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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Sri Sakthi Amma,

my guru and the inspiration for this project.

Throughout the writing of this book, Amma

not only gave me a deeper understanding and

appreciation for the brilliance of the Siddha tradition

but she also profoundly opened my heart and mind

to the science of mantras. I will be eternally grateful

for this priceless gift.

Om Namo Narayani.
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Introduction

This is a story of discovery and rediscovery—in my own life and in history. In my personal story, there was the uncovering by my mother of her own lost past, the traditions of her native India—which occurred in her midlife, ironically, when she moved to America. By chance her Western doctor suggested, after she complained of feeling run down, that she see a meditation teacher who could help her to start a Transcendental Meditation (TM) practice. This began, for my mother, an incredible journey deep into the ancient tradition of mantra meditation and Ayurvedic medicine in Indian culture, even as she continued to live out the American dream in Southern California.

It was my mother’s discovery that led to my own profound rediscovery. Having started my own mantra practice at age nine alongside my mother, I carried our familial immersion in ancient Indian medicine forward into my professional life, transforming my neurology practice into an integrative medicine clinic and, ultimately, moving my own family back to India, where I now live and work as an Ayurvedic physician. Just as my paternal grandfather was a village doctor in Gujjarwal, India, I now also work as a physician in a small rural town outside of Vellore, India. I feel, however, more like a global village doctor: People travel from all over the world for consultations and treatments with me and other doctors at the Ayurvedic and Siddha medicine center in Tamil Nadu’s local hospital that was created by Amma, my spiritual teacher.

From a historic vantage, the narrative of discovery and rediscovery, though broader in scope, is similar to my own. Approximately eight thousand years ago, Siddha medicine—an extremely potent form of medicine, largely shrouded in mystery—was practiced by Indian sages in South India. These spiritual masters developed many of the mantras we know today, the sounds connecting them to a reservoir of divine energy and forming the cornerstone of their practice. Around three thousand years later, Ayurvedic medicine took root in North India, sharing some of the same concepts as Siddha medicine, including an adapted mantra practice, in addressing diet, exercise, and lifestyle. In Sanskrit, ayur means “life” and veda means “knowledge,” and this medical system conveyed not only the wisdom of life but also how to enact it, with notable results, in a daily way.

Yet over the course of history—beginning in 1858, when the British Raj began its century-long rule in India—these ancient spiritual and medical lineages have slowly vanished. Along with their system of governance, the British brought a permeating sense of superiority, and soon many of these sophisticated and effective Indian medical traditions gave way to more modern views, particularly those of Western medicine.

More recently, however, the tenets of these ancient systems have reemerged, under the guise of new theories and research. Beginning with the advent of quantum physics in the early 1900s, and just fifty years later moving through the invention of the ultrasound in Western medicine, which showed that sound waves could capture images of internal organs, and onward to the 1990s, with the emergence of biofield science—the powerful impact of sound medicine on the body has begun to be recognized once again.

It is here that my story and history converge. When I moved to Tamil Nadu two years ago, it was to help establish the Ayurvedic and Siddha medicine center, yes, but also to work with Amma, who is, in the traditional sense of the term, my spiritual guru. As it was done in ancient times, when would-be physicians received the wisdom of tradition as a rigorous experiential process, she is teaching me the art and practice of Siddha medicine. Amma was born in Vellore and raised as a boy in a loving family with little means until, at the age of sixteen, while riding on a bus he felt a beam of energy shoot through him and project upward into the sky. The Goddess Narayani, the divine mother, appeared in the image projected in the sky. This was understood to be the proclamation that she was returning to earth with Amma as her avatar. An avatar, as the guru and author of the classic book Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramahansa Yogananda, once said, “is born not to show us how great he was, but to give us hope that the state of consciousness he had attained, we too can attain.” Though the concept of avatars is widely accepted in Indian culture, I realize it is an unfamiliar, and perhaps inconceivable, notion for Westerners. To help put it into context, Buddha was considered to be an avatar of the Hindu God Vishnu. (All avatars, however, are not founders of major religions or well-known leaders—some carry on their spiritual mission outside of the spotlight.)

