Fourth Floor Rain-bow                           Nipun’s Journals: January 29th
As we were moving out of our apartment, I blurted out: "Guri, do you know what you're doing? Selling everything, moving out of your home, saying goodbye to all your friends, letting go of a thriving organization ... all for what? For some unknown destination outside your comfort zone, for some unknown reason?" 

I paused and then continued my tirade as Guri, Harinder and my mom were wrapping up the packing. "It's one thing to leave if you're dis-satisfied, lacking in some way, wanting adventures, feeling the need to make a difference in the world. But I have it all here. Why would I leave all this? Now, why exactly am I leaving again?"

They all thought I was joking, and started laughing. I mean, I was sort of joking but not really. You gotta be pretty crazy to do something like this without a rational reason.

For the next half hour, we wrapped up our packing as the rain outside intensified. Then it started pouring like I've never seen in Berkeley. And out of the nowhere, out came the sun.

And the most beautiful, full semi-circle rainbow across the Berkeley hills. From the fourth floor, we had a perfect front-row view of the most majestic rainbow that any of us had seen in our entire lives.
(Photo: Raindbow. Look-up that photo from that day or find another)
A Letter to CharityFocus volunteers   Nipun’s Journals: January 31st
Dear Friends, 

I'm eternally grateful to be associated with the energy that has brought CharityFocus together. Thank you for years of inspiration. 

As most of you know, I'm headed to India in a couple hours. Like most things I do, this is a one-way journey without any plans. Maybe I'll return in a month, maybe two, maybe not. I don't know much but nonetheless, I'm giving it all I got -- my life. 

I'm very proud of the significant ways in which CharityFocus has touched the world. But I'm most proud that we have stayed true to the spirit of service, six years and many successes later. We have moved the world, not with money but with the sheer strength of love. We have achieved outcomes, not with manipulative strategies to get ahead but with full attention to the process. We have changed lives, not by fixing problems on the outside but by changing ourselves deep down. Thank you for these offerings that will nourish me for a long time to come. 

Wherever my service experiments take me, you can be sure that if I find something valuable, I will come back again and again to share it with you, until all your cups are overflowing. 

Because service knows no goodbyes, I'll simply say "namaste" -- a bow to the entire universe that resides in each of your hearts. 

May all good things come, 

Fragrance of Love (February 10, 2005)

"Who are we meeting?" Guri asked me. "This guy named Ashwin Trivedi." "Who's that?" "I don't really know. Friend of a friend." "Why are we meeting him?" "I don't really know." "What are we going to talk about?" "Well, I don't really know." 

Guri looks to Viral, with a familiar smile, shaking her head. :) Two hours in a jam-packed, local Bombay train can be quite an experience, especially if you don't know whose house you are going to or why you are going there. 

But that's business as usual around here. :)

As we sat down with Ashwinbhai, he asked us if we had any questions. Turns out, people go to him for answers. 

It turns out, Ashwin-bhai is quite a personality. An unwilling mystic, you can even say. A very rational seeker of Truth, he had been everywhere, met tons of spiritual giants like J. Krishnamurti, Pandurang Shastri, and Osho, read many many books and lived through many experiments with Truth. Still unsatisfied, he was searching for an experiential understanding of "God". As is often the case, the answer was right under his nose -- his wife, who introduced him to "Bhai". 

A spiritual teacher in a small village of Gujarat, Bhai was giving a discourse one day and his seventy-something year old finger points to Ashwinbhai, as he declares, "From this day, he will answer all your worldly questions. You can come to me for spiritual questions." Much to his surprise, Ashwinbhai didn't know how a skeptic like him could be given such a position. But from that day onwards, he boldly stepped up to be an instrument of service with some new faculties that he was now blessed with. 

People go to Ashwinbhai with questions. So right as we sat down, he asked us if we have any questions. Guri, Viral and I silently stared at him. We didn't have any questions, nor did we know why we were there. 

And so the conversation started. :) Within minutes, he started referencing personal experiences with saints we read and appreciated. Immediately, we could relate to his rational approach to spirituality. He narrated his own personal spiritual journey, with absolutely unbelievable -- and inspiring -- experiences. Every ten-twenty minutes, someone or another would come in but he continued with his story-telling session. One after another, his English-Gujarati-Hindi-mix stories kept him away from his busy schedule and kept Guri, Viral and I spellbound for almost two hours. 

He said that our meeting was destined. (My guess is that he might say most things are destined :)). Nonetheless, one thing was clear: all of us were energized by this authentic "sat-sang" (meeting of hearts in dharma). When we met his wife, she confidently told us that we would meet again. 

"Just remember, you haven't come to India. You were sent here," Ashwinbhai told us as we were about to leave. "God wants you to experience reality. The heavenly showers are pouring continuously but when there are hardships, it is not because God doesn't support you but because he wants to educate you." We asked for his blessings, but he said it wasn't his place to give us blessings; instead, he hugged us. He even made it a point to tell Guri that she was very pure from the inside. 

Whenever asked about the "purpose of life", Ashwinbhai sums it up in one sentence: "Spread the fragrance of love throughout eternity."

(Photo: A Public Train shot in Bombay)

Gap Between Us and Vivekananda (February 13, 2005)

Dilipbhai, who helped found Seva-Rural, was talking about Vivekananda today. 

Among other things, he said, "Our problem is that we don't know things, we know about things." After a short pause, he continued, "To us, someone is LIKE a brother and someone is LIKE a mother; but to Vivekananand, everyone IS a brother and a mother. That's the gap between us and Vivekananda." 
Praying Lips, Helping Hands (February 17, 2005) 

As Guri and I entered our room, there a bag of goodies in our room on a little couch. The hand-made bag read: 


Vegetable Seller At Gandhi Ashram (February 19, 2005)

No vacations. Life is open 7 days a week, 24 hours a day for Jayesh Patel. Whether he's sitting at the Gandhi Ashram or not, he is constantly serving. His philosophy is simple -- give everything to whatever comes up in the present moment. I mean, everything. No if-only's, no what-if's, no doubts. Just plain ol' compassion, every moment. 

With the 700 million poor people in India, with a prime spot like the Gandhi Ashram where anyone can walk in anytime, you would think that he would run out of resources but he doesn't. Despite running 7 organizations that touch thousands of lives -- most prominently, Manav Sadhna that educates 7400 slum children every year -- he is never stressed, angry or disappointed. Jayeshbhai says that true service only knows love. 

When a beggar (he would never call them that) comes to him to ask for money, he will gently pat their face and ask them how they are doing and invite them for a meal at the ashram; when he walks through the slums, almost everyone recognizes him as he hugs all the "untouchables"; when we showed up first at the Gandhi Ashram, he welcomed us with a huge line of kids who all high-fived us; when John showed him The Tickle Bugs, he called a publisher to translate it in Gujarati within two hours. 

Whatever the cause, Jayeshbhai has the answer. In fact, it's the same answer everytime -- serve. 

Some know him as Jayesh Patel who was born at the Gandhi Ashram, Guri thinks of him as the Godfather of Service, Peters calls him the Goodfather, John considers it a blessing just to witness "him". But I wanted to see him really tested. I mean really tested. 

And so it happened, just as I was sitting next to him at the Gandhi Ashram. 

A man in his mid-thirties walks in with a teary eyes and a weary face. A while back, Jayeshbhai had seen him selling vegetables on the streets; in random conversation, he gave him a card with his contact information and said that if he ever needed anything, he should find him at the Gandhi Ashram. 

This illiterate man travelled a long way to find Jayeshbhai; everywhere, he would show Jayeshbhai's card and go from one place to another, until just now, when he found his destination. 

His wife was dying of cancer. She needed three bottles of blood and three thousand rupees before the end of the day, to have a chance at an operation. He tried everything for the last eight days; and nothing was working. He couldn't even give his own blood since he was under 50 Kilograms in weight. 

As an offering to "God", he hadn't had any food in the last entire week. When Jayeshbhai finds out, he first offers him some food. He declines, after repeated offers; his primary interest is his wife's health. 

Quite honestly, I was still thinking -- how in the world can you trust this guy, how are you going to come up with three thousand rupees, and how exactly are you are going to help a dying patient. Instead Jayeshbhai tells him, "Don't worry, brother. We'll do everything we can to help your wife. Don't worry, and have some food. Will you?" He nods, somehow affirmed. 

Almost immediately, Jayeshbhai passed around an empty container to the twenty-some odd folks in the room -- all doing their own things at the time -- and asked a kid to encourage others to contribute whatever he can. I anonymously put in practically everything I had in my wallet, Rs. 150. He asked someone else to open up an emergency stash that he keeps for such kindness related acts. And confidently looked at me and said in Gujarati, "Watch, it'll all work out just right." 

Within ten-fifteen minutes, he had about 1140 rupees collected and three volunteers were ready to give their blood. Just like that. And here I'm still wondering if this is a legit case for kindness. 

Then he cancelled his plans with bunch of us, for the night, and went to the hospital to comfort this vegetable seller and his wife. Next day, Jayeshbhai told us in his spirited yet calming tone: "See how God does his magic. One of my friends who is doctor called me last night, as I was going to the hospital, and he said that he would admit her for free at her hospital right away!" 

The operation went on. 

Unfortunately, the woman didn't survive. But the vegetable seller's spirit in humanity did survive. 

Jayeshbhai donated the collected money to ensure a proper funeral for the unknown lady. And so ends another day in the life of a true karma yogi at the Gandhi Ashram. 

(Photo: Jayeshbhai/Gandhi Ashram)

Washing Clothes Samadhi (February 23, 2005)

So, yesterday was the first time that I was wearing *all* hand-washed clothes. 

When I was washing my clothes ... 

· First thought: hail to laundry machines! This is crazy. 

· Second thought: this is really inefficient. It's not a bad thing to do, but such a waste of time. 

· Third thought: what I should do is figure a way to pay-forward a laundry machine to these guys. 

· Fourth thought: you know, this is not so bad; but I should really simplify my clothes. Why do I have these fancy pockets and stuff? 

· Fifth thought: what if I only had two pairs of clothes? Wear one, clean one. Easy, simple, no nonsense. 

Twenty minutes later, I carried my clothes to the nearest sunshine.
(Photo: Clothesline)
A Tireless Stream (March 05, 2005)

It was an unusual first question: "How long have you been doing this?" After being in complete awe of his work, within minutes, it's the only thing that came to mind. He smiled, then almost laughed and said, "Many lives." 

