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Dear friends,

Hope you all are enjoying the abbreviated winter.  I am trying to finish the remainder of my notes from spring 2006 onwards, before leaving town. This is also from the same time period as rt49, but mostly about life, mind and matter (whatever that means :-)). The next one will be about politics and religion, and you have probably been hearing a lot about those lately (Go Obama!).

It gives me much pleasure to write to you. It will be wonderful to hear from you all sometime, to know how you are doing and if you still enjoy reading these. I’ll be carrying your good wishes and cheery spirits with me wherever I am.

Yours,

Sankar

Random Thoughts 50 – Life, Mind and Matter

2/10/2008 (Notes from spring 2006)

1. I saw this movie “Zozo” in filmfestDC 2006. A Lebanese boy who loses his parents in a bomb attack escapes to his grandparents’ home in Sweden. On the first day after his arrival he wakes up in a new world – the Director brings to life the almost numbing sense of speechless awe. He manages to convey to some extent all the conflicting feelings going through the boy’s mind. It brought back to me the feelings I felt upon first stepping foot outside LAX. Certainly my life in India was not as traumatic as the boy’s life in Lebanon was, not even uncomfortable. Nevertheless, the sheer novelty of it was something I was not ready for. Though I had seen English movies and TV programs before coming here, America existed in a different planet as far as I was concerned. I wish every day we could wake up feeling as grateful and exhilarated. We forget sometimes how precious every day of our life is. We also forget sometimes those that we left behind, whose life is still difficult in spite of all the progress that has been made in India.

2. I am a little disappointed by the lack of attention paid to the great sacrifice made by Tom Fox, a member of the Christian peacemakers in Iraq. Tom was a member of a group that was kidnapped. [You can read more about him here: http://www.cpt.org/memorial/tomfox/main.php ]. He was then killed by his captors. He seems to have been an amazing person, a great soul. I am sure in the grander scheme of things his sacrifice would not be wasted, but it will be nice if it were acknowledged a bit more in the mainstream media. Even the death of US soldiers every day is being kept out of the public eye. Yet the president and other politicians don’t lose any opportunity to use this war to further their own agenda while paying lip service to all the lives and limbs being lost in this quixotic venture. (what war isn’t quixotic?).

3. When I was a grad student in Pasadena, CA, I rented a room in an old lady’s house. Roberta Ridley was quite a character, and I learned much from her. Living in her house was a mixed experience, and sometimes her medical and mental problems overwhelmed the feeling of home away from home in a strange land and the educational experience of living with an ex-hippie new age ultra-liberal old lady. Nevertheless I developed a fondness for her and after I came to DC I kept in touch with her through phone and I would stop by her place whenever I could visit good old California. Once I computerized all the known birthday reminders of my friends I would also call her on her birthday. But the last time I called her, in April 2006 or 2007, there was no answer. Worried, I called her daughter in San Francisco. I had met her on one of her visits to Pasadena and she remembered me. She told me that Roberta had developed Alzheimer’s and that she might not remember me even if I talked to her. That is entirely possible – Roberta was in her late eighties and her memory had been deteriorating. I asked her to convey my regards and hung up. I felt a certain sadness in that I lost this link to my past as well as the dimming of the flame of her irrepressible, indomitable spirit. I am sure her spirit is as sprightly as ever, but I wonder how she feels inside, what memories remain in her. I hope she is at least living peacefully. My sadness was compounded by the mysterious way in which her daughter had spoken to me. Perhaps she was suspicious as to why this Indian guy would still want to talk to her mother, though she must definitely remember that for about a year I was the only person her mother could talk to on a regular basis. Roberta’s daughter is certainly a good person. It is a reflection of the world we live in that we are unable to even entertain the thought that someone might care about another human being without expecting something in return. I have learned to accept the nature of life and look at such behavior with sympathy, and not to be too attached to anything in this impermanent world. But our fragile human nature yearns for connections and it is one of the sorrows in life that often we are shut off from people that we care about the most. One of the most difficult things to do in such situations is to stay away. You want to reach out and touch them, yet you know that the reaching out will only make things more difficult for everyone.

