Dear friends, Hope you are all well. It is my pleasure and privilege to
share with you some of my recent thoughts and experiences. I look
forward to hearing from you as well.

After the end of the semester I took a week's break in Harper's Ferry
W. Va. Spent much time wandering around the hills and country
roads. It was refreshing to the body and uplifting for the spirit. After
spending time with nature the concerns of this world seem so small.
It brought me back to what is important to me in life -- the search for
truth and service to our fellow living beings. I came back with a
renewed determination to live life more mindfully. I know for certain
that in this I will fail many times as I have before. But I hope my
lapses will diminish in amplitude like that of a convergent power
series rather than diverging to infinity in the sum. As fallible human
beings our best hope is that we reach some sort of consistency in our
quest for living purposefully.

Yours, Sankar

PS: I have written about my time at Harper's Ferry on my blog (Long
Walks on Leafy Streets, 5/14, 5/22 and 5/28) and posted pictures
from the trip. You can reach the blog as well as my pictures page
through my website http://nature-lover.net .

Random Thoughts (94)
5/28/2013

1. (5-9-2013) Somebody's idea of a cute slogan on a church
signboard: "Need a free ticket to heaven? Come in for details!"

2. (5-11) In Harper's Ferry seen in local newspaper: W. Va Governor
approves medicaid expansion under health reform law. Mayor of
Charlestown talking to people about way sto improve economy.
Seems to me the two might be connected. Also noticed a lack of
small grocery stores (and the centrality of Walmart to small town
American life), more obesity even among young people. Appalachia
has many problems similar to inner cities. I hope the good people of
W. Va will wake up to what is happening. I am glad I am at least



dipping my toe into the waters of non-metropolitan America. The
polarization that currently exists is not that difficult to overcome if
people talk to each other.

3. (5-11) This being Harper's ferry, the civil war is everywhere. I am
beginning to get interested in learning more about it. This maybe
because I read in Paul Krugman's blog that he is a big civil war buff,
or maybe because I am playing chess more on the computer these
days. I started reading a civil war book by Benson Lossing (Illustrated
History of the Civil War, with photos by Matthew Brady). Once I saw
the pictures of the dead, though, all interest in strategy and war as a
competition faded. War is something that must be avoided at all
costs. The only reason for reading about civil war must be to learn
from history.

4. (5-11) Seeing the pictures of the dead also made me think about
death itself. Now that we have the computer that works somewhat
like our brain, perhaps we can say that death happens when we lose
all possibility of restarting the brain? How is the loss of brain function
different from shutting down a computer? When one is in a coma, is
the brain in a state similar to standby on the computer? Perhaps,
unlike the inorganic material making up the circuits of the computer,
the neurons of the brain need continuous supply of oxygen to
maintain their ability to function.

5. (5-13) Lying on rocks at Weverton cliffs near Harper's ferry, along
the Appalachian Trail, I tried to let my mind rest. I tried to simply
focus on the breath, just listen to the sounds of the distant highway
and the breeze, etc., when I realized that I was simply following what
I had learned about mediation and mindfulness. Even the notion to
let go of all notions is a notion in itself. So I decided to just be, and
avoid all efforts to even rest. Although we learn many valuable
lessons from the great teachers, at some point we have to let the
training wheels fall away and let the path take us where it will.

6. (5-13) Continuing on the civil war theme. I hope that the influx of
new ideas and people into this country has also infused it with a new
ethos of resolving conflicts without violence. I hope and believe that



in the course of the history Obama's rule would be recognized as a
masterful balancing act that brought a healing touch and put the
country on a path to resolving its differences, even though at this
time he is seen as either too weak or too confrontational. In this I
think he is like Lincoln. I also trust and hope, like Lincoln, that when
faced with the unjust actions of unreasonable men he would not
hesitate to act. He has given ample evidence of that as well, in both
his speeches and actions. Lincoln, in his own day, was very
controversial. Some thought he was a hypocrite, trying to please both
sides.

