












Publication Date: Wednesday Feb 28, 1996 
 
                                                  
The Search for Truth at Ananda  
By Erik Espe  
 
  
The Palo Alto-based religious "colony" has a new $2 million church, an expansive new site for its 
East-West Book Shop and plans to expand its school. But charges raised concerning its leader, J. Donald 
Walters, are threatening its foundation.  
 
     "Remember, all this is a dream." It is la te on Super Bowl Sunday. While much of the nation is 
     still congregated around TV sets, 200 rapt church-goers sit in the pews of the Ananda Church 
     of Self-Realization on El Camino Real at College Avenue in Palo Alto. They have gathered to 
     hear their spiritual leader, "Kriyananda," speak about God and life. It is a rare local appearance 
     for the man named Kriyananda, the author of more than 60 books and a profound leader in the 
     "new age" movement for the past 28 years. "You see, the ultimate aim of life is finally to 
     withdraw from all of it," he says in his trademark, smooth, soothing monotone, "and merge into 
     the infinite." 
 
Members of the multi-racial, multi-generational crowd laugh at his jokes during his address. They shut their 
eyes and meditate as he reads passages from his latest book and, when his speech is over, they line up to be 
blessed by him. 
 
To his followers, Kriyananda is a "swami," the Hindu equivalent of a monk. As a member priest of an Indian 
monastic order, Kriyananda is believed to have gained spiritual power and insights into the nature of life 
through renouncing worldly desires, including those sexual. He is believed to be a pure channel for God. He 
is, as local follower Mary Bicknell puts it, "very tuned in to the truth." The truth, according to the Ananda 
church, is a combination of Hinduism and Christianity, in which the purpose of life is to find God and 
eventually gain freedom at the end of many lifetimes. To those outside the church, Kriyananda is better 
known as J. Donald Walters, a 69-year-old author and eloquent speaker who lives at the central "Ananda 
Village" in Nevada City near Grass Valley, Calif. He has set up Ananda churches and living communities in 
Seattle, Portland and Dallas as well as in Palo Alto. He also has an Ananda retreat and community in Assisi, 
Italy and meditation centers and religious sites in Africa, South America and Canada. And he has plans to 
expand into Australia, India and the East Coast. Walters is considered the emotional and spiritual center of 
his 29-year-old religious empire, which has thousands of followers. But he is also at the heart of a legal battle 
that some former Ananda members say threatens Walters' credibility and the future of the institution he has 
built. Living a life of celibacy and simplicity is a fundamental tenant for Kriyananda, according to his 
writings and church members. 
 
But four women, all former Ananda members, swear in court documents filed last year in San Mateo 
County Superior Court that Walters abused his authority as a spiritual leader to have sex with them. 
 
"While we were together he would tell me to 'tune into (his) consciousness,' meaning I should take 
advantage of my close contact with him and the spiritual benefits gained as a devotee," wrote one woman. 
 
Three other women note in similar court declarations, filed under penalty of perjury,that he fondled them or 
sought sexual favors. Most of the encounters, which occurred between the late 1960s and the early 1980s in 
Ananda Village or at an Ananda Community in San Francisco, began with a request for a back rub or foot 
massage. 
 
All of the declarations support a civil complaint by Palo Alto resident Anne-Marie Bertolucci, a former 
member and employee of the church, who left Ananda Village in late 1993. She is suing Ananda, Walters 
and a church minister, claiming sexual harassment, wrongful discharge, and fraud, among other charges. 
 



She accuses Walters of using his authority toward "the creation of an environment hostile to women and as a 
mechanism for the sexual exploitation of women. . ." 
 
Walters calls the charges "lies" and has filed a countersuit against Bertolucci claiming defamation of 
character. That suit is also pending in San Mateo County Superior Court. "We filed it because she has talked 
to people outside of the lawsuit, saying Walters sexually uses women and hands them down to his ministers," 
said Ananda's attorney, Jon Parsons of Palo Alto. "There is nothing like that that has happened. He's just not 
that kind of guy." Walters says the lawsuit is being secretly funded by his former church, the similar-
sounding but much larger Self-Realization Fellowship, based in Los Angeles. That church lost a trademark 
lawsuit over Ananda's decision in 1990 to start using the term "self-realization" in its title. 
 
"They've lost that, but they're still trying to get us through this second lawsuit," Walters said. Bertolucci and 
the Fellowship deny the charges. Bertolucci's case is expected to go to trial this spring. But critics of the 
church say who wins is far less important than the issues that are being raised. "The issue is Walters' 
misrepresenting himself," said Eric Estep, a Mountain View resident and a member of Ananda for 13 years. 
Estep now is part of a support network for disenchanted ex-members like himself. "It is a very important part 
of yoga, of his own teachings, to be celibate," he said. "His own teachings say it's incredibly important to be 
honest. Being truthful is the basis of the spiritual path he is teaching." What is without question is Ananda's 
growing attachment to the Palo Alto area. In September 1994, Ananda (which in Sanskrit means "divine 
bliss") caught much local attention when it bought the former St. Aloysius Catholic Church, a large, Spanish-
style place of worship at 2171 El Camino Real at College Avenue. The Catholic Archdiocese needed to sell 
the 45-year-old structure after a merger of its Palo Alto parishes. Ananda bought it for $2.14 million. Prior to 
that, local supporters of Ananda had gathered in one floor of an office complex on California Avenue in Palo 
Alto. But since its move to El Camino Real, the Ananda church has experienced growth, expanding from a 
membership of less than 100 to more than 200.  
 
The church holds religious ceremonies every Friday night and Sunday morning. 
 
