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“Gopi Krishna—A Biography is such an accomplishment. It is easy to read. It flows. It is packed with information, and it presents the best review of Gopi Krishna’s life there is. It portrays the importance of his life so well.”

— Joan Shivapita Harrigan, PhD, author of Kundalini Vidya and Stories of Spiritual Transformation

“Gopi Krishna—A Biography is an inspiration. It offers us a vivid story of one human journey even as it reveals the heart and purpose of an extraordinary spiritual teacher. With meticulous care, Teri Degler puts this story in the context of the always changing local and global cultures, politics, and movements, and in this way offers us insight into how we are shaped by and are, at the same time, able to contribute to the collective dream. This book is an invitation to us all to dream awake for the sake of the planet.”

— Oriah Mountain Dreamer, author of The Invitation, the Dance, and the Call

“I highly recommend this book! Degler’s work is both scholarly in its meticulous research on Gopi Krishna’s life and devotional in her respect for his accomplishments and teachings. Relying on his own best efforts to understand the directives of the innate power of the divine, known as kundalini in Tantra and yoga, he lived his life dedicated to making the world more aware of how this power radically transforms an individual, from their biology to their state of consciousness, as it hastens their evolution to enlightenment. Degler brings the reader’s attention to Gopi Krishna’s extraordinary poetry, writings, and lectures and to how he saw Kundalini as the evolutionary power we must draw on to literally save humanity from the dire circumstances we find ourselves in. Through this biography one can be inspired by the depth of his dedication to following this path and by the sacrifices he made to remain true to the Infinite while he lived fully engaged in the world.”

— Lawrence Edwards, PhD, author of The Soul’s Journey: Guidance from the Divine Within, founder and director of Anam Cara Meditation

“I was captivated by the simple yet lucid manner in which this book has been written… Degler can breathe easy in the knowledge that she has written Gopi Krishna’s biography exactly as it should be.”

— John Warren White, author of Kundalini, Evolution, and Enlightenment
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Introduction

Well-done biographies of truly important people of the past are always relevant. But only in rare cases are they relevant to the here and now, to the way we live our lives today; to what we mean to others; to how much inner peace we know.

The life story of Gopi Krishna is, however, relevant in exactly this way. That his story can have such profound spiritual implications is somewhat ironic. For Gopi Krishna was not a spiritual teacher. Time and again he made the statement: “I am not a guru.” He did not take disciples; he did not take followers, and he certainly did not seek them.

And yet, in some ways, he could hardly help but be a spiritual teacher: He was a simple, ordinary human being who had attained enlightenment. He lived in a state of perennial cosmic consciousness—a state that made it possible for him to see through the eyes of the great saints and mystics; a state that made it possible for him to communicate the astounding news that each and every one of us is on an evolutionary path that is leading to this radiant, light-filled state. 

Because he was from Kashmir, steeped in the traditions of yoga and Tantra, he wrote about this evolution and transformation of consciousness in terms of the awakening kundalini. In this context, it is important to note that Gopi Krishna never used the terms “full awakening” of kundalini or the “highest” state of consciousness, preferring instead to refer to kundalini as being simply awakened or active and to states of consciousness that were simply “higher,” making the point that humanity’s ongoing evolution would lead to currently incomprehensible, ever-expanded levels of divine awareness. Although much of Gopi Krishna’s writing is from this very Indian perspective, he was emphatic that kundalini is a universal force, known by various names in the world’s spiritual traditions.

His writings also make it evident that research into this evolutionary energy could solve the cataclysmic problems facing Mother Earth today. Beyond this, he indicated that the time is ripe for an increasingly widespread awakening of kundalini. Traditionally in yoga, this awakening is seen as one that needs to be carefully nurtured. Gopi Krishna makes it clear that unless science, particularly the medical community, accepted the reality of kundalini awakening and understood the biological basis of this spiritual process, people experiencing this awakening might not receive the care they needed or be misdiagnosed or given erroneous treatments.

Most people who are part of this widespread awakening are having a partial activation of kundalini—in other words, undergoing a process of awakening. Confirmation that all these experiences are being triggered by the same universal force is evidenced by the fact that virtually everyone having them is experiencing, in varying degrees, the classic signs of kundalini awakening reported by the ancient yogis. As the gradual awakening progresses, so do these experiences.

Perhaps the most prominent sign is mystical experience—characterized, as it is in all the world’s religions, by the perception of radiant light, love, bliss, and/ or union with the Divine or all of creation. Another is the development of the extrasensory phenomena known as siddhis in yoga and charisms, or spiritual gifts, in Christianity. Yet another is the onset of inspired creativity and genius. While these signs —including the physical sensations noted by the ancient yogis such as fiery heat in the lower back, energy rushing up the spine, or inexplicable vibrations in the genital region—manifest dramatically in some people, others experience them so gradually that they are virtually imperceptible.

As the following chapters show, Gopi Krishna revealed even more about these partial awakenings in his talks and correspondence than he did in his books. One way of understanding this partial, ongoing transformation is to think of the truly enlightened ones, such as a Buddha or a Christ, as living perennially in a state of radiant light, while an experiencer of a partial awakening might have only occasional glimpses of the light. In this same way, a Rumi might write reams of deathless poetry, while most of us today might be gifted with an occasional perfect poem. A further example would be the Old Testament prophets who had prophetic visions, while we might simply have an auspicious dream now and then.

Regardless, Gopi Krishna wanted us to understand that the light in which a Buddha dwells and the light we glimpse is the same light. Gopi Krishna lived in this light, and he wanted us to be able to do the same. Reading between the lines of his two autobiographies, Kundalini: The Evolutionary Energy in Man and Living with Kundalini, we can see that the way he lived his life was a key to attaining this state. Still, he never once praises himself or his actions in these books.

