
INTRODUCTION

It’s Time

It’s very hard.

I don’t have time.

I’m not in the mood.

I don’t  really need it.

I do it only when I need to, but on my own terms.

I can’t sit still for very long.

I like the idea of  it more than the act of  it.

My meditation is drawing.

My mind is too busy.

These are all common excuses I’ve used in the past for not 

enjoying a regular, daily, seated meditation practice. Do any of  

them sound familiar?

My involvement in meditation dates back nearly twenty years, 

but I will tell you up front that the overwhelming majority of  my 

initial efforts were, at best, mediocre and, at worst, an exercise in 

futility— and by initial I’m referring to the first few years of  dab-

bling.

I first got the idea to try meditating while in yoga classes, 

where my teachers mentioned that the sole purpose of  doing 

yoga was to prepare our bodies for seated meditation. The vari-
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ous spiritual books I was reading at the time also echoed the 

importance of  meditation as a path to experiencing inner bliss, 

or nirvana, an internal experience reportedly so serene that you 

would lose awareness of  all of  your worries, doubts, and fears 

and be bathed in a feeling of  oneness. Who could resist such a 

promise? I didn’t need any more convincing that meditation 

would do me a world of  good, but I was skeptical about my abil-

ity to get my mind to the needed place.

I lived in New York at the time and found a weekly class  

(the cost was a five- dollar donation) held in the bell tower of  the 

historic Riverside Church, close to my apartment. Martha, the 

facilitator, started off by telling us about her meditation master, a 

professional snowboarder and music producer who gained en-

lightenment on a snowy mountaintop in Nepal after a miracu-

lous run- in with a Buddhist monk. He taught meditation and 

spirituality for many years and died in his forties (Martha was 

vague about his cause of  death, which I discovered later was 

suicide), leaving behind an archive of  New Age music he pro-

duced, to which his students began meditating. 

Martha instructed us to sit up tall (with our backs erect, not 

touching the chair), close our eyes, and give our full attention to 

one of  the songs that was composed by the aforementioned 

meditation master. While listening, she encouraged us to feel the 

sensations in our body and mind, and be present to the sounds 

and vibrations within the song. If  our mind got distracted and 

began veering off to some errant thought, we were to let go of  

the thought and return our attention to the New Age music, 

which sounded like a mash- up of  smooth jazz and opera. This 
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was not what I was expecting. But I sat there trying to remain 

open to the possibility of  having the intended meditative experi-

ence. Maybe the monk would appear to me in my meditation, I 

thought— half  sarcastically and half  optimistically.

Four minutes in, I felt nothing but frustration. When the 

song ended, Martha had us open our eyes and share our experi-

ences. One woman reported hearing the subtle sounds embed-

ded within the song. The guy next to me said he felt a delightful 

tingly sensation in his hands and feet. Others reported similar 

experiences of  movement of  energy, or celestial epiphanies. I 

kept quiet, because the entire time I felt like I had been just sit-

ting there, listening to New Age music with my eyes closed.

We “meditated” through three or four more songs that first 

night, and although I desperately wanted to intuit some hidden 

message about the universe— or simply just feel anything— 

nothing special happened. Maybe I was trying too hard, I 

thought. Or perhaps I needed to come back and give it another 

try next week. Maybe it would take another three months . . .

Disappointed, I dropped my five- dollar bill into the donation 

bucket on the way out and rode my bike home, not fully sure if  

I would ever crack the elusive meditation code. Being as curious 

as I was skeptical, though, I vowed to return to Martha’s group, 

even if  it meant remaining insecure about my inability to silence 

my mind and feel the supposed bliss of  meditation.

I took personal responsibility for my lack of  success. Could 

it have been all the fast food and soda pop I consumed while 

growing up in Alabama? Was it possible I had a genetic mental 

block that prohibited me from achieving the elusive state of  
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bliss? Could it be that I was already enlightened and didn’t need 

to meditate at all?

Nah. Turns out I just went to the wrong class.

Unfortunately, it would take another couple of  years of  dab-

bling in different meditation scenes before I figured that out. In 

the meantime, the novelty of  telling people that I meditated was 

enough to keep me curious about the practice. They didn’t have 

to know that I wasn’t actually experiencing anything in medita-

tion other than my normal thinking mind. In fact, nobody had to 

know.

