Dear friends, Hope you are all doing well at the beginning of the fall season.
We are also doing well by God's grace. | am trying to stay busy during my
sabbatical year by working on my research, preparing for teaching activities
next year and volunteering. | am also learning to live a more peaceful life
centered on the current moment.

This also seems to be the season of anniversaries, of friends and family
getting married and having children. | hope the planet itself will go through
a phase of renewal and rebirth after all the turmoil of the recent months.

Please stay in touch!
Much love, Sankar

Random Thoughts (106)
11/1/2014

1. (8/12) | am going to make bold hypothesis. Now you must be patient and
read the whole paragraph or you will miss the point. One of the main
reasons for the Red-Blue / rural-urban / liberal-conservative divide is that
liberals stopped talking to conservatives, urban Americans stopped talking
to rural Americans and so on. People simply interact in their own circles.
Now that sounds rather obvious and cliche. But wait there is more. When |
say "stopped talking" | don't mean just stopped talking. | really mean that
they felt that conservatives / rural Americans were not worth talking to,
that they simply were less intelligent, that they didn't have enough in
common. Many former centrists have gone full fledged conservatives
because they felt insulted and alienated by liberals. As | said in the
beginning, this is a bold hypothesis. Many will disagree strongly, and for all |
know they may be right. But it is worth debating, if only because | don't
think the other reasons such as right wing propaganda and talk radio and
racism and self-segregation etc, are not enough to explain such strong
partisan and entrenched antagonism among otherwise good people. What
we need is a new peace march led by liberal leaders in suburban and rural
America especially in red states (and vice versa) to foster understanding.

2. (8/18) Part of the problem for Obama is that he is no longer the outsider.
He is the man in charge. So the people who supported him solely because it



was fashionable to do so have moved on to other things. Fashionableness
only abides as long as you are protesting or contradicting or otherwise
opposing those in power or those who want to maintain the status quo.
Unfortunately change for change's sake or protesting for the sake of
protest is as harmful as opposing all change or suppressing protest. This is
what the "cool" people need to realize.

3. (8/20)

Sometime back, in the heat of the elections in India | was writing about how
tragic it would be if the Hindu nationalists came to power and my friend
Ganesh wrote saying that the Indian people would go on regardless of who
is in power. Now of course they are in power and | can only hope that they
are not as bad as | thought they were. Anyway, at that time the full import
of Ganesh's remark didn't register. Coming back to the present, Wednesday
evening | was doing my evening prayer / meditation (Sandhyavandanam). |
was trying to focus but | could hear the TV from upstairs. It reminded me of
growing up in India where of course there would be all sorts of sounds
coming from all directions. It brought back to my mind quite vividly how it
would feel on an evening back home at dusk as the mind became more
contemplative amid the hum of people going about their routine. Somehow
that hum of routine seemed part of and not an intrusion on the
contemplation. Women preparing dinner or singing prayer while evening
puja was performed in the temples, children playing or doing their
homework. There was a certain flow to life itself, as if we were all part of an
expansive and slowly flowing river. Of course there is a flow to life in the
U.S as well, but perhaps because of my expectations from it or awareness
of the problems, that flow feels a bit turbulent. On the other hand even
today with all the changes that have happened in India when | go back to
Chennai or Coimbatore | feel the same energy of the flow of life, with its
roots in traditions that seem to date back to the beginning of time, as if
they were forever a part of the truth of this earth. Politics and other
happenings in the country felt then and feel even now a distant and
insignificant part of the scene on the other shore of that eternal river.

4. (8/27) Saw "Above All Else" today. It is a movie about a few East Texas
landowners who wage a losing fight against the multibillion dollar oil
company TransCanada and their Keystone pipeline. Very powerful heart-



rending story. Watching the machines pluck out trees that are hundred
years old like someone cutting through grass was extremely disturbing. Not
just because they were cutting trees but because they were a vivid
metaphor for the reality of life on our planet today. Giant corporations with
the aid of massive and powerful machines are ravaging the planet and
human society for the benefit of a few, in the name of providing jobs and
goods for all. The future looks like some dystopian science fiction movie
unless people wake up in time. It is up to us to wake up our fellow
travelers.

5. (8/28) I am an example of an immigrant who could have been a
Republican but got disillusioned by the policies of the Republicans,
especially in the 2000's. | come from a socially conservative background in
India and also | found the dynamism of American society and its brand of
capitalism attractive. | was tired of the "license Raj" created by decades of
corrupt governments and politicians and the stifling conformity and
stagnation of Indian society. Over time though, my innate sense of justice
could not reconcile the increasing inequality and the effects of American
consumerism on the world. My love of nature drew me into the
environmental movement and it has only deepened as the effects of
climate change have worsened. There was a time when Republicans cared
about the environment and wanted to do something about climate change!
| am still more socially conservative than the average liberal but even there
my attitudes have changed quite a bit since my arrival 25 years ago. As for
capitalism its shine has worn off too, seeing as there is so much inequality
and exploitation. | think we have had a bit too much of globalized
capitalism of the worst kind in the past three decades.