4. I worry about the ease with which our personal data is flying around the internet and in the electromagnetic waves. Anyone could pluck it off the ether, so to speak. I try to console myself that no secret is worth keeping and anyone who would bother with other people’s secrets is not worth wasting your time on. But our financial data is another matter. My cousin and computer whiz Hari added fuel to my fears by saying that these days everything is recorded using rfid (radio frequency something). Every transaction you ever make is stored in a gigantic database somewhere and corporations use them to model people’s behavior.

5. The nature of life itself is the next big question. Forget about whether single celled organisms, viruses, etc., are actually forms of life. What about the machines that we create? When do such machines become alive? How about a car, for example. Do we bring it to life once we turn on the ignition, and stop its life once we turn it off?  Someone has just written a book called “Love and sex with robots.” He is actually saying that in the near future robots would become so intelligent and human-like that people would fall in love with them. This is not idle fantasy either. The guy is a serious researcher. On the other hand using genetics technology scientists are able to literally design and manufacture new life forms.
6. Attended a mindfulness retreat in spring 2006. It was a weekend retreat, and as always helped to leave all worries behind. The meditation helped to break the shell of the ego and feel it dissolve in the oneness of all, and feel  lovingkindness for all beings, however briefly. It is wonderful to have even a  fleeting glimpse of that which cannot die, the one we are all made of -- nature, people, …everything. The perception of separate identities is the illusion. The fact that the retreat was held in this very peaceful wooded campus really helped. But it did raise the question: which do I like to be with more –nature or people? Hopefully it is not an either or question. Maybe when I am really able to see every being as one and the same I will feel no difference between being among people and being with nature.

7. Mindfulness (or peacefulness or lovingkindness) acts like waves of energy, sort of like the electromagnetic waves. They spread to the people around you and then from them onto the next circle of people and so on. 

8. Each one of us carries seeds of all kinds inside. In my own life I feel like I go through periods where I am very active and periods of indolence, spells of virtue and spells of indulgence, times when I am creative and times when I am working like a robot, and so on. The same is true with society as a whole. America goes through these cycles of virtue and vice, indolence and awakening, activity and dormancy. Right now I think this country is going through a great period of awakening – religious, spiritual, social, cultural,.. [Jim Wallis has just written a book on the spiritual awakening aspect]. Such periods also bring with them people who are the standard bearers, who crystallize the higher aspirations and channel them into effective action. Barack Obama in politics, Rick Warren, Joel Osteen, Jim Wallis etc., among evangelicals, Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, Ram Dass etc., in Buddhism, Bill Gates, Ted Turner among industrialists, and all the countless volunteers and leaders working in the non-profit sector who are changing the world one child, one tree, and one person at a time.

9. Bullets, drugs and alcohol –these have been the bane of life in America from the beginning. Now they are associated mostly with inner city life, but they pervade every nook and corner of American society. That is its dark side, if you will.

10. Life is but a movie –after all, our bodies are manifestations of energy and atoms, just as moving pictures. Each moment is full of drama.

11. Westerners on the average are better at thinking creatively, and mastering the details. It comes from their being a younger society – relatively speaking – and having more energy. Easterners on the other hand, are like the crabby old man – wiser and having a better understanding of the bigger picture, but set in their ways and socially and culturally stagnant – again, on the average. A nation is like an organism. It reflects the characteristics of all of its parts, which means each of us. People blame Nazism on Hitler or certain ideologies. But it is a reflection of society, in this case the dark side. Germans just happened to be more obedient of authority (as a German guy once told me) and more organized and systematic. It could happen anywhere, as has been demonstrated time and again. Community like an organism could be paralyzed by the pathology of a small part of it, the disease spreading to the whole body under the right conditions. That is why a nation needs a good immune system, and checks and balances and a good diversity of opinions and people. A nation, like an organism, also needs to recognize its deficiencies. Indians and Asians need more heart, and westerners need to see more of the big picture.

12. Each generation grows further and further away from the roots. I see my cousins and nephews growing up in a different life than me. In many ways they are better, I think, but they also miss certain aspects because they grew up in a different environment. They tend to spend more time on computers and chat and less time with actual people, nature, spiritual things and books. But I am sure at some point of their lives they will return and recover the connections to their roots.  We are like seeds sprouting after winter—our parents kept the seeds alive in their genes so that they can thrive and fully express themselves later. 

