Dear friends, 

Hope you are enjoying the sunshine during the last days of summer. Today I went on a bike ride on the mall. It was quite a beautiful day. I have passed by the Washington monument countless times but today I was suddenly struck by its immensity, rising abruptly from a grassy knoll and driving a marble and granite stake in the glassy blue sky. Weaving through the tourists and others enjoying the day, I was filled with the simple joy of just being able to be out there. I was filled as well with the transcendent joy of the sun and the sky and feeling the touch of the divine and being a part of the sea of humanity. There is also the constant desire to share this joy with others. So I am very grateful to have you as my friend and for the opportunity to share. Hope you enjoy reading this relatively short collection. I hope from now on to write more frequent and hence shorter e-mails.

Yours,

Sankar

PS: Thanks to John for his comment about rt57 #20 about DC being the world capital of ego. I meant in the sense that there are a lot of people here who either want to rule the world or save it. Not necessarily a bad thing. But as John pointed out, maybe some of the other big cities of the world also qualify. But I have lived only in DC so I have no way to compare.

I have also added (or will add soon) more photos and a video to http://flickr.com/sankarx
These include video of Tom’s house in Manoa where I went for meditation, in which a rainbow makes an appearance. There are also pictures from a bike ride, July 4th in Honolulu and a hike on the mountains of Manoa among others.

Random Thoughts (58)

August 31, 2008

1. The more I think about it, the more it seems that Christianity and the eastern religions (Hinduism, Buddhism) are teaching basically the same things, just in different languages. Both call for letting go of one’s ego. One calls it submitting oneself to God’s will, the other calls it detachment. Both predict the triumph of light over darkness and the arrival of God in the human form to lift up the world from darkness. In Christianity that human is Jesus Christ, but then I think it really means a human who carries in him or her the spirit of Jesus. It is hard to conceive that the prophets really put all that emphasis on the particular flesh and blood Jesus of the historical records. In Buddhism you have the various Boddhisattvas and in Hinduism you have the avatars of Vishnu. Both emphasize listening to a higher voice within oneself to get guidance. In one that is achieved through meditation, calming the mind and the ego until you can listen to the higher consciousness or awareness. In the other it is achieved by prayer to Jesus, but then again how does Jesus enter into you or speak to you? It must be that Jesus resides in that higher consciousness or awareness and that praying to him as if he were an external entity makes it that much easier to rise above one’s own ego and restless mind. These are just a few of the main aspects, but I suspect this thesis can be extended to many other aspects of these religions. I know it looks a little simplistic. If you start picking out all the theological and philosophical features as described in the various texts you could argue on endlessly about their differences. But as I said before, this is the conclusion I draw after much reflection, trying to understand the underlying truth as opposed to the superficial dogma and strictures. After all, they all arose as a result of people trying to answer the same questions – about the meaning of existence, the path to true happiness, the causes of suffering in the world and so on. 

2. Recently I watched the “Thomas Crown Affair” (probably for the fifteenth time). It is a fun movie, and doesn’t hurt that Rene Russo looks smashing. Anyways, there is this scene where the two protagonists (Russo and Brosnan) go into an expensive store and walk around looking at the various luxury items on sale. It is supposed to be very romantic, but my first reaction was that it was rather childish at best and disgusting at worst. But then I watched the expressions on their faces. The actors do a good job conveying a feeling of pure happiness in being together, romance and the pleasure in being able to enjoy such riches. It struck me that, perhaps in the minds of rich people, there is a childlike satisfaction in acquiring certain things in life and a sense of accomplishment when they attain that stage. Most of them strive hard to attain those things, and in their minds it is the same kind of struggle that everyone goes through to acquire the things that they want in life. Of course we could argue whether wanting material riches is the way to attain happiness, and also whether some people use dubious means to acquire things. But my point is that everyone is seeking happiness in their own way, and few are living life with the goal of dominating or exploiting others. Some are a little extravagant, yes, but the bottom line is the pursuit of happiness.

3. A movie is what you watch while eating popcorn.

4. Removing inequality is not just an act of charity or sympathy. It is in the interests of everyone. A country or society does well when everyone is doing well. To take a sports metaphor, consider two teams. One of them has a few very good players, and the rest are terrible, and they don’t play well as a team. The other team has players who are all decent at the least, and enjoy playing with and for each other. Which team do you think will win? One reason for Europe’s renaissance I believe is the invention of the printing press. It made knowledge accessible to everyone. Combined with rising living conditions for the society as a whole, it put the countries of Europe at an advantage. The same is true of America so far. Decent living standards for all, good public schools and the availability of tools for self-improvement for everyone is what put America at an advantage. It is not considered silly to explain the workings of anything in simple terms so that all can understand. On the other hand the failure of public schools puts it at a disadvantage now. But for a long time in India and other countries knowledge has been hoarded by a few and even now improvement in living standards is happening at a very different pace for the poorer 60 ot 70 % of the country when compared with the rest. Moreover those who are better educated don’t want to explain anything to anyone else and there is no effort to make things transparent to the general public, be it the workings of a government office or that of a computer. The less educated are at the mercy of the “smarter” ones. These “smart” people laugh at the stupidity of Americans who put explanations on everything. 