HOW NOT TO M E DI TAT E

I heard several of  my yoga teachers insist that there is no “right” 

way to meditate— that we are our own guru, and therefore we 

should do what feels right to us in the moment. Therefore, I 

constantly wondered if  I was practicing the best style for me.

At various times in those early years, I tried meditating with 

my back straight and legs crossed, as I had seen monks do in 

movies. I tried meditating while lying down, meditating in a field 

of  grass, meditating at the end of  yoga class, meditating while 

sitting on a yoga bolster, meditating on my friend’s living room 

floor. I tried astral- traveling meditations, channeling medita-

tions, communing- with- my- spirit- guide meditations, Zen medi-

tations, mindfulness meditations, barefoot- walking meditations, 

holotropic- breathing meditations, mala- bead meditations, and 

staring- at- the- candle meditations, as well as frequent meditation 

sits at the local Hare Krishna temple.

Gradually, it dawned on me that if  meditation delivers a bliss-
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ful experience, it must happen about as often as Halley’s Comet 

appears in the night sky. By far the more common experience I 

had was physical pain from sitting with my back straight, inter-

spersed with the frustration of  battling my mind, chased with 

heavy doses of  boredom.

Over time, my default position became sitting with my legs 

crossed, with my back as straight as possible, while resting my 

palms on my thighs, and with my thumb and index fingers lightly 

touching. But time and again, instead of  feeling my chakras align, 

or my energy shift— or anything, for that matter— mostly what I 

felt was searing pain in my lower back while my bare ankles dug 

into the hard floor so that I could keep pressing my back into a 

more upright position. Meanwhile, my erratic mind played varia-

tions of  good- cop- bad- cop, bad- cop- bad- cop, and bad- cop- 

worse- cop when it came to my ability to meditate with success, 

which often left me checking my watch every thirty seconds and 

counting down the minutes until the dreaded experience was 

over.

I was becoming increasingly discouraged and jaded. Why 

were people so enthusiastic about this spiritual torture experi-

ence? How could something so obviously laborious continue to 

exist for thousands of  years? How did the word “bliss” ever 

come to be associated with such a thoroughly unblissful experi-

ence? I felt like I was living in some sort of  bizarre meditation 

version of  The Emperor’s New Clothes— standing on the sidelines 

as the procession went by, witnessing everyone else sing the 

praises of  this glorious practice that was supposedly garbed in 

pure bliss.
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Ironically, when I became a yoga teacher a few years after my 

inaugural meditation experience in New York, I began leading 

guided meditations at the end of  my classes. I was seen as a med-

itation expert even though I never received meditation instruc-

tion during my yoga teacher training, nor did I have a consistent 

meditation practice of  my own at the time. In order to compen-

sate for my personal inability to sit in silence, I did what many 

yoga teachers do, and parroted the stock meditation instructions 

I heard my yoga teachers give over the years: let go of  your wor-

ries, visualize waterfalls and white lights enveloping you, calm 

your mind, and don’t forget to notice your breath in the process. 

In other words, I became the emperor!

Nobody needed to know how much of  a monkey mind I was 

experiencing while I was guiding them, or how much I struggled 

to feel my own bliss. I knew how to look and sound the part, soft 

voice and all. Maybe that’s the jig, I thought: everyone is pretend-

ing, and meditation is all about faking like you’re blissed out even 

though you aren’t.

What I didn’t know then, and probably wouldn’t have be-

lieved if  someone had told me, was that I was about to experi-

ence a 180- degree turn in my attitude toward meditation. Indeed, 

meditation would soon become the bliss- inducing practice I had 

always hoped it could be, and would revolutionize my life in the 

most unexpected ways.

W H E N T H E ST U DE N T I S R E A DY

In 2003, I relocated to Los Angeles and befriended a yoga 

teacher named Will, who shared my interest in spiritual studies. 
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Will also loved to meditate— a lot. It didn’t matter what we were 

about to do: go for a run, check out a movie, head to lunch. If  

we spent more than a few hours together, Will would inevitably 

pop the dreaded question: “Hey, you want to meditate?”