A biography, however, can do this and more; it can reveal him to be not only an enlightened sage, but an extraordinarily honest, courageous, and compassionate human being. It can also tell the story of a fascinating life—one filled with drama, defeat, and, sometimes, sweet victory.

The introduction to a biography, on the other hand, has to include the mundane, for example, explaining how I, as the author, arbitrarily chose to spell familiar Sanskrit words, such as Shiva, Shakti, kundalini, and chakra, as they are commonly seen in English, but to include diacritics—the little marks on letters—on less common words, such as sahasrāra. However, in quotes, book titles, etc. the spelling of these words appears as it does in the original. The same is true for all other spellings or grammar usages; in other words, quotes have not been edited for spelling.

Another technical issue concerns how people are identified. In general, after giving a person’s full name, I refer to those who were very familiar with Gopi Krishna by their first names only. One exception is his daughter Ragya’s husband, Radha Krishan Kaul. Although he played a huge role in his father-in-law’s life, he carried such an air of quiet authority he was generally called Mr. Kaul, and I have done the same.

Citations also need to be addressed: While most quotes and references are cited as chapter endnotes in the usual manner, those that come from Gopi Krishna’s correspondence or unpublished works are not cited. When you come across this unreferenced material, you can be sure it comes from restricted archival material that cannot currently be accessed. The same is true for quotes and references to Margaret Kobelt; these come from nearly thirty hours of interviews I did with her before her death. In hopes that a future scholar or biographer might have access to this material, I have provided a fully cited version of the manuscript for the archives. However, citations do not appear in this edition as I did not see the point of burdening the reader with well over a hundred additional endnotes on material that could not be accessed.

The choices an author makes on these types of details pale in comparison with the choices a biographer makes in choosing what is included and what is not out of all the research and information that has been amassed. For this biography, I read thousands of pages of Gopi Krishna’s correspondence, interviewed family, friends, and supporters in four countries, and immersed myself in his written work and in the life stories of his most ardent supporters. I was also privileged to attend two conferences he spoke at, to meet with him in a small group three times, and to have an in-depth personal meeting with him once before his death. Out of all this, I have picked and chosen what would go into this book and what would not. With that, I offer it up to you, the reader, in hopes that you find his life not only fascinating and enriching, but enlightening.

— Teri Degler

Photographs for Gopi Krishna—A Biography

Unfortunately, this biography does not include photographs. Few were located that had survived in good enough condition to be included in a printed book. However, a collection of photos has been made available online for the interested reader at www.icrcanada.org/GopiKrishnaPhotos.







Chapter One

The Roots of Rebirth

Biographies often start with the where, what, and when of the birth of the subject and, then, if the biography is about a saint, mystic, or enlightened person, a marvelous tale is told that foreshadows the infant’s illustrious future and extraordinary nature. The story of Gopi Krishna Shivpuri is no different.

Born in late May or early June in 1903 in Gairoo, a tiny village not far from the city of Srinagar in the Himalayan foothills of Kashmir, he fell ill several months later. His throat became swollen and inflamed, and he was not able to take milk from his frantically worried mother, CongMaal Shivpuri. Eventually she fell into an exhausted sleep and dreamed of a holy man of whose miraculous powers she had often heard. In the dream, the holy man gently opens the baby boy’s mouth, places a finger on his inflamed throat, and tells her that he will now be able to drink. Awakening from the dream, she took the baby to her breast and found that he could indeed swallow the milk. Able to take nourishment, the baby soon regained his health. CongMaal, convinced of the miraculous nature of this occurrence, pledged that she would one day go on pilgrimage to the holy man and thank him in person for saving her son’s life.

When Gopi Krishna was somewhere around six or seven—or at least old enough to remember the journey—CongMaal went on the long-promised pilgrimage. She was accompanied by her brother, who walked along as she and her son rode on a donkey. After being on the road for a day or two, they found the hermitage. The moment they entered the hut, the holy man looked up as if he knew exactly who she was and said, “Did it not succeed? Was he not able to drink?” Upon hearing this evidence of his miraculous powers, she prostrated herself before the holy man and asked for his blessings on her son. The man took the boy on his lap and stroked his hair. When Gopi Krishna began to fuss, his mother scolded him. In turn, the holy man chastised her, saying, “You must not scold him! He is a Vyasa!” Vyasa, as Gopi Krishna’s mother well knew, was one of the most revered saints and sages of India, and she was convinced the holy man had gifted her with yet another miraculous portent regarding her son’s future.1

But what is important about this tale is not whether it is miraculous or true or accurate, it is how Gopi Krishna later handled it. His mother was not reticent about telling the story; it became part of the lore of the village and was eventually passed down to his children and grandchildren. In spite of the story becoming known in this way, he refused to have it told in his first autobiography, Kundalini: The Evolutionary Energy in Man. According to his longtime secretary, Margaret Kobelt, he explained that he made this decision because he did not want to have “a fairy tale” in his book. Still, he did include the episode in his second autobiography, Living with Kundalini. There he stated carefully that he could not vouch in any way for the miraculous part of the story, adding only that he never knew his mother to be anything but meticulously honest. He went on to point out that for much of his life he discounted all stories of the miraculous powers of yogis and other Indian holy men as the vast majority of these tales had been, upon careful examination, shown to be false. In offering the story up, however, he revealed that he was eventually forced to come to the conclusion that there were indeed “more things in heaven and earth” than many of us, like Shakespeare’s Horatio, could even begin to dream of. Still, he cautioned the reader, saying that “a real yogi in touch with the other world, capable of producing genuine physical phenomena at will, is one of the rarest beings on earth.”

The way he handled this episode is an excellent example of the scrupulous honesty and painstaking care he took with everything he said and wrote. It is also significant for another reason: even though he recounts the story in some detail, he completely leaves out the yogi’s pronouncement that the baby was “a Vyasa.”