Since Narayani’s image appeared and Amma was claimed as a divine being, she (the pronoun now used to describe Amma given the presence of Narayani within) has created a spiritual compound containing several different temples, implemented educational programs and environmental initiatives throughout India, and is visited for spiritual guidance by the presidents of India as well as spiritual and political leaders from all over the world.

Amma also happens to be in possession of some of the most closely guarded texts of Siddha medicine. These are the palm leaf manuscripts, written in ancient dialect on dried palm leaves, cut into the shape of rectangles. Over the centuries, as the leaves decayed, duplicates have been copied onto new sets of dried palm leaves, but their wisdom dates back eight thousand years. These texts, in addition to being a treasure trove of historical and ethnographic information about the Siddhas, also include an elaborate description of their traditional medical system, including herbal formulations and the original mantras used for both healing and spiritual enlightenment.

Through Amma, I am learning about the enigmatic and impressive Siddhas—described in the Upanishads, a text that is part of the oldest existing Sanskrit literature in India, as possessed of “superhuman powers.” The Siddhas were spiritual sages, expansively perceptive and highly attuned to nature—they even created mantra practices to mimic, as well as resonate with, the sounds of the natural world. We have learned from oral history, and the palm leaf manuscripts indicate, that this system of medicine is inextricably linked to a spiritual view of the universe. Their understanding of well-being encompassed both physical health and mental balance—one cannot be achieved without the other. Their physiological understanding of the body and health is predicated on a strong connection to a massless energy—what they called Brahman. The Siddhas put themselves through rigorous trials to reach a place of both enlightenment and optimum health—fasting, taking vows of silence, creating and ingesting complex herbal formulations, engaging in lengthy mantra practices. In so doing, they achieved a spiritual existence concomitant with excellent physical health and endurance.

When Ayurvedic medicine emerged, three thousand years later, it adapted some of the same medical concepts—such as viewing biological energies as distinct dosha types—as well as the Siddha mantra practice. Though both systems encourage a spiritual practice for its physiological benefits, Siddha medicine tends to be austere and all-encompassing, whereas Ayurvedic medicine is more accessible to everyone. Still, Ayurveda is a natural approach to health built on ancient scientific methods, such as the use of sound and vibrational medicine and diet and herbal formulas, to balance the body and mind.

Both systems offer, as Western medicine has slowly and methodically begun to glean, an early glimpse into the potent use of sound and vibration to alter human biology, capable of healing both body and mind. There have been times when I feel as if I am living backward, or watching a history reel rewind, when I read of new revelations about sound medicine or discuss an intriguing new medical field with colleagues—such as epigenetics—that seem, to me, to be a revival of Siddha and Ayurvedic principles.

This confluence between Eastern and Western medicine is what has compelled me over the last two years to stay strong in the face of so many challenges, both logistical and personal, in this rural Indian village—this idea that I am both looking back into a hidden past while also finding myself at the front lines of modern medicine. We have come an incredible distance in terms of understanding sound medicine, but as I chronicle in this book, I believe there is an undiscovered landscape of sound healing that we have yet to fully traverse.
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My Mantra

We are slowed down sound and light waves, a walking bundle of frequencies tuned to the cosmos.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

Until I was four years old, I lived in Punjab, India, with my parents, my younger sister, my grandparents, and my great-grandparents all piled into one house, each generation looking after the next. Our green, three-story house was built by my great-grandfather and surrounded by acres of farmland; there were buffalo that lived in a little section of their own just beyond the back door with goats and chickens roaming beyond. Practically speaking, we were lucky because we had the means to live comfortably in India. Emotionally speaking, life felt charmed because our home was bursting with love. The door was unlocked in the morning and left open all day for neighbors and friends and family to come and go as they pleased. There was always something simmering in the kitchen, giving way to the most amazing smells—everything we ate was cooked from scratch, right down to the home-churned butter, and much of our food was harvested from the land surrounding our house. Our home was always filled with conversation, about daily matters such as what was happening with the farm but also searching ones, as we considered how to best care for our community or make the right choices in life.

