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LIVING FROM THE

SOUL



“A luminous weaving of neuroscience and spirit, this book offers not just a theory, but a living pathway home. By grounding profound spiritual insights in rigorous scientific observation—from MRI studies to epigenetic changes—it masterfully rebuilds the bridge between the soul and modern psychiatry. Lavretsky’s unique perspective, born from both clinical expertise and deep personal awakening, reframes trauma, resilience, and healing as sacred journeys of consciousness. This is more than a guide; it is an invitation to remember who you are, to reclaim your voice as a creator, and to live from that place of sovereign inner light.”

ANNA YUSIM, MD, AUTHOR OF FULFILLED,
CLINICAL ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AT YALE UNIVERSITY, AND
COFOUNDER OF YALE MENTAL HEALTH AND SPIRITUALITY CENTER

“Lavretsky understands deeply what makes life ultimately worth living: spirituality born of purpose and meaning, of love for others and for oneself. Living from the Soul provides a remarkable journey into the convergence of contemporary brain science and well-being. The book is rich with easy-to-understand observational and experimental data, portrayed with illustrations from the Lavretsky laboratory. This is a book of great importance, addressing the need to harmonize and to re-integrate humanism within medical science. As such, it is a gift to anyone seeking to awaken fully to the beauty and joy of being alive in the midst of manifold uncertainties.”

CHARLES F. REYNOLDS III, MD, EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY
AND UPMC ENDOWED PROFESSOR IN GERIATRIC PSYCHIATRY AT
THE UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

“This book masterfully weaves neuroscience, psychiatry, and spirituality into a hopeful vision of advanced human development. Grounded in research yet rich with wisdom, it shows how awakening—or living from the soul—affects the brain, mental health, and spiritual purpose. It is both intellectually illuminating and deeply nourishing for anyone longing to integrate science, spirit, and lived experience.”

CONNIE ZWEIG, PHD, AUTHOR OF THE INNER WORK OF AGE
AND MEETING THE SHADOW ON THE SPIRITUAL PATH

“Drawing on years of clinical and scientific scholarship, Helen Lavretsky demonstrates that spiritual awakening—often viewed as ineffable—can be understood as a measurable, transformative brain-based process. With clarity, compassion, and rigor, she offers an integrative framework linking inner experience to healing, meaning, and resilience. This book will resonate with clinicians, researchers, and all seekers interested in an evidence-informed understanding of human flourishing.”

DILIP V. JESTE, MD, DIRECTOR OF THE GLOBAL RESEARCH NETWORK
ON SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF MENTAL HEALTH AND EXPOSOMICS AND
PRESIDENT-ELECT OF THE WORLD FEDERATION FOR PSYCHOTHERAPY

“We live in a world dominated by materialistic life goals, which are well known to be ultimately unsatisfying with respect to achieving a gratifying life purpose and meaning as well as quality of life. This book—written by a leading neuroscientist, mind-body medicine researcher, UCLA professor, and psychiatrist—shares suggested practices, discusses practical issues and challenges, and also provides a wealth of comprehensive and detailed information on the psychophysiology, neuroscience, psychology, and philosophy of spirituality and transcendental states. Lavretsky explains the importance of all these for achieving true happiness and a fulfilling and rewarding life.”

SAT BIR S. KHALSA, PHD, CORRESPONDING MEMBER OF THE
FACULTY OF MEDICINE AT HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL AND
DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH AT THE KUNDALINI RESEARCH INSTITUTE
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To all spiritual seekers:
What you seek is inside you
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Preface


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity . . .

CHARLES DICKENS, A TALE OF TWO CITIES (1859)




There’s no question that we’re experiencing increased global stress and mental health crisis. We are struggling to find balance and need to develop new resilience-building interventions. Old tricks no longer work. Psychotropic drugs have limited success in alleviating symptoms of suffering and generally fail to help people to feel happy or in control of their lives. Psychotherapy offers some help, but very few can afford it. Brain stimulation devices like electro-convulsive therapy or repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation also offer limited and short-lived success in improving long-term mental health outcomes. Clearly, something is missing from mental health care in the approach to mental well-being. I think that it is the Soul that has been forgotten by the mental health field. Clinicians in the past were concerned with their patients’ overall well-being, including spiritual domain. A healthy spiritual life was an essential pillar of the overall well-being construct—on par with mental, emotional, physical, environmental, and social aspects.

But along the way, we forgot that psyche from psychology translates from the Greek roots as the “study of the soul” and psychiatry translates as “healing of the soul.” As logic took over, medical providers shifted their attention to the brain, hormones, and the chemicals that play a role in mood regulation. Drugs, brain stimulation, and neuroscience took over. Spirituality and the Soul were relegated to the periphery or removed entirely. And we have suffered for it by being disconnected from our authentic Self, the Soul, by immersing ourselves in a never-ending search for material happiness (nothing is wrong with that, but it leads to an unbalanced existence).