This omission is a telling clue to the man he was and what he spent his entire life trying to convey. He repeatedly said, “I am not a guru,” “I do not take disciples,” “I do not take followers.” Instead, he urged those who would read his work and hear his words to follow their own hearts and use viveka—the yogic term often translated as discernment or, as he once defined it, “the power of discrimination between true and false or right and wrong.”

In insisting that he was not a guru, he was also reminding us that he was nothing more than a very ordinary man—a midlevel clerk in an Indian government bureau—who came to have an extraordinary, profoundly transformative spiritual experience. In emphasizing this ordinariness, he was giving us a great gift. He was telling us that we, too, ordinary folks that we are, could experience this transformation. In fact—and this was at the core of his message—we, as a human race, would experience it. For what he had experienced was the result of an evolutionary process, and it had been triggered by an evolutionary energy that would eventually lead all of humanity to higher states of consciousness.

Although he used both energy and force to refer to this evolutionary agency in his writings, he cautioned that they were both inadequate words that could not begin to convey the magnitude and intelligence of this cosmic power. Being an individual whose culture was steeped in the tradition of yoga, he used the yogic terms kundalini and kundalini-shakti to refer to this force. He made it abundantly clear, however, that kundalini was just one name for a universal energy that had been given its own name in virtually every spiritual tradition in the world. By the same token, the expansion and transformation of consciousness he had experienced was what had been written about and experienced, in varying degrees of time and intensity, by Christian mystics, Sufi saints, Buddhist bodhisattvas, enlightened yogis, and the great spiritual masters of every religious tradition.

Gopi Krishna had his first astounding encounter with this transformative, evolutionary energy while meditating in a small room in a humble house in the city of Jammu during the Christmas season 1937. As strange as it may seem, he would not have been there, nor would he likely have had this experience at that time, if he had not at the age of seventeen failed his school exams. No one, and certainly not Gopi Krishna himself, had expected this failure. He had always been an exceptionally bright child and had always done well in school. In fact, two years earlier he had passed the usual school exams with distinction.

Although his family was far too poor to have books in their home, when he was about twelve years old he discovered an Urdu translation of The Arabian Nights in an aunt’s library. Reading it triggered in him what he later called a “burning thirst” for fairy tales and romantic adventure stories. Once he had gone through the books in Urdu in his school’s small library, he began reading simple tales in English. Eventually he also began to immerse himself in whatever books he could find on science and philosophy. By the time he was about sixteen years old, he had become completely obsessed with these books. For the next year, he spent virtually all his time reading them. He undoubtedly gained a great fund of knowledge from these books, but unfortunately, they were not his school textbooks.

With the cockiness typical of a teenager, Gopi Krishna was not at all worried about this. He expected to sail through these exams just as he had the earlier ones. Instead, he failed miserably. The effects of this fiasco were far-reaching, for the marks on these exams were the ones required for acceptance to a university. Although he was deeply ashamed and concerned about the future for himself, he was crushed by the realization of what this would do to his mother. Even though she might—or perhaps might not—have let go of the belief that her son would become “a Vyasa,” she had still pinned all her hopes and expectations on her belief that her exceptionally bright son would go to university, enter a well-paid profession, and lift the family out of its poverty.

Gopi Krishna not only loved his mother, he adored her. He held her in the highest regard and understood both what she had sacrificed for him and what she had endured. She had been married at the age of sixteen to Ganga Ram Shivpuri, a man twenty-two years her senior. Such an age disparity was not particularly uncommon, and in many ways they were well matched. For several years, Ganga Ram’s salary at his government post was enough to support the family. What was perhaps the most wonderful—and potentially disastrous— aspect of his character was that he had a deep mystical vein. He followed the teachings of the Vedas and other sacred texts to the utmost of his abilities and often sought out yogis and ascetics in order to learn from them.

Throughout his life, he also had flashes of paranormal abilities such as premonitory dreams and telepathy. The most famous family story passed down concerns a journey the family was once making from Srinagar to the city of Jammu by bus. At the foot of one of the mountainous passes, the bus needed to stop for repairs. Time passed until it was too dark and dangerous for the bus to start up the pass. Realizing that their journey would be delayed by hours and they would have to sleep overnight on the bus, the passengers became upset. Suddenly, Gopi Krishna’s father, who had already been asleep, sat up and startled the other passengers by shouting out that it didn’t matter. The bus, he said, would not be able to make it through the mountain pass in any case as there was a dead man on the road. He then went happily back to sleep. The next morning, the bus had not gone too far down the road before it had to stop at a blockade where police were still trying to determine how a man had come to die and be found lying in the middle of the road.

Although Gopi Krishna had a natural human curiosity about his father’s paranormal abilities, which are called siddhis in the yogic tradition, he had an intuitive sense that he should not place too much importance on them. What was far more significant, he later came to realize, was his father’s noble character and his scrupulous attention to the virtues such as honesty, compassion, and lack of greed that are taught in the eightfold path of yoga. One example of this comes from a time when the family thought that they had won a lottery so large that it would vastly improve their difficult lives. Before they learned that they had not actually won, Ganga Ram had already made it clear that, in spite of their straitened circumstances, they must give all the money to the poor the moment they received it, for it had not been honorably earned. These noble traits of his father’s proved to be a double-edged sword. Even though his virtue was greatly admired, it often contributed to the family’s hardship. His righteousness was so widely known that a line of the poor and destitute could be found along his pathway home on the first Monday of every month—payday at the government offices where he worked. Each of these poor people would have a tale to tell him about why they needed help, and by the time he reached home, most of the money CongMaal was anxiously waiting for would have been given away. Later, Gopi Krishna’s mother confided to him that only about a quarter of her husband’s pay was usually left by the time he got home. This was not enough. By the time she had been married ten years, CongMaal was the mother of two boys and two girls. With the little money she was given on payday, she had to feed the whole family and run the household. And she did have to run everything: by this point, every moment that Ganga Ram was not at work was spent absorbed in his spiritual pursuits, and he had turned over all the worldly responsibilities to her.