Like most people in Punjab, we practiced Sikhism, a religion that originated in the region in the fifteenth century. Sikhs believe in one Supreme Being and practice compassion, honesty, and selfless service. The religion also encourages meditation as a means to feel God’s presence.

And yet, although my family went to the gurdwara, the Sikh temple, every Sunday and followed the basic tenets of the religion, we did not meditate. This was not unusual: Most Indians stopped meditating nearly a hundred years ago. In the decades following the installation of the British government in 1858, beginning their century-long rule, the spiritual lineage of India was disrupted. Many of the ancient practices, such as meditation, North India’s five-thousand-year-old Ayurvedic medical system, and the eight-thousand-year-old Siddha medicine tradition that had emerged in the south, slowly unraveled. The Brits considered their own systems to be superior and, over time, their governance eroded the ancient Indian customs and the faith with which they were practiced. The British even went so far as to destroy some of the ancient Indian spiritual records, literally obliterating the wisdom of the ages. Soon, Western medicine—with its focus on anatomy—had replaced the established holistic model combining body, mind, and spirit. An inferiority complex took hold in India and we began to look yearningly west, believing that there was something better in America, something perhaps even more prosperous and exceptional. It was a broad and shapeless promise—and all the more powerful for it. This yearning became a movement, and eventually it was simply what striving upper-middle-class Indian families did: They moved to America.

My parents were no exception. In 1977, they left the comfort and steadiness of our life in Punjab and set up a new home for just the four of us in Southern California. Within a year, they both had steady, well-paying jobs—my father as an engineer, my mother as a physical therapist (both occupations they’d had in India). Within five years, we were living in a five-bedroom house in Riverside County, my parents each drove their own Mercedes, and my sister and I were thriving at school. In short, my parents had achieved the American dream.

And they were totally stressed out.

Not long after they’d moved to the United States and achieved their goals (the house, the cars, a stellar education for their children), my mother got profoundly sick for the first time in her life. She was run down; her weight dropped suddenly, she experienced heart palpitations, and she felt a general sense of anxiety. Her physician referred her to an endocrinologist, who told her she’d developed a thyroid condition. After prescribing medication for the palpitations she was experiencing as a result of her thyroid condition, he surprised my mother by recommending that she begin practicing Transcendental Meditation. He was not a doctor of integrative medicine, a practice that was just starting to gain a foothold in the United States at that time, so it was a matter of chance, or perhaps fate, that this American doctor would hand her the name of a meditation teacher, thus beginning my mother’s journey—and subsequently my own—into the ancient traditions of our native culture.

Within six months, my mother’s thyroid had normalized, the bold sparkle was back in her eye, and she was convinced that silently chanting a mantra had played a significant role in her recovery. She was so convinced, in fact, that she brought my sister and me to see her teacher, too. We were only seven and nine years old, respectively, at the time. I’ll never forget the details of that day: Sitting in a home filled with lush, green plants with a strong smell of incense filling the room, my mother introduced us to Norma, a dark-haired woman with warm eyes and a constant smile.

When Norma leaned over to whisper my bija mantra into my ear, it sounded like beautiful nonsense, a sound without meaning. I felt certain Norma was offering some kind of enchantment. Which is, in a way, what the bija mantra can feel like. Bija means “seed” in Sanskrit, and in the Vedic tradition, one of the oldest recorded spiritual practices in India, this mantra prompts growth and transformation. This “seed mantra” was created to encompass sounds that cannot be translated into literal meaning but that utilize the power of tonal vibration to create balance and peace in the body and mind. Many of us, in fact, have already chanted a bija mantra at some point in our lives: The Om intoned at the beginning and end of yoga classes is a classic example. More broadly, the Vedic disciples believed that bija mantras intimately connect a person to the energy field we call universal consciousness that runs through—and connects—all matter in the universe. Sound medicine, particularly as practiced by the ancients, uses the tones of nature—which vibrate at a specific frequency—to help restore balance within us, and also to forge a connection with this larger energy field.

