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The Journey Begins       

     We enter this grand universe with the odds stacked against us.  The 

odds against our particular ova and sperm meeting are astronomical and 

yet we miraculously make it out of our mother’s womb and into the 

unknown – the world.  Some of us are blessed, born from loving mothers 

who will cuddle and nurture our very existence.  On the other hand, there 

are those born to mothers who are repulsed by our very being.  Some 

mothers grow to love their child and others learn to use the child as a 

tool.  But, no matter our providence and regardless of how bad or good 

the circumstances to which we are born, we all long for a mother’s love.  

For those who are not lucky in life’s lottery, like me, we are given a second 

chance; there is another opportunity to fill the void.  The longing for 

unconditional love can be realized through the gentle guidance of a guru – 

a nurturing guru such as Mata Amritanandamayi, or “Amma, the Hugging 

Saint.” 

     The anticipation of Amma’s arrival to Seattle on May 28th, which kick-

starts her North American Summer Tour 2009, is palpable and highly 

anticipated among her devotees, including myself.  The sensation can be 

described as the same sort of excitement a child feels when they know 

their birthday is just around the corner.  The birthday date is always in 

back of the mind; sometimes it surfaces with past memories of joy and 

other times it’s completely dormant.  Therefore, when the official birthday 

month arrives, the child begins to imagine the details – birthday cake, the 

gifts, and perhaps any unexpected surprises – that Mom may have in store 

for them.  Thus is the eagerness shared by Amma’s followers come this 

month of May. 

 

      

        Meeting Amma, the loving Mataji 

_____ 



 

  

 

     This North American tour takes Amma to nine different cities in the 

United States and ultimately finishes in Toronto, Canada.  Thousands of 

devotees and non-devotees alike come out to receive her darshan, which 

is given in the form of a loving embrace.  The devotees and non-devotees 

during the North American Tour, and pretty much any of Amma’s tours for 

that matter, will wait in line long hours in order to receive her loving hug.  

Amma, who had few foreign followers until the early seventies, presently 

has devotees numbering in the hundreds of thousands hailing from all over 

the world. 

     I first learned of Amma in one of my many profound dreams.  Yes, a 

dream.  Prior to finding my Beloved Amma I had been reading and 

studying a variety of guru’s lives and teachings, but none ever resonated 

with me.  So on a particular evening a couple years ago, prior to heading 

off to bed I had lost myself in deep meditation.  I was ready for my guru to 

accept me as their student.  As the saying goes, the guru appears when the 

student is ready.  Off to REM sleep I went. 

     In my dream (or was it a vision?) I sat in front of a female who appeared 

to be in her early fifties.  She was dressed in a white flowing sari and was 

dark- complexioned with beautiful honey brown eyes.  Her hair was dark 

and wavy, woven through with grey and falling past her shoulders to rest 

upon her waist.  She spoke to me but I could not comprehend what she 

was saying.  I knew in the dream that she was speaking in her native 

tongue.  My eyes were one with her as we sat in the lotus position facing 

one another.  Although I could not understand what she was relating to 

me, I was overwhelmed with a feeling of calm. I somehow knew that she 

was informing me of our future meeting.   
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    When I awoke, I wasn’t sure what to make of the dream.  Who was this 

woman?  Could it be my guru?  No, it couldn’t be!  I was more than certain 

my guru was to be male.  Perhaps she was the messenger of my guru.  

Little did I know that I was in for a mind-boggling surprise. 

     Several months had passed from the occurrence of my dream and still I 

sat guru-less.  Then I came across a book titled The Graceful Guru: Hindu 

Female Gurus in India and the United States by Karen Pichilis.  The book 

profiles several female gurus, dedicating a separate chapter to each one.  I 

read the book front to back several times on different occasions, never 

focusing on any particular chapter.  By about my third reading, however, 

Chapter 8: “Amachi, the Mother of Compassion” stood out for the first 

time. 

     I decided to further research who this Mother of Compassion was, so I 

went to the computer and Googled her name.  Much to my astonishment, 

when looking at her photos on Amma.org, she seemed vaguely familiar.  

Amma was on her North American Summer Tour 2008 and would be in Los 

Angeles in just a few weeks.  After doing some contemplating I decided to 

register and attend her retreat with absolutely no expectations. 

My naiveté had blinded me from the events that would be unfolding 

before me in the days to come.  Upon checking into the retreat, I was 

constantly stopped and asked whether I had been there previously.  Many 

people came up to me and started speaking as if we had already been 

acquainted.  It was like I had been there before.  The ambiance of the 

retreat was one of anticipation, joy, and contemplation.   
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     The large majority of the people were dressed in white.  I later came to 

learn that the wearing of white has several connotations.  “First, white is 

worn as reminder that we are the spiritual children of mother and that we 

want to live our lives accordingly, with love and humility. White is also 

traditionally worn as a symbol and reminder of purity and peace. These are 

the qualities that bring us closer to God (ammadc.org).” 

