants to share.

Andrew Cohen is a self-declared modern-day teacher who assembled hundreds of students from all parts of the world around him. The center of activity of his community, EnlightenNext, was a former retreat center near Lennox, MA, USA. In 2015, this community is disassembled and Andrew Cohen is on sabbatical from teaching at an undisclosed location.
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Andrew Cohen’s Five Fundamental Tenets of Enlightenment

The five tenets describe the position that you need to take in order to perfectly cage the ego, and they simultaneously describe the natural state of the inherently free authentic self. If you are enlightened, if you have become one with the pure egoless passion of the authentic self, this is what your actions are going to look like—naturally, spontaneously, and effortlessly. And if you want to become enlightened, if you want to become one with the pure egoless passion of the authentic self, this is what you have to do—through intention, will, and effort. If you are sincere in your desire to become an agent for the evolution of consciousness, these five tenets must be lived without conditions, at all times, in all places, through all circumstances.

The First Tenet: Clarity of Intention

“The first tenet is the foundation of the spiritual life. In order to succeed in liberating yourself from ignorance and self-deception, you have to have no doubt whatsoever that you want to be free more than anything.”

The Second Tenet: The Law of Volitionality

“Most of us like to see ourselves as unconscious victims. But in fact, we all know exactly what we are doing.”

The Third Tenet: Face Everything and Avoid Nothing

“The third tenet is the ultimate form of spiritual practice. It asks: how awake are you to what is motivating you to make the choices that you make? Because only if you’re paying close attention are you going to be able to bring the light of awareness into the darkest corners of your own psyche.”

The Fourth Tenet: The Truth of Impersonality

“The fourth tenet states that every aspect of the human experience is a completely impersonal affair. It tells us that the illusion of uniqueness, the narcissistic self-sense that is ego, is created moment by moment through the compulsive and mechanical personalization of almost every thought, feeling, and experience we have.”

The Fifth Tenet: For the Sake of the Whole

“The pursuit of enlightenment is for the transformation of the whole world, the enlightenment of the whole universe. It’s ultimately for the evolution of consciousness itself.”

(Cohen, 2011, The Five Fundamental Tenets of Enlightenment)


Prologue

We raise our arms out of the water reaching towards the sky and cry out, “Face everything!”

We throw ourselves beneath the water in surrender to God and cry out, “And avoid nothing!”

A thicket of ash and brambles runs down to the water’s edge. The lake, the hills, and the sky are uniformly gray. The leaves have dropped already, though there are catkin buds on the birch twigs which will stay dormant and survive the winter. It is October in the Berkshire Hills, and a bitter wind bites our skin each time we emerge from the water. We are three women, a lake, and a timer.

We are committed to prostrating ourselves in the water for an hour without stopping. We have each already failed at this self-imposed attempt to atone for offending our guru Andrew Cohen. Two weeks previously, in a group of 25 women, we had been the ones who staggered out of the water before the hour was up. This time there is no one to take us to the hospital, no one to stand on shore and monitor the time.

We stand four feet apart, waist deep in the water. At first, each plunge shocks my whole body and I dread going under the second, third and fourth time. After ten minutes, I am so desperate that it is inconceivable that I could still be here in 50 minutes. My whole body is shaking convulsively, teeth rattling uncontrollably—banging, not chattering.

“Face everything and avoid nothing!”

After 30 minutes, my face shrinks tight against my skull. My brain feels as if it has shriveled inside my head. I can’t feel any part of my body. I am afraid.

“Face everything and avoid nothing!”

Time after time, I raise my arms up and out of the water. Time after time, fear grips me as I plunge downwards. I try to convince myself, It’s just the mind that deceives me into believing I have limitations. I know the power of my own intention. I must go beyond fear.

After a while, the rhythm takes over and I cease to care about pain. I lean into the rhythm, the blessed rhythm, as our bodies swing into action. We chant without pause:

“Face everything and avoid nothing!”