At the time, I didn't know Kanti-kaka had received the highest honor in India -- Padmashree -- as a sculptor or that his 15 foot carvings were anonymously placed in places like Union Square, or that he had lived with the likes of Mahatma Gandhi and Vinoba Bhave. 

All I knew was that I was standing in front of a simple, 80 year old saint, from whom I had much to learn. 

To see inspiration, you first have to open your eyes. So we walk 2 hours to meet Kanti-kaka, as is now our habit. Journey people that we are, we also don't take any appointments; if it's meant to be, it will be. 

And today was meant to be. 

We walk into a simple home, with abundant chikoo trees and about two dozen peacocks freely roaming under them. Kanti-kaka's wife passed away many years ago and he had no kids, so he stayed with his sister in a simple home with an adjoining warehouse that served as his workshop. 

First thing you notice is the strikingly high ceiling. Almost immediately after that, you see the 15 foot statues, lined up one after another ... each with its own unique expression. And then, you feel a deep sense of peace. 

A thin, frail man with bright eyes, slowly walks up to us and greets us. Very quickly, we start sharing stories. From meditation to spirituality to anecdotes with legendary souls, Kanti-kaka is solid, inside and out. It's obvious why this man carries such a strong presence. 

"If a child asks you, what's the purpose of life, what would you," I'm cut off as Kanti-kaka retorts: "Purpose is in the future. Why do you need a purpose? Whatever is in front of you is your purpose." 

"You see, there's a story from the Upanishads. A young man comes back from college, thinking he knows it all. His father tells him to find a branch of a Banyan tree and find that tree's source. The son brings back a seed. The father then asks him to break open the seed and find its source. The son declares, 'There's nothing.' 'Well, son, it is from that nothing that everything has emerged. If you don't know that nothing, you don't know anything,' the Dad concludes." 

All of us share a nice laugh. 

"You have spent time with so many saints, so many have visited you, you have worked with so many others. Who have you benefited most from?" I asked. "There are many gurus, but very few sad-gurus. What all sad-gurus point to is your ultimate teacher -- your own soul." 

I really felt like he was reflecting what was on my mind. So I keep on firing questions: "You have a meditation room. Do you meditate?" With a sagely yet innocent look, he says, "Yes, I love to meditate. I sit in silence 30-40 minutes everyday. But whenever you meditate, you have already made a compartment about what is non-meditation. Meditation has to be a constant stream for 24 hours. Real test of meditation is how you handle your life situations. If you have preferences, and you cannot accept life as it comes, you aren't meditating." 

Clearly, to me, this man is speaking dharma. 

Then Kanti-kaka describes a time when he travelled all the way to New York, only to be denied entry. He sat there for almost 18 hours at the airport, in the same spot. Eventually, he had to return back to India. Turns out, it was an error on their part. "Whatever the case, you have to have the ability to be still, to be able to tell yourself to sit down and be quiet," he added. 

Anandamayi Ma, a famous India saint with millions of followers, comes to Kanti-kaka's house to find that 'quiet'. "Whenver I need peace, I will come here," she told him once. There's nothing special about the place, except that it's Kanti-kaka's lab. Every piece is an act of worship, an expression of his soul. Although he was tempted once, none of his work bears his name. He has no benefactors; everything, every single thing, he owns will be donated to the country after his death. 

Before we left, I had to ask him the big-A question. "Kaka, what advice would you have for us?" He laughs, "Advice? I have no advice. How can I give advice? You have find your own answers, within the depths of your own soul. It's all there, waiting to be discovered." 

There it is. Everything about Kaka's humility, wisdom, and dignity is summed up in one response. 

On the side, Jayeshbhai ruffles the newspaper in his hands. We had kept Kaka too long; he was pumped-up, we were pumped-up but it was obvious that he needed rest. (Incidentally, Jayeshbhai was holding an article by Kantikaka: "Truth, God and me. Just like Water, Steam, and Ice.") 

"Kaka, we had better go. You must be getting tired." With an ever-true smile, he concludes: "A stream never gets tired of flowing." 

For a few moments, we got to be in that flow too. 

Just One Sentence (March 13, 2005)
"I have never purchased anything in my life," she said.

Sometimes, just one sentence like that can knock you down. Especially if you realize that person saying that is an almost-80 year old Gandhian who has walked 40,000 kilometers trying to inspire the spirit of service.

Nirmala Deshpande, largely known as "Didi", is a legend; she walked with Vinoba Bhave during the Bhoodan movement, people like Indira Gandhi used to follow her, Dalai Lama has never refused her invitation, President Musharaf of Pakistan gives her a huge welcome for talks on non-violence.

I knew I was going to meet her early on in my India trip. But I didn't know how. Well, it just so happens that four of us went to pick her up; she needed a pass for the next day's Dandi March and the booth at the airport was a chaos. As others are attempting to secure her pass, Nirmala-didi says that she wants to rest. We take her to the car. Soon, it's just me and her.

It turns out that everybody else got stuck for an hour, and while Nirmala-didi and I spent quality hour taking about dharma. She asked me what I was doing in India, and I told her whatever I knew. And she told me stories about how she has "made it a habit to never carry any money and trust the universe."

When you don't plan meetings, the universe does it for you. I love it!

Let's Get on With the Show (March 30, 2005) 

"We use mosquito nets because at night, unconsciously, we might injure them," he says. It takes a moment for that statement to hit you. Most people use mosquito nets to protect themselves, not the mosquitoes!

But of course, this is a wandering Jain monk who doesn't use fans, electricity, or chairs and has spent 34 of his 42 year life walking from one place to another.

It's rather random that I'm in front of him, asking shameless questions, especially when there's a Wednesday night meditation going on with 30-35 people. But such were the circumstances, the night before I am about to take off on the boldest pilgrimage of my life.

"What have you gained by walking?" I ask him, with his disciples seated around him in the moonlit light. "Walking is a very humble activity that allows you to connect with the most common man. And when you walk with full trust in the universe, you learn to accept everything that comes. Good or bad, you see it all as karma," the monk said.

"Your disciple tells me that you got hit by a truck while walking, many years ago. What went through your mind at that time?" I press him to relate theory to his personal life.

"Prior to the accident, I had a feeling something bad was going to happen but you don't know how it will manifest. So I was ready to take whatever came. When I was hit by the truck, I was unconscious for six hours. After I woke up, they told me that they have the driver who hit me and I immediately told 'em to let him go. He made a mistake. It's ok. This was my pending karma," he said in a very matter of fact way.

Touched by his be-the-change life, I ask him: "So really, we should all just walk out on the streets right now. Sooner or later, if we have to face our karma, why waste time rotating in maya? Let's just get on with the show, right now." He smiles and adds, "Yes."

Another Bold Experiment (March 30, 2005)

Howard Thurman once said, "Do what makes you come alive, because what the world needs most are people who have come alive." In that spirit, our next experiment is to "walk" paths we're inspired to take, letting groups naturally self-organize around it, all the while staying together as a family bound by the values of service, spirituality and love. Sounds almost like a mission statement. :) 

· Guri and I are walking per our original inspiration from a year ago, without much of an external goal: in search of the "good", within and without, we are heading South of Ahmedabad to profile inspirations that we encounter. 

· Mark and John are staying in Ahmedabad, to address sanitation on the streets (a la Ten minutes at 10 PM). Using themselves as an example, they hope to create a widespread movement in the community. 

· Viral and Eric are heading to Kutch, to explore spirituality of the region, it's people and culture. Both of them are going with a loose focus, but primarily motivated by their gut feelings. 

· Sheetal is going in silence for a bit and staying open ended beyond that. 

· Jayeshbhai, Anarben and the ManavSadhna/Indicorps crew are continuing their existing work, while showering their full support to everyone on all journeys. 

We hope to recovene, and create some repository of inspirational service journeys, that people -- many who want to join -- could plug into or initiate in different parts of the country. Long back, I envisioned a distributed iJourneys; perhaps this could be that. Or not. :) 

Known to the Unknown, Day 1 (March 31, 2005)

It's our first day on the pilgrimage. As we leave the Gandhi Ashram at 6AM, Guri and I share repeated looks: "This feels so right." Seven years ago, neither of us could've guessed that we'll get married, leave everything, and walk with a simple back-pack on us, smilingly heading into the unknown in search of the "good". 

But here it is, right here, right now.

Today, our plan is to walk 22 kilometers to a small village outside Ahmedabad. We plan to sleep outside if no one hosts us, use water from temples and other public outlets, budget dollar a day for any other expenses including food, meditate two hours, reflect for another hour, and connect with the "good" in all life. Next couple days are more of the same (universe willing) till we get to Dr. Doshi's in Chicodra.

It's a humble (and slightly scary :)) journey, a walk from the known to the unknown.

Our first stop is at a temple. An onlooker looks at us and I befriend him. "What kind of journey are you on?" he asks. "A journey to remove our lens of 'maya' (illusion)," I tell him. Somehow, he immediately signals the tea stall guy to get us a cup of tea as we start our five minute conversation. Guri and I smile in cognition that this was our first offering.

At the second stop, another lady comes and asks us, "Going to Jatalpur?" A little surprised I say, "Yes." With a dignified smile, she circumambulates the temple. I look to Guri and ask, "How did she know? Maybe everyone here goes to Jatalpur?" I turn around to see the lady load a huge bag of trash on her head and walk off.

We are quite confident that things will work out. But then we get to our first destination -- Aslali -- and ask if we can sleep on the Swaminaryan temple floors at night. "No, we don't allow that here," came the reply from the temple "pujari". Um, oops. Plan B? None. We eat some awesome 10 Rupee food, and keep walking in the noon heat.

On the way, Guri says with a noticeable smirk, "So we don't know where we are going to sleep at night. I'm ready to sleep under this tree right here." With a complimentary smirk, I retort: "You mean, with our buddies, rats and dogs and bugs?" Both of us knew it could come down to it.

We keep walking, not so confident anymore. :)

In the next town, we run into an ashram that is willing to host us. After asking what we're doing, they chit-chat amongst them a bit, and then the chief saint hands us a key with a "VIP" keychain. It ends up being the nicest room we have had in India thus far. And they even feed us awesome dinner.