Ananda also has bought a house to the rear of the church on College Avenue with hopes of tearing it down 
and expanding the Ananda School, a private K-4 school. The city approved Ananda's use permit earlier this 
month, but the plans still need to be reviewed by the Architectural Review Board. The church hopes to have 
a new 6,000-square-foot school, which will include four to five classrooms and a fellowship hall located 
below ground, finished by next year. "We've grown enormously since buying the church," said Ananda's 
enthusiastic Palo Alto minister David Praver. "The beauty of the location reflects the beauty of the 
teachings." In addition, the Ananda church owns and operates: The East-West Book Shop at 324 Castro St. 
in Mountain View. The store, which has been run by the church since 1980, moved last October from its 
location on El Camino in Menlo Park to the site of the former Central Stationers in downtown Mountain 
View. The massive 8,000-square-foot store offers more than 20,000 religious titles as well as a place to 
meditate by a waterfall shaped from black rocks and topped by a statue of Buddha. 
The store does $1 million in business every year, according to store manager Norm Snitkin. Ananda has set 
up similar East-West businesses in Seattle and Sacramento. Ananda BookBuyers at 317 Castro St., located 
across the street from East-West. Formerly the Palo Alto-based BookBuyers, this Ananda-owned shop is one 
of the largest used book stores on the Peninsula. 
 
The store was sold to Ananda in 1994 by church member Roger Reed, who still manages the business. The 
store has more than 250,000 books. Ananda Counseling Center, located at the church, has been in operation 
since 1993. Full-time counselor JoAn Steinmetz is also a minister with the church. 
 
Ananda School has an enrollment of 32 students and a tuition of $6,000 a year. The students and their 
parents do not need to be members of the church. With its building plans, Ananda hopes to expand to 60 
students. Ananda Builders Guild, also based out of the church, is a collection of Ananda-member building 
contractors. Ananda Community at 240 Monroe Drive in Mountain View. More than 100 local Anandans 
live in Mountain View's Ananda Community, a 5-acre apartment complex just east of El Camino near the 
border of Palo Alto. The complex has its own meditation room, pool, community dining room and outdoor 
statues of Indian saints. Ananda and some other private investors purchased the complex in 1989. Since 
opening the Mountain View facility, the church has closed its Ananda community in San Francisco. "Here 



we are in this huge metropolis, and we have our own city," said church employee and Ananda community 
resident Spring LaMear. "You live and work with people you know. Everyone is rooting for you." 
"Everything has taken place much faster than we thought," Praver said. "East-West's new location, our 
church, the beginning of our school . . . We never expected to be expanding so quickly." Many in Ananda's 
burgeoning local membership credit the church for giving them a better life. "Ananda is the only way there 
is," said local member Bicknell, a Fremont resident who is considering moving to Palo Alto just to be closer 
to the church. "It's real. It's a way of life." "My life has gotten better and better," said 20-year Ananda veteran 
Snitkin, manager of East-West. "I'm a happier person. I never got onto the money track, but I've always had 
anything I've needed. I'm on the happiness track. My life is a good life. "All of us are colleagues. You're 
working with your friends. You're working for a greater good." They also credit Kriyananda, whom Snitkin 
calls "the kindest man I've ever met," for showing them the path to happiness. 
 
Born in Romania of American parents, Walters studied literature at Brown University, while dreaming of 
becoming a playwright. That changed one day in 1948 when he picked up a copy of "Autobiography of a 
Yogi" by the Indian mystic Paramahansa Yogananda. "Three days later he was on a bus going to Los 
Angeles to meet Yogananda," said Praver. Walters often refers to his status as a direct disciple of 
Yogananda, an Indian swami regarded as a major spiritual figure of the 20th century. (Some believe 
Yogananda was a divine being. When he died in 1952, followers said his corpse didn't decay for more than 
20 days, a sign, they believe, of the yogi's heavenly status.) 
 
Walters joined Yogananda's Los Angeles-based spiritual organization, Self-Realization Fellowship and 
became a swami in 1955. In a ceremony at the Fellowship, he symbolically cremated his body in sacrificial 
flames, signifying that he looked upon himself as dead to the world, and alive only to God. He was now a 
swami, a monk pledged to a life of celibacy, simplicity and selfless service. Celibacy is what brings the 
swami freedom to uplift humanity and commune with God, according to Yogananda's own teachings. "To be 
enslaved by sex is to lose health, self-control and peace of mind--everything that man needs to be happy," 
Yogananda wrote in his book "Man's Eternal Quest." Known for his powerful charisma and persuasive 
speaking abilities, Walters ascended to the vice-presidency of the Fellowship in 1959. But in 1962, the 
Fellowship fired him. "When they threw me out, it was of course very hard on me," Walters said during a 
lecture to his followers last fall. "I didn't feel it was just. In fact, it wasn't just. To dismiss a monk without 
even giving him a hearing, without allowing him to speak." The Fellowship to this day won't say why they 
dismissed him. In his interview with the Weekly, Walters said it was over different operating styles. Armed 
with Yogananda's teachings and status as a direct disciple, the swami started his own religious community. 
In 1968, he and six followers founded the Ananda World Brotherhood Village, a commune on 72 acres in the 
pine forests and mountain vistas of Nevada City. "I had this idea as a child to start a community," he said. "I 
felt it was something I had to do."  
 
That community had its trials. A fire in 1976 nearly destroyed the entire village. Six years later an attempt to 
have Ananda incorporated as a city raised ugly comparisons in the local area between Walters and the 
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, the Rolls Royce-driving guru whose sect took over a city government in Oregon. 
The cityhood campaign failed, but Ananda survived and thrived. Today it has 400 people living on 900 
acres. 
 