The time was now 8 p.m. and the Satsang (spiritual talk) and bhajans 

(devotional singing) followed by darshan (Amma’s embrace) were about to 

begin.  I chose to sit in the back of the temple as an observer.  Prior to 8 

p.m., one had to stand in a line outside the temple for about an hour or 

two to receive a darshan token.  The darshan token is a little square piece 

of paper, about an inch square in size, which contains a letter and number 

combination.  This token indicates when one could get in line to come 

forth to Amma for their darshan.  Well, I held on to mine tightly since the 

well-enunciated policy is that there are no replacements if lost. 

     While waiting for darshan, the talk given was inspirational, uplifting, 

and heartfelt.  The singing was nothing like I had ever heard – very 

pleasing and lyrical to my ears.  Amma brought the singing to a gradual 

end.  The whole population of the temple stopped and a great, palpable 

buzz surged through the crowd.  Amma stepped down from the platform 

assisted by her attendants graciously situating her in a chair. She reached 

out and touched a great many of her faithful which sought her touch.  

With Amma in place at the front of the room (but with the faithful 

completely surrounding her on her left and right) the procession to receive 

her embraced began. 
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      Amma is presented as being spiritual and giving for her entire life.  Even 

though her family did not have food in abundance (they were very poor) 

Amma would still share their meager supplies with those in even greater 

need.  From a very young age Amma displayed attributes of uncommon 

altruism.  It seemed to those around her that the giving and compassion 

was both natural and completely innate to her nature.  Her current works 

include providing millions of dollars towards medical care for the poor, 

primarily in India but not completely limited there.  She also runs an 

aggressive campaign against illiteracy and for world peace.  

My darshan token read B-6 and I did not yet have an idea how long of a 

wait that meant.  Quietly sitting in my chair, I used this time to observe the 

faces of those who surrounded me at this time.  Some were smiling, others 

were joyfully tearful, and others remained with eyes closed listening to 

bhajans playing over the speakers.  My token number approached more 

quickly than I had anticipated; my time for the final queue was fast 

approaching.  Where had the time gone?  My hands began to sweat, my 

heart was palpitating wildly, and my nerves were beginning to get the best 

of me.  The sign seemed to blur and then read B-6.  Now what do I do? 

I went up to the attendant with my token in hand and they quickly and 

very assertively ushered me to sit in a chair.  You could tell the staff 

running this was very much used to crowds and to directing the actions of 

the unsure.  As the chair in front would become vacated, we were all 

moved forward, and continuing in a leap-frog manner, advancing queue 

until near Amma. 
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     Soon, I was no longer sitting in a chair but kneeling before Amma.  Fast 

approaching I decided to surrender, “Amma, I surrender to thee for I have 

no expectation.  I come before you with an open heart.”  Kneeling before 

her, gazing in her honey brown eyes, two pictures merged into one.  The 

woman from my dream, months ago, was the woman before me now. 

I realized, at that very split second, that Amma was the guru for whom I 

had searched!  She embraced me, resting my head on her right shoulder, 

tucking my face deep into her neck.  All the while she was gently and 

calmly speaking into my right ear in her native tongue.  Her native 

language, as I found later, is Malayalam and I can verify with certainty that 

it was the same language I heard in my dream.  That made my first 

darshan quite surreal.  Could it really be her?  Was my mind playing tricks 

on me? 

     The second day of the retreat was filled with auspicious and unexpected 

events.  I came down from my room early for the morning meditation.  In 

exiting the meditation room, I quickly sought the line to receive my 

morning darshan token, hoping the line was not too long.  It soon became 

obvious that I was at the end of a very long line – from where did all these 

people come?  Well, much to my surprise, the line was facing the wrong 

direction from the way the staff had planned.  We were all instructed to 

turn and face the opposite direction; the “end” of line had suddenly 

become the beginning.  I was given an A-1 token.  WOW!  I would be one 

of the first devotees, one of only a handful, to receive the morning 

embrace shortly after the procession began. 

 

 



      



 

  

अनुग्रह | 7 

 

      The loving embrace of the guru, or darshan, is a highly-sought ritual by 

the followers of Mata Amritanandamayi.  The rich and poor alike of India 

come from widely scattered locales just to be held, sometimes very briefly, 

and hopefully, to even be blessed by Amma.  Some of the additional 

blessing include being showered with flowers or receiving a candy-kiss.  

The ritual is so individualistic and unique to this spiritual leader that Dutch 

director Jan Kounen directed a 2006 film, “Darshan – The Embrace,” 

completely recounting the significance of Amma’s characteristic act.  There 

are reports of lines that are so long that they are not measured in meters, 

but in days.  Some people have been known to wait more than a day just 

to receive the blessing of the darshan.  