"Cosmic joke is on us," Guri adds as our exhausted bodies go to sleep, with an alarm for set for 4AM.
(Photo: In front of gandhi’s house)

Starting on the Journey                              Guri’s Journals: March 31st
Nipun and I wake up around 4:30, even though we didn’t sleep until almost 1:00 ‘clock last night. We’re both excited and ready to go by 5:30am and although we told everyone not to wake up so early in the morning, several people are up to say goodbye and wish us well. Jayesh-bhai insists on walking us to the Gandhi Ashram, where we will be starting our journey. 
I notice the bright full moon above us, as we step out of Jayesh-bhai’s house, its light guides us to the ashram.  The streets are mostly dark and quiet, with the occasional dog barking and lazily wondering what we’re doing up so early while the rest of city lies asleep. It’s hard to hold back tears as the three of us walk up the stairs of Gandhi’s old home. I realize the magnitude of what we are about to do. This is it. Everything that we’ve known for the past couple of months in India will be left behind us. This will be different than anything that either of us has ever known in our entire lives. 

Sitting cross-legged in the place where Gandhi slept, I think about the principles, with which he lived his life and how he must have felt before leaving for the Salt March, never to return back to this house again. We do the Sarva-dharma-prarthna, a beautiful prayer written by Vinoba Bhave, integrating words from different religions to remind us of the interconnection between all faiths. Jayesh-bhai has been teaching me this prayer, one line at a time, so that I understand the full meaning behind each word. I have yet to finish learning the entire prayer. Jayesh-bhai gives us his blessings and bids us farewell as I wonder if I will ever have a chance to finish learning the prayer from him.
 
A little anxious and excited, we walk off like school children, not knowing what to expect from the hours, days or months ahead. We walk through the streets of Ahmedabad as the night is just starting to disperse into the daylight. The homeless people sleeping on the streets are starting to stir. This is probably the most peaceful time on these busy streets and intersections. 

Exactly two months after leaving the U.S., we are leaving on a journey on foot, to search for the good in the world. All that we have with us are our basic necessities: three pairs of clothes, few toiletry items, towel, water bottle, a couple of first-aid items, map, and a journal. We also brought our tools of service: a laptop, camera, and an audio recorder between the two of us. I’m surprised how heavy my bag actually is, or perhaps I’m just really out of shape. We are definitely going to have to get in shape real fast if we want to make it out here. The sun is in full bloom as we near the edge of the city. Parts of the walk are in complete silence, while others are spent in planning or rather wondering about the days to come. 
As we walk on the outskirts Ahmedabad, I realize how much we missed by traveling in cars and rickshaws. I didn’t even know there was a colorful flower market by the bridge, followed by an even larger vegetable market. Crowds of people bargain for there vegetables and fruits, that perhaps they end up selling for a little more in the city shops. In India, you find everything, everywhere -- I notice a camel taking care of his morning business when a huge warm pie of his waste falls right next to my foot. He bends his neck to the right to see where it landed.  We decide to stop for five minutes every hour just to put our bags down and to stretch out. This seems a lot harder than I thought. My bag is heavy and it’s starting to get real hot, real fast.

We’re hoping to reach a temple before it gets really hot in the afternoon, asking for directions every now and again just to make sure we’re going in the right direction. It’s starting to get really windy and the dust is blowing right into our eyes. It’s the worst when trucks pass by but both of us are pretty balanced. Neither of us expected this to be easy.
We’re full of nothing but optimism on our first day. One may say its naïve optimism but optimistic we are, smiling at everyone that crosses our path.
Two Potters of Bareja                         Nipun’s Journals: April 01, 2005
"To: Bareja, Ghansyhambhai, near Rameshwar temple". "No, no, no, just write Kheda Taluka." "Ok, give the number of your friend in Narol." "Ok, ok, To: Bareja ..." After about five minutes of group brainstorm, the family comes up with a mailing address. It is obvious that they have never received mail before.

On the second day of our walk, we pass a series of potters. Guri stops to say hello and the next door neighbors call us to see if we need water. "No, but thank you," Guri responds with a smile. "How 'bout some tea? Can we give you some tea?" It's hard to tell if they can afford the milk for tea but it's not so hard to see their enthusiasm; I hesitatingly blurt, "Not for me, but my wife is big tea fan, so she'll have some." (Incidentally, it was Guri's tea time anyhow. :))

It turns out to be quite an inspired family: two brothers in their twenties, their wives and their parents, all living in a one room hut, making pots and earning about 40 rupees per day. None of them drink, smoke, chew tobacco, or anything else. And it's obvious in the quality of their presence. The older brother, Ghanshyam, doesn't even have tea.

"We are lucky that we have enough, and we can stay together as a family," Ghanshyam says as Guri places a candy in the mouth of his mute 2-year-old daughter. He tells us how he quit school to learn pottery from his mom, teaches us about pottery himself, and explains the economics of how the city middle-men take most of the profit from this.

And then things get spiritual, as Guri sips her tea from a dirty saucer. We talk about sincerity, devotion and trust in the universe. They are awed by our journey and ask us questions before collectively saying, "See, this is the right kind of journey. The Dandi-yatra that passed through here, couple weeks back wasn't all that deep. There was a board on one of the buses that quoted Gandhi about not smoking and right underneath it, one of their own men was smoking. People think we are villagers who can be manipulated, but we are not that dumb."

It's hard to explain but both Guri and I separately felt like we were really connecting with this family. We wanted to give them something but we didn't have anything. It's a weird feeling, especially for me; but it's great because it consciously forces you to dig a little deeper than your wallet. Around about the same time, Guri takes out her camera and takes a photo, which gets them all excited.

Fifteen minutes were up. We had to keep walking in the early hours of the day, if we were to make our 26 kilometer day. Before we can initiate the goodbyes, Ghanshyam reappears in the mix with two palm-sized, glazed, pottery pieces. "These are for you, with our best wishes for your journey to see God." Here we are, feeling indebted by their kindness and here they are putting us even deeper in thankfulness debt. We touch the feet of the father and mother of the house, as they verbalize very kind blessings, and accept smaller of the two offerings.

"Are you Hindu?" the father asks me, right as we are about to leave. Almost immediately, both the brothers and the mother of the house yell, "What does that matter, Dad?" I agree and add, "All paths leads to the same destination, indeed. But yes, I was born a Hindu and my wife is Sikh. And we are both human." The innocent Dad was possibly drawing conclusions from my ever-growing beard and bandana on my head, but it was a very cute moment nonetheless. 

"Can you please also bless our sons that they may also progress in their own paths to God," the Dad says as we were passing the rows of pots that will be sold in the monsoon season. I turn around and raise my hands, almost in jubilation of our shared connection, and say my piece: "May all good things come.”
(Photo: The Potter)
Perfect Strangers                                 Guri’s Journals: April 1st, 2005
Anyone that has gone trekking or mountain climbing will tell you that the real pain is truly felt the next morning. As I try to get out of bed, I feel the pain and the soreness in muscles that I didn’t even know I had. Hoping that my body will get used to the heat and the walking within a few more days, I force myself up and am ready to go by 6:00 am. 
After saying goodbye at the temple, we head out for a village named Navagam, which is a home to a freedom fighter who worked with Gandhi during the Independence movement. We’ve decided that as we walk, we will search for everyday heroes, and write about them and their work to spread the good news. Since we’re living off the kindness of others, this is a small part of our way of giving back. 
Govardhan Patel is our first interview! We have no idea what he will be like and have no expectations. In fact, we’re not even sure if he’ll be home.

The tiredness slowly slips away over the first hour and I’m ready to take on the day. As we walk, humming, “Om mani padme hum,” (A Tibetan chant which means: May all being be happy) and trying to convince each other that my way of singing is better, we come across a row of houses where Potters live. Curious about piles of trash in front of some of the houses, I stop to ask how it got there and what they plan to do with it. One of the women stops what she’s doing and hesitantly explains that it comes from nearby towns and they use it as fuel (including plastic!) for firing up the clay pots. Their neighbors come to inquire about where we were headed. We tell them that we were searching for people who’ve spent their lives doing seva (service work) to write about them and spread goodness in the world. Curious to learn more, they excitedly invite us in for tea. As the mother makes the tea, half a dozen other family members inquisitively gather around us. I ask them about how pots were made. Her son and daughter-in-law are more than excited to show us. We’re only there for about fifteen minutes but there is such a great connection by the time we leave. They’re open and sharing and instead of small talk, we speak about things that are important to all of us. How often can we go into a random house and start discussing the positive things in our lives and the world? Before we leave, the Potter goes in and brings out two small clay vases as parting gifts. Touched by his generosity, although there was no room in our bags, we take one, and incessantly thanking them, leave for Navagam. We jot down their address (which they were unsure of themselves) promising to send them their photos later on.

Our First Interview                                      Guri’s Journals


We walk about 16 km, and as it’s starting to get really hot, we reach Navagam and the first person we ask knew exactly where Ghordhan bhai lives. Within five minutes, we find ourselves in front of a large, fearless, grand-fatherly man wearing white home-spun cotton clothes from head to toe. We briefly explain to him what we’re doing and that we have come here to profile him, so that others, especially our generation can get inspiration from such service-hearted individuals.
He’s touched by our sincerity, but as a hard-core practical guy he tries to convince us that we should structure our walk more and figure out exactly what areas we’re going to and plan out who to interview. He mentions that if we had come yesterday, he wouldn’t have been home. We both smiled and instantly said, “But you’re home today.” 
By the end of the interview, I’m honored to be sitting in his house. We learn that he pretty much had a hand in finding solutions to any problems that came up in the village, which explains why everyone knows him. He invites us to stay for lunch and to spend the rest of the afternoon there under the cool air of his ceiling fan. It amazes me how you can know someone for a few hours in India yet they feel like family. After spending the afternoon in one of his cool two-roomed home, we walk out into the heat and head to our destination for the day, a small town called Matar.  
Profile: Govardhan "Ironman" Patel                              
You can't find a single tea stall or a paan store or an alcohol bar or a gambling joint in Navaagam, a village outside Ahmedabad. There's one primary reason for this clean, literate, and inspiring village; his name is Govardhan Shambhubhai Patel. 

On March 13, 1934, second day of the infamous Dandi Yatra, Mahatma Gandhi stopped at Navaagaam. A prayer hall was organized for him, but when the clock hit 6PM Gandhi was still in the fields; so he halted everything and did his prayers right there on the farm. Fourteen year old Govardhan happened to be there with him. Later that night, Gandhi gave a talk at a public gathering and Govardhan was there as well.

"I used to be a pure Brahmin type: do your prayers every morning, don't touch the untouchables and what not. I even thought that English people were superior somehow. But then I heard Gandhi-ji speak," 90-year-old Govardhan recalls. "He talked about freedom, not fearing the English prisons, and so on but I think something about his face just transformed me. I decided right then that I was going to serve others."