6. (9/8) Yesterday we were at the Sunday evening meditation gathering of
the Washington Mindfulness Community. On this evening Sister Jewel, a
nun from Thich Nhat Hanh’s order, was to speak after the meditation. As |
sat down to meditate | felt fatigue from the week’s exertions as well as a
little despair about the world. | wanted some sort of peace within my mind,
some reassurance that the world is headed to a better place. But the
Buddha as well as most teachers speak about being detached from the
world, not to seek happiness in the affairs of the world. This created a
momentary feeling of dissatisfaction. A prayer arose in my heart, addressed



to the Buddha sitting in the back of the hall in sublime blissfulness, asking
for an answer. As | contemplated the Buddha’s life and teachings the
answer came to me quickly. After all, the Buddha told us to show as much
love to every being in the Universe as a mother shows to her only child. If
that is not a way to make a better world, what is? Moreover, all Prophets
tell us that God lives within each one of us. So then everything that
happens in the world is an act of God. The world is perfect as it is, if we look
at it that way. There is a beauty and a purpose to everything. It is our ego
that wants the world to be in a certain way. This realization brought tears
to my eyes and | was able to meditate peacefully, as joyful as ever. The
fatigue went away. Later during her Dharma talk Sister Jewel reminded us
that happiness is in the here and now. Thich Nhat Hanh shows us how to
realize that we have arrived, we are home, right at this moment. This was
certainly a moment of awakening and clarity in my life.

7.(9/30) Inspired by this story (via David Brooks' NYT column) | started a
routine for myself to work on my research: "When she was writing, Maya
Angelou would get up every morning at 5:30 and have coffee at 6. At 6:30,
she would go off to a hotel room she kept — a small modest room with
nothing but a bed, desk, Bible, dictionary, deck of cards and bottle of
sherry. She would arrive at the room at 7 a.m. and write until 12:30 p.m. or
2 o’clock." Following a routine everyday for math study and research is
turning out to be very helpful. | look forward to that time. it is almost like a
refuge, a pleasant stroll through a garden filled with exotic flowers or
sometimes a tough hike ending in a rewarding view.

8. (10/4) Whenever | think of whether | am doing anything useful with my
life | inevitably end up wondering whether life would have been more
purposeful in India. For better or worse | have decided to stay here. | like
America with all its flaws and | feel that | can do something for India also,
from here. But there are times when | feel like | have turned my back on
India. There are also times when | feel like a fool trying to meld into
American life, with people who are mostly strangers and look at me as a
stranger. But both are rather superficial feelings. | believe, as taught by
Advaita or for that matter any spiritual tradition, that we are all one and
this planet is beautiful and sacred and our home no matter where we live in
it. Nevertheless, that doesn't absolve me of my responsibility towards India.



Both India and the U.S. have given me much and | owe a debt to both of
them,

The best thing | can tell myself is that like many other Indian-Americans |
can serve as a bridge. On the one hand we have Indians who think that
their religion and culture is superior to anyone's, that they have nothing to
learn from the "materialistic and immoral" west. But they don't realize that
too much emphasis on the common good, family and conformity has stifled
innovation and growth. Then there are Indians who are completely
westernized and know of nothing that is of value in India. Among
westerners there are those who believe that their religion, social
organization and culture are superior. The most arrogant of them think
they have nothing to learn from non-westerners and that others simply
ought to take their orders and that they deserve to be treated like Kings.
They forget that, while developing modern technology and organization,
the west has for too long neglected the long-term well-being of the planet
and its people. Luckily there are enlightened people on both sides. They see
that we can all learn from each other, and as we understand each other
more deeply we understand our own selves more deeply, ultimately seeing
the oneness and goodness in all of us. They see that the world would
benefit from a balance between individual liberty, organized civilization,
ambition and achievement as well as social responsibility, holistic thinking,
spiritual awakening and curiosity. | think those of us who are grounded in
both Eastern and Western life can provide the connecting bond between
such enlightened people.

9. (10/23) | have been reading Eckart Tolle's "A New Earth" as part of a
book group for WMC. He talks about how we live in an illusion created by
our ego and how to awaken from it. Eastern religions as well as western
scholars talk about the different states of consciousness. Our consciousness
consists of seeds from our ancestors and the seeds sowed and nurtured by
all the interactions we have had and all the thoughts and emotions we have
had throughout our lives. Now there are some scientists trying to
"preserve" a person by recreating their mind, by recording all the thoughts
and interactions of that person.Then the person's mind can be stored in a
computer and reproduced when necessary. But would such a mind be
really alive? Various teachers and scholars have also talked about there



being a consciousness deep within us that is beyond all the other
consciousnesses. Eckart Tolle describes it as the one that is aware of all the
other consciousnesses. What happens to this deeper consciousness when
we die? This is where western science is trying to go. | have heard of some
scientists trying to understand exactly what this thing called consciousness
is. A person can be recreated as a robot, by downloading all the data from
his or her brain into the robot. But it is clear to us that the robot is not the
same as the human being. So something must be missing. That something,
according to the great teachers like Jesus, Buddha, Ramana and so on, is
the universal consciousness or God. It is omnipresent and eternal.

10. (10/26) | was reading a very profound article about fall by the Islamic
scholar Omid Safi on the blog On Being by Krista Triplett. It is titled “The
Autumn of Our Existence” and talks about the Islamic teaching of letting go
of our superficial ego and revealing the divinity within, just as the trees let
go of chlorophyll. Chlorophyll gives the trees their green color and so the
leaves don’t really turn color as much as they reveal their true colors. This is
really at the foundation of all religions, including those of the indigenous
people of various countries. It is the theme of Eckhart Tolle’s book “A New
Earth” that | mentioned in paragraph 8. Reading it has been really
transformational. Although this is something | have read about and was
aware of, Tolle makes it so much more clear and systematic. It is gratifying
to know that what you have been thinking is not some obscure or offbeat
thought but something that is central to all religions. Problem is that so
much religious discourse is caught up in superficiality and the core teaching
is lost. Simple as it may sound, it is extremely difficult to let go of this
superficial ego that has been built up by what Thay calls our “mental
formations.” While most of us prefer to go about our lives not looking
deeply into the nature of life or our own selves it is good to know that there
are many awakened souls who are asking those questions. It is also good to
be reminded of the divinity within each person. Life is truly joyful when you
can see the divinity within yourself and also look to find the divinity in each
person, in every living being, within every rock and falling leaf.