     So it was with this knowledge that joyfully accepted my A-1 token-

status.  When I reached Amma this time, and she once again took me into 

her arms, something was very different.  I blacked out!  I don’t remember 

a thing in the lead-up and actual kneeling before Amma.  However, when I 

came to, I had my arms wrapped around Amma and hers were completely 

surrounding me.  I was crying uncontrollably.  She wiped my tears, kissed 

my right cheek, and while straighening my face with both a joyful laughter 

and strong hands, she placed sacred ash between the center of my 

eyebrows.  A Hershey’s Kiss was also placed by her in the center of my 

right palm and I knew the session had ended when I was quickly removed 

by her attendants.  The meeting this time was electric and I was in an 

absolute daze.  My ears were ringing and felt as if I had just come of a 

spinning merry go round.  In my disoriented state I could not figure out 

which way was up and which was down. 
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     I found a chair to sit in to gather myself.  I remained in this chair for a 

couple hours, facing Amma all the while.  I was physically drained and 

literally could not move.  My recovery, although slow in coming, did 

happen as I was eventually approached by a devotee in white who asked if 

I would be interested in doing seva. 

     The concept of seva is central to the spiritual teachings of Mata 

Amritanandamayi.  It is felt that one deepens their own spiritual growth 

and compassion through the selfless act of volunteer service.  Much of the 

seva can be very mundane, repetitive acts such as preparing items to be 

sold or stuffing envelopes.  Working in the kitchen or at the meals is 

another common act of seva.  All of the items and souvenirs sold at 

Amma’s retreats are used to sustain the organization.  Amma’s 

organization puts to work and returns to the poor one of the highest 

percentages of the funds collected of any charity with a world-wide scope.  

Nowhere can lavish living be witnessed; clothing and food are all very 

simple and waste is very much discouraged. 

     Thus, I was given several boxes of cards to fold and instructed to sit on 

the opposite side of the room.  This was for the expressed purpose of not 

being in the way when Amma finally did make her exit at the end of the 

darshan.  I blissfully folded those cards, with pictures of Amma, in my little 

corner all the while facing the seemingly tireless guru for five hours.  “My 

dearest Amma I believe you are my guru, may you please give me a sign?” 

I articulated.  Over and over I repeated, in nearly a mantra manner, “My 

heart tells me you are but I doubt what I believe to be true.” 
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     The darshan ended and her devotees were scrambling to clear an exit-

path for Amma to follow.  They were asking people to move and stack the 

chairs where I had previously been sitting.  I just continued my folding task 

and gazed in the direction of Amma.  Well, before I knew it, someone was 

tapping my shoulder and asked me to move all of boxes – plans had 

changed and Amma would now be exiting in my direction.  The devotees 

were now stacking the chairs furiously to quickly clear the new walking 

path; the scene was now building into absolute hysteria.  Amma had left 

her chair and was making her way to the exit.  I sat there nervously waiting 

for someone to help me carry the boxes out of way.  No help came and I 

had to take the initiative in order to clear the way.  All I could do was to 

stack the boxes on top of each other and curl up in a ball: I was in the 

way!  Before I could stack the last box, I was surrounded by a throng of 

people waiting to reach out to Amma as she exited.  At that very moment I 

looked up, reached my hand out to her, and she in turn extended her 

hand, touching mine.  Once again I was in the wrong place which became 

the right place.  I had gotten my answer.  She was my guru. 

     To make matters more mysterious, later that day, another Amma 

coincidence occurred.  Amma typically serves dinner to everyone in the 

retreat for at least one meal.  I was running late to receive mine from 

Amma, delayed from finishing up my seva in another part of the retreat.  

At this point there was nowhere to sit as the room was filled with people.  

The only place I could sit myself to eat, to even be in the most remote 

presence of Amma, was on the floor against the wall next to the entrance 

of the dinner hall.  I sat there in absolute contentment. 
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          Halfway through my meal, I was instructed by a devotee to quickly 

stand up for Amma was coming our way to exit.  I quickly arose extending 

my hand excitedly to once more be blessed by her touch!  My heart was 

filled with calmness.  This second occurrence, this twice being in an 

obscure place which turned out to be the spotlight, was all the 

confirmation I needed.  I was in the presence of my guru. 

     Naively, I believed that in finding my guru it would be the end.  What I 

mean is that I assumed that my internal longing, my accompanying feeling 

of loneliness, would dissipate and be gone.  It has only intensified.  Yes, I 

found my Beloved Amma, a second chance to experience a mother’s love.  

But, unfortunately, I cannot be physically close to her nearly as much as I 

would like.  This is due to my worldly obligations and the fact that she lives 

in India and I reside in California.  I am not disheartened, however, 

because I realize how lucky I am to have a guru who is living.  She is 

constantly in my heart; but to be in the presence of one’s guru is like 

standing before the luminous sunlight of a sunset.  I know now that my 

journey has not ended as I thought it would upon finding my guru.  On the 

contrary, my journey has only just begun. 