Eventually, Walters began sending ministers to other states and other countries, setting up Ananda colonies 
and meditation centers. In 1980, his vision came to the Midpeninsula. Walters' parents, Gertrude and Ray 
Walters, spent their last years in Menlo Park and Atherton. When the swami visited them he often bought 
metaphysical books at a small Menlo Park store on El Camino Real called East-West. Ananda purchased the 
store in 1980. "I felt somehow God wanted me to do it," Walters said. He gave the store's new employees 
one piece of advice: "Love your customers, learn from them." The advice appears to have paid off. Today, 
East-West ranks as one of the largest New Age shops in the nation. The local store has attracted dozens to 
Ananda, helping the organization to acquire its church and apartment center and to set up other businesses. 
Brochures and copies of the church's magazine "Ananda," advertising religious services and meditation 
classes, are also available in many stores and restaurants throughout the Midpeninsula. 
 
In 1991, one of those handouts caught the eye of 28-year-old Anne-Marie Bertolucci of Palo Alto. She 
signed up for an Ananda meditation class and was soon attending Sunday services in Ananda's then cramped 



quarters on California Avenue. In a matter of months she had left her job and her marriage and moved to 
Ananda Village. It was there, she said, that problems began. In her lawsuit filed Nov. 21, 1994, she claims 
that she was manipulated by a married senior minister named Danny Levin, who served as vice president of 
Crystal Clarity Publishing, the Ananda publishing house where Bertolucci went to work in January 1993. 
The suit alleges that Levin used his authority as one of her employers and ministers to manipulate her into 
having a sexual relationship with him. Bertolucci also filed a charge of sex discrimination with the state 
Department of Fair Employment andHousing, which gave her a "right to sue" letter but did not investigate 
the case. 
 
But Bertolucci also is charging that Walters used his authority as a spiritual leader to systematically seduce 
young female congregation members. 
 
She said that in 1993 she was asked to massage Walters alone and watch a video with an "erotic sex 
scene." "(Bertolucci) was confused at the time as to why this 'Saint' Swami would be watching erotic  
movies . . ," the suit states. 
 
In her claim of "fraud and deceit," she said Walters held himself as qualified to act in her own best 
interests "because he practices sexual celibacy." 
 
But after complaining about what was happening, she said she was told to leave Ananda Village. "I lost my 
job," she said during a recent interview in her attorney's Marin County office. "I was fired because they said I 
was interfering with Levin's marriage. 
 
She left in December 1993 and moved into the Ananda Community in Mountain View. But she was not 
welcome, she said. "I was ostracized at the local center. I was shunned to the point where it became so 
painful I left." 
 
She saw a professional cult deprogrammer. She also saw an attorney. In her suit, she is seeking more than $1 
million in damages. Levin, who is still at Ananda Village and is still a minister, declined to be 
interviewed for this story. But Walters' attorney, Parsons, argues that Bertolucci is acting out of spite, 
because she couldn't steal Levin's heart. She was bitter when Levin rejected her for his wife, he claims. 
"There is no question that she was very upset when that relationship was terminated," he said. 
 
In what is likely to be a key aspect of the case, Parsons also says that Levin had no authority over her, either 
as a minister or a superior at Crystal Clarity Publishing. 
 
Walters responded to the charges in December 1994 by filing his countersuit for defamation. To combat the 
countersuit, seven other women, from various backgrounds and connections to the church, have come 
forward saying that Walters had indeed sexually "used" them or approached them for favors of a sexual 
nature. Their declarations, and several others filed by people who say they have first-hand knowledge of 
these or similar claims about Walters and the church, are now public documents in the Bertolucci case. "At 
first, I thought I was alone," Bertolucci said. "I think the women who have come forward are very brave." 
 
Attorneys on both sides say this is the first civil case concerning sexual charges ever filed against Ananda or 
Walters. 
 
     "A lawsuit was really the only way to stop it," Bertolucci said. "I felt it would be a way of 
     warning other people, especially young women." 
 
For Don Price, a former Ananda monk and now one of the organization's biggest critics, the declarations 
were not a surprise.  
 
"There is light on the skeletons in the closet at Ananda," he said. 
 
The women's declarations are explicit. Among other things, they recount stories of obliging requests to 
"service" the swami, sometimes in trysts with two women at once. At least one claims he justified his 



encounters, calling them a transference of "energy." Most say they also were discouraged from discussing 
their encounters with Walters in public and then shunned once they left the church. All said they once 
revered the swami. "In my journals, I referred to him as my beloved father," wrote one woman. The 
encounters date back nearly 30 years. Thora McDonnell of Nevada City said that sometime between 1967 
and 1969, as a young yoga student, she visited Ananda village for two weeks with her 4-year-old son. "I 
really idolized him," she said of Walters. But when she, her son and a group of Ananda members went 
"skinny-dipping" with him, she said Walters swam up from behind and grabbed her breasts. He touched her 
sexually again later, she said. 
 