When he was a year old, his mom passed away. When he was in fourth grade, he dropped out of school to serve his Dad who had just contracted polio. Out of sheer will, he studied at home and managed to pass 10th grade.

During this time, he teamed with 4-5 buddies and decided to serve his own town, with a population of a 1000 at that time. One by one, they would pick problems in their community and get them fixed up during their spare time; everything from ridding the village of mosquitoes to creating awareness about health issues. 

Soon enough, word got out about his leadership, influence and sincerity. Madhavlal Shah and Raojibhai Patel, two prominent Indians at the time, asked him to serve nearby villages. He refused. "Why?" everyone asked. "I'm in debt. I have to continue to farm to survive. So I will continue to stay here and serve Navaagam."

And then an amazing thing happened.

"All the town people came to me and said that they will farm for me, if I would go out and serve. So they literally divided up my farm into manageable sizes and collectively did my farming and gave me all the proceeds from the farm," Govardhan-kaka recalls with a sense of love in his eyes.

He would be out 355 out of 365 of the days. He went throughout the villages, affiliated with political parties and created solid social change. Everywhere, he would propose solutions, the naysayers would yell 'impossible', and he would prove them wrong. Again and again.

Partially, it was Govardhan-kaka's intellectual might. But in large part, it was his indefatigability: "Sleep, food and rest are three things I never think about. I had to set a certain time to eat, otherwise I would just forget. Quite literally, I have gone days without eating, simply because I forgot." And anyone who sees the 90 year old man move as if he was 55, would believe his statement.

Arguably the most interesting part of Govardhan-kaka's personna is that he applies his intellectual, physical and mental ferocity to everything. Including God. Seeing the contradictions of all the God-men, of all the saints in nearby temples, he quickly lost faith. In fact, he became an athiest. "I have one princple: whatever you don't like in others, make sure you don't do that yourself. That's it. No karma, no God, no after life, nothing doing," he says with an umph. In his later years, though, he admits to have known of a higher energy form but about God, he still thinks it's unnecessary to label it as such: "Serve and you'll be served. If there's a God, you're in good hands; if there isn't a God, society will take care of you. Either way, just serve."

Funny thing is that while he speaks out against many spiritual giants, all of them love him. "I once publicly told Pramukh Swami that he is not doing the right thing by creating all these saints. That is not what the world needs today. If he has a tried and true person of character, put him into politics and see his is able transform our political system. Pramukh Swami and I have very good relations and he's never disagreed with me. When I spent time with Ranghavdhut Maharaj, he knew my views on God and all the so called devotees but he would just smile and say that I was on the right path."

Govardhan-kaka is very clear that he is not doing 'seva' (selfless action) nor has he made any sacrifices. For him, being-the-change is just simple common sense.

"You have to be useful to others, even if it is just a word or two of advice to someone in need," he adds. If there is no opportunity to serve, he won't accept any temptation; his three daughters live in the United States but when they got him a green card, he rejected it because he is of use in Navagaam. He doesn't buy any gadgets either, unless they help in doing good work. "Anything you have should only be used for the good. I have a telephone, it is only for doing good. I can receive post (mail) here, it is only for good work. But I don't have a car or a scooter, because I can easily take the bus," Govardhan-kaka notes. And he is the same way with money. In 2004, Govardhan-kaka received the prestigious 'Vishwa Gujarati Samaj' award; he added 25% to his 100,000 rupee award and donated it to a local school that needed it.

Every evening, Govardhan-kaka sits under a particular tree in the village. All the villagers know to go there, if they want to talk with him. And after having spent most of his life in that village, everyone knows the essence of his advice: "Do what you can, to serve wherever you can. Whoever does good will have good."

Still, people visit him under the tree. Just to be with him.

(Photo: Govardhan-dada)                                             April 1st (A) ?

Being totally excited about our first interviewee, we headed out to Matar, where we had visited before with some family. After couple of hours of walking, the way seemed a lot longer and it was starting to get dark, about an hour or so before sunset. We passed very few villages and got different estimates to our destinations from people. I was a little concerned at first but realized that I had to let go of any fears and really fully be with the present moment. This is probably just one of the many challenges to come.

A rickshaw driver said it was about 10km away and we’d have to cross a river, but not to worry because the river should be shallow at this time of the year. We walked another 4-5 km before coming to a village called, Vasuna. By this time, it was around 7:30 and the night had set in. We met several people, some suggested not crossing the river at night while others said it would be fine. The more practical part of me kicked in and I suggested we find a place to stay in this village. There was a school in sight where we can probably sleep in the hallway. After being so exhausted, I couldn’t be bothered about food, sleep was all I needed.

As we were discussing this, a man overhears and inquires further about why we were here. Nipun gave him the usual spiel. Right away he said, “You can’t sleep at the school with all these bugs. Follow me.” I couldn’t see his face in the dark so it was hard to judge his sincerity. Generally, I would ask about a million questions but I knew I had to “let go” and it wasn’t in our hands anyways, so I followed. He led us to a two-room clay house, spread out a sheet on the floor for us to sit on and offered us some water. He went out to the other room for a second and we took an opportunity to explain ourselves to his wife, who immediately responded, “this is your own home, of course, you should come here,” and left the room to probably work out the details of our stay. Later we learned that there were three brothers, their wives and children that lived there and the surrounding house. Not wanting to burden them, we ate very little and insisted that we sleep on the floor, which took a lot of convincing since guests are always given a better bed. After dinner, we were hoping to go to sleep but other villagers started pouring in. The word was out that there was a couple in the village doing a pilgrimage. As tired as we were, we stayed up for another three hours talking to the villagers about smoking and drinking, women empowerment, and education. Their ears were definitely tuned in and we took it as an opportunity to be of service and share what we know. The women were especially fond of Nipun since he talked about how hard they worked, yet they always took my side when it came down to it. =) I can’t believe what a wonderful family this was, everyone was genuinely friendly.

Before leaving the next morning, we offered them the vase we got from the Potter and told them how special it was for us to have received it from someone so sincere. And with it, we passed on our gratitude and good wishes to all of them for their hospitality.
Visnu in Vasna                                           Nipun’s Journal: April 1st
Our plan is to walk 26 kilometers to Matar. After spending the afternoon in Navagaam, we are confident of journeying the remaining 10 kilometers before dusk and sleeping at the Balavdhut Ashram there. Instead it's 7:30PM, we are well past 10 kilometers and we don't even know we have taken the "long cut".

"How far to Matar, bhaiya?" "Just keep walking straight down, it's another 4 kilometers." And then couple of the youngsters form a little circle and start talking: "Well, you have to cross the river with knee deep water and there's all these 'waghris' on the other side, who will bother them for sure. We'll have to send someone with them, if they really want to go."

Alright, it's not safe. But once again, no plan B. And no one is offering to take us safely to the other shore. What to do? Just keep walking. The other complication: we are hungry! While talking about fear and uncertainty on the way, Guri and I got pumped-up and decided that no matter what, we will not ask for (or buy) any food tonight. We won't even have any Parle-G's in our bag. If we get an offering, good; otherwise, tough luck ... err karma. Just keep walking.
We come to a village looking place. At the corner is a temple; there are no lights, except the small candle in the mini-shrine. A couple of girls are around and we decide that we shouldn't go further. This was our place; we'll just sleep on the ground there and we had some water to serve as dinner.

"Is it ok if we sleep here?" we asked the passerby's whose face we couldn't see. "Here? Yeah, sure." After a minute or so of curiosity, they started helping us. "Well, you could just sleep in the school; no one will say anything. And there's a water faucet there." "Ah, ok, thanks."

Right then, a gentleman comes by. He actually feels like a teenager. "You are not really going to sleep here, are you?" he questioned. "Um, yeah, we are," I respond curiously. "No way. You can't sleep here. It's impossible. All the bugs will eat you up. And my sister (referring to Guri), she can't sleep here," he said in a very caring way. 

I thought he was going to offer to host us, but instead he suggests, "Are you Jain? Because there's a guy here who hosts Jain monks." "Hmmm, no, we are not Jain," I respond with a slight glimmer of hope. Silence for a while. All the girls are looking at Guri, wondering how she made it walking so far and how she was planning on sleeping on the ground there. "You know what, let's go there anyways. Come, I will take you," that young voice declared. We agree.

So this random stranger is taking us to another random stranger's house. And we haven't had any food and we weren't about to ask for any either. Life doesn't get better than this. :) If the universe is alive, if we have karmic debt to pay, here it is baby -- bring it on.

On the way, this guy starts asking me questions about what we are doing. I give him an idea of the spiritual nature of our trip, something I felt he could relate to; and he says, "Well, I have a small house; why don't you stay with us?" "Oh yeah, sure, we can sleep on your front porch. We don't mind anything." "No, no, don't worry, just come. By the way, have you had any food?" "No, but we were thinking of just having water today since we walked so much," I say in the spirit of not burdening him too much. "That's not right. Let's see. We'll arrange something," he says.

Now, all of a sudden, we are walking to our newly-made-friend's house, through all the lefts and rights in the dimly lit paths. We have no choice but to trust what the universe brought our way.

We walk into a house; a slim woman greets us with a generous smile. Pretty soon a bunch of others come through. They offer to get us chairs but we park ourselves on the ground. Everyone is smiling, jovial and curious. Within ten minutes, we're all like family. "Do you want to shower?" someone asks us. When we said yes and told 'em that we were ok with cold showers, they were taken aback again. While Guri sneaked in a cold shower, my bucket was luke warm. Of course, I didn't know that I would have to take a shower in the "back" with a candle light in a distance. :)

Vishnu is the name of our stranger friend, who farms for a living. One of his two older brothers delivers milk every morning at 4AM. All three of their wives and children lived together in two houses; two of the wives were even sisters! It all made for a very tight knit family that seemed very innocently genuine.

By this time, they figured out that we were low maintenance and high energy. They asked us to dinner -- "Will you eat with us? We eat rice and real spicy daal. Will that be ok?" "Of course!" we said with our grumbling stomachs. As soon as we realize that they are sharing their own dinner portions with us, we eat little but feel deeply satisfied.

Over the next hour, the entire neighborhood comes to visit us one after another. All the kids came in and sit in the room, as if some TV show is on, but it is the adults who control the conversation. "What caste are you?" one of the young adult asks me. "Oh, I'm not really sure but just figure that I'm a harijan (untouchable)." They all smirk and I insinuate a conversation about it. "Yeah, it's true that we are all equal but they get all the benefits from the government; we work just as hard but we don't get the jobs," one of the elder said. We even talked about women's empowerment; Visnu's oldest brother remarked at one point: "You know, our women work doubly hard. They not only do the kitchen work but they also help us on the farms. They deserve all the power."