Soon, her situation was to become even more difficult. When Gopi Krishna was about two years old, his five-year-old brother became ill and died, and Ganga Ram became overwhelmed with grief. As Gopi Krishna later wrote, the tragedy disturbed the already-delicate balance of his father’s mind. Before long he quit his government job and began to completely isolate himself, leaving his twenty-eight-year-old wife with not only complete responsibility for the survival of the family but no regular income to accomplish it with. The only money coming in was a small amount of rental income from a number of market stalls that Ganga Ram had once purchased.

Gopi Krishna’s memories of the next fifteen years reveal that his mother doted on him. From the time he was very young, he was susceptible to any variations in his diet, and no matter how poor they were she made sure he got enough food and milk. He recounts that she would sometimes consume nothing more than the water the rice was cooked in so that the others could eat the grain. Even when the family was at its very poorest, she managed to send a container of milk with him to school each day. He was also aware that she made great sacrifices so that he would have the clothes he needed to wear to school and the books he had to have for his classes. Even though the clothes were of such poor quality that he was bullied and the books were dilapidated, at least he had them. He was able to get an education, and it was all due to her sacrifice.

Imagine, then, how he felt when he had to tell her he had failed his exams and it had all been for nothing.

This failure and his humiliation stunned him. The moment he realized the full impact of what he had done and how it had affected the person he loved most in the world, he determined to never let anything like this happen again. In Living with Kundalini, he wrote, “Realizing that by my lack of self-control I had betrayed the trust reposed in me, I determined to make up for the lost opportunity in other ways. At no other time in my life should I be guilty of the same offense again.” He then sought to curb this “vagrant element” in his nature, regulate his conduct, and search out the best way to do this.2 The ultimate result of this decision was that he took up meditation and did it with an unflinching resolve. For the next seventeen years, he rose virtually every morning to meditate, even in the freezing cold winter months. For many years these sessions lasted for as long as three hours. His dedication to this practice was so resolute, in fact, that he even left his bewildered bride in the predawn hours after their wedding night to sit on his rooftop and meditate.

References to Gopi Krishna’s life and often his own words, like those above, make it seem as if a straightforward cause and effect was in play: his lack of self-discipline had caused him to let down those he loved most in the world, and so he had taken up the discipline of meditation to ensure that such a thing would never happen again. But this raises a very important question: Why, after crushing his mother’s hopes for prosperity, didn’t he take up one of the many other paths that could have led more directly to their financial security? He was, after all, known to be an exceptionally bright young man.

A number of factors from his earlier life provide a possible explanation for his taking the direction he did. During his childhood, his strictly religious mother took him to temples and made sure he participated in all the traditions associated with the branch of the Hindu faith most closely associated with the area he was raised in. A part of Kashmir known as the Kashmir Valley, or more poetically as the Vale of Kashmir, this area is a lush and fertile basin surrounded by the grandeur of the Himalayas. Today the Kashmir Valley, like all of Kashmir, is part of an official Indian state called “Jammu and Kashmir.” In those days, however, the separate areas of Jammu and Kashmir formed an independent principality ruled by a maharaja. Like most Hindus in the Kashmir Valley, Gopi Krishna’s people were Kashmiri Pandits, or Kashmiri Brahmins, a Hindu ethnicity whose history in Kashmir goes back for many centuries. As such they practiced Kashmiri Shaivism.3 While this form of worship focuses on Shiva as the divine masculine, it holds tremendous reverence for and places great importance on his divine feminine counterpart, Shakti, keeping in mind that in this nondualistic tradition, Shakti and Shiva are seen as aspects of an all-pervasive Oneness. The early proponents of this faith, known as a form of Tantra, described detailed forms of meditation and practice that would awaken an embodied form of this divine feminine. Known in this form as kundalini-shakti, it was believed to reside in every individual, often depicted as coiled, resting in a dormant state, at the base of the spine.

How much of these specific teachings Gopi Krishna might have absorbed as a youngster is unknown, but it can be said without doubt that he was raised in a culture that was steeped in these beliefs. It is also clear that he had a religious inclination as a child. He listened raptly to a maternal uncle who would read to him from the great epic the Bhāgavata Purāna which tells how the god Krishna imparted the Bhagavad Gītā to Arjuna, the hero of the epic. Arjuna’s feats of supernatural strength and valor in battle inspired the young Gopi Krishna so deeply that he longed to be just like Arjuna one day.4 Another indication of this early spiritual inclination comes from a memory, which stayed with him his whole life, of walking down a muddy road on a spring day when he was only eight years old and being struck mute with wonder as the great cosmic questions of What am I? and What does all this mean? seemed to reverberate from every object in the world around him. A few nights later he had a dream of an alternate reality, filled with radiant beings, that was so glorious and luminescent he never forgot it either.5

This spiritual bent was challenged during his teen years by his foray into books on science. He emerged from this period as a hardheaded agnostic, full of doubts about the teachings he had so wholeheartedly embraced only a year or two before. Delving into the literature of other religions didn’t allay any of his reservations. Even though he came across occasional passages from prophets and sages that would find an echo deep in his heart, nothing overcame his intellectual doubts. In spite of this, he wrote that he could remember thirsting “for rationality in religion, for the worship of truth.”6

During the few months that passed between his exam failure and his decision to begin a rigorous, disciplined form of meditation, a number of other influences came into play. In searching out the best method to conquer his undisciplined nature, he read books on mind control and then on yoga. As part of this desire to overcome his lack of discipline, he became interested in self-mastery. Years later in a discourse he gave, he told how, when he had to take quinine against a malaria attack, he would force himself to hold the exceedingly foul, bitter substance in his mouth without grimacing or gagging.7 For a brief time, he even became inflamed with a desire to become a renunciate—a longing that was fueled, at least in part, by a desire to escape the world in which he had become such a disappointment to himself and others. Even though he soon realized this was not the path for him, he found himself yearning for the peace, harmony, and deep fulfillment the path of a sādhaka—a dedicated spiritual seeker—could offer.