Meanwhile, people are desperate to attain some balance and control over their stressful lives and reduce their reactivity to the increasingly unsafe and unstable world around us and to feel connected to a higher consciousness that helps them navigate the challenges of life. Instead of looking outward for help, it is time to look within ourselves and empower our ability to heal through our connection with our Soul. Even better, our Souls can connect on that other etheric and heart level. Heart-to-Heart, Soul-to-Soul. This feels different, more meaningful, deeper, personal, respectful, desirable, peaceful.

The word Psyche comes from the Greek goddess of the Soul, usually depicted as a beautiful woman with butterfly wings, who was born a mortal woman but given immortality for her amazing beauty rivaling that of Aphrodite, described in the Roman novel Metamorphoses by the Roman philosopher, Apuleius (second century CE). Psyche was in love with the son of Aphrodite, Eros (or Cupid), the god of love, and went through many trials and tribulations to be with him (fig. P.1).

The Soul is typically understood to be the essence of a living being, the source of consciousness and life-force across various cultures, religions, and philosophical traditions. Interestingly, in Latin, the Soul is Anima, as the energy that animates our body. Soul is thought to be immortal and separate from the physical body—that which animates our bodies and may continue to exist after the body dies. In Eastern traditions, Soul is also perceived as a divine spark from a higher power, while in Western science, it may be viewed as a product of the mind or brain, or a social construct. Ultimately, the nature of the soul remains a topic of debate and speculation, and different people or traditions may have somewhat different understandings of Soul.
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Fig P.1. Psyche Abandoned (Psiche Abbandonata). A marble replica of the original plaster sculpture made in 1817 and currently housed in the Palazzo Braschi Museum in Rome. The statue and its many replicas include a marble version of c. 1819 in the Palazzo Pitti in Florence (Museum of Modern Arts).
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Living from the Soul means that one is living in their authenticity, uninfluenced by others, or any events in their lives. This is not easy to achieve, as we are programmed by various events, traumas, and the people we interact with, starting from our conception on. It takes a lot of forgiving; drop-by-drop releasing traumas and stress; getting out of victim consciousness; getting out of judgment; taking full responsibility for our lives and what we create, as we are powerful creators; understanding that traumas and stresses are there for our learning and growth; believing that we can change our vibratory signature to a higher octave by living in gratitude for this one life we are given regardless of how we experience it in the moment; uncompromising staying true to yourself, no-matter-what. It takes a lot of stamina, conviction, and dedication, and starting over, but it is totally worth it. It brings complete satisfaction and peace. We can live in our own unadulterated Light, being nourished, cherished, and supported by Soul/Spirit. Remembering that “True Self” and our connection to Soul/Spirit could be the answer we seek to achieve greater happiness and fulfillment, as well as make wiser decisions in life. This relationship is worth considering as one that is life-long and beyond.

If we apply the same Soul principle to healing—for those of us in the healing professions—it can change the way we interact with our patients and clients and lead to far-reaching outcomes that change the lives of others.

CLINICAL CASE



Healing a Caregiver

The following clinical case can illustrate a Soul-based approach. A woman was suffering deeply. Years before, her husband had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. He was given no more than six months to live. She assumed sole (not Soul) responsibility for his care, devoting herself completely to nursing him back to health, which, remarkably, he recovered. The price, as it turned out, was her own health.

When her husband returned to work, she became the patient. But instead of reciprocating, he continued to work full-time, while paying very little attention to her needs. She came to me feeling neglected, betrayed, and profoundly depressed. How could he do this to her, especially after all she had done for him?

If I had taken a traditional approach to her therapy, we would have gone deeper into her suffering and preceding traumas, including the longstanding parental neglect and abuse she had experienced. We would have reviewed conversations and strategized about what she might say to her husband to help him understand and sympathize with her feelings. Perhaps we would have even asked him to accompany her to a future session, so we could discuss the issue together. And, of course, we might have revisited in detail all the past instances in which she was victimized. I would have insisted she take antidepressant medications to help with her mood. But that’s not the course I took, and to her credit, my client was willing to go with me. She was willing to let her Soul lead her.

Instead, I explained the idea of the Soul’s evolution—that life presents us with circumstances purposefully designed and carefully engineered by our Soul to help us learn life’s lessons. But for this to happen, we must be open to learning. More specifically, we must be open to learning our role in our circumstances. I took her through a brief meditation to connect to her Soul (see “Soul-Listening Meditation” in chapter 5 on page 70). She was open to experiencing this and acknowledged that afterward she felt more expanded. She noticed a change in the temperature in the room around her body (it had become cooler), along with tingling sensations throughout her body.

I called her attention to the nature of her two previous marriages and to her relationship with her parents. “Do you see the pattern?” I asked.

Slowly, she nodded. “Yes, I do.”

“Are you ready to be done with this pattern?”

Again, she nodded. “Yes, I am.”

“Can you see the common denominator? Can you see how you had a role in creating and perpetuating this pattern?”

She thought for a moment. “Yes,” she replied.

“You are a creator,” I told her. “A very powerful one.”

Suddenly, this woman, who had been sobbing hysterically, stopped crying. “I can create something else,” she said. “Something different.”