I plunge my head under again. As I rise out, I glance at Erica and Ashley, noses unrecognizable, purple and blue. My God! I see their up-reaching arms, so frail against the pallid sun. I see the fear in their eyes and long to help them. They are thin and weak. They possess such courage to come a second time to this test of zeal.

As the minutes tick away, our fear and doubt grow. We struggle to be worthy, struggle to be accepted in the group, struggle to find confidence inside ourselves.

“Face everything and avoid nothing!”

It had been ten years since my first meeting with Andrew had swept me away with experiences of bliss and intervals of unexpected connection with other students. I fell in love with an ideal of simplicity that was so compelling that it eclipsed all other concerns. I left my life as an English housewife and special needs teacher and, with two small children, followed Andrew first to San Francisco and then to Boston. For the decade before this attempt at purification in the lake, I had lived on the outskirts of Andrew Cohen’s Community, struggling to reconcile a monastic life in a cult with good parenting. Recently I had overcome self-doubt and been elevated to a position of status and authority over others.

The goal was “enlightenment,” what Andrew called “freedom.” To this end, Andrew’s students sought destruction of the ego, which he defined as the self-serving part of ourselves. It was an absolute goal, and we believed that only by trusting Andrew to guide us on the path was success possible.

As I plunged into the chilling water, I was not weighing the risks and benefits of being a student of Andrew Cohen: I was already in too deep. It would be 15 years before I would have perspective on how dangerous it is when a powerful and charismatic leader controls others through the creation of a system of values which is impervious to critique from the outside. It would be many years after leaving the Community, with the help of friends and therapists, that I would come to terms with the complexity of my experiences during these years. I would eventually understand that I had sometimes connected with the deepest part of myself and at other times altogether lost track of who I was.

Now, on this October day in the frigid lake, I do not know whether plunging into the lake will strengthen me or harm me. I do not know that I am already allowing other people to determine who I am and that I will soon go over the edge into losing my sense of identity. The most intense roller coaster ride is still ahead.


Part I

A Door Opens


Chapter 1

Healing

My homeopath, Adrian, looked different today; his whole face was smoothed out, fresh instead of jaded. I expected him to probe when I failed to define my recurring, vague sense that there must be something more to life. I glanced up at the ceiling, then out of the Victorian cottage window to the blue delphiniums in the herbaceous border outside. I longed for a miracle to change the stuck quality of my life. I knew that this quality was older than I, shared with my Anglo-Saxon foremothers. We deferred our true selves to men, to poverty, to childbirth. We were deeply conditioned to settle—for the sake of survival and sometimes for convenience. I thought about my daughters. One of us had to break the pattern.

The process of reflecting with the help of this thoughtful, good-looking man had over the last year become comforting. I had grown to enjoy his easy manner, and how he stayed interested even when I told him I was at a low ebb, so low that I might disappear.

Today, instead of asking questions, he smiled as if he had forgotten all about finding the perfect question which might lead me to the perfect homeopathic remedy. Yet I felt that he was engaged directly with me instead of relating to me from behind a wall of reserve.

“Are you OK?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. Better than okay,” he said. He told me he had recently met a young New Yorker named Andrew Cohen who had just returned from traveling in India. In Lucknow, Andrew had met a holy man by the name of Poonjaji. In the tradition of spiritual teachers in India, Poonjaji welcomed the visiting students, guided them in their search for spiritual experience, and helped them towards enlightenment. In the presence of his new teacher, Andrew had, in only a few days, undergone a change so radical that Poonjaji declared him profoundly enlightened and acclaimed Andrew the successor of his spiritual legacy.

“He sent him to bring about a revolution in the West!” Adrian exclaimed with a smile. “After just a couple of meetings!”

He paused for a long time, looking at the Buddha statue on the desk between us, sitting comfortably with eyes half-closed. Then he looked at me warmly, not at all the slightly bored professional, but bursting with the urgent desire to get something across. “Listen, Marlowe! It’s a miracle. I have been seeking for years and I have never heard of this happening.”