She confronted the swami about the incidents, telling him, "You should be ashamed of yourself," she 
wrote. "He said, 'You went along with it.' I didn't though. I didn't go along with it," said McDonnell in a 
recent interview. "I went home the next day. I didn't want to have anything to do with him again." Another 
woman, who left the church in 1976 and has asked to remain anonymous, wrote that the swami "used" her 
for sex during a tour of college campuses in 1969. She indicated they had similar encounters on two other 
occasions. Denise Petersen was in her early 20s when she met Walters in 1981. Petersen wrote that she 
started out massaging him and then was asked to do more. "For me, it was not a sexual experience but one of 
surrender of my preferences and 'service' to the 'Swami,'" she wrote. One day she showed Walters a letter she 
composed in which she discussed their sexual encounters, some of which occurred at the San Francisco 
Ananda Community, where she lived from about 1982-1984. "To my surprise the 'Swami' immediately 
became agitated, with a shaking hand spilled coffee on my letter, and began talking to me in a very intense, 
loud voice," she wrote in her declaration. "Once in private his voice calmed and as we continued to talk he 
very calculatingly said 'you seduced me.' That statement was like a knife through my heart because I knew 
he was lying, and I had never heard him lie before." She never 
sent the letter. But she left Ananda in 1988. Like many others, Karen (not her real name) connected with 
Walters after reading Yogananda's "Autobiography of a Yogi." She was a student at San Jose State at the 
time in the early 1980s. She started out cleaning Walters' house at Ananda Village. One evening Kriyananda 
asked her to give him a back rub. "In a few moments he asked me to take off my clothes, as they were 
irritating his skin while I gave him the back rub," she wrote. "I was extremely surprised, but, he said some 
things which assured me . . ." 
Encounters became more sexual from that point on. She wrote that Walters' core followers encouraged her to 
"service" their guru, to "view him as Krishna, and let him have his way, whatever he wanted. In none of 
these encounters did I participate as a full sexual partner, the sexual contacts were for his pleasure only . . ." 
 
Karen wrote that he later invited a fellow nun to "be present in the encounters." When she voiced 
concerns to other members, she was pressured by core followers to leave, she wrote. She left in 1982 and 
now resides in New England. "It is my wish that those at Ananda, who go there with open hearts and minds 
know the truth about the man they are following, and not excuse his behavior on any grounds," Karen wrote 
in her declaration. Although her real name is on the declaration, she had asked to remain anonymous. 
Deborah Donie-Seligson, an avowed celibate "nun" at Ananda from 1980 to 1983, wrote that she also was 
disillusioned after Walters made sexual advances. "I spent several months praying and agonizing over what 
this all meant -- loyalty to Swami and the community had been drilled into my head," she wrote. "It took me 
almost another year of working a side job to earn the money to leave. (I had given all of my money to 
Ananda when I had become a member and earned no or very little salary for the work I did there.)" 
 
Ananda attorney Parsons said the women's court declarations are rife with falsehoods. He compared the 
charges to false allegations made in a repressed memory case. "I don't know whereby hypnosis whether 
they've recreated memories," he said.  
 
Others charges were distorted or blown out of proportion, he said. "Some of the stuff in there might be a 
difference in perception as to what actually happened," he said. 
 
     "We're talking about stuff that happened from the late 1960s to the early 1980s." 
 
Although he referred to the case as "rather a souffle: mostly air" in a letter to the community shortly after 
Bertolucci filed it, Walters today isn't taking the case lightly. 
 



"They're willing to go as far as they have to to destroy me and us," Walters warned his followers during a 
taped lecture last fall. 
 
In the same lecture, Walters referred to Bertolucci's attorneys as "evil" and in another talk compared 
Ananda's troubles to a spiritual battle, similar to the one waged in the Hindu spiritual bible, "The Bhagavad 
Gita." Walters wrote about Bertolucci in a public letter to the community over a year ago. "My own 
impression of her was, and remains to this day, that there is much sweetness in her, but that this quality in 
her vies with a hardness that borders on ruthlessness," he wrote. Don Price, who leads a support group for 
ex-Ananda members, said Bertolucci's lawsuit has become a major issue at the Nevada City village. It has 
helped convince up to 14 village members to leave. To Bertolucci's Marin County-based attorney, Ford 
Greene, the case against Ananda is simple. "Walters, who held himself out as a celibate swami and monk,  
used his position as the leader as a means of seducing and exploiting young female Ananda members," 
Greene said. "In my client's relying on and entrusting in the integrity of Walters, she was subjected to a 
process of thought reform, also known as brainwashing, which stripped her of her independent judgment. 
After her independent judgment had been stripped from her, she was exploited." What was the most open 
of the relationships described in the court documents began in 1981, when Walters returned from a trip with 
a 26-year-old woman named Kimberly Moore. As Walters described it in an article that appeared in "Yoga 
Journal," he met her in Hawaii. 
 
Price said the incident sparked some members to leave the village at Nevada City. "Everyone was 
flabbergasted because he was the celibate holy man," Price remembers. "It was like the pope coming back 
from a trip to Hawaii, swinging a 26-year-old girl on his arm." Walters at one point announced plans to 
marry the young woman, proclaiming his love for her in the "Yoga Journal" article. "In the magnetic 
influence of her presence, I soon found a vibrant joy rising from my heart chakra to the Christ Center (the 
seat of spiritual vision between the eyebrows)," he wrote. He also wrote that his relationship with Moore 
didn't mean he would have to lose his "swami" moniker. "In fact swami, in many Indian languages, is also 
the word for husband," he wrote. "What then, about my monastic vows? I feel that, in a very real sense, I 
have completed them." But some, like Price, weren't convinced. He left the village. 
 
"I saw it for what it was," Price said. "It wasn't his kundalini rising. He had the hots for this girl. It was a 
mid-life crisis." "When Kriyananda came back from Hawaii with Kimberly Moore, I and the other members 
where shocked and angry," wrote Naomi Estep in her declaration. Naomi, wife of Eric Estep, is also now a 
supporter of ex-Ananda members. "This directly went against his teachings and his claims about being a 
monk. Within two weeks, the main community leaders were organized to meet with us in small groups to 
convince us this was 'right.' They succeeded because were are conditioned at Ananda to believe that 
Kriyananda is always right." 
 
According to her declaration, Moore also saw it for what it was. "In late fall, (Swami Kriyananda) took me 
and a group of members to Half Moon Bay," she wrote in her declaration, which has been added to the 
Bertolucci case. "(He) had written a poem and so had I. My poem was about spiritual friendship, his was 
about the spiritual path and we recited our poems to each other. Later he claimed that we recited holy vows 
of marriage. He said this to the community at a community meeting. I was shocked! I had never agreed to 
marry him! I wasn't legally divorced from my husband." Moore left the community too, about six months 
after joining. 
 