Interestingly, none of them figured we are from America. To them, whether you are from the city in India or a city in the US, it was all a novelty.

By night time, they tried to give up their beds for us. "No way, boss. We are fine on the ground. Here are our shawls even," we tell them. After much argument, they let us sleep on the ground but only after tossing some serious padding on the ground. But, of course, before that, we had a round of tea to keep the conversation going. "You know, in our town, people are very innocent," Visnu says in his trademark innocent way. "It's because we don't have a lot of money."

Next morning, we wake up, meditate a bit, and join them for tea. To treat us right, they even bring out cups (instead of just saucers); I am in awe of their hospitality especially when I notice one of cup handles is broken.

As we say our goodbyes, we share the potter experience and hand them the decorative gift we had received the day before.

To top it all off, Visnu decides to drop us off all the way to our next stop ... 4 kilometers away. By this time, he has taken a real liking to us. He calls Guri his sister and says that if she ever needs anything, his brother is right there for her. Visnu carefully takes us across the knee-deep Narmada river and drops us off to Matar. While he knows he has to return back to pick tomatoes for the day, he keeps walking with us. And then finally says: "Nipunbhai, my mind keeps wondering when I will see you again? Will you come again?"

"Visnubhai," I pause and put my arm around his shoulders. "Last night, we didn't even know each other; today we are like family. How did it happen? It happened because you took the chance to serve someone in need, because you reached out your hand of friendship. Right?" Visnu agrees. "Then the same force that connected us last night, will connect us again. Right?" Visnu agrees again, but he adds, "But next year, it's my daughter's wedding. You have to come then!" 

It's time for Visnu to leave. Guri and I both touch his feet and he says, with half a hidden tear in his eyes, "May all the forces be with you to accomplish whatever you want to."

Reason no. 94 for this pilgrimage: reconnect with long lost brothers. 
Endless Devotion                                          Guri’s Journals: April 2nd
It was always hard to explain to people why we want to walk. Why not just take a train or a car to interview people? That way we can cover a lot more ground. The reasons, although hard to express in words, were always clear to me. For one, it’s an internal pilgrimage just as much as focusing on spreading inspiration outwardly, if not more. Walking can allow space for fully being in the present moment with whatever lies in front of you. We’re also using it as a space for silence throughout the day, which helps us go a little bit deeper within ourselves. Secondly, we would never be able to connect with the “common man” the way we can walking. We’d surely miss out on having tea with the Potter’s family and talking about changing from within, sleeping over at Vishnu bhai’s, and spending a whole afternoon at someone like Ghordhan bhai’s home.

In the early morning, Vishnu bhai insists on walking with us until we cross the river (about 3 km) before he took off for farming. Half asleep we make it out to Matar, still in awe of Vishnu bhai and his family. The villagers had given us a name of a doctor who they all cherish because he provides free clinics for the poor, hundreds line up each week to receive medical services. He lives somewhere, in Matar.

About a kilometer into town, in a quite corner, we happen to run into a Sri Aurobindo Ashram. Although we’re planning on staying somewhere else, we know we have to at least check it out. The first thing I notice is the dome-shaped meditation temple. We walk right in and meet the care-taker who is a huge devotee of Sri Aurobindo and the Divine Mother, and has spent some time with her. Within minutes of our meeting, he has tears in his eyes just talking about her. We pretty much know right away that we have to profile this non-assuming, humble old man, who is full of laughter and energy. It almost felt like he’s been waiting for us. We decide to spend the night here and get to know Dada better. He has an amazing devotion for the mother and we later find out, has spent his entire life’s savings on the Ashram so that spiritually inclined people can come and meditate here in peace.

As we have dinner with the dim electricity coming in and out in the background, Nipun asks, “Dada what are your fears, what’re you scared of?” With a childlike glee, he confidently responds, “Nothing, why would you be scared?” Pushing it further, Nipun asks, “What about death?” Like someone who knows more than they’re letting on, he responds, “Oh, that’s not a problem at all. Let it come.” And emphasized in Hindi: “Koi bat nahin, aane dho.”

(Photo: Meditation dome)

Feeling Full                                                   Guri’s Journals: April 3rd
There must be a total and sincere surrender;
there must be an exclusive self-opening to the Divine Power;
there must be a constant and integral choice of the Truth that is descending;
a constant and integral rejection of the falsehood. 

-Divine Mother


We get coerced into spending another night at the Auro Ashram. There is a world-renowned flutist coming that Dada wants us to meet and we still haven’t visited Manav Pariwar, a health organization recommended to us by the villagers plus, we wanted to visit the saint at the ashram where we originally intended to stay.

The time spent with Dada has been priceless. He is so happy that people are using the ashram space for good things. The ashram is a great find and I know that I’ll definitely return to do a longer retreat here at some point. Plus, Dada’s become like family so we’ve promised to come and see him before we leave India.

The morning was spent catching up with journaling; I promised myself I’d write one entry a day as a way of reflection and keeping family and friends informed about my whereabouts. Late afternoon we went to Manav Pariwar, but found out that this is the Sunday that they are closed. Nonetheless, another person staying at the ashram coincidently is a volunteer with them, so he took us and showed us around, and told us about the organization. They do amazing stuff in healthcare. There are about 6500 people that come there every other Sunday for medical help and about 40-50 doctors from the city come to volunteer their time. Others from the surrounding villages come to help cook for all the patients, since they’re all given a meal as well. All of this is because of one person! It’s always humbling to see how one inspired person can do so much for others.

In the morning it’s really hard to say goodbye to Dada. He had a cup of tea ready for me when I came downstairs. Sitting on the dining table and chatting in the morning before anyone else is around, I have a rare feeling in my heart of being “full.” There is so much love in the room that there is no need for anything else. Nothing is missing from life. Everything is as it should be.
A Melodic Blessing                                                 (April 05, 2005)

In the Himalayas, the yogis call him in their caves to hear the flute of "Krishna". In the cities, large audiences gather to hear him and famous artists like Hari Prasad Chaurasia learn from him. Elsewhere, if he plays the flute in public, people will call him into their house. 

Suresh Parekh started playing flute at the age of 5. Five years ago, at the age of 69, he decided to only play for 'God'. No more public engagement, paid or unpaid. "Nipun, today I have given you one lakh rupees worth of time," he said of our storytelling session during his afternoon nap time. After he played his magical flute for the three of us that evening, I joked: "Now, I have taken five lakhs worth of prasad from you." 

As we were leaving, he opens his bag and gives us a tiny booklet: "I have done sadhna with this for years. It is the Bhagvad Geeta in Gujarati. If you are ever in need, open this up to a random page and it will guide you. In this small book, you will have the blessings of my years of sadhna." 

Profile: Prahlad Patel                                                

"Dear Mom and Dad, I am leaving everything to find God." Fourteen year old Prahlad Patel left that note for his parents and took off. Before Prahlad could find God, though, his parents found him. 

"My parents weren't upset at me, though," 81-year-old 'Dada' laughs heartily as he recalls his childhood. "They were very spiritual themselves and in a way, they understood this intense desire to find something greater than the self."

About an hour ago, as Guri and I were entering the small town of Matar through the barren river-side road, we speak of Sri Aurobindo. Almost within ten seconds, we read a board on our right -- "Auro Center". Compelled by serendipity, we cross the front gate to find the main office.

It is not only silent, but very peaceful.

An old man, dressed in all white, slowly walks down the stairs and greets us with a radiant toothless smile, "Welcome." After a minute of hello-ing, Dada tells us that this ashram is taken care of by Mother and he points to a picture above him. "She has never let me down," he says only to be stopped by tears in his eyes. 

Seeing an 81-year-old man cry, I tear up myself. In the presence of his pure devotion, I think to myself: "Whoever this stranger is, I would feel privileged to be of service to him." Not knowing how, I make something up: "Dada, I would like to profile you. But, really Dada, it's just an excuse to be at your feet and learn. Can I ask you about your life?"

Dada cracks up. "If you want to know about me, no need to ask; just watch my actions for two days and you'll know all you need to know." True to his grandfatherly fashion, though, he happily fields our questions. And practically knocks us out with his responses!

Although he doesn't know it, Dada has one thing in common with Reebok: life is short, play hard. Outside of a small piece of remote land, Dada doesn't own anything and doesn't have a source of income; he put every single penny he had, all 65 lakhs worth (in US dollars?), into this 3 acre Auro Center. And he has no fears about tomorrow.

"How did you become so convinced of this center?" I ask. "Mother granted me a vision in 1993: go start an ashram where there is no pollution, is amidst nature's beauty, and is near a river; it will be a place for the most sincere seekers of God." It is a vision that has never left him.

With the help of an engineer, he drew the detailed architectural plans from his vision. After almost seven years, he found a piece of land suitable for such a place. He had no experience running an ashram, in architecture or construction or fundraising, and neither did he have any resources handy; yet, in 2000, he put it all on the line to start the construction. "Mother has kept me alive to do this work," Dada says with confidence.

"Aren't you worried about what will happen tomorrow?" I pose a layman's question. "No," came the saintly response. "This is Mother's will. I'm just an instrument."

At the age of 25, when Dada first visited Pondicherry Ashram in Southeast India, he met 'Holy Mother' at the Aurobindo Ashram. "I would watch her for hours and hours and not get tired," Dada recalls with a prayerful glee. "And whatever I would ask her, she would give me -- chocolates, blessings, her ring once, you name it." It was during that trip that Dada made a silent pledge that has shaped the rest of his life: "From this moment, I give you all the responsibility for my material and spiritual well being. I am your instrument of service." 

He later got married, and had two sons. Because he was farming in a remote area, he started a small school to educate his kids; Mother named it "Mirambika" and today, the school is still running in Ahmedabad with 3000 students. Unfortunately, one of his sons passed away at the age of 42. "What was your response when your son passed away?" I pose the question with curiosity. "I was sad, but I didn't cry. I don't know why, but perhaps because I understand that birth and death are inevitable parts of life. Incidentally, he passed away while he was visiting the Pondicherry Ashram, several thousand miles away from his home," Dada says.