“It sounds interesting,” I said, happy to encourage him to talk about himself for a change. I knew nothing about enlightenment myself. I certainly didn’t hold with nonsense about gurus and spiritual teachers. I did not care that my homeopath was stretching the rules of counseling. Rather, I felt flattered that our one-way conversation had shifted.

“This is more than interesting!” he went on. “I have visited teachers all over the world, yet the moment that I met Andrew and felt his power, I understood all of Krishnamurti’s writings for the first time. The meaning just fell into place.”

“Who’s Krishnamurti?” I asked.

He ignored the question but seemed to have found his tongue now. “This is unheard of! This is like the awakening of the Buddha. It just doesn’t happen.”

I didn’t know much about the Buddha, either. My days revolved around teaching my two-year-old daughter to swim, making sure the baby slept at night, and trying to keep the house in order so that the chaos did not annoy my husband.

“Well, what is it exactly that you are experiencing right now?” I asked.

“Bliss!” He said, “I can hardly talk, I am so happy; it’s like being in heaven!”

“Well, I’d like some of that,” I said sardonically. “Can you transmit it?”

“I can’t, but Andrew can,” he said. “If you like, you can come and meet the man.”

Two weeks later, Jürgen and I finished a dinner of pork chops, runner beans, and potatoes from my parents’ farm in southwest England. Jürgen had changed out of his work clothes so that he could give the baby fingerfuls of mashed food. Slim and tall, he looked equally good in jeans. Elfin, two-year-old Jessica had his dark hair and deep brown eyes. She had recently become assertive about dressing herself, and was therefore wearing the brown velour jumpsuit she insisted on every day. The baby, Becky, looked as if her mass of long curls might stay blond. Six months old, she was clingy and fretful from a long-term chest infection. She fussed when I handed her to her dad.

I showed Jürgen the bottle of breast milk in the fridge and the bookmarked page on the story of The Little Grey Rabbit for Jessica.

I had first met Jürgen while eating barbequed salmon in a friend’s cottage garden five years before. I repeatedly met his soulful eyes as we shared a bottle of whiskey, and he reminisced about his German national service stationed in Dorset. A few weeks later, when I took him home to the farm, my dad took me aside and, going beyond his suspicion of Germans (common in a post-war generation) he said, “This is a man that it would be easy to hurt.” I agreed; I had already seen the honest, steadfast look in Jürgen’s eyes. We corresponded and met for occasional weekends, but when a long-distance relationship seemed impractical, I joined him in Munich.

Three years later, I could work and make myself understood in German, but having a small baby increased my homesickness. Jürgen responded by giving up his career in corporate management and moving to England. He now worked as assistant manager at a low-end holiday camp in the fishing village of Brixham.

Jürgen kissed me on the cheek as I walked toward the door and asked what the meeting was about.

“I think it’s something about being happy,” I said, not sure how to explain the change that I had seen in the homeopath and not sure if Jürgen would see it as a good idea if I could. But I was excited about doing something different. I closed the door behind me.

I drove too fast beneath the medieval walls of Totnes Castle and out into the wooded hills, hurtling between the high, leafy hedges and along the twisting lanes tucked into the hills south of the moor. I hated to be late. Adrian’s directions led me along a deep-set valley beside a river. I spotted the little bridge he had told me about and beyond it the stone farmhouse, Beenleigh Manor. Following the instructions, I opened the side door of the house and left my muddy boots in the row with the others.

A rough stone fireplace with an open hearth dominated the living room. But the 17 people in the room, sitting cross-legged and motionless on fat round cushions, focused on a large empty armchair. No one stirred when I arrived. I nodded to Adrian, sitting near the chair, and sat on the floor in the back of the room.

After ten minutes, my knees and back began to hurt. I folded my legs sideways. Then I knelt. Kneeling turned out to be hard on the knees, so I leaned against the wall and hugged my knees. I whispered to the person next to me, not noticing his concentration, “What’s everyone waiting for?”

He opened his eyes, scanned my face for something of interest, and then, clearly not finding it, dismissed me. “There’s a bunch of people here who are not waiting for anything.”