I have chanted this mantra nearly every day since Norma offered it to me thirty-six years ago, and it has profoundly altered my life in ways that I could not have anticipated. Initially, my bija mantra gave me access to a protected place that I would not have ever found otherwise. For a child to sit in complete silence for ten minutes twice a day—the amount of time, initially, that I silently chanted this mantra—is a challenging endeavor. But in learning to do so, I became aware of an inner reality I had not discovered before. At only nine years old, I found there was a place within me that was also outside of me—which was my childlike way of understanding my connection to the life force. Over time, this place became a centering retreat. I came to understand that I was something more than what I saw or felt or perceived in the world around me. And whatever that something more was, it was profoundly quiet and calming. My bija mantra was the key to a space inside of me that was always peaceful, independent of anything that was happening in my life. Once I learned that this existed, the physical world could no longer dominate me.

As my mother’s commitment to ancient Indian tradition grew, she began to explore possible explanations for the mystical world that was unfolding before her. She had come to profoundly believe in a universal consciousness, and the notion that there is a sea of energy that connects us. She had also come to accept, as Vedic tradition proposes, that our individual spiritual efforts can create consequential change not only in ourselves but also in the world. As part of her exploration into this concept, she began attending lectures at local meditation centers and universities on how meditation and spiritual practices can create a shift on a quantum level, which is to say down at the particle and wave level of the universe, the very base of existence. (Everything in the universe, a quantum physicist will tell you, is both particle and wave by nature.)

And since my mother had developed a personal philosophy that if something was helpful or meaningful to her, it should also be introduced to my sister and me, she began to take us with her to these lectures. At seven and nine years old, respectively, neither Harleen nor I always understood what these people were discussing; sometimes it just seemed plain weird. I remember one meeting in which we were each asked to bend the fork that had been placed on the table before us—they meant for the group to try to do this with their minds, but my sister and I, unaware of that part of the instructions, simply bent our forks with our hands. As the leader went around to examine what each person had done, he stopped abruptly at the bent forks sitting before my sister and me. Stunned, and perhaps believing he’d come across two young Jedis, he asked us to please teach them how we’d done it. “Easy,” I said, and reached out to bend my fork some more. You could almost hear the deflation of hope in that moment!

Other lectures, though, did linger in my mind as a kid—particularly those that focused on the larger mystery at work in the universe, somehow linking everyone in energy and spirit. Later, when we were teenagers, my mother started to take my sister and me to meditation retreats. The first one felt as if she’d taken us to Paris after having studied French throughout our childhoods. We had become more fluent in meditation than we had realized, thanks to our mantras, and being given the chance to immerse ourselves in this world exclusively for a stretch of time felt expansive and revelatory in the best possible way.

Meanwhile, my mother had also begun to educate herself in Indian music and theory. She began playing different ragas, a type of ancient, often improvised classical music, throughout the day, each one meant to balance the energy of the environment at that specific time. In the evenings, when we were going to sleep, she would play the Samaveda, which contains some of the world’s oldest surviving melodies, made up of Sanskrit verses meant to increase creativity and relaxation. For my eighteenth birthday, my mother sent me, along with my sister (for her sixteenth birthday), to a camp in the mountains of Northern California to learn about Gandharva Veda from the masters who lived in India. Gandharva (which means “skilled singer” in Sanskrit) Veda is a specific teaching from Vedic science about the influence of sound and music. These musicians and scholars taught me about how different types of Indian classical music are used to affect the body and mind and that Indian musicians were sometimes called upon to elicit changes in the natural environment such as to bring rain during a drought or even to fight natural disasters such as wildfires and storms.

Once, at 5 a.m., these masters, or Gandharvas, put on a concert—with only my sister and myself as their audience—in the forest. As they played, animals began to emerge, fluttering down from branches and peeking out from behind trees, drawn forth by the music. Birds, rabbits, even the skittish deer stood quietly and listened to the music. To this day, I can see the attentive poses and expressions of those animals clearly in my mind’s eye; it convinced me of the possibility and significance in attuning oneself to nature through music.