“Yes,” I nodded. “You can.”

This remarkable transformation took fifteen minutes. The challenge, of course, was for her to stay in that state and make that perspective shift permanent. But in those moments, she experienced something essential—her own power. That is the role of a Soul supporter—to enable an experience, even if it’s just a glimpse of what’s possible. To enable an experience of someone’s own capacity to direct their life with intentionality, and to cultivate joy, beauty, and well-being for themselves.

The tendency of Western psychiatry informed by psychoanalysis is to focus on the ego (the Everyday Self) and merely the symptoms. (I prefer the term Everyday Self to Lower Self, which implies a hierarchy in the trinity of Everyday Self-Soul-Spirit, in which all three are equal partners shaping our experience.

Only occasionally does Western psychology and psychiatry make room for our Soul/Spirit. Carl Jung (1875–1961), a Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, was one of the founders of modern psychological theory and one of the very few trying to promote understanding of the Soul in his works. He repeatedly acknowledged that Soul was difficult to comprehend, but defined it as an active force present in the “passive body form,” “a moving and healing life force” that “animates the body,” but it is also “a function of relationship,” “a ‘function complex’ or partial personality,” all that makes a human “to be what he is, a reasonable being, capable of perception and of knowledge,” having “within herself the ‘selfness’ of all mankind.”1 This notion may be found in Jungian psychology schools or in other spiritual psychology directions, rather than in mainstream psychology or psychiatry.

Therefore, in the absence of a practice of spirituality, and sometimes even in its presence, the Soul largely goes untended. The natural eternal connection between the person and the Soul/Spirit is lost, separation is nearly universally embodied, thus depriving us of knowing the real purpose of our lives, as the evolution of Soul consciousness. Yes, that is why we are born into this life.

Essentially, the Soul is an individualized program responsible for the experiences we go through during our lifetime. From one lifetime to the next, it is our Soul that is responsible for our continued evolution, as well as the expansion and maturation of our consciousness. It introduces the life lessons that provide experiential training. The Soul animates the body and, when the form dies, the Soul departs for other realms, returning to inhabit a future form so that we may experience another series of our lessons that benefit our Soul’s evolution. Besides our individual souls, we also have a group soul, oversoul, and twin-souls that connect similar souls on a similar lifepath, who we may or may not meet throughout our lifetime. That makes planet Earth our training ground, our School of the Evolution of Consciousness, and a learning institution we attend together as equals, although we chose to play different roles in our chosen dualistic drama.

Although we create our realities collectively, each one of us is an active contributor to that reality—a piece of a greater puzzle that is the Divine Plan. The question remains whether we really need to have a Soul, or whether we can move directly to being one with our Spirit, the Void, or the Nothingness that Buddhists talk about. The union with the Void/Nothingness is the result of enlightenment, achieving a state of a zero point of nonduality known as Shunia or Nirvana. Soul is not yet a part of it, being unique to us and separate from the Spirit.

Given the richness of opportunities for the healing of a lifetime of traumas that Soul awareness offers, the time has come to bring spirituality and psyche back into the mental health fields. Many are craving this awareness and connection given the vast spiritual awakening on the planet, accompanied by various crises and chaos.

When Our Structures Crumble

Contrary to popular beliefs perpetuated by many spiritual teachings considering ego a barrier to enlightenment, ego serves an important and useful role. It helps us fit in. The ego functions largely to protect our status or self-perception and adaptation within a familial, cultural, or societal construct, in which others’ expectations, wishes, and projections influence our personalities and lives. When a culture shifts, however, and when the structures a person has taken for granted begin to crumble, the effect is disorienting. This is what is happening now during the massive shift in consciousness we are experiencing globally.

This shift was predicted by different mystical prophecies (Indigenous nations, Hindu, Mayan, Kabbalah, etc.) that all predicted the End of Times around 2012. Of course, they really meant “the End of Times, as we know them,” with the great unknown ahead of us. Hindu and other Indigenous teachings point to the end of the era, age, or yuga. In fact, this year 2025, Kali Yuga or the age of darkness and the fall of consciousness will end by the calculations of Bibhu Dev Misra, a scholar of ancient traditions. It is predicted to end the long-lasting period of thousands of years of divisions, discord, lies, and greed, to be replaced by unity consciousness and transition to the Golden Age.2 Generally, we are more hopeful as people, despite the calamities and disasters. The Soul-searching begins when we’re desperately seeking stability and some sense of a deeper Self on which we can rely.

Therefore, it’s no coincidence that Soul is making a comeback in mental health and other arenas at this time. The times are turbulent, to say the least. Not only are we in the age of forever wars, but global pandemics, combined with political and climate-related calamities that threaten the very ground beneath our feet, figuratively and literally. The institutions we relied upon are falling, and the beliefs we once held are failing faster than we can build or find new ones to replace them. We are increasingly disillusioned and distrustful.

We are like ships in a storm with no safe port, so we must create our own. We must, as Carl Jung described, turn inward to awaken. He once wrote, “Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.”3 Yet, what does it take to look inside? That’s largely what this book is about.