In a state of excruciating mental conflict, he began reading the Bhagavad Gītā for himself. It became a source of great solace to him, and as he read, he began to see that a “perennially peaceful life in tune with the Infinite Reality” was a possibility. He realized that this would mean sacrificing his worldly ambitions: this did not matter to him. In the space of a few short months, he turned from a young man who was looking forward to educating himself so that he could live a life of ease to someone who was committed to finding a perennially enduring happiness that, even more importantly, did not have to be bought at the cost of the happiness of others. Firmly convinced by the wisdom he had found in the Bhagavad Gītā that this was an attainable goal, he wrote, “I was soon exercising my will and practicing meditation, not for temporal ends, but with the sole object of gaining success in yoga….”8

But what was this success in yoga that he was seeking? The answer can perhaps be found in an exceptionally beautiful commentary on the Bhagavad Gītā: “At its highest level, yoga is a secret state of union within supreme love, bestowed by the divinity, who is also subsumed in this union.”9

After seventeen years of meditating, Gopi Krishna had his first brief taste of this supreme union with the divine in that small room in Jammu at Christmas in 1937, a man in his early thirties with a wife, two young children, and a job as a simple government clerk.

The description of this awakening has been told and retold for decades. If you look up the definition of kundalini-shakti in the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Yoga, you even find it there.10 One of the most interesting things about this wide retelling is that it is virtually never paraphrased; it is told in Gopi Krishna’s own words.


Suddenly, with a roar like that of a waterfall, I felt a stream of liquid light entering my brain through the spinal cord.

Entirely unprepared for such a development, I was completely taken by surprise, but regaining self-control instantaneously, I remained sitting in the same posture, keeping my mind on the point of concentration. The illumination grew brighter and brighter, the roaring louder. I experienced a rocking sensation and then felt myself slipping out of my body, entirely enveloped in a halo of light.

It is impossible to describe the experience accurately. I felt the point of consciousness that was myself growing wider, surrounded by waves of light. It grew wider and wider, spreading outward while the body, normally the immediate object of its perception, appeared to have receded into the distance until I became entirely unconscious of it. I was now all consciousness, without any outline, without any idea of a corporeal appendage, without any feeling or sensation coming from the senses, immersed in a sea of light simultaneously conscious and aware of every point, spread out, as it were, in all directions without any barrier or material obstruction.

I was no longer myself, or to be more accurate, no longer as I knew myself to be, a small point of awareness confined in a body, but instead was a vast circle of consciousness in which the body was but a point, bathed in light and in a state of exaltation and happiness impossible to describe.









Chapter Two

From Suffering to Finding Solace

Just as Gopi Krishna’s description of his initial experience has become widely known, so has the story of the difficulties he encountered between his first experience and an extraordinary occurrence twelve years later. In 1949, once again in Jammu, the transformative process he had been undergoing stabilized, and he reached a state of perennial higher consciousness where both his inner and outer worlds were bathed in radiant, luminescent light. In yoga, the yogi who reaches this perennial state is known as a jīvan mukta, one who is able to live and function in the everyday world and yet at the same time lives in a world of union with cosmic consciousness. For the rest of his life, Gopi Krishna would seek to find ways to describe this essentially indescribable state of being, always making it clear that the sum total of suffering he endured prior to this stabilization was nothing more than a drop in what would become an ocean of bliss.

Of course, he did not know this in 1937, nor did he know that the next nine weeks would be some of the most difficult in his life. Even directly after the experience during the Christmas season, he began to feel a vague depression and uneasiness. The next day he meditated again as usual, hoping to get another glimpse of the luminescent, cosmic radiance. He did, but the experience was shorter and less profound, and it was unfortunately followed by an even deeper malaise and more pervasive anxiety. Over the next while, these negative sensations increased until he reached a point of extreme distress. He was not only unable to meditate, he could not concentrate at all. His nights, prior to the experience characterized by peaceful dreams, were now riddled by nightmares when he could sleep at all. Food began to taste like ash. Unable to eat or sleep, he became paler and weaker.

Increasingly agitated and distraught, he was confounded by what was happening. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced that his initial experience conformed in every detail to the experiences of spiritual illumination written about the great mystics and yogis of the ages. If so, why then was he experiencing this horror? This was especially true at night. Phantasmagorical images plagued his mind as he tossed and turned, and when he did manage to sleep, the distressing images were even worse.

A few of the books on yoga he had read long ago had had a little information about kundalini. It had been described as a cosmic force that lay dormant in the human body coiled at the base of the spine near the sexual organs. Through the intense, difficult practice of kundalini yoga, this force could be awakened. Often alluded to as the Serpent Power, this force would rise when roused through a nāḍī—sometimes translated as a “nerve channel”—in the spinal cord known as the sushumṇā. Rising sinuously upward like an awakened serpent, it would then pass through whirling centers known as chakras, until it reached the seventh, or crown, chakra. On reaching this goal, known as sahasrāra or the thousand-petaled lotus, kundalini was said to trigger the ecstatic, transcendental state of samādhi in which the yogi became one with the all-pervading Supreme Consciousness. In the symbolic renderings of this transformative process, kundalini was often represented as Shakti, the cosmic divine feminine, who lay resting in the lowest chakra at the base of the spine. Once awakened and rushing upward, her goal was to reach and attain Union with the cosmic divine masculine, her beloved Shiva, who waited for her just above the thousand-petaled lotus crowning the head.