"I was a 'blithering idiot' when I left Ananda," she wrote in her declaration. 
 
     "I believe that Ananda is a cult," she added. "Its core members and ministers do much to keep 
     the fraudulent image of (Swami Kriyananda) alive." 
 
Ananda's attorney Parsons said much of what appears in Moore's declaration is not true. But he does admit 
that Walters has had some celibacy problems. 
 
"He had a sexual relationship with that woman (Moore). We're not denying that," Parsons said. But he argues 
that Walters' sexual relationship with her doesn't discredit Ananda as a religious institution. "Maybe some 
popes did have mistresses," he said. "Does that mean the Catholic religion is fallible? Don't say that to the 



millions of Catholic people around the world."  
 
Price and other critics also question whether Walters today should even be calling himself a "swami." 
Walters formally dissolved his lifetime nonmarriage and celibacy vows in 1985 to marry another woman 
named Rosanna Golia. That marriage ended, however, and Praver said Walters recently went to India to 
"renew" his vows.  
 
Experts on Hinduism say that's impossible. 
 
     "Some people do renounce their vows, but that's a karmic blunder," said Sadhaka Jothinatha, a 
     monk with the Hawaii-based Saiva Siddhanta Church, which publishes Hinduism Today. "It's a 
     lifetime vow. The ability to maintain vows is the first step of a spiritual leader." 
 
But Praver and Walters maintain that it is possible for a swami to "renew" his vows. 
 
"It was really between me, God and my guru," Walters said. 
 
While sipping tea in Praver's Mountain View apartment, Walters explains why his church has grown all of 
these years. He said Ananda thrives because of its leadership structure. At Ananda, members must, as a 
condition of joining, pledge their obedience "above all, to the living representative of the Ananda line of 
gurus: the Spiritual Director of Ananda World Brotherhood Village," according to Ananda's own written 
membership vows. In other words, they pledge obedience to Walters. 
 
Ananda is not a democracy, Walters admits. "Democratic is not the word. It is a theocracy. . . . It's not based 
on desires. Democracy is basically a question of people wanting this or wanting that. None of us, myself 
included, is interested in working from desire." Walters' power extends beyond a simple ability to make 
decisions about the future of Ananda. He designed the rituals that followers practice at the local church and 
wrote much of the music they perform. In addition to being the author of more than 60 books, 
Walters has put out seven new age music albums, and hundreds of lecture tapes. And his followers 
genuinely love him. They hold weekend-long celebrations of his birthday at the village. In Palo Alto this 
May, the church will hold a special service in honor of his birth. While minister Praver doesn't see Walters as 
an avatar (a perfect, desire-free, Christ-like being) he does believe Walters is "closer to that." 
 
Bicknell agrees. "Walters is as close as I've ever seen to someone being enlightened," she said. "He's very 
tuned in to the truth." 
 
Some ex-members say that they, too, once believed Walters had a special connection to God. "It's a weird 
thing, but I'm still under the spell," said former Ananda member Jerry Haslam, a Los Altos Hills resident 
who left the group last April. 
 
Haslam says that after spending more than a decade at Ananda, he was "shunned" by church members when 
he began to question Walters' judgment. He said he's now in "recovery" from the years he spent there. 
 
"Walters is still in my dreams all of the time," said Haslam. "I can't say I'm out of it. I thought of him as a 
stepping stone in my relationship to God for so long. It's hard for me to break out of that." Praver said it's the 
disciple's responsibility if his reverence for a spiritual leader gets out of hand. "Swami Walters is a strong 
leader," Praver said. "Some people don't like the fact that he has strong influence over people's lives--if they 
give him the ability to have that influence." Haslam, however, said he left the group because it was "going in 
the direction of a cult." Some of Walters' former followers who feel the same way have set up a peer support 
group, the Ananda Awareness Network, and a hotline number (1-800-273-9321) to 
offer support for ex-members and people who want to leave the village. 
 
"You'll meet members, and they're very nice people, sweet people," said Mountain View's Eric Estep, a 
member of Ananda from 1969 to 1982. "In a sense, these people are sincere. They're really trying to lead a 
spiritual life. But the leadership has gotten so pulled into defending this guy, because if they lose faith in 
him, their life has no meaning. They've spent their whole lives serving this guy." Parsons brushes off the cult 



accusations. "Ananda is far, far less of a cult than the Roman Catholic Church. And I don't believe the 
Roman Catholic Church is a cult," he said. Praver, meanwhile, just sees the Ananda Awareness Network as a 
collection of dissidents. "For whatever reason, these people got disenchanted," Praver said. "For whatever 
reason, most of the things they've done with their lives have been reactive and negative to Ananda." For his 
part, Walters said he is being truthful. The "lies" in the case are the allegations leveled 
against him by the women. "My comment is no comment," he said with his trademark smooth and soft voice. 
"We're pushing for trial and let it all get settled in the courts. Meanwhile, I don't really care what happens. 
"Anyone in my position is going to get that kind of thing thrown at him, and I figure I might as well not lose 
any sleep over it," he said. "Am I commenting on whether it's true? It's a lie." Although he wrote in a letter to 
the community of "strong evidence" that the Self-Realization Fellowship was backing the case, Walters 
would not say during his interview with the Weekly what that evidence was. 
 
     "It's really their money that's behind it," he said. "We're absolutely certain. We do not have the 
     facts to present before a court. But there's just no other way it would be." 
 