Given our inability to control what is happening around us, we are searching for the tools to maintain sanity and achieve some kind of balance and sense of connection with ourselves. The most effective knowledge we can learn, and share, is the means to self-regulate and to connect to our authentic Self who will guide us during this transition. The search for authentic Self-expression has always been in demand at times of world transition. When we are between times, in liminal spaces, having left behind the past but unclear what the future holds, only our connection to our own Divine expression can sustain us.

Each of us is both the captain of the ship and the port. The refuge and security we develop is our ability to calm our own nervous system and shift our perspective to see through the eyes of our Soul. The rise of intuitive knowledge comes during times of uncertainty and disaster, because how else will we know how to be in the right place at the right time, or to sense and avoid dangerous situations and welcome opportunities for growth?

As many of my clients are quick to point out, it sometimes feels that if we are here to learn and evolve, suffering must be both the teacher and the tool. I take another view—that suffering happens as a conditioned response to our cultures and religions, perpetuated by social media and amplified by art forms. But there are other potential choices that do not involve trauma or suffering.

As humans, at least in modern Western culture, we are trained to wallow in our grief, to revisit and rehash our traumas, to emphasize our divisions, and to wear our victimhood as a badge of distinction and an indicator of status. “I have suffered; therefore, I am entitled.” Many forget that the choice of what path to take is always theirs and tend to blame others or the circumstance for their victim status. That is the cause of our heartbreak, and it is what keeps us from evolving. It is time to downgrade victimhood as a badge of honor, and own our responsibility for our lives. I am writing this during severe Los Angeles fires that displaced thousands and burned homes and places of worship. Are we responsible for this? Some of us are. Most fires are due to humans’ actions. Ill intention or irresponsible behavior of some will be responsible for the suffering of many. But this spectacular opening of 2025 also provided an opportunity for involved communities to come together and put away differences and act as one and take care of each other with open hearts that moves us into that unity consciousness, where actions of some will result in the change of the whole community.

Suffering does not exist at the level of the Soul/Spirit. There are no emotions, grief, pain, or identities. There is only clarity of purpose and the perfection of All That Is. And there’s lots of humor—laughing out loud (LOL). When we view our experiences through the lens of the Soul, we can laugh at the sheer absurdity or complexity of some of the situations we create for ourselves to prompt and guide us back to our Divine nature. What truly gets the Soul’s attention is not suffering, but beauty and harmony, higher feelings of love, compassion, understanding, and forgiveness, including toward oneself. In the presence and awareness of Soul, healing is possible. At the level of the Soul, we are all unique and equally precious, all trying our best to evolve and contribute to life. There are no real differences nor divisions. Connection at the Soul level renders all of us equal participants in the dramas of our lives. Souls do not have identities, colors, or ethnic characteristics. It is a space of absolute, unequivocal equality, where we are all Divine—neither good nor bad. We are simply actors in the Divine Comedy of life where all is perfectly arranged. The level of Soul still signifies separateness from Spirit/Void/Creator and promises our uniqueness. We are a unique lens of perception reflecting our divine essence back to Source.

At the level of Spirit, we are one with the Creator, we embody the consciousness of Creator. This business is not for the fainthearted. We are here by choice, and all players in our lives are our mirrors and teachers. We are the directors of the movies of our lives, and we simply choose different roles to learn from.

Namaste, the greeting offered in yogic practices, means roughly “the Divine origin in me salutes the Divine origin in you.” It recognizes our common Source. At this level, conflict does not exist and resolution is easy. Whatever someone does or says, or doesn’t do or say, they are making a unique contribution to the complex interplay and interconnectivity of life—a contribution that is to be honored and appreciated.

Because we are such good students of life, we want to master certain skills, and we are presented with similar patterns and scenarios until the lesson we are trying to master is completely learned. Then we can let it go completely, deeply, and permanently. What a relief!

All it takes is to decide “I have had enough of this nightmare, I have learned all my lessons, and I am ready to let it go!” If we all lived from the Soul, the world would have no conflict, drama, or emotional turmoil. It would be what some might call boring. After these many years and centuries of upheaval, wars, and conflict, don’t we all want boring? Boring is good, beautiful, and healing from persistent drama. I picture boring as sitting on the beach watching the sunset, as the waves peacefully arrive at my feet, one after another. From the bottom of my heart—aaahhhh!

If we all accepted the above premise instead of delving into and dwelling on our pain and the wrongs that have been done to us, mental health practitioners could serve us more effectively in ways that support our spiritual evolution. What does that look like? That is what this book is all about.

Owning our life and all decisions, peppered by copious forgiveness-and-letting-go rituals, is a lot of work and discipline. But we are here to help each other learn. We do not have to do it alone. We can use friends, therapists, or spiritual guides, or even our pets if you can understand them.