Clearly, I was supposed to know what he meant. I replied, “I don’t know what I am doing here. I am just a housewife.”

“We are all “just” something!” he said.

I wondered if I should have stayed home and put the kids to bed myself. Then, more kindly, he said, “Andrew will come in soon. I am Pierre.” I took his outstretched hand and said, “I am Marlowe.”

As if he were invisible, so little did his movements draw attention, Andrew entered, crossed my field of vision, and settled cross-legged into the armchair before I registered that he was there. There was nothing unusual about his freshly ironed beige short-sleeved shirt. No statement of precision nor of anarchy in his black hair, parted in the middle jutting over the edge of his shirt and in definite need of trimming. He walked without self-consciousness, absent from the jarring tension that alerts our senses; yet, for an instant, I registered harshness and arrogance on his face as he cast his eyes around the room. In the powerful jaw there was no room for the casual, yet he was also relaxed and at ease. I recoiled at the fearless, piercing gaze of his black eyes. Yet, in contradiction, the boyish tilt of his head and easy smile gave him an inviting innocence.

No one said anything. I found the long silence uncomfortable and grew suspicious. A young woman with long slender hands sat comfortably on her cushion in front of him. She obviously had been meditating for years. With cynicism, I watched her stare like a child into Andrew’s face without blinking. I wondered for a moment if she was developmentally delayed. I was sure I had never looked at anyone like that and I certainly did not intend to. Why is no one talking? I thought. Why do people have their eyes shut? Why is that woman laughing? Why do they look at him as if he were a god?

People began asking Andrew questions. They asked for guidance in their lives and directions for becoming free. They asked him to describe over and over how he became enlightened. Andrew voiced his conviction that if they only had the courage to let go of everything they would discover “freedom” for themselves. I did not understand what he meant by “freedom.” Everyone listened with rapt attention, striving to catch each word.

It had never occurred to me to ask someone else how to live my life. I had assumed that this was something I would figure out for myself as I went along. I wondered, What kind of teacher is this?

Andrew met my eyes, smiled, tilted his head to one side, and said by way of introduction, “So you want to change?”

I squirmed. “Well, it depends what you mean by change.”

“This teaching is about radical change. Freedom!” he said.

I was intrigued in spite of myself. “Is it permanent?” I asked.

He didn’t answer.

I asked, “This change that you bring about in people, is it reversible?”

“I heard you,” he said. Then, scrunching his brows together, he continued, “No, it is not reversible. You have to be ready to let go and not come back. Are you ready for that?”

“I would like to get rid of some parts of me and keep the rest,” I said.

“You have to take a chance. You have to let go of everything and see what happens.” And then he laughed for a long time for a reason that I could not understand.

There was silence in the room for a while. Then he asked if I had any more questions.

“Who are all these people?”

He answered, “They want to be here with me. Each day there are more of them. This is my mother,” he said, pointing to a gray-haired woman sitting at his feet, looking up at him with her mouth open in apparent adoration.

I thought he was joking.

“You can ask her,” he said. “She really is my mother.” She was not looking at him as a mother looks at a son. Something didn’t make sense to me, but Adrian nodded in amusement.

“Yes,” said Andrew. “My mother is one of my students.” He laughed again as I wrestled between wanting to run in horror from these unnatural-looking relationships and wanting to take on adventures within a culture beyond my experience.

We sat silently.

After a long time, Andrew asked what I was thinking.

“I wasn’t thinking at all,” I replied.

I was unable to account for the passage of time. In a strange jump of emotional state, I had lost my desire to scan the room for weird behavior and had stopped evaluating how I fitted in. I found that my fears had been replaced by contentment, even gentleness or joy. The normal emotional chatter of my mind had cleared.

Andrew raised his eyebrows and pressed me further. “What do you mean? Not at all since we last spoke?”

“That’s right, not thinking at all,” I replied, as if that were the most natural thing in the world.

“Well, that’s interesting, isn’t it?” he said, spreading his hands wide in amazement. I had no resistance against the tenderness of this moment.