My mother had not grown up with any of the Indian traditions she was now seriously practicing, but somehow they spoke to her from across the generations. She not only had felt immediately at home with them but also had an inherent confidence that they would benefit our physical and spiritual well-being. Of course, the irony of this development was not lost on my mother: Achieving the American dream had led her back to ancient India.

Meanwhile, I was on the path to achieving my own American dream. As my mother delved into these mystical pursuits, I doubled down on my schoolwork and ambitions. Though I did enjoy, and profit from, many of the experiences that my mother opened up for me, I also viewed them as separate from my primary goals. I was there to learn English, succeed at school, and become a professional. I was a straight-A student with straight-ahead ambitions. I had declared I would go into medicine when I was four years old. Despite my belief in my bija mantra, my culture was still about becoming as American as possible.

It was only when I went off to college that I began to glimpse just how second nature, and beneficial, the traditional Indian beliefs my mother had woven into our lives had become. As I started to get to know my classmates at Loma Linda University in Southern California, sitting with them in coffee shops and dorm rooms, discussing life in an adult way with people outside of my family for the first time, our conversations often circled the usual lofty topics of college students just finding their footing in the world: the meaning of life, the nature of reality. I found there was a major distinction between the others and me. I was drawing on the inner reality I’d cultivated throughout a childhood of meditation, while they were drawing on what they could see, hear, and touch in the world. In the classroom, when we were studying Western philosophy, we debated René Descartes’s famous conclusion, ending his search for a statement that could not be doubted: “I think therefore I am.” Yet I did doubt it. I don’t think for large periods of time while I meditate, I told my professor, and I still exist!

I was able to assimilate opposing views, to bring together the mystic and the academic, whereas others often felt it was an either/or proposition. (It’s perhaps not surprising then that I declared a double major of English and biology.) And, though I did well academically, it felt a little socially isolating to come up against this divide between my peers and me time and again.

I discovered my upbringing had made me an outlier in another way as well. Whereas my peers, finally out from underneath their parents’ rule, would blow off steam or release stress by drinking a ton or doing drugs at parties, I realized I didn’t feel I had anything to let loose from. With my mantra, I had cultivated a kind of “reset” button that allowed me to clear my mind and emotions twice a day, had quieted my fight-or-flight impulses, and kept stress from building up in my nervous system. Meditation had become as rote and essential to me as taking a shower; if I skipped it for a few days, I began to feel as if my brain were coated in a layer of grime, just as my body would feel if I hadn’t bathed.

Once I reached medical school, however, the rigor and demands of my schedule made it challenging to keep up my daily meditation practice. The last three years of my neurology residency were the most difficult: An unpredictable schedule and brutally long work hours meant I meditated only sporadically. Those were, without a doubt, the darkest years of my life. I noticed a change in everything. I became more emotionally and psychologically fragile—which, frankly, is true of most medical students and residents—but I also felt more nuanced and intimate changes in myself. Where I had always been able to wash it all away no matter what had happened when I entered into that sacred, universal space, without regular meditation I felt out of control, trapped on the roller coaster of my moods. If I had a good day, I felt good; if it was bad, I felt bad. I was ruled by the physical world—and I realized for the first time that a large portion of humanity experiences life this way all the time.

I began my own clinical practice as a neurologist immediately after finishing my residency, in 2006. I was lucky enough to be given the chance to take over a successful neurology practice at Scripps Memorial Hospital in La Jolla, California, when the head physician retired. It was an unusual and tremendous opportunity: What most neurologists spend ten to fifteen years creating, I inherited from the start. This still meant working fifteen- to eighteen-hour days—but not having to build the practice from scratch meant I was able to completely give myself over to my patients, which I happily did.

But, six months into my newly realized version of the American dream, my own health began to plummet. And, like my mother, I found myself, for the first time, seriously debilitated by a condition. For me, this came in the form of crippling migraine headaches.