12. One day in spring / summer of 2006 I was sitting at the Starbucks in Dupont circle watching a group of spanish ladies speaking in a machine-gun cadence. It was mesmerizing. Generally I find that Europeans speak so much faster. I guess they have evolved more in their ability to think and speak faster. I just couldn’t believe that a human being could talk so fast.  It left me marveling at the capacity of the human brain. It is such an impressive mechanism. Even more impressive is what the body does without words—are words an aid or hindrance? 

13. Life in the city— there is sometimes too much analysis, competition, and grasping. I think every year I need at least a month spent outside of it, hopefully in a remote rural location.

14. One day out of the blue I got a call from my Doctor’s office. I couldn’t reach them right away, so I was left wondering what it might be for the next 24 hours. Did they find something unusual in some test? I started wondering what it might be. I had been lately thinking a lot about my own mortality, perhaps due to my nearing the 40 year mark. It was a big relief when it turned out to be some harmless routine affair. Soon after I watched the bridge collapse in Minnesota. That night I had a very vivid dream of dying. But the more I think about death, the better it helps me to deal with aging. I start appreciating life more and become more careful about how I spend my time. On the flip side it makes it difficult to have that endless summer kind of carefree attitude.

15. One day I was biking to the College Park metro station from the Siva Vishnu temple in Greenbelt along Good Luck Road. It was a summer evening and the sun was going down. In the fading, golden light I saw two children, a boy and a girl, walking along the sidewalk, looking happy. I asked myself, when was the last time I felt so happy and carefree on an evening like this? I couldn’t think of one moment from my childhood. I am sure there were some, but I couldn’t dig out even a distant memory. I realized that this is what I wanted for my children. To be able to grow up in an environment where they only know peace, joy and carefree evenings like these. Childhood memories and impressions are so extremely important. But I also realize that I cannot create that environment if I do not have that same feeling within me. Mindfulness and enlightenment is about feeling every moment as if you are on a beach somewhere, listening to Bach on clavier softly accompanying the fading light and the distant roar of the waves. 

16. The bike is the modern version of the horse. Especially the mountain bike. Riding roughshod over rugged terrain gives you such a thrill. All that power under your pelvis is almost aphrodisiacal.

17. I have no doubt that science and spirituality will merge soon, and that the distinction will be lost. Because their origins are the same – they both arise out of our questioning mind. In the East we didn’t develop science so much because we looked inward in the search for all the answers. But our spiritual knowledge is very systematically developed. Pretty soon (if not already) scientists are going to start looking for answers in the same places. Answers for questions like what is mind, what is life, what makes us different from machines and minerals. etc.,

18. The Gita talks of the knowledge of the unenlightened versus that of the wise. (This is spiritual knowledge, of course). The former is varied and endless; The latter is simple and unique. Any time I hear someone starting to speak at length and in a very analytical fashion about the soul it makes me fall asleep. Scientific knowledge, and material knowledge, by necessity has to be varied and endless. Recently I came across a new topic in mathematics called category of categories. Categories themselves were constructed to unify and simplify a vast array of objects. How much more abstract can you get? I am sure soon there will be the theory of categories of categories of categories.

19. A person is defined by what he does in each moment. If you break down your mind and your personality, you will end up with just a bunch of nerve impulses transmitting signals, kind of how matter breaks down into atoms and atoms in turn into quarks etc., So our identity is simply a structure we build by what we do each moment. 

20. Temple idols concretize the image of God, and help us to focus. God does live there as an idea or as a feeling. In spite of all that Christianity and Islam say about idolatry, the image of God for Christians is based on the image of Christ, and for Muslims God’s image is reflected, albeit in a non-specific, ambient way, in the architecture of their mosque, both inside and outside the building.  

21. During the last twenty years most of the good experiences and insights and seeds for growth in my life have come from the women I have spent time with (though I have lived with only one). Compassion for myself and others, being more aware of the body, becoming more creative, active and energetic, the value of cosmetics (soap, shampoo, deodorant, etc.,) and the laundry machine -- these are just the beginning of a long list. I am grateful to each and every one of them.

21. I have ideas for two new inventions that I hope someone will develop. One is for a beach bike— a bike that you can ride on the sand like a beach buggy. The other is golf soccer. A game where each person gets a soccer ball and has to hit prescribed targets in succession within a pre-determined number of shots. Maybe the only person who would use either one is me, but I hope someone develops them anyway.