The Fellowship, which has its closest branch in San Francisco, does not support the case in any way, said 
Fellowship spokesperson Lauren Landress. She called Walters' accusation "unfortunate." Some of the 
Ananda critics mentioned in this story are affiliated with the Fellowship, but contend they are not being 
supported in their cause against Ananda. Kimberly Moore, Denise Petersen and Naomi Estep, three of the 
women who have filed declarations, take a correspondence course on Yogananda's teachings through the 
Fellowship. Eric Estep is also a member. Some women who filed declarations, however, have filed sworn 
statements that they are not associated with the Fellowship. Bertolucci said she did meet with some members 
of the Fellowship before filing her lawsuit. But she said she was trying to get another perspective of 
Yogananda after her experience at Ananda. Bertolucci said she is not a member of the Fellowship and no 
longer practices any form of religion. 
 
     "It's a smoke screen," Bertolucci said. "It's a way of creating an alibi so Walters can get away 
     with what he's doing." 
 
What effect the disputes will have on the growth of the Palo Alto "colony" is unknown. But Walters points to 
his Palo Alto followers as the best references of his character. 
 
"The best people to ask are the people who live here," he said. "They know me. They are the ones to speak 
for me. With a thing like this, you can't speak for yourself. You can never win, no matter what you say." The 
local followers the Weekly talked to don't doubt their swami's total innocence in the case. "It's as if your best 
friend were accused of something you knew couldn't be true," said 20-year Ananda member Snitkin. "He's 
the kindest man I've ever met." "We all support Swami," said Mary Bicknell. "People being harassed by this 
church, I mean, it's kind of funny. Everyone here respects everyone from where they are coming. It's just not 
part of the culture here at all." 
 
Ananda does not have a sexual harassment code or policy here or in Nevada City. And no one in the Palo 
Alto congregation is suggesting they adopt one either, said Ananda minister Praver. 
 
     "We have nothing here related to that," Praver said. "People feel there has been nothing that 
     would concern them or create an issue for that." 
 
Despite the accusations leveled against him, Walters comes across as cheerful and defiant when discussing 
the court case. During the interview, he brought out a copy of his latest compact disc and put it on. He wrote 
the new age music in conjunction with a book of Yogananda's writings he's edited, called "Rubaiyat." As the 
music played, he talked about the difficult year he has had. "I've had three operations on my hips, and then 
just a year ago I had my heart operated on," he said. "This whole year came at a real interesting time. I was 
supposed to do nothing for a year. "But I still say it was a great year," he said. "Many wonderful things came 
out of it." And the verdict in the case, whatever it is, won't upset his serenity, he claimed. "Whatever God's 
will is is our definition of what's fine. Whatever God wants is what I want. If he wants to destroy me, it's not 
destruction. It's a blessing." 



Touchy Freely: Massage sex allegations shake up Mountain Veiw's 
Ananda commune 
 
Sex Gods  
 
Losing His Religion: Jerry Haslam, a 19-year veteran of Mountain View commune, left Ananda last year 
when, he says, the church's hierarchy became more formal and the "world brotherhood village" changed into 
a "cult of personality."  
 
What is it with these charismatic spiritual leaders, anyway? Can't there ever be areligious commune of high-
minded people that doesn't go the way of the sex scandal?  
 
By Richard Sine 
 
QUICK: WHAT HAPPENS to a commune, founded by guru in the name of "simple living and high 
thinking," that preaches meditation and massage to a following of hip, New-Agey people? Well, as the 
spiritual director of the Ananda Church of Self-Realization puts it, it falls apart amid infighting and 
scandals, leaving the majority of Baby Boomers to abandon hope and retreat into fractured families, 
detached homes and corporate campuses.. 
 
Though the story is a familiar one, it's hard not to hold out hope that somewhere in the nation, a religious 
commune is working. It was with almost tangible excitement that in 1989 the San Jose Mercury News 
reported that the religious group Ananda had bought an apartment complex in Mountain View to establish 
"the only large religious commune in the Bay Area." Some of the more than 100 members had sold their 
homes to raise the cash. They ate in a communal dining room. A story in the Mercury News quoted a cult 
expert who reported no complaints about Ananda. 
 
In 1994, however, the bubble had burst. A former member filed suit against Ananda, claiming sexual 
harassment by a minister. Since then, other women have come forward to claim sexual and emotional 
harassment by Ananda's spiritual guide, the 69-year-old J. Donald Walters, also known as Swami 
Kriyananda. And the cult experts' opinions are changing. Janja Lalich of the Cult Recovery and 
Information Center in Alameda, who has counseled former Ananda members, says Ananda "uses the 
classic techniques [of social and psychological control] identified with cults." 
 
I found the details of the Ananda lawsuit at the courthouse in Redwood City, which fill four filing boxes in 
the archive room. Just down the Peninsula, at the East West Bookshop, the big New Age bookstore inm 
Mountain View owned by Ananda, I skimmed a few of Walters' 60-some books. Most of the writing, 
unsurprisingly, was standard New Age blather. ("Remain centered in your inner reality.") So when I showed 
up at an "Attunement Service" one evening last month, it wasn't with a great deal of anticipation. What I 
found, however, was a remarkably simple and somewhat inspiring ceremony. A small group sat in the pews 
of the cathedral, "chanting," which involved clapping and singing a very simple 16-line song that declared, "I 
need nothing, I am free." They sang it over and over for at least 20 minutes, maybe 40 or 50 times. Finally, 
minister Asha Praver, a thin, middle -aged woman with a gentle manner, told her flock to meditate, and the 
church turned utterly still. I had never seriously meditated before, but I had nothing to do but join in. I closed 
my eyes, and within a few minutes my entire body began to tingle and I felt as if I had dissolved into a mist. 
I felt a vague anxiety as my floating body seemed to tilt on its axis, until I realized that I was leaning just a 
few degrees to the right. I straightened myself, but the feeling persisted even as Praver broke the silence. 
 