Dada's life is full of unusual happenings. Once on a farm, he woke up with a poisonous snake in his bed; the snake had been there all night but didn't bite him. In his twenties, he picked up 'Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna' and every time he tried to read it, he couldn't stop crying. So he finally gave up on reading it but holds Sri Ramakrishna as a revered teacher. When he went to buy land for Auro-Center, the person selling it was in such an unusual situation that he had to donate the entire piece of land. One after another, Dada's stories can captivate anyone for hours.

Two mentors of Dada's life were Govardhanbhai and Dixitbhai, both of whom were central elements of his spiritual path. Govardhanbhai, his Dad's friend, hosted him when he was in college; while there, young Prahlad volunteered for one curious job -- he would serve water, tea and snacks for a group of 6-7 folks, including Govardhanbhai, who would meet regularly to discuss the writing to Sri Aurobindo. "I didn't understand much, but whatever little I picked up, I was impressed by Aurobindo's thoughts," Dada remembers.

Dixitbhai, his other mentor, was the first person he met when he initially walked into the Pondicherry Ashram. While Dixitbhai was very close to Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, 25-year-old Prahlad didn't know; they just naturally became friends. "Slowly, I realized the power of Dixitbhai. One time, he told me to read a book and he was sleeping next to me, snoring. My mind wandered off a little bit and I made a mistake in responding to one of the questions; he woke up and told me exactly where I had faltered! This happened again and again with him. I think he was aware all the time." While it was not in his character to prophesize, he did make one prediction: "Dhananjaya, Ambalal and Prahlad will surely gain self realization." All three were true disciples of Sri Aurobindo, according to him.

"Do you pray, Dada?" Guri asks him. "Yes, everyday." "What's your prayer?" Very sincerely Dada says, "No set prayer. I let it happen naturally. First, I make a full bow to all the realized masters and ask them to help me realize my true nature. Then, I sit in silence and let prayer happen." Dada sleeps from 9PM to 1AM; after waking up, doing some exercise, he's in prayer from 4AM till dawn.

"Do you have any fears, Dada?" "No." "Really?" "Why fear? Mother is there." "What if someone comes and kills you?" "Then let them." "What if someone drowns you in a river?" "Why would anybody want to do that?" "So, seriously, you have no fears?" "I used to, when I was younger, but now I know better."

In front of someone holy, it is natural to ask: "Dada, what can I do for you?" Without any teeth, or dentures, his lips curl down on his gums and his whole body joins him in a gentle smile.

The answer is almost predictable, but it's almost good to hear it again: "I don't need anything. I am just an instrument."

(Photo: Dada)

Quenching Our Thirst                                 Nipun’s Journals: April 4th
Day before yesterday, we walked 40 kilometers with almost full water bottles. Today, we are on kilometer 20 of 30, and no water in sight. 

At the next big junction, I look to the left for water but here a voice from behind me. "Come, come, I'll get you some water." Guri and I turn around and see an old lady motioning us to head towards her.

"Hang on, I'll go get you some cold water. She goes in the back of a tea stall and comes out with a broken-rim, mud pot. As two tired pilgrims on a hot day, we sat on the ground holding our bottles as she hunched her back and poured it from a bronze container. It is indeed cold water.

"Where are you headed?" she inquires. "Petlad," I say in brief, trying to conserve my energy. "Pilgrimage?" "Yeah, pad-yatra." "Where are you coming from?" "Nadiad; but originally from Ahmedabad." "Memdavad?" "No, Ahmedabad." "Oh, Memdavad." "No, no, Ahmedabad. We've walked about 130 kilometers to get here."

A man behind the scene, with a big U-like tilak on his forehead, comes out and casually says: "As soon as you say what you're doing, it's over." Sensing a profound comment, I look to him to confirm my hypothesis. While frying something in a pan, he repeats himself, "As soon as you say what you're doing, it's over." He was telling me to be selfless. Wow.

Before we can finish sipping our water, the lady comes back: "You want some tea?" "No, but thank you," I tell her. "Oh yeah, you want some tea. Come on, have some tea. Here, I'll get you a cup," she says while turning around to get some tea in a very motherly way. Seeing no escape, I hedge my bet -- "No, no, no. Just wait. Ok, one cup for her. None for me. Seriously."

First comes the tea. And then within another minute, the old lady surfaces again with a plate with two 'papads' and many 'pakoras', "Here, here, eat." "No, no. Are you kidding? We can't eat this stuff," we say just because it was definitely over the top. "Come on, just eat," she pushes the plate in such a way that we have no choice. 

It was such a generous portion that we could barely finish one-tenth of it.

When it was time to go, I offer to pay. After all, this was their business; and they probably made very little on a daily basis. Considering our dollar-a-day budget, we normally wouldn't have had this but the mother-like hospitality is priceless. 

I dig into my back pocket to pull out my wallet and out comes the old lady in full force and stuff it back into my pocket. "No way," she says. Her husband, who had earlier told me to be selfless, says: "This is all God's. He is the one giving and he is the one who is taking." Another comment, way out from the left field.

After a few more futile attempts to pay, we give up. Instead I say, "Well, in that case, we will ask for your blessings." Guri and I spontaneously go down to touch the old lady's feet and in a very motherly way, she places one hand on each of our heads and showers us with kind prayers.

We turn to the old man and before I could touch his feet, he bends down himself. At first, I didn't understand what he was doing, until I felt his hands on my feet. He was asking for my blessings!

Anyone who is remotely familiar with the Indian culture knows this is NEVER done. No grandpa-like figure will touch the feet of someone who could be his grand-son. But here it was. Not knowing what to do, Guri and I touch his feet as he shares his blessings.

With the song of humanity in our hearts, we leave.
Within a minute, we meet a really old man wearing a torn shirt and worn out sandals. He has a few vegetables on his cart and is pushing it very slowly, along a highway. It's hard to imagine how he will make any money. 

We pass him, but then quickly I turn around to visit him. Guri understands and tells him, "Dada, can I get some tomatoes?" Excited, he walks around his cart where the tomatoes are and helps us find tomatoes. Guri gets two tomatoes. It's time for me to pay and empty out all the coins I have, about 10 rupees.

"This is too much. It was only two rupees," he says. I ask him to keep it but he refuses. Then I explain it to him: "Dada, there were a few holy folks in the other town; they treated us like their son and daughter. We wanted to share that spirit with someone, and so we just wanted to give you this. This is not from us. It is from them to you." Dada folds both of his hands together in a prayerful pose, with ten rupees in change in his hands, and accepts with a smile.

Neither Guri nor I will forget that old man's deep eyes. We continue walking in silence.
500 Rupees from a Monk                            Nipun’s Journals: April 5th
They say it's hard to find him, but we walk right in. In fact, we had put 35 kilometers on the line for it. Fortunately, he is rocking on his swing as we walk in. After a minute of introduction, he signals one of the bookkeepers: "Go bring them 500 Rupees. They will need it on the way."

A renounced Swami giving us 500 Rupees?!? Gee whiz.

Perhaps it was because he could relate -- at 21, he left everything searching for "enlightenment" and stayed an entire year while walking across India. Today, at 65, he was a fearless speaker on many things, author of over 50 books, and a revolutionary who has roamed more than 70 countries.

He didn't want us to leave the ashram, but when we were about to leave, he asked us again: "Take 500 Rupees. You will need it." We bowed silently and said, "Thank you, but all we need at this time are your blessings." He smiled as we parted ways.

	

	
	

	"If anything, the purpose of life is to solve problems. If you don't have your own, solve other people's problems." 

  

Swami "anti-Swami" Sachchidanada
"There is no purpose to life, there is no meaning; like everything else, I simply live," explains Swami Sachchidanada candidly. It quickly becomes obvious that this is not your run-of-the-mill orange robed Indian Swami. One might even imagine a disillusioned man behind this statement, except that this is a man who left home 40 years ago to find Truth and still runs three ashrams today. Within a minute of speaking with him, he becomes a living paradox, a riddle to experience. 

With 1.25 rupees in his pocket, Swami Sachchidananda left home as a 21-year-old ascetic looking for the ultimate Truth, capital T. Within an hour of leaving home, a beggar asks him for some money, he gives away all the money he has and spends the next entire year without a single rupee on him. Following that year, he ends up in Kashi where he spends 12 years learning and teaching Sanskrit. Many spiritual guru's request him to be their disciple, but it isn't until he runs into Swami Muktananda (not the famous one from Bombay, but a lesser known saint from Punjab) that he finds someone who "wasn't attached to money or sex." 
"You see, fundamentally, there are two primary problems to solve in life: the money problem, and the sex problem," Swami Sachchidananda declares. "If anything, the purpose of life is to solve problems. If you don't have your own, solve other people's problems," he adds, half jokingly. 

As someone who has written over 50 books, has daily syndicated columns in national newspapers, and has traveled to more than 70 countries, Swami Sachchidanada has some strong -- and liberal -- opinions about life. And he's not afraid to express them. "We should be modern. We have to live in the present and grow in the future" he says. Swami-ji refuses to accept any disciples and believes all things good should be your teacher. "People have to experiment and find out their own truth. Don't just take something because someone else says so. Go out and have the guts to be wrong, to fall flat on your face. That's how you learn." 

The business of India's miracle men, the celibacy frustrations of most monastic orders, and blind beliefs of people's faith are all topics he has a lot of experience with, and topics he has strong opinions on. In his autobiography, "My experiences," Swami-ji shares several miracles attributed to him that in reality are not so miraculous. One time, because he's a speedy walker, there was a lot of dust around him when he went for his evening walk; a young boy, behind high fences, only saw Swami's face and thought that he manifested from thin-air! The young boy fell to Swami Sachchidananda's feet, and pretty soon, people in all the nearby villages started flocking to him despite his repeated explanations to the contrary. 
Swami-ji adds, "Also, this whole celibacy thing amongst the monastics is all out of control. A young kid is taken into an order, without his choice, and then he goes through extreme measures to control his celibacy. This is all wrong. Most people in this country have really misconstrued ideas about religion." 

"Observing, traveling, and reading are my three teachers today," Swami Sachchidananda shares. Although he speaks affectionately about his own guru, Swami Muktananda, he feels that perhaps even his teacher wouldn't agree with many of his beliefs today. But that's ok with him. Ideas, beliefs and strategies have to evolve with time. Gandhian ideal of khadi is really outdated, he feels; for decades now, he has favored globalization. Religions like Jainism and Islam, he says, are very extreme; one is impractical while the other is very exclusive. For Swami Sachchidananda, spirituality without science is blind; if you can't objectively rationalize your beliefs, they aren't very meaningful. 