--Griselda Gordon 
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     In all my lives you have been with me; 

      whether day or night I remember. 

When you fall out of my sight, I am restless 

      day and night, burning. 

I climb hilltops; I watch for signs of your return; 

      my eyes are swollen with tears. 

The ocean of life— that's not genuine the ties 

      of family, the obligations to the world— 

      they're not genuine. 

It is your beauty that makes me drunk. 

Mira's Lord is the Great Dark Snake. That love 

      comes up from the ground of the heart. 

Mirabai 
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A Brief Biography of Amma 

By Tejvan Pettinger 

     Amma (Sudhamani was her original name meaning Ambrosial Jewel) 
into a low caste in the fishing village of Parayakadavu in the district of 
Kerala. She was born on September 27th, 1953 her birth was unusual in 
that on being born she did not cry but smiled. Also her parents were 
shocked to see her skin at birth was dark blue. They were worried she was 
sickly, but she turned out to be a healthy child, although her skin changed 
to be much darker than other children. From an early age Amma appeared 
to be quite different from the other village children. She had a strong 
devotional element, it is said even by the age of 5 she was spending much 
of her time singing devotional prayers. Amma says ever since she can 
remember she has had a great attraction to repeating the name of God. 
Whatever she was doing her lips appeared to be moving in silent prayer. 
However, the spiritual inclinations of Amma were not always appreciated 
by her parents. In particular they disliked her generous, compassionate 
nature and scolded her for sharing food with the untouchable classes and 
giving away belongings of the household. At the age of 9 she was taken 
away from school and given many onerous household tasks to do. Jobs she 
did with cheerfulness and willingness. 

     As she grew older her mystical experiences intensified. At times she 
became so absorbed in spiritual practise she began to attract followers 
who felt something in her profound state of consciousness. In particular 
she would often identify with the Hindu Avatar Sri Krishna, during these 
meditations devotees would say she took on the form and characteristics 
of Sri Krishna.  
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At this time and later many miraculous healings have been attributed to 
Amma which have been documented by various sources. However it is 
interesting to know that Sudhamani (Amma) has said: 

     “I am not interested in making believers by showing miracles, I am here 
to help you find the real truth, and to find liberation of the Self (Soul) 
through the realization of your eternal nature.” 

     Although uneducated, Amma teaches aspirants in the ancient traditions 
of yoga and Vedanta. Through her own realisation she teaches the ideals 
of renouncing a false sense of ego. She encourages seekers to concentrate 
on the divine, true nature of man, through this an aspirant is able to 
overcome obstacles and attain realisation. By the end of 1979 a group of 
sincere seekers wished to remain in the presence of Amma and devote 
themselves to spiritual practise. This small group formed the nucleus of an 
informal ashram. Soon after Amma started to give strict instructions to her 
monastic disciples to help them attain spiritual progress. This includes 
rising at 4.30am and spending a set amount of time in meditation, kirtan 
and selfless service. 

     During the past 35 years her main focus has been to travel and offer her 
unconditional love to people from all walks of life. It is estimated that 
Amma has hugged over 25 million people. On some days she has hugged 
up to 50,000 people in a day, often working for up to 20 hours. During 
these meetings, people come from different religions and walks of life. She 
never tries to convert anybody to a particular religion. She says that. “My 
sole mission is to love and serve one and all.” “There is always a lack of 
love.” It has always been Amma’s wish that her life should become love 
and compassion itself. 
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     Although brought up in India with its rich tradition of Hinduism and 
Hindu Saints Amma does not consider herself to be any particular religion. 
When asked what her religion is she replies. “My religion is love and 
service.” 

     In India to accommodate her many disciples and provide a focus for 
their spiritual practise a large six storied temple was built. Called Amritapri 
Ashram, it provides a simple living environment for those who wish to 
follow the monastic lifestyle of celibacy and meditation. The organisation 
of Amma is also heavily involved in humanitarian work offering aid to the 
poor and disadvantaged. At times Amma has taken part in this work 
herself showing that humility is one of the most important aspects for a 
spiritual seeker. 

     In recent years Amma has offered lectures at the United Nations and 
World Parliament of Religions. She has also spoken at the Global Peace 
Initiative of Women religious and Spiritual Leaders and in 2002 she was 
awarded the 2002 Gandhi-King award for Non-violence. 

http://www.biographyonline.net/spiritual/amma.html 

 

__________________________________________________________ 
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“Serving the world with love and cooperation, you will find your own true Self. As 

you help those in need, selfishness will fall away, and without even noticing you will 

find your own fulfillment.” 

                                    -- Amma (Mata Amritanandamayi Devi) 

गुरु दर्शन 