Afterwards, I discovered we had been in meditation. Unlike other teachers, Andrew taught no methodology, used no mantra or focus on breath or sound. He taught that meditation would arise naturally from within, as a result of deep relaxation and attention. These evenings of meditation and dialogue were called Satsang, which in Sanskrit means, “communion with the truth.”

In Andrew’s presence, my preoccupation with anything outside the room dropped away, and my attention was directed toward a part of me that I had never before noticed, beyond thought and feelings. My preoccupations with unspoken plans for avoiding this and acquiring that separated like strands of silk to reveal a vast expanse beyond. My incessant search for something stopped in its tracks. I was left with a clean empty space, acutely alert to everything going on around me. The flicker of a moth at the window sounded loud but did not disturb the peace. The smell of herb tea brewing in the next room filled my senses. I struggle to find words that will do justice to the ineffable taste, scent, or sound of this experience of being alive beyond the mind’s assessment of it.

“Look at her face,” Andrew said, pointing at me. “See how beautiful she is.”

I had never thought of myself as beautiful but I accepted that he saw beyond physical beauty.

That first night, something in the room, or something transmitted from Andrew Cohen, changed my view of myself and other people. It was a sudden and incomprehensible shift from defending myself to letting go, accompanied by a corresponding shift from suspicion of Andrew Cohen to trust in him, even though I had at first identified him as arrogant and harsh. I did not then try to understand what had caused this shift in my perception.

In a daze, I put on my Wellington boots on my way out of the farmhouse. The stiff rubber of the boot yielded to my heel and my foot slid in without effort, although it had always used to stick. I caught the eye of a woman coming out of the living room. Half a day earlier, I would have checked to see if I had made a mistake by putting my boots on inside the house instead of first carrying them to the door. I would have caught her glance for a second and then turned quickly back to my boots. Now my reticence to connect was diminished, and I flowed into the softness of her eyes, and in them I met the reflection of my own. We smiled a smile of recognition that every problem, every possibility of a problem, had vanished. I felt closer to this stranger than to any friend I had ever had.

In the following weeks, I searched for the familiar sense of me but could not recognize myself. Now, after one evening of meditation, an ancient, ingrained sense that there was something deeply wrong with me had vanished. I noticed the absence of an old gnawing sense under the skin that being alone, even for an hour, meant that no one wanted to be with me. The sense that I was undeserving if I did not excel and receive approval had gone. I was in love. The love radiated outwards but had no object, not even Andrew. It was all the same to me now where I was, what I did, or who I was with. Joy was my companion. This change was sudden, but I had no curiosity about what had happened. I just marveled at it, told anyone who would listen, and relaxed over the next blissful few weeks.

One day, hiking over the hills nearby to the Devon Coast, I reached a hilltop and stood and watched the play of evening sunlight casting deep shadows across the closely cropped sheep fields. I took in the hedges and trees tucked into the folds of the hills. “How incredibly beautiful,” I thought. But then there was no more beauty, the definition of beauty disappeared and I could no longer see it from the outside. I became part of the beauty. Marlowe and the landscape in front of me were not separated in any way. I was nothing more than this landscape. Then I thought, “I am nothing at all, I don’t exist.”

During this period, vivid memories came back to me of my entire life. I remembered sitting on the tapestry footstool in front of my old granny, surprised by the softness of her wrinkled hands while we sewed colored buttons on an old sock. The quality of my new meditation reminded me that as a child I would see a primrose growing in a hedgerow and flow into it, talk to it, and know it understood me.

My mother’s love for my brother John and me compensated her for the disappointments of marriage. Sure-footed and steady in every practical and educational detail, she devoted herself to our care while working side by side with my father on the farm. She helped us climb into the fork of the hornbeam tree to see the magpie’s stash of glittering treasure: silvery ivy seeds, a silver earring, turquoise beads. She helped us build a tree house in the old oak tree at the edge of the sheep field. She shared with me the thrill of discovering under the walnut tree a broken blue robin’s egg which we pieced together and placed in the museum that we had created in the attic.