In her seemingly extemporaneous sermon, Praver told us humor is spiritual because laughing shows the 
ability to detach from life, to realize that life is just like "froth on a wave." She realized in a recent visit with 
her Jewish family that they couldn't accept that she was a minister, not a rabbi. "We put so much pride in 
what we do; it's so important. But it really doesn't matter. Life is a dream." Praver sits in the chancel of a 
mission-style church in Palo Alto that Ananda bought from the Catholic Church in 1994. To sit in a place 
like that, and be told from the pulpit that life is a dream, is a bracing experience in itself. 



 
Perhaps it was this gentle side of Ananda that appealed to Palo Alto resident Anne-Marie Bertolucci, who in 
1991 signed up for Ananda meditation classes, which are often advertised in bookstores and coffee shops. 
Bertolucci soon was attending Sunday services for the New Age blend of Hindu and Christian teachings and, 
within months, had left her job and moved to Ananda Village in Nevada City, Calif., Ananda's rural center. 
Bertolucci claims Ash Praver encouraged her to leave her husband behind because he was uninterested in 
Ananda. 
 
Several thousand people a year study meditation and yoga at Ananda Village or in Palo Alto, Dallas, 
Seattle and other Ananda outposts. Exact attendance numbers are not available because Ananda ministers 
declined to be interviewed for any article that discussed the lawsuit. They said they didn't want the case tried 
in the press. 
 
In her suit filed in late 1994, Bertolucci claims she was seduced and abandoned at Ananda Village by 
married senior minister Danny Levin, her boss at Crystal Clarity Publishing, which publishes many of 
Walters' books. Bertolucci claims that Levin used his authority as a minister to seduce her. When she 
complained about Levin to his superior, Walters, she claims she was kicked out of the commune. 
 
A month after Bertolucci filed suit, Walters countersued for defamation. Bertolucci's lawyer, Ford Greene, 
responded with five declarations by women claiming to have had sexual encounters with Walters himself. 
The claims are especially damaging because as a member of the Hindu monastic Swami order, Walters took 
vows of celibacy as well as asceticism. 
 
If they are true, the claims show a pattern. Walters rarely had intercourse with the women. Instead, he would 
ask for a massage, which would lead to a request for sexual services. According to one deposition, he rubbed 
himself against one young San Jose State student until he ejaculated. When she asked for an explanation, he 
told her, "It's just energy going from one part of the universe to another." 
 
If both Bertolucci and the declaring women are telling the truth, then Walters and his protÈgÈ Levin  
showed strangely similar patterns of seduction. Both claimed to have known their sexual partners in past 
lives. Both talked about sex as a "transfer of energy." And both were as interested in erotically rubbing 
themselves against women as though having sex with them. 
 
Though his deposition has been sealed at the request of Ananda's lawyer, Walters has repeatedly denied the 
charges in court papers and in letters to his followers. Walters attributes the suit to a conspiracy against 
Ananda by a religious rival and former employer, the Self-Realization Fellowship, based in Los Angeles. 
Self-Realization Fellowship was founded by Indian mystic Paramhansa Yogananda, author of 
Autobiography of a Yogi, who died in 1953. Walters was a disciple of Yogananda and a vice president of the 
Fellowship until 1962, when the Fellowship fired him. Walters founded the Ananda Church of Self-
Realization six years later in Nevada City. 
 
The Fellowship recently sued Ananda unsuccessfully over the term "Self-Realization" and the right to 
distribute Yogananda's teachings. Ananda claims the sex suits are just another attempt by the Fellowship to 
destroy it. The conspiracy charge is denied by the Self-Realization Fellowship, Bertolucci, her lawyers, and 
the other former Ananda members who filed court declarations in Bertolucci's support. Lalich of the Cult 
Recovery and Information Center says she has not received complaints about the Fellowship. "You go to the 
church, you pray, and you leave," she says of the Fellowship. 
 
Trying to explain the sexual practices of Walters as described in the women's court declarations, Jerry 
Haslam of Los Altos Hills recalls a story in Yogananda's autobiography. "Yogananda is trying to fast, but it's 
putting him through a lot of anguish, so he goes to his teacher. Instead of responding with sympathy, the 
teacher said, 'Give the dog a bone.' Meaning, don't focus on the body, the solution is inside yourself. 
If you twist that lesson a little bit, you think, well, nothing is important, I'm not really hurting people by 
this. I'm just getting off, just giving the dog a bone." 
 
Haslam left the Mountain View commune last year after 19 years at Ananda. He was a founder of the 



commune in Mountain View and communes in other locations. But he says he became disillusioned with 
Ananda when the self-proclaimed "world brotherhood village" became essentially a cult of personality. He 
said the church hierarchy got more formal, members began taking formal pledges of "cooperative obedience 
and loyalty" to Walters, and the reverence of Walters became more unconditional. As he lost enthusiasm but 
remained in the commune, he said he was shunned by longtime friends.  
 
Haslam believes that Walters' alleged abuse of spiritual authority is no worse than that displayed by many 
Catholic priests or evangelical ministers. But he said the atmosphere at Ananda precluded serious discussion 
of it. "The exposure threatens their entire lifestyle. Unfortunately, they've built the foundation of their society 
on Kriyananda [Walters]. They look upon this guy as being flawless, even though they won't say that to 
outsiders."  
 
Bertolucci's lawyer, Greene, has filed many cases claiming abusive actions by religions such as 
Scientology and the Unification Church of Sun Myung Moon. Greene admits that even if he can convince 
the court that Walters hadsexual liaisons with these women, he may have a hard time getting Walters to pay 
damages.  
 