In these descriptions, the rising kundalini, or kundalini-shakti, was often depicted as being like lightning or other forms of radiant light, and Gopi Krishna began to suspect that this awakening was what he had experienced—and was continuing to experience. From the initial event onward, he had been aware of the sensation of a stream of light that was continually rising from the base of his spine and filling his head with a strange radiance. After the first occurrence and on the following day, however, this light was no longer so transcendental or blissful. It was eerie and disquieting, making him recall occasional references in the books he had read on kundalini to the possible dangers associated with its premature awakening in one who was not prepared or who did not have proper guidance. Unfortunately, there had been no explanation of exactly what these dangers were or, more significantly, how to overcome them. In desperation, he sought guidance from a learned Kashmiri ascetic who was wintering in Jammu. After Gopi Krishna described his experiences, the ascetic replied that it could not be related to kundalini, for the awakening of this force could only have blissful, positive results.11

The confusion from these conflicting views was exacerbated by a discussion with his brother-in-law, the only person with whom he shared his concerns. This relative, who had practiced yoga and studied kundalini yoga, told Gopi Krishna that his own teacher had once said that grave difficulties could result if kundalini, instead of rising through the sushumṇā—in other words, the central channel—arose through one of the nāḍīs on the left or on the right, known as the iḍā and piṅgalā. According to this teacher, this misaligned rising of the energy could lead to complete madness or even death. The worst scenario ensued if the energy had arisen through piṅgalā for, while iḍā was said to symbolize the moon, piṅgalā represented the sun, and the fiery heat of a piṅgalā rising could become literally unbearable.

It is easy to imagine how horrifying this description must have sounded to Gopi Krishna when he was already confused and fearful about what was happening to him. This bit of information, however, was soon to become a saving grace. In the meantime, he tried to read texts on kundalini yoga but he found he could not concentrate. The one bit of information he did glean was that the yogi who awakened kundalini should never allow his stomach to become completely empty. Regrettably, this did not help as he was still so repelled by food that he was having difficulty eating even enough to keep alive. Although it is not known what he did manage to eat during this time, a brief reference in one of his autobiographies suggests it was nothing more than sips of milk and a few sections of orange at a time.

One of the most horrifying experiences for him during this period was that he felt as if his love and affection for his family had dried up. The night terrors also continued, and as his sleep became increasingly disturbed, he had become more agitated during the day, taking long, fretful walks. Although he struggled to keep what was happening from his family, they realized something was drastically wrong and urged him to see a physician. Intuitively, though, he knew this was not the answer. An inner guidance—which would come to rescue him again and again—told him that, in their complete ignorance of what was going on with him, a medical doctor or other healer might prescribe a medication that would prove harmful in his extraordinarily uncommon condition or, even more frightening, declare him to be mad.

This divine inner guidance came to his rescue on the night of the great annual Shivratri festival,12 an extremely important celebration dedicated to Shiva. Just over nine weeks had passed since that extraordinary day in December, for Shivratri was celebrated in 1938 on February 28. That he had suffered intensely during those nine weeks there could be no doubt. That night was one of the worst. He forced himself to eat a few bites of the celebratory meal his wife had painstakingly prepared for the evening, but he quickly gave up. A fiery stream had rushed up to his head, and by the time he went to bed he felt as if he were on fire inside. As flaming currents darted around and through his body, the heat increased until he thought he could no longer bear it. Desperately, his mind dashed here and there trying to think of a way to save himself. He remembered what his brother-in-law had said about kundalini rising through piṅgalā and, consumed now by heat, he thought he was surely doomed. However, in a moment of divine inspiration it occurred to him to that if he could somehow activate the iḍā —the nāḍī traditionally associated with the coolness of the moon—it might somehow mitigate or balance out the horrific heat he was feeling. He later wrote that in his exhaustion and agony, he “distinctly felt the location of the nerve and strained hard mentally to divert its flow into the central channel.” Then, as if waiting for the destined moment, a miracle happened.


There was a sound like a nerve thread snapping and instantaneously a silvery streak passed zigzag through the spinal cord, exactly like the sinuous movement of a white serpent in rapid flight, pouring an effulgent, cascading shower of brilliant vital energy into my brain, filling my head with a blissful luster in place of the flame that had been tormenting me for the last three hours.



Hardly able to believe that the torment was over, he fell into the first truly restful sleep he had had in weeks, his brain bathed in this silvery light.13 In the morning, a second saving grace came to him: he remembered the stricture that the yogi who awakens kundalini must never let his stomach be completely empty, and he began to eat small amounts of food every two hours.

Throughout his later life Gopi Krishna alluded to the idea that such a thing as coincidence—at least in the way we understand it—does not exist. If this is so, it seems to be a particularly apropos bit of history that such momentous events in Gopi Krishna’s life occurred at Christmas and Shivratri. For Christians, Christmas is seen as a time of new light coming into the world and is often symbolized in carols and imagery as light that overcomes darkness. In Shaivism, Shivratri is the night when Shiva, the Lord of the Dance, does his dance of creation, preservation, and destruction. It is a festival characterized not by revelry but by deep thought and reflection that focuses on overcoming ignorance and darkness, both in oneself and in the world. Those who knew Gopi Krishna would be adamant that he would never under any circumstances have seen himself or put himself forward as any kind of light to the world, but he did dedicate his life to the belief that the light he experienced on that Christmas and for the rest of his life would, when scientifically researched and widely understood, indeed provide a key to overcoming ignorance and darkness in the world.