When you ask him if he believes in God, he eloquently says: "Everything is God." After a pause, he continues further, "You see, life is full of problems. You will solve one and another one will crop up. This is the nature of life. Still, you just have to keep solving the problems. It isn't your job to worry about the outcomes. You leave that to God." 

That, in a way, is his path. He keeps on solving problems that surface near him. After over a dozen years of searching for enlightenment, he came to the conclusion that his whole search was a hoax; there is no enlightenment, no reincarnation, nothing. At one point, when he got sick, villagers said, "But we thought you were a saint; how can you get sick?" Much to his surprise, they refused to take care of him, thinking him to be a phony. "That's when I decided that I will have a small little place as an ashram, where I can be sick. Through the grace of God, I got enough royalty from my writings that I was able to make it happen," Swami-ji says. 

And once he solved his problem, he started solving other people's problems. At his ashram, he started keeping old folks who didn't have a place to stay and couldn't take care of themselves. He created a free medical center for the villagers, an eatery for any hungry person to eat, and a buttermilk stall for community members to be cool in the hot summer days. Most recently, they started selling wood for a token rupee, so that poor villagers can have a decent funeral. Daily, all the neighboring kids come to his ashram on the way home from school; they bow down to receive his blessings, along with a candy or two as 'prasad'. The ashram is run by volunteers who stay there for varied amounts of time. 

Bit by bit, Swami Sachchidananda keeps plugging away at problems. He is not worried about when problems will end, he is not afraid of his own death. He is not interested in achieving anything. Because he doesn't have any personal problems, he keeps solving other people's problems. 
"If problems end, life ends," the anti-Swami Swami jokes. 




(Photo: Swami Satchidananda)
Churn and Burn                                   Nipun’s Journals: April 5th  

The back-pack on my shoulders feels really heavy, my kurta is drenched with sweat, the mosquito bites on my feet pale in comparison to the peeling skin and aching joints, my calves are about to give in completely. This is kilometer number 24, in the noon heat, and the bandana on my head isn't helping much. But most of all, uncertainty hurts most. We don't know where we will eat lunch let alone where we will spend the night. Just the thought of sleeping under some tree somewhere in this condition is tiring.

And you have to be constantly vigilant. One unaware move and you can get in deep trouble, through these remote terrains. 

"So, what sensations are you feeling?" I ask Guri. Simply looking at Guri is a source of strength for me; she's shorter than me and has walked the same amount, proportional to her body weight she's carrying much more weight, and no matter what comes up, she's always focused on digging deeper. This is no longer just will power -- it is in-your-face cultivation.

"Oh, I'm feeling a lot of gross sensations right about now," she jokes. "Yeah, I guess this is the real test. We have to be equanimous to all this." Ok, ok, let's try to meditate while walking," I speak out-loud, really talking to myself.

We find an intriguing temple (will write more about it later), who’s resident saint, somehow, immediately invites us to lunch and lets us rest in the temple shade. I sleep on the marble floor for an hour as Guri meditates. :) In the afternoon, we head to Swami Satchidananda's ashram that someone had told us about; he invites us to spend the night at the ashram and we accept.

I wake up at midnight. I'm exhausted, I'm sweating despite the fan on high, I have a complicated physical situation that takes me to the bathroom every couple minutes, and the mosquitoes are circling us in full force. I'm feeling burning sensations. "This is it, Nipun. No way out, buddy. You asked it and here it is." I fumble in the dark to find the bathroom and flip the light switch. Couple of bugs welcome me. After a couple trips, I lay on my cot, feeling horrible. To top it off, I'm worried about tomorrow -- what if I get sick? We have no home. Where am I going to go? 

All of sudden, the "trust in the universe" idea isn't so appealing anymore. :) I look to the other cot, and see Guri sleeping safe and sound. "This is just happening to me. Churning and grinding, my internal junk coming out. Just go with it," I try to give myself a pep-talk. It doesn't work. After a while, I just give up. My arms fall loose, I lie down on my back, and I close my eyes.

Hari-om.

I wake up at 6AM to a knock on our door, refreshed and in perfect health.
Food for Thought                                           Guri’s Journals: April 5th
Hesitatingly, we walk into Swami Sacchidananda’s ashram, and find him sitting on a traditional Indian swing, wearing saffron color robes from head to toe and thick reading glasses. People have described him as a very “karanticari” (meaning courageously strong) individual. I think both of us are a bit intimated at first, without even actually knowing the extent of his influence in Gujarat. Author of over fifty books, newspaper columnist, and social activist are few ways of revealing just the tip of the iceberg of what coalesces to become known as the Swami Sacchidananda. He’s articulate, straight forward, practical, and has a strong conviction in his beliefs. You want to believe him because he gives a strong impression that he has genuinely been seeking for answers all his life, starting from when he left his home at the age of 9? When he speaks, he gives a glimpse of the wealth of discoveries that he’s made in his lifetime.  

At first he speaks in Gujarati, realizing that I’m not Gujarati, he switches over to Hindi. Nipun and I insist that Gujarati is fine (speakers are generally better in their native language) since I understand most of it anyways. He’s adamant that I should understand all of it. We soon realize that he’s just as articulate in Hindi. 

A part of me is on-guard around him because I’m always a little suspicious of people that are overly articulate. I guess it’s a defense mechanism to ensure that the content of what they’re saying is as good, as the way they’re saying it. Nevertheless, I listen with an open mind, remembering that this journey is not so much about holding onto my own beliefs, but to understanding others, which I consider to very important for any growth to occur. After all, my experience is limited to one individual, myself, confined by my surroundings and background and limited to the last 30 years of the history of this planet. It’s a mere speck in the face of everyone that we’re meeting.
After interviewing a few people, you almost think that the responses will start repeating themselves. So far, it’s the exact opposite. By the end of the interview, many of my long-held beliefs are challenged. Some of the things that are at the core of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sikhism like, reincarnation, society, the way we view problems, are confronted. Why do I believe those? How do I really know? What’s the purpose of our life, my life? Is it the same for everyone?
I decide that I’m just going to soak it in and re-evaluate my own theories later. We’re invited to stay at the ashram, which is also a home for the elderly. Everyone cooks and eats together in the evening. As we hang around the kitchen while cooking, I learn that Swami- ji loves to cook. “Oh, he likes food?,” I say. To which a disciple smiles and says, “No, he likes to feed others.” 

Feed others he does, not just in his cooking, but food for thought. There’s something about him that nourishes the soul and jolts you out of your slumber, and awakens you to look deeper within yourself.    
Haircut on the House                                   Nipun’s Journals: April 06
"Kaka, where is the nearest barber?" I ask, rubbing my fingers across the three week old beard. "Oh, right there, on the other side of the street," he responds.

We cross the street, wait a bit, and then have the barber go at it. "Just have a seat right there, and rest your head here," the barber says. As I assume my position, I'm sitting right smack in front of a photo of Shirdi Sai Baba. "Yeah, just make my beard look like his," I joke but he takes me seriously. ;)

Instead of the typical Bollywood music, the barber is playing some spiritual music through an old tape player. At that particular moment, the words went a little like this: "I came with nothing and I will go with nothing." Hmmmm. Inspired, I make a bet with the universe: "Dear whoever you are, am I playing games with myself? If you can hear the prayer in my heart, make this hair cut for free."

I know it's silly, but hey, pilgrimages are short, play hard. :)

Guri is sitting out on a wooden ledge-like bench, looking after our back-packs that are stacked on top of each other. It's obvious that we are two pilgrims doing something nutty; we start talking about things spiritual, the barber and I. "Sahib, I have bhajans on all day, from the beginning to the end. Here, feel this radio. It's so hot because it's always on," he says as I appreciate his choice of music.

Just then, a squirrel comes whizzing past the roof and peeps in, from a crack in the thin aluminum roof. "Hahhaah, these squirrels, they're lovely. This is everyone's shop. I don't bother them. They've been here since day one," the 35 year old barber tells me. "So, you're an animal lover," I comment. "No, no, I love all life. If a poor person comes to my shop, I cut his hair for free. If someone is in need, I do my best to help. If a dog is hungry, I give him some of my food," he says in a matter-of-fact way.

Then comes the big moment. "How much is it?" I ask. "Bhaiya, no money from you," he tells me. "What do you mean no money?" I ask with disbelief on my face (largely because of my bet with the universe)! "I'm not gonna take anything from you." After a few tug of wars with my wallet, I give up seeing the big smile on his face. This is his contribution to our journey.

Partially, I feel bad because I know he doesn't make much money and my faith really shouldn't be playing dice at his cost. "Sureshbhai," I say, now knowing his name, "I will feel bad if you don't take some money from me." "Ok, give me that 5 rupee coin," he motions for my coin and goes to the shop next door. He comes and hands me the 4 rupee change. "Just to keep you honor, I will take my cost, 1 Rupee," he says with another big smile.

A barber in Petlad is now a part of this pilgrimage. I prayerfully look to the vast blue sky, as if to say, "Bring it on, man. I don't know how I will carry them all, but bring it on, my shoulders are getting stronger by the day!"


[...]

Update: the next day, we happen to be passing by the shop. I quickly turn to Guri and say, "I really want to do something for that guy." "Whatever you do, it should be anonymous," she tells me. "Yeah, but what? I can't give money to random strangers, because they'll just snag it. What to do?" We can't think of anything.

Just as we walk up to the shop, we see that it's closed. "Ah, great," I said. We walk over, tear a piece of paper from my notebook, put a 50 rupee note and slip it through the door cracks. In my broken Gujarati handwriting, I scribble a few simple words on the paper: "He who gives, lives in God's hands." Put a little "aum" on top and passed it through the cracks.

"You understand that's more than a day's budget," Guri reminds me knowing my foolhardy nature of giving beyond my capacity. "Yeah, I know," I say with a smile just as big as the barber's, the previous day.
Meeting a Real Saint                                      Guri’s Journals: April 04
Exhausted after 23 km trek to Nadiad in the scorching heat, we practically crawl in on all fours to the Sant Ram temple at around 1:00pm. It’s a huge temple that Nipun has been to with his grandmother when he was little. Just as we arrive, oddly enough, it’s the time of the day that the maharaj (spiritual guru) shows up for darshan (to meet devotees). As tired and sweaty as we are, we walk right in with our backpacks still on us. He’s dressed in all white and sitting in a chair at one end of the room surrounded by devotees. His face is almost angel-like, serene, pure, eyes – clean. He calls us to the front and asks what we were doing. Nipun spontaneously responds, “We’re doing a walking pilgrimage to find God.” Ram dass compassionately answers, “God resides in you, you won’t find him outside.” And adds, “Know Thyself is the most important advice I can give you.” Nipun responds, “That’s true; we are doing some cultivation so we can see that goodness within.” He nods and agrees and asks us to eat lunch before we do anything else. 