I was given freedom not to limit myself to what girls did in the fifties. I imitated the accomplishments of boys on the farm as they climbed ropes, drove tractors, and hammered nails. By ten, I had learned to ride horses and had mapped the trails in the woods and surrounding farms. By 15, I followed the hounds, foxhunting, and was learning to break in our own horses.

Mom tried hard to help us socialize, but I found the transition to the world of other children confusing and uncomfortable. Before starting school, I once went into a local shop and stared, amazed, at a little girl carrying a Barbie doll under her arm, begging her mother for hair ribbons and candy. I loathed the acrid taste of candy, and it had never occurred to me to want ribbons for my hair. Barbie dolls, hair clips and girly things were not part of my world; I wore the same green striped tee shirt for an entire summer because I liked the softness of the fabric.

My mother helped me connect with one or two friends at a time. But given a shy and cautious temperament, and an isolated childhood on a remote farm, I did not thrive at school. I was unprepared for the jostling for position among peers and was crushed in the face of even mild bullying. My mother’s distress at my distress embellished my pain, so I learned to conceal my wounds. Soon, in collusion against the world, we feared all outsiders. She and I would judge the faults of my boyfriends, and I would reject them, believing that the world was not a safe or happy place.

Though shy and socially anxious, my silence ran side by side with a sense of adventure. Fear prevented me from understanding either the curriculum or the social dynamics of the schoolyard, but adventure led me to climb rocks and ride horses. Fear caused me to withdraw from making deep friendships, but adventure led me to hitchhike alone around the UK and get a degree in philosophy. My actions suggest that I was not easily led nor readily swayed by other people: not an obvious candidate for a cult. One of my first job references at the age of 18 described me as unafraid to put myself at risk for the sake of speaking out about something I believed in.

For two months after that first Satsang I would wake in the night, my body burning with excitement. Instead of trying to go back to sleep, I would lie there reveling in it, as if a powerful force compelled me to lap up every second of life’s intensity. Excitement without cause dominated my experience. The thrill of lying in bed awake, living this moment, was overwhelming.

Two dreams from my early childhood came back to me during this time. One was a nightmare: mountainous masses of dark, oppressive matter slowly moving across the landscape, forming and reforming like molten rock. I would be powerless to move and the mass would finally fill the space, threatening to smother me. In the other dream, I entered a huge room lit with gold, the space filled with jewels and beautiful things. Light radiated from every object. Now I understood the difference between the two dreams: one was my experience before meeting Andrew, the other after.

In retrospect, I wonder if there had been a time earlier in my life when I had sought something like this experience with Andrew. When I look at a photo of myself at the age of seven, I see a face of bemusement, as if I were trying to figure something out. I do remember our middle school English teacher asking if there was anyone who felt that they were looking for something different in life, anyone who had a sense that there was something they needed to find. Breaking my survival strategy of invisibility, from the back row of the class I raised my hand, making public and conscious a desire for some deep change. When the teacher called on me, I looked down at the sketches of horses which filled my school days and replied in a whisper, “I don’t know.” Perhaps that vague question had stayed with me until now, in 1986 at the age of 33, I had stumbled on the solution: there was nothing to figure out.


Chapter 2

In Love

I did not return to Satsang for six weeks, until the strength of my blissful experiences began to fade. I attended once a week, then twice a week, and then three times. Jürgen grumbled and wanted to know why I wanted to go so often. I tried to explain that I did not want my growth to be superficial, I wanted it to go deep. I explained that if I just spent a little more concentrated time with Andrew then I would be free and not need him anymore.

I would return from Satsang bubbling with energy. Sometimes I tried to talk to Jürgen about it. “It is wonderful,” I would say. “Everyone is changing,” but Jürgen had been reared to be practical in post-war German austerity. I tried to explain: “It is like what happened to Jesus. He was on fire when he first started teaching after he was baptized.” But Jürgen was an atheist. There was nowhere for my words to land.