Regardless, from that Shivratri onward he was able to live a good deal, but not all, of his life fairly normally over the next twelve years. During this period there were at least two episodes that were as dire as the one he endured on that night of Shivratri and many other very difficult periods. However, he came to understand that in order to avoid these arduous times as much as possible, he had to be extremely disciplined in many ways, particularly in regards to his eating habits, and that his life had to be one of regularity and moderation in absolutely every way.

Looking back at the period in his life between 1923 and his Christmas experience in 1937, he described those years as an exceedingly important time of preparation. Without the level of discipline he imposed on himself during those years, he later wrote, “it might not have been possible for me to withstand the rigor of the years subsequent to 1937. My practice of meditation paved the way for the awakening, but it was the attempt I had made at self-mastery which enabled me to brave the hazard.”14

The year 1923 was so significant because this is the time he found a position in the government Department of Public Works. During the period between his school failure in 1920 and his finally getting this position, Gopi Krishna had had to consider options: dedicated to his meditation practice he might well have been, but if he wasn’t going to be a renunciate, he had to find a way to earn a living. One particularly likely prospect seemed to be joining the forest service, an occupation that would provide him the time, peace, and solitude he would need for meditating. He applied for the position and the training it would require. It seemed certain he would be placed in the program, but at the last minute, corruption in the system allowed for a far less qualified candidate to be accepted. One after another, other opportunities arose, but each time the door would close. These disappointments were increasingly hard on his mother, and when the rather low-level position in Public Works was offered to him, it seemed in some ways ideal. It would not be a terribly demanding job and would thus allow him to focus on his practice. That it was not demanding also meant that it was not highly paid. This was of no concern to him as his earlier decision to begin meditating had gone hand in hand with a determination to live a simple life. After so many disappointments, his mother was relieved that he had finally settled on a career. Unexalted though the position was, it would at least provide enough for her son to help her and improve their circumstances. They needed less now because his two sisters were by then married, and his mother hoped the steady income, even a low one, would allow her son to marry and start a family of his own.

When Gopi Krishna finally took on his job at the Public Works Department, he had been committed to his practice of meditation for over two years. He had also continued to read, and take great solace from, the Bhagavad Gītā. In it, he had found a particularly powerful verse that he would quote many times in his life:


Nonviolence, truthfulness, absence of anger, renunciation of the idea of doer in action, tranquility, restraint from malicious gossip, kindness to all creatures, detachment, mildness, sense of shame in doing things not sanctioned by the scriptures, abstaining from idle pursuits, sublimity, forgiveness, fortitude, purity, absence of self-importance—these are the marks of one who is naturally endowed with divine virtues, O descendant of Bharata.15



Such virtues also form the first two steps of the eightfold path of yoga. Known as yama and niyama, translations include such characteristics as nonharming, truthfulness, nonstealing, chastity, compassion, austerity, lack of greed, and devotion to God. Throughout his life Gopi Krishna would speak about the yamas and niyamas. Referring to their critical importance, he pointed out how similar virtues were included in the codes of conduct of all the great spiritual traditions and how one only had to look at the lives of the great saints and mystics from every religion to see examples of human beings who had mastered these spiritual virtues in their everyday lives.

With this teaching held so firmly in his heart, Gopi Krishna began his career in the Public Works Department and ran head-on into an implacable wall of graft, deceit, and corruption. While some level of corruption was not uncommon in many of the government service bureaus, because it was the department that assigned contracts for public projects to specific contractors, the system in this department was particularly susceptible to abuse. Contractors routinely offered kickbacks to clerks and other officials in order to win contracts, and once contracts were awarded, they colluded with the government workers in the procurement of shoddy materials and other illicit cost-cutting measures so that more money could be funneled into their pockets. In fact, jobs in this department were much sought after because of the opportunity they afforded for graft.

It is easy to imagine how Gopi Krishna, dedicated as he was to the teachings of that passage of the Bhagavad Gītā, was viewed by his corrupt coworkers and to realize how much pressure they must have put on him. In spite of how difficult this must have been, he continually stood up for the truth. An innate passion for justice and a corresponding abhorrence for injustice had been with him since childhood, and he objected to the unfairness he saw as much as the dishonesty. He was particularly unbending, for instance, when he discovered that inferior supplies were being considered, for not only would the final project be flawed, but these types of serious flaws could often result in people being killed or critically injured. Indeed, his truth-telling made him so unpopular in his early years that he certainly would have been fired if it had not been for one superior who respected and supported him.

Difficult as his relationship with his corrupt colleagues often was, his dealings with members of the public could be even more challenging. Whenever an individual brought a proposal to his attention that had absolutely no hope of being approved according to the rules, Gopi Krishna would bluntly tell them so. He felt by doing so he was not only being truthful, he was saving them the effort and expense of trying to carry the project further. Graft was so common, however, that it was often assumed he either wanted a very high bribe or was planning to give a similar project to someone who could pay him more or with whom he was somehow connected. After repeatedly increasing the amount of money they were offering, some became threateningly angry; others became outright enemies.

Of course, when he first started the job, he had no idea how difficult it would be or how, as he would later often comment, the years he spent there were a kind of exercise in the discipline and self-mastery that would stand him in such good stead in the future. In 1923 he was only aware that he was beginning a career. He was also soon made aware that his mother was determined to find him a wife. She set about this task with great enthusiasm. Her son’s job might not have been much, but it was secure, and she no doubt still believed there was something special about this young man. It did not hurt that he was widely known to be exceptionally handsome. With this in mind she set off to find the best possible match for her son. Gopi Krishna had no objection to this arrangement. It was expected of him to marry, and it was customary for parents to arrange marriages. He told his mother he had complete faith in her and would leave the matter entirely in her hands. Only indicating that, in spite of dedication to meditation and self-discipline, he was still a very typical young man by adding that he would very much like to have a pretty wife.