The Soul’s Journey

On these pages, I will provide some suggestions in terms of frameworks and modalities, but there is no one way to honor and assist the Soul’s journey. In fact, though mental health practitioners can provide valuable assistance, we don’t need professional training at all to evolve spiritually. This is a fact that some readers who have studied long and hard to earn degrees and certifications may find difficult to accept. The truth is that my clients may benefit from our work together, but they don’t really need my help. I am there to “hold the space” and assist their Soul’s evolution and provide useful tools. I have gone through my own journey, and I’m there to assist theirs.

Often, people come to me seeking a traditional Western medicine approach. Recently, I spoke with a young man who was struggling with low libido and depression following an infection with COVID-19 virus. When I suggested we broaden our work to look at his life and what factors might be contributing to his challenges, he declined. He wanted to discuss the symptoms, nothing more, and he was interested in a pharmaceutical drug solution.

Drugs are not the territory of the Soul (although they can certainly be part of an effective healing protocol, but almost never a solution on their own), and symptom-obsession is not the territory of the Soul. Instead, the realm of the Soul is far deeper and broader. It allows us to transcend temporary physical or emotional problems and find optimal lasting solutions. Of course, it does require taking responsibility and ownership of our choices.

Yet, if the Soul is so wise and so knowing, why do we not prioritize this connection? Why do we not consciously interact with our Soul daily? Why does our culture not openly acknowledge the sacredness and the value of this relationship? The answer may be that we are addicted to drama and to the event-driven learning that has been our life on Earth to this point. In this world as we choose to experience it, victimhood offers many rewards. For many, it is a preoccupation with daily survival that keeps them from their Divine nature. Perpetual wars and divisions are designed to keep us enslaved by duality and suffering and away from our Divine nature. In all of this, we have forgotten that we are the creators of our own reality. We have forgotten the privilege of embodying. We have forgotten what it means to elevate our existence or how to do so.

Another possible reason for this Soul amnesia is our addiction to our five senses and the materialistic science that is based on sensory physical input. We tell ourselves it doesn’t exist if we cannot see it, touch it, hear it, or taste it to provide a sensory proof of existence. Prove it, we say. I struggle with this dilemma every day of my professional life in my attempt to document the existence of the Soul/Spirit or provide this experience to my clients. The proof, as it were, is in the practice and the personal experience of connecting with one’s Soul.

We wouldn’t suffer if we just knew who we really are and if we woke up each morning feeling deep gratitude for yet another day with the opportunity to learn, serve, and contribute to the beautiful creation that is this world and to enrich our lives. For those of us in the business of alleviating mental pain, our role would be to assist others in connecting with their Soul and help them experience a sense of mastery and confidence as they willfully and consciously accept their role and power as a creator, no matter how much trauma and suffering they have had to endure to arrive at that point.

The path of the Soul is for those who want to learn to change their lives, who are willing to release—and release again as many times as necessary—the unhelpful patterns of beliefs and behaviors that serve as a trap and keep them from their own evolution. This is the single most effective means to achieve psychological and spiritual health, along with ultimate happiness and inner peace. In many spiritual traditions, mastery of the mind, quietening, achieving meditation and trance states are prerequisites of the soul and personal evolution into enlightenment that so far has been achieved by a few select individuals. With the change of the ages into the Aquarian Age, many more are awakening to the idea of empowerment and manifestation of the reality by learning to master their minds and emotions. The number of spiritual New Age teachers has increased exponentially, and everyone has a following that indicates a spiritual hunger for knowledge and guidance to adjust to the New Earth energy and there is no operational manual to this new reality. Thus comes this book to assist the reader in discerning between various teachings and practices to choose those that will support their search for their Soul purpose and achieve Soul-realization.

I know the journey of Soul connection because I walk it myself. I have observed and felt my Soul, and kept it from leaving my body, and so can you. The idea for this book came from my own personal experiences on the path of enlightenment and my own foray into complementary and alternative healing modalities to enable and support my Soul connection. As art imitates life, these experiences have greatly informed my clinical practice and research, and I have experienced much success, in terms of my clients’ experiences and outcomes, by incorporating what I’ve learned and tested. Recognizing that like all of us, I am no different, no better or worse, than any of my clients, or any other humans living on Earth, let us begin the journey of this book: our pilgrimage back to Soul. We’ll start by examining my own case study.


1

Finding My Soul’s Path


No one saves us but ourselves.

No one can, and no one may.

We ourselves must walk the path:

Buddhas only point the way.

PAUL CARUS, KARMA: A STORY OF
BUDDHIST ETHICS (1894)




Do you know why you were born? Do you know the purpose of your life, or what you are destined to experience?

Like most of us, throughout my childhood and into my adult years, I believed we were born to attain an education, work, get married, and have children. Then, at the end, we would die and be buried in a lush, green cemetery, finally finding peace. So that’s what I set out to do.

I was determined to make the best of my life, dying peacefully after having achieved success and a satisfying, accomplished, purposeful life. These ideas and my attitude toward life were instilled in me by my upbringing and my Russian Jewish heritage. Throughout life, expectations were placed on me by my parents and my contemporaries, and I did my best to meet them.