We had a solid partnership in many ways, but years of my constant demands for emotional connection had created resentment. In response to my appeals for him to work on his moods, Jürgen would reply, “I am all right as I am. This is me. Take me or leave me.” We had even tried couples counseling, but after a while the counselor said, “Oh dear, oh dear! You two are so different.”

These conflicts notwithstanding, the dynamics of my relationship with Jürgen improved. For a while we became more intimate than even during the tentative love of our first weekend in Berlin. Jürgen noticed the difference and at first encouraged me, saying that the visits to see Andrew seemed to be good for me.

Before meeting Andrew, I used to wait anxiously for Jürgen to get home with my running shoes already on. After a quick peck on the cheek, I would make for the door as fast as I could, jealously guarding my running time as the only time in the day to call my own. But now, one evening when he returned from work—tired from a ten-hour shift, wearing his holiday camp uniform—I stopped. I put the kettle on, and we sat together on the warm doorstep and watched the children pouring sand into the mouths of imaginary teddy bears made out of sticks. He told me about his 60-year-old boss who wanted to marry a 20-year-old visitor to the camp. He told me about the eight-step rule in the cafeteria for cleaning countertops. As he did so, the mundane drudgery of supporting his family in a foreign country became a little easier. This moment of connection after our separate days was all we needed to be together again.

Now, it was satisfying to be together. Before I met Andrew, sex had generally left me wanting more of something: more intimacy, more novelty, more intensity or something, but now I felt full to the brim all day and didn’t seek more of anything—the sweetness of connecting with Jürgen was a wonderful thing. I stopped demanding that he make me feel complete. I stopped trying to make him feed the kids tofu dessert instead of ice cream, stopped nagging him for reading the newspaper instead of taking the children to see the boats down at Brixham Harbour. And, as if by a surreptitious miracle, my husband, who had sometimes seemed impenetrable, felt the difference and became sweeter than he had ever been. For the first time in seven years, neither one of us wished that things were different.

By the time I’d known Andrew six months, I felt as if every occurrence had become my teacher. If I made a mistake, then I would learn from it. When my daughter Jessica tried to teach the baby to do somersaults on the bed, I spoke to her harshly; then I saw the impact on her wounded face and softened my voice and took her onto my lap, explaining that babies’ bones are still soft.

My mind’s machinery had been laid bare. I seemed to see my own mind in action, my understanding of thoughts liberated from distraction, fear, and rationalization. I felt exposed, every emotion strong and visible. I was defenseless but untouchable, for where could I be hurt? There was nothing anyone could say to upset me because I was not trying to conceal anything. For example, I saw that Jürgen became angry at me because I was demanding that he assuage my insecurity with affirmation. I saw now my habit of duplicity when I criticized him for failing to be emotionally connected while not truly available to be intimate with him myself. I could see thoughts running, as they had always run, along railway tracks driving me away from fear and towards ambition. And I could see my choices moment by moment to be on the runaway train or watch it go by.

I had a special notebook with marbleized ink on the cover. I bought many more of them and filled them with responses to Andrew’s teachings, because it seemed that all these benefits came directly through Andrew. Many years later I would burn most of these diaries, but one survives from the second year after I met Andrew. I wrote:


April, 1987

Andrew’s every gesture is born out of love.

My heart must remain open to the Andrew in all things, wherever I may find him.

Everything that I do must be an expression of Andrew’s love; if it isn’t, then my ego, my sense of self-importance, is getting in the way.

I lie in the palm of Andrew’s hand utterly content, along with 3000 others.

The rest of my life, in every situation, on every occasion, is a prayer to Andrew.

Talking to Andrew, I can be absolutely sure of getting a true response.

My mother taught me that the world was too dangerous a place for me and it was, until I met Andrew.

Life is unbelievably precious, so precious I wouldn’t miss a second of it. But it matters not at all whether I die today or in 50 years’ time.

I sometimes catch myself unawares and think, “Is there something I’ve forgotten to worry about? What was it that used to consume me so?”