I tried to manage it myself with standard medication for about a year with no luck. So I consulted with a leading expert, someone who not only could offer invaluable advice but also knew me better than anyone else: my mother. She reminded me of the Ayurvedic medicine she’d exposed me to in my youth, which she had introduced to our family at around the same time she’d encouraged my sister and me to start meditating. This required that I change my diet, altering not only what I ate (avoiding processed foods, not combining certain foods, and adding turmeric, cumin, and coriander powder to just about everything, it seemed) but also when I ate, which was determined according to my digestive “fire,” when the metabolism is more or less able to break down food (it is strongest at lunch and weakest at dinner). Also at my mother’s counsel, I renewed my meditation practice.

My migraines vanished after three months.

My own experience reminded me—or perhaps it made me truly aware for the first time—of how effective these rituals had been for keeping my health in balance. And, of course, I’d long known that my meditation practice had kept me not only emotionally steady but also connected—to myself, to the universe, to a nourishing energy—throughout my life. How could I have lost sight of that? And, more important, how could I not share these practices with my patients?

Two months after being headache free, I’d restructured my practice in order to offer integrative medicine. I started recommending—just as the American endocrinologist had done with my mother more than two decades earlier—that my patients see a meditation teacher and receive a mantra. I also began to prescribe herbs common in Ayurvedic practice, such as ashwagandha, for adrenal fatigue and stress; triphala, to support digestion; and brahmi, which can be beneficial to patients with addiction issues and many neurological conditions. I suggested that my patients take these alongside—or, when appropriate, instead of—prescription medicines. I even began to play Gandharva Veda, as my mother had done in our home throughout my childhood, as background music in the office to relax the nervous systems of my patients.

The results were stunning. Neurological problems are among the most difficult disorders to treat; the sad truth is that these are not patients who typically get better. In fact, in the short time that I had been practicing as a neurologist at that point, I had been dutifully prescribing medications and watching, helpless and frustrated, as my patients steadily got worse. That was the accepted convention of neurology: manage the symptoms as best you can in order to at least slow the decline. So when I saw people improving, one by one, using Ayurvedic medicine, I realized what my mother had arrived at instinctually: This five-thousand-year-old practice can offer more of an impact, in some ways, than modern medicine. We were, of course, an integrative practice—meaning we take into account the whole person and make use of all appropriate therapies—so I was happy to use Western medicine when it was necessary. But for many of my patients I found that with a shift in lifestyle practices according to Ayurvedic guidelines, they were able to slowly taper off of medications as their symptoms improved.

After we shifted our practice to integrative medicine, many of our patients struggling with epilepsy stopped having seizures; a number of people struggling with multiple sclerosis went into longer remissions, ultimately not experiencing another episode for more than a decade.

One woman, who was struggling with Parkinson’s disease, came to us complaining that she was on too much medication and yet was not feeling any relief. She’d heard we had a different approach and she wanted to try it. We worked together for a year, slowly altering her habits—shifting her diet, giving her herbs, and having her start a mantra meditation practice—while also decreasing her medicine. By the end of that year, she was down to a very small dose of Sinemet, a medication that helps to ease the tremors, improve motion, and reduce rigidity of the body that accompanies Parkinson’s disease, but no other pills. Previously, she’d been on four different medications, each at their maximum doses. Her physical abilities also vastly improved. Where she’d been hardly able to walk at all and spent most of her time in a wheelchair, she was now able to walk long distances with a cane. She was able to drive a car again. And, perhaps most important, she was able to go back to work, which not only helped her financially but also allowed her a crucial sense of purpose and fulfillment.

Of course, it wasn’t as if we simply sprinkled some fairy dust and our patients instantly felt better. Some patients took as long as a year to fully change their diet or alter their sleep schedules. In the early part of the twenty-first century, the idea that our habits and lifestyle might alter our health was still up for debate, and many patients took time to trust in their efficacy. (These days, the principles of Ayurvedic remedies have become more widely accepted by American culture, but, believe it or not, there is still a large population of neurologists who don’t accept, for example, that drinking water instead of soda may help reduce the severity of conditions such as multiple sclerosis.) Additionally, as a critical part of their treatment, I was asking many of these patients to start a serious meditation practice that included receiving a mantra. This is not a simple ritual to build; it takes time to create a routine, to trust your mantra, to take it seriously. On the other hand, many of these patients were in fairly dire circumstances, desperate to turn their health around, which can make a human as open as they’ll possibly ever be.