I grew up in Moscow surrounded by intellectuals and scientists, often feeling that I was born to become a psychiatrist. My mother was and still is a practicing psychiatrist, and my father was a neurologist. I had easy access to their large collection of books, which introduced me to the workings of the mind and the brain. Before the age of ten, I read books about cerebral palsy and Down syndrome. A natural empath and sensitive, I was strangely attracted to the pictures of young children who were clearly suffering. Why did they suffer? I wanted to help them.

My first “patient” was a friend of mine—a three-year-old boy who was completely mute. Though he struggled to communicate, I intuitively understood his wishes and translated them to the adults. I went on to receive years of medical training, but at its essence, what I do for my patients today is not much different than what I did for that boy. I understand their suffering, and I help them communicate with the world, thereby helping to alleviate that suffering.

Growing up, though spirituality was never part of our life, I was aware on some level of my intuitive and psychic abilities. I was a sensitive child who often experienced premonitions that came true, and from the time I could speak, I found myself intuitively “reading” people (understanding their desires and motivations). My mother was disturbed by my abilities and consulted with psychologists.

During my adolescence, I began painting, using art as a means of expressing my deeper psychic visions, which terrified her. My paintings underscored my mother’s view of me as being at least “strange.”

At age sixteen, I created a painting that so resonated with me throughout my life that I went on to reproduce it in multiple media, including oils, photography, silk screening, and collage. The image, which still guides me today, was of my head and neck sticking out of the water, facing infinity, the stars, and the moons of the universe. This was one of three paintings that I carried with me across the borders when we immigrated to the United States. It was not until my early fifties that I fully realized what that painting represents, which is my inner knowledge of my deep connection to the Universe, Divine Mother, and Source, where I am but a droplet in her ocean of consciousness.

It was rather remarkable that this knowledge came through me into that first painting. This would be one of several that guided my life and helped in manifesting places and events, which is a function of transcendent art practice (I had no such concept in mind at that time). After all, I had been raised in a culture of militaristic atheism. To some extent, Christian Russian Orthodox churches were available to us, despite the suppression of communism. But somehow, in my adolescence I came across books that exposed me to Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and other world religions. I was drawn to them—not one, but broadly. I even tried yoga and shifted my diet accordingly by going on prolonged fasts. This was based on information I found in borrowed books, as no yoga classes were available in Russia at that time.

During high school, I started to develop an interest in psychiatric research. My very first summer job at fifteen was in the pharmacy of a psychiatric hospital. I watched with curiosity as patients with severe mental illness wandered through the beautiful garden of the hospital. As part of a vocational rehabilitation program, they worked in the greenhouses, growing fresh fruits and vegetables. At the time, such programs were the mainstay of psychiatry in Russia.

For a high school science project, I performed hypnosis on a classmate, again following the procedure outlined in a book. I used a pendulum and classified their responses. Later, after reading an old French phrenology book, I examined classmates’ skulls using the topography to make phrenological descriptions of their personalities. This gained me some popularity among my peers and was an early sign of what would blossom into a deep interest and exploration of mind-body interventions and brain biomarkers.

In 1979, I entered the Moscow Medical Institute, where I immediately joined a research interest group in the psychiatry department. I performed my first official research study, which was on psychiatric manifestations in women with gynecological cancers. I got an opportunity to practice research methods, and I learned about the difficult feelings women deal with when facing terminal cancer, along with my own reaction to their suffering and the dying process. I was fascinated by the combination of intellectual inquiry and emotional discovery, and I spent every weekend working on the project. The study resulted in my first published paper, which won an award at a medical student research conference in Moscow.

After graduating, I started a psychiatry residency at the Moscow Center of Mental Health of the Academy of Medical Sciences, where I became interested in geriatric psychiatry and the brain-behavior relationship in patients with melancholic depression and post-stroke depression. After I completed my residency, I relocated to the United States. I was part of the third wave of Russian Jewish immigration just before the fall of the Soviet Union. There was a sense of impending doom in the air, and it was a relief to escape it. It was a drastic move, yet at the time, the full drama was lost on me.

I had to repeat my training in psychiatry, and after passing board examinations, I was matched to a residency in psychiatry at the University of California, Los Angeles, Veterans Administration campus. From there on, I completed a fellowship in geriatric psychiatry and the National VA fellowship in neuroscience, after which I joined and remained on the faculty at UCLA for the next twenty-seven years.

At UCLA, I did notice that, for the first time in my life, I felt at home. The melting pot that is Los Angeles was more accepting of me than Russia ever was. What made me stand out in Russia helped me fit in in California, where diversity was the norm. I loved living in LA and felt like I belonged there. My bond with the university was strengthened when I explored the marvelous biomedical library and discovered a book in its stacks by my great-uncle, Alexander Shmaryan.

Shortly after World War II, he had served as the chief psychiatrist of Russia and was responsible for the development of neuropsychiatry, based on his study of war-related brain injuries. His book was forbidden in Russia. It had been removed from libraries as part of Stalin’s purges of Jewish physicians and scientists. These bans also included luminaries such as Alexander Luria, a prominent neuropsychologist who contributed greatly to our knowledge of the relationship between brain and behavior.