I liked that Will was so enthusiastic about meditation, but I 

hated the fact that it meant I had to endure another fifteen or 

twenty minutes of  torture while waiting for him to be done. I 

would often glance over at him from my meditation seat, and 

while I was battling my mind, his slight smile hinted that he was 

having a far more positive experience. His pleasant demeanor 

was effortless, like that of  a baby enjoying a sweet dream. I had 

no idea what Will knew that I didn’t, but if  it wasn’t for his ex-

ample, I probably would’ve given up on meditating.

One day while at lunch, Will mentioned a meditation teacher 

he had studied with ten years before. He spoke about this person 

with such familiarity and adoration, almost like he was referring 

to a close relative. I was surprised that he was just now mention-

ing him, after all the time we’d spent together meditating.

Shortly after, Will announced that his meditation teacher was 

coming to town to give a talk on meditation, and he invited me 

to join him. I was curious to meet this person that my good 

friend so admired— but less intrigued about learning how to 

meditate from yet another teacher suggesting I needed to let go 

of  my worries and sit up straighter. As far as I was concerned, I 

was already experienced in those approaches, well beyond the 

need for instruction, because I’d already been teaching it to oth-

ers. I knew the language. I was relatively calm, so what could this 

person teach someone like me? Surely he was coming to speak 
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with people who knew nothing about meditation and had zero 

experience with the practice.

I turned up that night at Will’s apartment and took a seat on 

the living room floor, assuming my usual straight- backed, cross- 

legged meditation position. Once everyone was settled, Will wel-

comed his master meditation teacher into the room. A moment 

later, the teacher emerged from the back of  the apartment, 

glided through the crowd of  about thirty people, and sat com-

fortably in the wide and sturdy antique wooden chair that had 

been placed in the front of  the crowd. He introduced himself  

(we’ll refer to him as MV) and, with a playful smile, MV asked if  

everyone was happy.

When you hear someone introduced as a “master meditation 

guru,” you think of  someone of  Indian descent, someone maybe 

wearing a robe or with a longish gray beard. You think of  a per-

son with mala beads dripping from their neck and wrists. You 

think of  someone with a foreign accent. But MV the meditation 

guru had none of  those things.

In fact, he was dressed more like an insurance salesman, with 

khakis, a button- down shirt, and a blazer. He was tanned, middle- 

aged, slightly balding, and clean- shaven— no accent, beard, or 

beads. However, he had a glow and a presence that suggested he 

knew things. And strangely, within about ten minutes of  being  

in his presence, I felt a deep calling to learn as much as I could 

from him.

This man and everything about his presence redefined bliss 

in my eyes. I assumed that bliss was something that you felt only 

Watk_9780399180354_2p_all_r1.z.indd   20 9/6/17   1:01 PM



 Introduction | xxi Introduction | xxi

in meditation. But watching my future teacher that first night 

made me realize that I had bliss all wrong. Bliss is more about 

what you experience and exude outside of  meditation, in your life. 

It’s a state of  being that can be felt by others the moment you 

enter a room. I wanted to experience that level of  bliss for my-

self. I wanted to have that same effect on others. And I con-

cluded in that moment that I was meant to teach people how to 

attain it for themselves.

HOW I L E A R N E D TO S UCC E E D I N M E DI TAT ION

Now that I was clear about my new purpose in life, and even had 

a role model to help guide me, I set out to learn what I could 

from him.

With MV as my guide, over the next few days of  comprehen-

sive meditation training I discovered that the reason I had so 

many clunky meditation experiences in the past was that I had 

been using too much effort, both physically and mentally. Instead 

of  allowing meditation to work for me, as designed, I had been 

working hard to quiet my mind. MV taught me how to do less in 

meditation and accomplish more than I ever thought possible. 

And eventually, like Will, I finally knew what a settled mind felt 

like. I understood why it was happening, and I knew exactly what 

I needed to do in order to “allow” it to happen again. And again. 

And again. It was amazing— I had no clue that meditation could 

be so accessible, so deep, and feel so good!

Inspired by my good fortune, I began shadowing MV, help-

ing him whenever he taught new groups of  meditators, and in 
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