5. Obama a wanderer? David Brooks wrote a very insightful article in the New York Times (to read go to http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/05/opinion/05brooks.html?_r=1&em&oref=slogin
In this article Mr. Brooks provides a fresh perspective on the question of why Obama is not farther ahead of McCain in spite of all the factors in his favor. People have come up with some obvious and simplistic reasons but Mr. Brooks says the reason could be that Obama has never really been attached to anything and hence it is difficult to pin down who he is. Is he a lawyer? An academic? An activist? A liberal or just a pragmatic politician? What is his true religion? Where is he really from? But Mr. Brooks stopped short of the answer that comes naturally of his own questions. Perhaps Obama’s basic nature is independence and self-reliance. Perhaps it is a source of strength that he does not want to be enslaved by any particular ideology or affiliation. I hope voters look at him favorably as someone who will not be beholden to any particular interest group rather than look at him as someone who will not be committed to any particular cause.

5. Like many of you I was shocked and distressed by the John Edwards story. First it was Elliott Spitzer who disappointed us, and now John Edwards. Two people with a lot of potential who could have done so much for the common people. I can only hope that it was their human frailty that caused them to live such gigantic lies and not some fundamental flaw in their character and that they were in politics not for the power but for the people. 

6. I am not really qualified to talk about this, but nevertheless I will. I think sex gives the most satisfaction when there is deep love and a sense of belonging between the partners. Other kinds of sex may be more passionate or pleasurable, but ultimately not satisfactory, probably. Both arranged marriage and people who marry for love are looking for the same thing – a deep love and a sense of belonging. But whether they succeed and how long it takes them, that is the big question.

7. Watching the Olympics: In today’s competitive world, nobody wants the stupid silver medal anymore. Forget about the bronze. 

8. I am finding it difficult to watch McCain’s campaign and continue to believe that he is just doing what he needs to do to win the election. Either his age and the stress of the campaign are conspiring to cloud his judgment, creating the danger that any day now there will be a meltdown moment, or he is simply not the man I thought he was. The following article from NY Times seems to indicate the latter: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/17/opinion/17rich.html?em
8. Bison David Oliver Wins Olympic Bronze Medal

 Howard alumnus David Oliver clinched the bronze medal in the Olympic 110-meter hurdles this morning.  Oliver clocked a time of 13.18 seconds, .25 seconds behind Cuban world-record holder Dayron Robles, who won the gold medal in 12.93 seconds. American David Payne claimed second place in 13.17 seconds.  The Denver native was one of the favorites in this event and won all three preliminary rounds.  While at Howard, the 6-foot-2 Oliver won four Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference (MEAC) championships in the 110-meter hurdles and graduated in 2004 with a marketing degree from the School of Business.  Oliver won the 110m hurdles at the U.S. Olympic Trials in Eugene, Ore., and earned a berth in the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. Oliver finished the race in 12.95 seconds and set the Hayward Track record.  Congratulations to David Oliver on this monumental achievement.

9. Americans work very hard at having fun and try equally hard to have fun at work.

10. In retrospect, Joe Biden is an excellent choice for Obama, because I think there is much he could teach Obama. Obama, it appears to me, is at heart someone who thinks beyond the boundaries of our everyday experience.  Most people, for better or worse, think of life in terms of their own families, kinsfolk, and don’t venture too much beyond the social circles of people of similar backgrounds and don’t look too far beyond their own needs. Biden could teach Obama how to connect with such people who are not so idealistic and show them that he shares their concern.
11. I read Michael Gerson’s posts on the Washington Post before and after Obama’s big speech in Denver. I too am saddened to see that Obama has had to resort to the traditional politics as opposed to the new, post-partisan politics he promised. But I think it is too early to draw such a conclusion as Mr. Gerson does, that all that is left of Obama is his talent and ambition. While he is doing certain things in response to the McCain campaign’s constant attempt to drag the campaign into the mud, I am giving him the benefit of doubt now. I have faith that he will indeed deliver on his promise of a unifying approach that would heal the divisions of this country. But I am slightly more skeptical of his ability to deliver on all his economic promises including his promise of eliminating oil imports from the middle east in 10 years. While I have no doubt his plans have been well researched and well designed by his excellent team of advisors, there is certainly an element of exaggeration and hopeful speculation in some of his promises.