In addition to the library, I spent a lot of time in the nearby botanical gardens preparing for my medical boards, feeling supported by the old trees. Once I passed the exams, I was matched to the UCLA–San Fernando Valley residency program in psychiatry, a program that was receptive to my research interests. I liked the people there, and the hospital with its vast green gardens reminded me of early experiences working in the pharmacy of the psychiatric facility in Russia. Given my fluency with models of socialized medicine, I found it easy to adjust to the medical operations at the facility, which were similar. And it was in this facility that I met a patient who would make a lifetime impression on me.

My Life-Changing Introduction to Kundalini Yoga

He was one of my first patients during the U.S. portion of my medical training—a young man with severe psychosis and hallucinations who had become ill after intense practice of kundalini yoga. I had no idea what the practice entailed and how it was different from the gym yoga I had practiced.

I learned that kundalini practice focuses on mobilizing energy that is believed to lie dormant at the base of the spine until it’s activated, at which point it moves upward through the body’s central channel. The experience is called “rising kundalini.” Those who experience it find it universally powerful, but either awesome or awful, as unprepared bodies and minds have trouble handling the intensity of change. As a result, they sometimes experience a plethora of psychiatric and neurological symptoms.

It’s a practice aimed at attaining what is described as “spiritual awakening.” The young man claimed that he “overdid” the training and that his work with his fellow students had not been well supervised by their master teacher. He experienced waves of energy through his body that left him nearly paralyzed and suffering from excruciating pain. Mentally, he was living in a world occupied by terrifying characters he believed were trying to kill him. He was tormented with visions of what he described as “burning in hell.”

It was difficult to communicate with this unfortunate patient or to treat him with psychiatric drugs. I was confused. It was inconceivable to me that a mindful practice alone could produce this kind of damage to his psyche. Part of me even found the idea funny and ridiculous. Nevertheless, I was left with the impression that kundalini was dangerous for the mind. Little did I know that I would one day experience a similar journey.

My own revelation came at age forty-five—a perfect midlife crisis. Despite my earlier experience with this patient, I discovered kundalini yoga practice during a family vacation on the Hawaiian island of Lanai. I was immediately captivated by the sense of peace I experienced and its clear health benefits, amplified by the natural beauty of the Pacific Ocean and Hawaii.

I was experiencing a stressful time and was looking for tools for stress reduction and relaxation. Everything about the practice seemed amazing: the breathwork, the chanting, the community, even the vegetarian diet. Shortly after that introduction, I went all in, pursuing teacher training, certification, and years of rigorous practice. I experienced a complete makeover. My body, mind, and immune system felt improved and happier, and I felt a full and rich connection to my inherent spirituality. I learned yogic practices that can be used for healing of the mind and body.

Around this time, my father died, succumbing to a long battle with cancer. His death had a profound impact on me. I was feeling heavy; it was difficult to move or think. Roughly a week after his passing, I was seeking relief from the heaviness of my grief, I decided to take part in a healing circle at Golden Bridge Yoga, a kundalini yoga center in Los Angeles that was held by Eaglewoman, an urban shaman and an amazing teacher and healer. She immediately came up to me and asked, “Is your father still walking this Earth?” I responded, “No, he just passed.” She said, “Say no more—his spirit is wrapped all around your body and we will release him.” She put me in the middle of the circle and proceeded releasing his spirit while drums were drumming, and sage was smoking. At the end of the ceremony, I felt lighter. I needed no more proof.

Exactly five months later, in the same Golden Bridge Yoga center, I took part in a healing circle facilitated by Gurmukh Khalsa on the day of a lunar eclipse, where for two-and-a-half hours we chanted the mantra “Ra-Ma-Da-Sa” and blessed each other and the circle. As we chanted, I experienced a sensation of bliss and exhilaration entering my body. Though I had not planned to, something moved me to enter the center of the circle to receive the energy of the blessing. My body felt charged, my limbs were jumping up and down with what felt like an electrical current running through them. Afterward, I drove home, feeling my heightened energetic state and recalling that there would be a lunar eclipse in just a few hours.

As the moon arose, I huddled behind my yoga mat to avoid the light, which would be too much to withstand. Eventually, I decided it was time to rest, and I went into my kitchen to retrieve a bottle of melatonin to help me fall asleep. Suddenly, at 2:30 a.m. on August 28, 2007, as I looked out my window, a large circle of light descended onto my patio. With a hushing sound, the ring entered my kitchen, then traveled through my heart. For about ten to fifteen seconds, my body became part of the circle, and I was aware of being lit up from within. So, this is why they call it enlightenment, I thought. It wasn’t just a mental concept. One becomes the light.

In those moments, I had a sudden awakening—a realization that we are all born to find our way back to our true nature, which is light, cosmic consciousness, and unity with the Source of it all—God/Goddess or Creator/Creatrix. I realized that each of us has the power to create our world and our reality and to ignite life.