"There is no statute forbidding religious counselors from having sex with their counselees," Greene says. 
Catholic priests have been prosecuted for molesting parishioners, but only when they are children. "We'd like 
to set the precedent that no matter what the age of the person receiving counseling, sex is forbidden, given 
the disparity of power between the counselor and the counselee and the betrayal of trust when the goal of the 
counseling is seduction and sex." 
 
The case is scheduled to go to trial in March. 
 
-----------------------------------------------------------  
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Church-financed trash raid disrupts sex-abuse lawsuit 
 
By Wayne Wilson 
 
Bee Staff Writer 
 
(Published Nov. 2, 1997) 
 
  
Hearings in a lawsuit against Ananda Church of God Realization have been rocked by revelations that 
church-hired investigators launched a covert raid on the opposing counsel's trash and made off with a pile of 
confidential documents. 
Attorneys for Anne-Marie Bertolucci, who claims she was sexually exploited and then dumped by Ananda 
leaders, have asked a San Mateo County judge to enter a default judgment in her favor, claiming it is the 
only effective remedy to "rectify the contamination created" by the church's acts. 



 
Ananda is a 29-year-old spiritual movement founded in the woods outside Nevada City in 1968 by a  self-
described swami named J. Donald Walters. Walters, 71, and one of his senior ministers are named, along 
with the church, as defendants in the lawsuit, which accuses the men of sexually abusing Bertolucci, 
wrongfully firing her and committing other wrongful acts, including fraud and intentional infliction of 
emotional distress. 
Bertolucci's suit was scheduled to go to trial in late September, but it was about that time that one of her 
attorneys, Michael J. Flynn, learned that a 1995 theft of trash from his property in San Diego was  
commissioned and paid for by Ananda. 
An investigator who was caught pilfering Flynn's garbage refused for two years to identify her client, but 
when the court ordered her to do so in September, she revealed that Ananda had ordered the garbage run. 
An attorney for Ananda, Jon R. Parsons of Palo Alto, argued that the taking of the trash was a "relatively 
benign act by Ananda, an attempt to gather information legally." 
But Judge Lawrence T. Stevens, who is presiding over the trial in Redwood City, said the revelation left him 
with a "smell of something . . . sinister." 
The judge said the issues raised by the garbage-grabbing incident could have an effect on the trial "if it can 
be established that one side . . . went so far as to violate the law . . . by breaking .. . into their (opponents') 
trash bin in order to further their cause." 
A ruling on the matter is expected Monday. According to court transcripts, a member of Ananda's legal team 
hired a private investigator to seize trash from 
 
Flynn's law firm in September 1995, and there was some discussion about the legality of such an act. Trash 
is fair game if it is abandoned on the curb, but it is illegal to remove it from private property.  
The investigator testified that it was always his intention to obtain the trash legally, but Flynn said it was 
kept inside a secured, six-foot-high gated compound off a private alley and could only be reached by 
trespassing on private property. 
After getting away with one box of documents, the private investigator was caught, but resisted legal efforts 
by Flynn to learn the identity of her employer. 
At one point, the investigator's attorney assured the court that the trash incident was not relevant to the 
Bertolucci case and succeeded in having a subpoena quashed, court documents show. 
But the truth emerged in September, after an appeals court ruled that the investigator had to reveal the 
identity of her client. 
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ANANDA CHURCH LEADER RESIGNS 
WALTERS HIT BY HUGE DAMAGE ASSESSMENT 
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BY DEBORAH KONG, Mercury News Staff Writer 
 
 The spiritual leader of a Peninsula church who was assessed $1.2 million in damages in a sexual exploitation 
trial this month has resigned as head of Ananda Church of Self-Realization. 
 
 J. Donald Walters, also known as Swami Kriyananda, 72, told members that he was resigning from all 



official positions in the church he founded 30 years ago. 
 
Asha Praver, minister of Palo Alto's church, said the rigors of the trial have made Walters want to 
''concentrate on the spiritual rather than the more external aspects of life.'' 
 
But Ford Greene, the lawyer for the woman who sued Walters, called Walters' resignation a ''ploy to avoid 
having the church stuck with his liability.'' 
 
Greene said Walters' resignation doesn't change the church's liability. ''They're still on the hook,'' he said. 
 
 Walters was sued by Anne-Marie Bertolucci, a former Ananda church member who accused him and other 
church leaders of abusing their authority by sexually exploiting her. A Redwood City jury reached a verdict 
in her favor earlier this month. 
 
Walters, who was in Italy on Friday, said in a statement that his personal relationships with the residents and 
members of Ananda will not change. He will continue to live at the church headquarters in Nevada City and 
at the Assisi, Italy, community, according to the statement. 
 
David Praver, another Palo Alto Ananda minister, said Walters' decision to resign was not done to prevent 
liability for the church. 
 
 Walters has said he owns little more than clothing, a computer and a 1989 Nissan Maxima and cannot pay 
the $1.2 million in damages to the plaintiff. 
 
The church says it is worth only about $1 million and that trial-related costs have brought it to the brink of 
financial collapse. 
 
 The next phase of the trial, expected to wrap up next month, will determine whether the money assessed 
against Walters could be paid by the church. 
 
Greene, Bertolucci's attorney, said the church is worth between $5 million and $20 million. An expert 
witness put the value of future royalties from 70 books written by Walters at $600,000. 
 
 News of Walters' resignation reached many members Friday, and a new spiritual leader probably will be 
appointed, said David Praver, one of the Ananda church ministers. 
 
Walters founded the 900-acre Ananda Village in Nevada City in 1968. The community was based on yoga, 
philosophy and meditation. The church has grown to about 2,500 members worldwide. 
 
 ''No one ever related to him because he was a director of, or a board member of, or officer of anything,'' 
Praver said. ''People gain respect through their relationships to him and from what they have learned from 
him.'' 
  

  

 