Although this girl’s appearance was in some ways only a small detail in the complex process of marriage negotiation, Gopi Krishna’s mother took this to heart and made it an important factor in her search. Finally, a bride named Roopwanti Kuchroo from the Kashmiri village of Baramulla was settled upon. Roopwanti, who was known by those who loved her as Bhabi, had three brothers and was from a well-off family. She was around sixteen years old—a not uncustomary age—on her wedding day. She had not seen her future husband before that day, nor had anyone in his family ever met with her.

Later when he wrote about this event in his autobiography, Gopi Krishna recalled sitting in his groom’s finery waiting to meet his wife for the first time and hearing his mother begin to make a loud, angry commotion in an adjacent room. This behavior was so unprecedented on her part that he broke custom, left the room where he was to be waiting, and went to find her. In the book, he carefully and kindly glossed over what had upset his mother so, making only a vague reference to his mother’s possible opinion of the bride’s “comeliness.” In fact, others who later told the tale have said that Gopi Krishna’s mother’s extreme agitation and dismay were due to the fact that the pictures of the beautiful young woman she had been shown during the negotiations had definitely not been images of the one who stood before her.

The young Gopi Krishna immediately took in the situation. He instantly saw how his mother’s tempest must have been affecting the girl and indeed her whole family as they looked on. In the marriage culture in that time and place, the family of the groom held all the cards. The bride would be coming into their home, where, in the very best of circumstances, she would be expected to obey her mother-in-law’s every whim and wish; in the worst, she could be treated as a virtual slave or be abused. In either case, she would have no grounds for complaint. The groom’s raging mother did not bode well for their daughter’s happiness, and they must have been extremely upset and concerned. Gopi Krishna realized the girl herself must have been terrified.

Taking his mother aside, he calmed her and then returned to the girl’s family, assuring them that the wedding would go forth and that their daughter would be loved and cared for. He refused to humiliate the girl by breaking the marriage contract, which in fact he would have had every right to do.

This story is a good example of the natural compassion that members of Gopi Krishna’s family have said he had from childhood on. Beyond that, it illustrates an aspect of the yamas and niyamas that he had been practicing, and it is certainly mentioned as “kindness to all creatures” in Krishna’s prescription for success in yoga.16 Both his behavior and his attitude were also a perfect example of the practice of the niyama “contentment.” In the West, contentment is not often thought of as something to be practiced, but in the sense of the word in the niyamas, it is the practice of not simply accepting but actually being satisfied with what you have or what, in essence, you have been given. That Gopi Krishna could practice this at a moment that had such momentous and far-reaching implications for his life says something important about either his character or the progress he was making in his efforts to be one who might one day have success in yoga.

When Gopi Krishna later spoke publicly about the development in himself of the desired traits described in the Bhagavad Gītā, he frequently pointed out that it was not so much he himself who was making this progress on these efforts as it was an inner force that was guiding him, urging him on. In other words, although he was telling us we needed to take a firm hold of ourselves and practice discipline, he was stressing that we had been led to do this in the first place by a divine, guiding force deep within our own being. What’s more, he stressed, this divine force would help us along the way in our struggles to develop these lofty traits.

It was no coincidence that the Ten Commandments of Judaism and Old Testament Christianity can be found in the yamas and niyamas or that the Buddha’s teachings are reflected in the code of conduct that Krishna sets out for Arjuna or that these strictures are found in virtually every world religion. These guidelines, Gopi Krishna maintained, are very specifically the ones that are necessary for the evolution to a higher state of consciousness. An evolution that he, like the great Jesuit priest Teilhard de Chardin, believed was leading the entire human race to a point of God Consciousness and that he believed was taking place in each and every one of us today.







Chapter Three

Trial and Error —Learning to Live with Awakening

The story of Gopi Krishna’s wedding is important not only because it is such a poignant example of how he was striving to live his vows to be compassionate and contented with his lot in life but also because he would look back on it as another example of divine guidance. Given how aggrieved his mother was, a halt could certainly have been called to the wedding. Although he had no way of knowing it at the time, he would later say that Bhabi was heaven-sent. Throughout his life, he would write and speak about her as the saving grace in his life. She never failed to love or take the utmost care of him. Even in circumstances described in the next chapter when they lived in near poverty or when her neighbors must have thought him mad, she didn’t falter in her dedication to him. The gold jewelry she brought with her to the wedding as her dowry would one day save the family from absolute destitution. Her brothers would come to their aid in times of need, and one of her brothers would become one of Gopi Krishna’s most loyal supporters. Even though Bhabi was a simple woman who might not have ever totally grasped what her husband wrote about—indeed, she had never learned to read—she was filled with love, tenderness, and dedication for her husband and her family. From the night of his wedding in 1925 onward, Gopi Krishna would not be entirely alone in his struggle.17

By that year Gopi Krishna was fairly well settled in his work, even though his specific division within the broader Department of Public Works was occasionally changing. For the first year or so, his placement had been in Srinagar, and for some time after that he was placed back in the city of Jammu. With this steady work, by 1925 Gopi Krishna’s life had taken up a rhythm in which he continued to meditate for three hours each morning and to strive throughout the workday to follow the principles and disciplines he had set out for himself.

Always sensitive to heat and cold, Gopi Krishna found the extremely hot summers in Jammu difficult, and it benefited his health greatly when his department began to alternate twice a year between Srinagar and Jammu. The city of Jammu was the main city in a wider region of the same name. The two regions that made up a princely state known as Jammu and Kashmir were ruled at that time by the Maharaja, Hari Singh.18 As the two regions functioned essentially as a single province, it was possible for the departmental offices to move back and forth, taking advantage of the cooler Kashmiri summers and the more moderate Jammu winters.

In the years following the wedding other important events occurred in his personal life. The first of these was during one of the yearly periods in Kashmir: on November
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