When my body could no longer stand it, I dropped to the floor and crawled out of the kitchen, clutching the bottle of melatonin. I went upstairs and lay down, but I couldn’t sleep. While my husband lay asleep next to me, I was buzzing with the cosmic energy of life and the Divine embrace.

Many would call what happened to me an experience of the Sacred Fire of Source that ignited my kundalini into spontaneous rising or the moment of yoga—the union of body and spirit, otherwise known as satori in Japanese Buddhism or a temporary enlightenment. But I had no words at all for it at that moment. To me, it was a turning point in my incarnation. I could no longer go back to the old ways. I am the Light. I am one with the Creator. I am the One who creates worlds. As are we all.

Typically, this is the kind of event that leads to or precedes death, as reported about many enlightened beings, because when we awaken to this awareness, why spend more time in the body? But this, I realized, was the task of my incarnation—to be enlightened and stay in the body. It was not easy!

If I’m making my acceptance of this information seem simple or straightforward, that’s not at all what I experienced. This sudden awareness of what life was supposed to be was a total and complete blow to my upbringing and social programming, all my yoga practice and training notwithstanding. I was completely unprepared for it and its brutal physicality. I had no idea how to deal with the implications, as well as the sudden shift in perceptual abilities that accompanies enlightenment.

I experienced the fact that every cell in the body is meant to carry and emanate light. When I looked at myself in the mirror, my pineal gland, which is in the area we refer to as the third eye, emanated a light so blinding that I could not see. As a psychiatrist, I could have characterized it as going insane, as I’d thought of my patient decades before. Or perhaps I’d experienced a UFO abduction. Yet on some level, I knew what it was. I had united with Divine Light. My heart had burst open with the sudden awareness that I am a cosmic being. That I am one with the Universe and that my body is born to hold that light. That I am one with God. In that understanding, everything else evaporated. My entire identity, my professional status, and my social and relationship status. All of it disappeared in the face of this profound truth that transcended space and time. Nothing else exists or matters.

It was comforting, enlivening, and incredibly disconcerting. Why was this happening to me? What did I do to deserve this awareness, and what was I supposed to do with it? Who could explain to me what I experienced and guide me on the path forward? These questions plagued me for years. All the while I continued my practice of kundalini yoga and my teacher training. I pursued all kinds of spiritual practices, eventually centering on embodying the Divine Mother-Source.

The event felt spontaneous and was certainly unexpected. Yet in retrospect, there were indicators that something might happen in conjunction with the eclipse. Nine months earlier, my horoscope had warned me about that date, promising something powerful. Then, there was the death of my father, which compelled me to deepen my spiritual practices and make new choices in life. As I mentioned above, I found Eaglewoman, with whom I started studying shamanic practices. Days before the ceremony, I was blessed with a vision of a Hindu man who looked at me in my mind’s eye. Was it Shiva the Destroyer? Everyone I asked for an interpretation showed me images of Shiva with blue skin and a prominent third eye. Later, I discovered that this vision was of my twin flame—a joined soul who was in the same line of work as me across the world in India, whom I met in the physical realm a couple of years later at a yoga retreat. All these events combined to encircle me in a spiritual whirlwind, the updraft of which culminated in a satori experience.

Not only was I unprepared to handle this elevated state, but I also lacked the language to describe it. I was careful not to consult any doctors, who I was certain would dismiss my experience and likely attribute it to the stress of my father’s passing. Instead, I went to see my yoga teacher, who explained that millions are striving to achieve this state in their lifetime. He gave me a simple meditation known as the guru mantra—“Guru Guru Wahe Guru Guru Ram Das Guru”—that was to be practiced daily for thirty-one minutes. It was meant to calm and heal my frazzled body. At night, I recited the mantra for hours as my awakened kundalini energy jumped out of my body and flowed toward the ceiling. It was a good six months before I was able to sleep well again.

Over the following months, I realized the meaning of the painting I’d created at sixteen—that the Divine Mother-Source is not a stern and ferocious goddess as the images of the goddesses Isis, Durga, Kali, and Sekhmet seem to suggest. Instead, she is an ocean of love in which I am a droplet. I had an experience of embodying this energy, and it felt like a tea party in my body as I bubbled over with laughter and love. I cried from the realization that this was what I had incarnated for—to bring forth this energy within my own body, to hold this union of bliss and awareness, and perhaps to teach others about how to achieve it.

As part of the awakening, I also started to recall some of my past lives—those that shed light on my present relationships with friends, family members, and colleagues, along with my health challenges. As it turns out, our past lives can influence this lifetime as is well described in the book by a psychotherapist Dr. Brian Weiss, Many Lives, Many Masters, who cured many by using hypnosis for past-life regressions.1 They can present unresolved conflicts for resolution in this life, which offers a profound healing for the body and Soul.

For instance, we may repeat traumas from our past so that we can resolve them. I discovered that my repeated neck injury, which resulted in frequent bouts of vertigo, was a result of having been beheaded in one or more prior lifetimes. Once I learned how to release those life experiences, I was able to halt the pattern, and my neck pain was resolved. I also
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