7. (5-14) Climbing on to the rocks at the edge of a cliff, I felt a little
height anxiety. But it went away momentarily as I relaxed. When you
relax, the body also relaxes and the heartbeat returns to normal. This
is the gift of mindfulness as well as my new diet. My mind is a little
less tense. Before I would have tensed up, trying to assert my
willpower over emotions. Now I simply relax. Simply letting the fear
be, neither engaging in it nor trying to get rid of it, is the best way.
For the fear is there for a good reason.

8. (5-18) Starting with the trip to Charlottesville in March and
continuing with our trip to Harper's Ferry, I have been going through
a crash course in American History. After reading or browsing
through Benson Lossing's book on civil war I also read parts of
Howard Zinn's "People's History of the United States." [Zinn touches
on the controversial aspects of Lincoln mentioned above, as well].
This is the summary of what I have learned: American history is a
complex amalgam of various forces, starting with the life and culture
of Native Americans [ which I believe is in the subconscious and the
soul of this country, as mentioned previously for instance in rt55].
Perhaps it is the vastness of this country or its wildness but it
inspired men of all kinds to embark on grand campaigns of conquest
and acquisition. There is also the impulse to break from conformity
with established institutions of society and follow one's own path,
starting with the Puritans and Quakers. The attitude of European
immigrants towards non-Europeans has always been one of
condescension and paternalism and it has been accompanied by
exploitation and finally destruction where necessary. This resulted in



the destruction and displacement of Native American life and culture,
as well as the inhumane treatment of blacks (although the founders
did not intend for slavery to be permanent) and violence against the
Chinese and other immigrants. But it must be emphasized that much
of the destruction was caused by the machinations of an elite few.
The masses, of all races, seem to have been simply struggling to
survive, for most of the time. The plantation system as well as the
industrial revolution both resulted in a few elites controlling all of the
wealth, both in the North and the South. The political machine as
well as the military have always been tools for this elite group of
people to keep the masses of all races and ethnicities in check. Amid
all this there has been much change, brought about mainly by the
action of the so called masses with the co-operation of a few noble
souls among the upper classes. The empowerment of blacks and
immigrants as well as that of women and laborers is the result of
such change coming from the heroic actions of many from these
oppressed groups. The Presidents and others in positions of power
rarely were the engines of change, but rather managers of change
for the most part. They simply helped to create peaceful and stable
transitions where possible. In a nutshell one could say that America
has been a grand experiment in the concept that all men are created
equal with equal rights for life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

9. (5/24) While in Harper's Ferry one day I walked to Brunswick.
Founded in the late 1700's and named Brunswick because of the
many immigrants from Brunswick of Germany, this canal town is
quaint and peaceful. Spent a bit of time in the library and came upon
James Gleick's biography of Isaac Newton. This is a very well written
book about a fascinating man. If he were a Hindu we would call him
a Rishi because that is the kind of life he led, although his querulous
temperament might make him less of one. He lived all his life
working on scientific experiments, without any friends or family.
Perhaps that was a result of his being born posthumous and his
mother leaving him with his grandmother when he was six because
her second husband didn't want to raise him. It is astounding to think
that a man whose work in science feels as fresh and modern and
true today as any other grew up in a farmhouse in 17th century rural
England. Yet he also pursued several things that we would consider



primitive today, such as alchemy.

10. (5/26) I have often wondered about the differences between
Eastern and Western minds. There have been books written about it,
including Kishore Mahbubani's with the provocative title "Can Asians
Think?" I believe that we have much to learn from each other. It also
occurs to me that, as a simple matter, if your entire life is based on
following the thoughts of others, then you won't be thinking in new
and creative ways. Whether it is someone who depends too much on
what he learns in books, or following what society and tradition teach
him, the result is stagnation. The emphasis here is on "too much." I
certainly am not criticizing books or traditions.

Be humble for you are made of Earth. Be noble for you are made of
stars. -Serbian proverb