Curious about the extent to which mantra meditation impacted my patients’ recoveries, I decided to conduct an informal study with twenty-two of my patients suffering from multiple sclerosis. I chose this group because the progression of their illness is one of the most difficult to prevent; the lives of these patients—primarily women—were often halted by the disease at the height of their careers. Given, too, that it is clinically well known that stress can trigger MS flare-ups, these women were ideal candidates to try the anxiety-reducing tasks of Ayurvedic medicine. I also felt they’d be the most motivated to work with me on this, and I had a lot of compassion for them as well. Sixteen women made all of the lifestyle changes that we recommend based on Ayurvedic medicine except for practicing mantra meditation. The other six implemented all of the changes and were also sent to a Transcendental Meditation instructor who gave them each a bija mantra and helped them develop their practice. In studying the differences over the course of twelve months, my staff and I found that the disease progression slowed within the second group. Indeed, the MRI results of this second group actually demonstrated less inflammation and, therefore, fewer MS plaques. Additionally, when these patients did experience a relapse, they would bounce back more quickly and with fewer neurological symptoms. I concluded that the mantra meditation was allowing these patients to manage their stress better, which meant fewer opportunities to trigger a flare-up. This, for me, underscored what I had been increasingly coming to understand as a physician: Mantra meditation offers a significant defense against the inevitable stressors of life and therefore can create a bulwark against the advance of neurological disease.

In 2010, I was a guest speaker at an Ayurvedic course for health practitioners led by cardiologist Dr. Mimi Guarneri, who was, at that time, the head of the Scripps Center for Integrative Medicine. At the lunch, Mimi mentioned to me that she was about to leave on a two-week trip to India to visit with a spiritual teacher named Amma (which means “mother” in Sanskrit). As she told me more about this, I felt as if every cell in my body was firing at once, as if I’d just found the last piece of a confounding puzzle and was about to slide it into place. Over the years, my meditation has, I believe, honed my sense of intuition, and I’ve come to rely on it. The flashes of insight guide me both personally and with my patients, and my instinct very rarely leads me astray. But the physical intensity of the reaction I had in that moment was something on another order altogether.

I knew I had to go to India and meet Amma. Even if it would take me another decade to understand why I was doing something so impulsive, I knew in my soul that this was going to be a turning point in my life. To Mimi’s astonishment, and frankly to my own as well, I bought a plane ticket for India that same day.

Two weeks later, we traveled to a small, rural town outside of Vellore, India, and set our bags down at Amma’s ashram, a golden temple in the middle of a star-shaped path at the end of a single paved road lined by makeshift shacks selling fruit, clothes, and flower garlands. It was remote, but it wasn’t quiet: As we approached the temple, we dodged oxcarts and rickshaws and motorcycles, not to mention a number of dogs scurrying about.

When I first met Amma, it felt as if I were walking back into a memory, though of course she, and this place, weren’t attached to anything in my actual history. As we approached, her whole face broadened into a graceful smile and she generated more warmth and expansiveness than I’d ever encountered in a human before.

For the next five days, Amma and I, along with Mimi and twenty or so other devotees, went together to the pujas, which are spiritual ceremonies that take place daily. These ceremonies are filled with beatific sound. There is a cacophony of murmured Vedic recitations; people are everywhere chanting mantras. At the end of each puja, Amma would distribute theertham, the water from the puja that had been “charged” by the mantras, meaning it had absorbed the energy generated during them. I felt an expansive energy there—it had a physical aspect in the sense that I sensed energy traveling up my spine, but I also felt an expansion of self and connection to others. Throughout this ritual, and in Amma’s presence generally, I felt at peace in the same way I’d come to experience during meditation. In fact, it was so similar I felt as though I’d arrived at the physical manifestation of the place I’d been slowly building in my mind since I was nine years old. It felt familiar and momentous at
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