Hi everyone, 

Hope all is well. Here are some thoughts and observations from the past week, condensed for your reading convenience :-)

Sankar

PS: Since I wrote this I hear that the Palin-Fey face-off is going to take place on tomorrow night’s SNL. Should be fun to watch.

Random Thoughts (64)

10/17/2008

1. Say what you will about the presidential candidates. All the four women in the campaign are very attractive, speaking just as a male of the species. Of them Sarah Palin is certainly the most entertaining. I am looking forward to the Palin – Fey face-off on SNL or better yet, a Palin-Obama face-off on the basketball court.

2. (Tue, 10/14) This evening I was walking to the College Park metro station after spending a few hours at the university library. It was a very pleasant evening, and although it was almost a half-hour walk, I wanted to enjoy it instead of taking the shuttle bus. I have always enjoyed this walk through the leafy suburban streets leading to the station. It was even more pleasant at this twilight hour. The road was almost dark and the houses were quiet, light gently filtering through the windows. It reminded me of my feelings while walking through streets in India at twilight. It is a very contemplative time, perhaps induced by our circadian rhythms moving the body and mind from a state of activity to a state of rest. It was the best time of the day when I was in India. It was the time of evening worship, the time when women would light lamps for the deities and people chanted prayers. One felt a sense of peace and contentment, even in the poorest of neighborhoods. There is a rhythm, a groundedness to life. In the US I don’t feel that in all the places. It makes me wonder, perhaps peace and contentment is what this country really needs. Could it be that all this striving and running after material prosperity is merely a futile chase after a mirage of peace in the deserts of greed and ambition? Perhaps all those people trying hard to make enough money to live in a big house in a good neighborhood are really just looking for a peaceful life? Maybe America will be better off if there was a reorientation of society towards family, community, church / spirituality? If every community in the US were to be reoriented like that, then they would all become peaceful, desirable places to live? Perhaps the incessant activity in the workplace is simply a means to derive a sense of purpose, and maybe that same sense of purpose could be achieved through tireless action for social harmony, peace and spiritual progress? There are a lot of places in America where I feel that peace and contentment, including these streets in College Park. There are places where people are grounded, not chasing after things. But then again, America wouldn’t be what it is without all that running around. I love that part of America too, its youthful energy, the noisy bars and raucous arenas, discos bouncing with the pounding feet of nubile women and drunken, hormonal men. Ultimately peace and contentment are not just about silence and sobriety, but rather also about seeing the beauty and joy in all there is. But it takes much silence and contemplation to get there.

3. There is no doubt McCain is an extraordinary man, a man of nobility and decency. In spite of all his shenanigans and chameleon like behavior during this campaign I still like him personally. And I wonder, had it been someone more unscrupulous, like George Bush (who, ironically, hit McCain with the lowest of low blows in that South Carolina primary in 2000), how this campaign would have been different. In the beginning I felt that it was a waste that these two extraordinary men had to go at each other. Now I think perhaps it was for the best. I shudder to think what a George Bush or even a Mitt Romney would have done against Obama. 

4. It is ironic how Obama has become sort of the liberal version of George Bush. Just as liberals called Bush an empty suit who was only good as a campaigner, conservatives are calling Obama an empty suit, a suave hipster whose only talent is in giving good speeches and charming crowds. Just as Bush courted his conservative base and then pivoted to the mainstream in the elections, Obama courted the anti-war, pro-social justice left during the primaries and is now courting the mainstream. The main difference, though, is that Obama is more like Reagan than Bush in many respects. It remains to be seen what he would do if elected. But conservative commentators are being willfully intellectually dishonest when they dismiss the many tangible accomplishments and capabilities of Obama and attribute his rise in the polls to mere circumstance.

5. I am grateful to those things that make me question myself and help me stay honest. One tends to settle into certain patterns of thinking and get stuck in certain viewpoints, especially as one gets older. It is good to question one’s deepest assumptions, from time to time, though the process can be painful. I often wonder if I am on the right track – in my spiritual path, social life, career, personal life and so on. I wonder about my core beliefs and the choices that I have made. It is a bit scary to do that, because you worry if you will lose your identity and the sources of your strength. It is always unsettling to move outside your comfort zone. Right now, for example, I question myself whether I am doing the right thing in putting so much time and effort into this election. In such times what helps me is trying to rise above the ego. As long as I am worrying about what is good for me, whether I am doing the right thing, etc., -- basically as long as the word “I” remains in the sentence -- it will be difficult to make the right decisions. It is a very subtle thing, the ego. Even when you think you are being truly unselfish, a bit of ego could creep in – you might start patting yourself on the back for being unselfish. I try to simply let go of my little self, and just listen to the silence amidst the din of daily life. I try to see things from a distance, from an outside perspective. Most of all, I try to bring a sense of connection to the world and a feeling of love to my contemplation, and then I feel a little bit better about the decisions that I make. 

6. As the Bush era comes to its close, albeit in a frighteningly calamitous fashion, one question that arises is what good came out of it? If God does have a purpose in all that happens, what was the purpose of the past eight years? There are a few good things that Bush has done, chief among them being increased funding for some aid programs in Africa. But assuming that everything happens for the good, and that the American people are basically decent, what was gained from having the Bush-Cheney rule for the past eight years? I believe that there was a cultural disconnect, between the mainstream values of middle and rural America and the values of the urban sophisticate America. There are good aspects to both, but there were excesses on either side and in general there was a disconnect and lots of misunderstanding. What the past eight years of Bush, Cheney, Fox news and others have done is to provide an outlet for the protests of middle and rural America, and a conduit for the conversation to begin. What I am hoping now, through the ascendancy of people such as Obama, Hillary, and progressive preachers such as Jim Wallis, is for the conversation to continue from the other side and a consensus and common ground to emerge. Obama seemed to lay the groundwork for that in the debate on Wednesday. David Gergen pointed out very astutely that the way you run your campaign, especially in the last one or two months, gives a roadmap and lays the groundwork for your administration. If that were the case Obama is laying a good on-ramp leading up to his administration, were he to close the deal on election day. Now if you did not believe in such a thing as God or even some kind of purpose to life, you could simply say this is all part of a ying-yang cycle. Of course that would need a belief in a Gaia-like theory of the universe as an organism. In that case perhaps you can take a purely utilitarian point of view and say society is seeking some sort of collective balance,  the result of the interaction of all the varied self-interests of all the individuals, enlightened or not. Or else you can be cynical and just shrug and say that people voted for Bush because they were worried that the country was becoming too “foreign” or too unsafe.