One day as I was taking my daughter to play group, I saw a man walking down the street—a weighty man limping with a stiff gait. As he came closer, I could see his thick head and greasy neck bulging over the top of his soiled shirt collar. In the past I would have averted my gaze, withdrawn my attention, and taken a step away from him. I would have seen him as a separate species that had nothing to do with me. But instead I saw that he was perfect. It was as if all boundaries between us had vanished.

The only experiences that I had had of such intensity were sexual. Feeling out of control, I said to Andrew that evening in Satsang, “I feel so close to everyone that I wonder if it is dangerous. It’s as if I could sleep with anyone. There seems no reason not to be close to everyone.”

He said, “This is not dangerous, this is wonderful!”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “It is confusing.”

“Just wait and see,” he said. “You have to take a chance!”

I knew he did not mean that I should sleep with strangers. I understood that the unfamiliar connection which I now felt with all people was a natural and wonderful thing that should not be stifled. But I knew also that Jürgen might misconstrue this conversation if I shared it with him.

Totnes, the small, rural town where we lived, drew seekers aspiring to understand themselves, to escape turmoil, to find God, or just to create a lifestyle less hectic than the mainstream. Many people in the surrounding rural villages heard that a newly enlightened teacher had settled in Totnes and were curious to hear him speak. Some were immediately repelled by his radical message. Others saw in him a rare quality and were deeply moved.

For instance, there was a large group of Christians who followed the teachings of Rudolf Steiner and a well-established Buddhist meditation center close to the town. Many people from these two groups came to see Andrew. The intensity of Andrew’s meetings took many by surprise. Often the pretense around students’ lives fell away spontaneously and they made instant and radical changes. Four or five couples whose children were at the Steiner School broke up after a few meetings with Andrew, and many of the Buddhist students abandoned decades of patient meditation practice for the sake of life in the fast lane with Andrew Cohen. My next-door neighbor found, after one visit to Andrew, that something opened up inside him; and without a desire for a long-term connection to Andrew, he went away deeply grateful for the added dimension to his life. But a growing number, myself included, felt a pull to return, to tap again into the rich pool of understanding and joy that they discovered in Andrew’s presence. This group would form his followers.

Poonjaji, Andrew’s teacher in India, had sent Andrew to teach in the West, expecting that Andrew would gather students in Totnes, as in the Hindu tradition. Those most interested in his teachings started to spend more and more time together. They rented a house together, beginning a tradition of communal life which would evolve over the next decades. Over the years, Andrew would take increasing interest in his students’ living arrangements, daily lives, and practices. He would also create a formal hierarchy, leading eventually to five or six levels of seniority among his students that reflected commitment, depth of understanding, and consistency of expression of his teachings.

Andrew did not teach a doctrine based on religion, not even the Hinduism of his teacher. His teachings came directly from his own experience in India of personal revelation. He told us many times about meeting his teacher. He also described a moment of surrender, when he said to an unknown force, “Let thy will be done.” I imagined him alone in a simple stone hut, lying on a reed bed, letting go of all that had made him insecure, all that had limited his early dreams of musical success, all that had made his recent pursuit of martial arts unsatisfying. It seemed that his life was given over, like that of a saint’s, to something beyond the goals of this world. I understood him to have given up all seeking for himself and to have dedicated his life to helping others to become free. I believed that Andrew was permanently enlightened, and that if I studied with him I would become like him.

When people asked me how Andrew taught, sometimes I replied that he taught “through silence,” sometimes “through question and answer.” It seemed as though he saw our underlying motivations so clearly that speaking with him was like looking into a mirror. Sometimes the mirror reflected something ugly, sometimes something beautiful. In either case, we seemed to be propelled at accelerated speed in one direction or another.

At the start of one evening, a heavyset blond Dutch man sat in the front row of students. Andrew praised his commitment and told him that responsibility meant responding, right now, with purity of motivation. He told us that in order to be free, we had to be deadly serious about freedom, and that immediate surrender was accessible to us all. All distractions, all delays, all relationships that colluded with our procrastination were just excuses. Andrew remained silent as the man announced that he would stay in England as Andrew’s student rather than return to Holland to complete his last six months
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