We follow a young, thin guy, tip-toeing on the scorching cement floor as our feet burn to the huge cafeteria upstairs. We ask him if we can stay at the temple for the night, he says it’s about 50 rupees (more than our budget for the day). Spending the night here is not looking promising at all, we tell him that we’re walking and relying on the kindness of others. 

We’re really tired and in need of a shower, but really can’t be bothered with this right now, since we’re both excited about meeting Ram Dass. As soon as we scrape off the last of the vegetables and rice from our steel plates, we find ourselves sitting right in front of him. The disciples look on with curiosity, even for a temple this size it’s a little rare to have a young couple who’s on a walking pilgrimage. Both of us really feel like he is the “real deal.” Really hesitant about asking such a spiritual saint for an interview, in Gujarati Nipun asks who he would suggest as a good candidate in town for us. He gives a few names as do his disciples for us to profile. Afraid that, Nipun is going to leave it at that, I pull on his shirt to find out if the Maharaj has just twenty minutes for our questions. To our surprise, as well as his disciples, he agrees and tells us to go ahead. 
Within seconds, we get out our laptop, camera, and the audio recorder. I really felt like we had someone in front of us who knew what he was talking about. After taking up the rest of his “darshan” time and realizing that there are people waiting in line to bow to him, we get ready to leave rejuvenated and awed at our luck. 
Before he leaves for the day, he turns to one of his disciples and asks him to take care of our sleeping arrangements while we’re in town. Blessings abound. 
Running into Nadiad's Pope                         Nipun’s Journals: April 4?
Walking into a huge beautiful temple, after 28 kilometers of walking, I semi-walk into a room, and notice the back of a chair with two elbows on the side. We walk around and walk in, to find the Pope-like figure of this temple -- Santram Maharaj -- who happened to be accepting audiences at that time.

Not knowing any protocols, we walk in. Within a minute, he calls us to the front and almost immediately says: "Know Thyself. If there is one thing you remember from me, it is that. Can you sit cross legged?" he asks me pointedly. "Yes," I say. "Then you meditate," he tells me. A totally off-the-wall statement from a guy with a huge temple, where people think God is in the idols. 

But first he sent us off to lunch. Then, during a random conversation, per Guri's nudging, I ask to interview him. He agrees, surprising all around him. I bust out my laptop and he asks me to put it on the short stool where he generally places his feet (and which is considered holy by his devotees). Everyone cracks up.

The half an hour interview flows effortlessly. Instead of us asking him for more time, he would look at us jokingly and say, "Ok, go ahead, one more question." And we laid it all on him, including "If you want us to know thyself, why entertain these huge temples with idol worship?" and "What makes you smile?"
Santram Mandir has a fascinating history, millions of devotees across all faiths, and crores of rupees dedicated to service of mankind. Ramdass Maharaj is the 8th successor of the seat, and till his death, he will not leave the temple premises. To see him, you have to come there.

Twenty years ago, my grandma had brought me here once. And today, Guri and I are back. Funny business. Both of us instantly felt that he was the "real deal". Just as we did when we came in, we ran into him on the way out: I folded my hands together, with my shoes hanging from the side, and did a semi-bow. From a distance, he smiled and so did I.
O&A with Ramdass Maharaj
What is the best form of service? 

The best form of service is that which gives rise to humility. Whatever you do, if it curbs your arrogance, if it brings forth humility and good character, that is the best form of service. Gandhi was the father of the nation, yet he would pick up a broom and clean toilets. 

Best service is one which cleanses us of our arrogance. In Mahabharat, Yuddhistir was to throw a huge celebration after his victory but the biggest question was: who do we honor first? Of the many teachers, many scholars, many gurus, who should go first in this vast land of Bharat, which at that time was five times India's size right now? They finally decided on Krishna. And after the yagna, what did Krishna do? He picked up all the dirty plates that people ate in! 

Man's greatness lies in washing away his arrogance and doing the smallest of actions with utter humility. That is a holy person. Seva should be that which washes away your pride, where you insult no one and foster only goodwill for all. This is the best form of service. 

How do you balance doing service in the world and transcending the world? 
Very big question. Sansara doesn't let man be still. You forget yourself, your wisdom, your soul. But staying in between all this, you have to learn to be still. 

Lotus is born in the water, is alive in the water and dies in that same filthy water. But till it's alive, it doesn't let the dirt of the water touch it. In the same way, the spiritual aspirant has to stay in the world but not let its dirty water affect oneself. That is the test. You can't escape sansara but you can be like the lotus. 

What is the easiest way to find God? 
Very good question. To find God, you have to churn through each step of cultivation. Temples, devotional songs, prayer beads, they are all useful junctions on the journey. Each step on the ladder is needed, but once you reach all the way to the top, you don't need the steps nor the ladder. So, in one way, you need everything but in another way, you don't need anything. 

Each step on the ladder is a process and to find God, you have to go through all the processes. Ultimately, though, no stone, no mountain, no river will show you God. You have to find it within yourself. That is definite. Yes, you have to take pilgrimages, do serious cultivation, and pass through various dimensions of reality, because that is the mountain that you are climbing. But God is within. Once you find God inside you, you will see God in everyone. 

Millions of people from all different religions comes to the Santram Temple. You are the chief of such a big temple, but then you just told me to 'know thyself'. Why have such a huge temple when God is within? 
If a child is in kindergarten, he is learning his A-B-C-D's. You cannot expect him to gobble up volumes and volumes of literature. Similarly, you don't need to teach A-B-C-D's to someone who has done a PhD. Just like that, a young child uses a temple as a tool; after a while, they will concentrate on the idol and find peace; then, some day, meditation will happen naturally and they will have no need of the idol on the outside. You can't read PhD volumes when you don't know your A-B-C-D's, so everyone has to do their steps. You can't rush it, or avoid it. So that's why you need the temples, there is a place for idol-worship, even when God is within us. 

Have you found God? 
How can I tell myself? There is a path to God, and we are on that path. When we sit in sadhna, we touch our spirit and get 'darshan' of God; because God can't be found on the outside, it is simply an experience. We find that deep peace. And we get full confidence that God is in us, God is working for us, and God is working through us. The day we become separate from God, the body will cease to exist. God and 'I' are one. The body only exists so long as God exists in it. When God leaves the body, the body will die, people will throw it in a ditch, and it will disintegrate like everything else. 

With perseverance, anyone can experience that God in themselves. 

What's the biggest obstacle in finding God? 
A weak mind is the biggest bump on our path to God. If you take a strong vow, nothing is impossible. A weak minded person can't reach anywhere, can't do anything. Man's problem is that small mundane things create too much tension and negativity; once you are able to move past that, everything is possible. 

Our mind is deep but 'sansara' is shallow. If the mind gets weak, the shallow, mundane details of life will come to occupy it. Keep your mind strong, or you will sink in the waters of 'sansara'. An active mind is a peaceful mind. 

What is the importance of a 'guru' in life? 
Can you become a PhD without a teacher? No. You don't have any idea about what spirituality is, about where to go or what to do, so a guru will guide you on the way. It is the Guru who will tell you where to go, how far to go, in which direction, and what you will experience when you get there. To get a PhD or to get an MBBS, you need a teacher and in the same way, to make life fruitful, to realize yourself, you need a guru. 

How does one find their 'guru'? Will he/she find you or do you have to search? 
If you have developed the merits, your Guru will come to get you. If you are in search of God, sometimes the Guru can also make you roam around a bit. But, no doubt, you will definitely find your guru. Definitely. To reach the Guru, though, don't get trapped in any kind of miracles and magic. If you get caught in that, you won't be able to find a true teacher. 

To find God, does it make a difference if you are married or not? 
Why marry? To curb your roaming desires, to find oneness with your partner. Marriage is just another tool for a spiritual aspirant to move forward. It helps you become still, and in that stillness, you move closer towards God. If you move forward with sacrifice and stillness, you are on the right path. 

A monk simply makes a few sacrifices and if he is still, he starts one step further. There is no other difference. One is just one step further, to start with. Otherwise, both are identical paths, and both lead to God. 

What is your message to the youth of today? 
Make best use of your God-given life. Instead of roaming the streets, chewing tobacco and whiling away time, make others happy. Make good use of all the tools you have. Serve others. Live in such a way that others will remember you as a good citizen, a good person, someone who made a positive difference in the lives of others. Live long, but do good while being alive. 

In this place of 'sant-ram', how would you state the key message of Ramayan? 
In Ramayan, there are two key characters: Ram and Raavan. Both are very skilled, very knowledgeable, very powerful. But the difference between Ram and Raavan is how they use their powers. One uses it with humility for the benefit of others, and the other uses it with arrogance to boost his ego. 

'Jaaha sumati vahaa sampati.' That is the key message of Ramayan. When there is humility and sacrifice, there is abundance. When Ram was in exile and Bharat was given the throne of the kingdom, he went to the forest to give it to his brother. This is what they call Ram-Rajya. The same thing happened in Lanka, but there Raavan fought with Vibhishaan to accumulate for himself and went into his own destruction. 'Jaaha Kumati, Vahaa Vipaati.' That is the key message of Ramayan. 

Do you, Ram Dass Maharaj, ever become elated? Or is everything the same? 
A still mind is what gives me joy. There is so much joy that you won't believe it. Nothing else exists there. That is home. 

Then why do you come outside? 

Duties. Why do people wake you up in the morning? :) 

What is the purpose of your life? 
By definition, a sincere saint is one who gives up all his desires. Our purpose is to simply merge into the infinite. Till man is alive, though, you can't escape karma. You are going to do something or another. But with that action, don't have any expectations. Don't bind yourself, don't work with ego. Then, like the lotus in the dirty water, you will bloom with beauty and stay free of the unnecessary bondages. 
(Photo: Temple)
Nadiad                                                         Guri’s Journals: April 6th
Nadiad is a mid-size town that Nipun’s Benba (mom’s mother) is from, which makes it even more special to be walking through here on our pilgrimage. We decide to stay an extra day because both of us want to go visit the Hari Om Ashram that Nipun’s grandfather helped build. It was started by Mota (a well-known monk that married Nipun’s parents). 

We spend the morning washing clothes and showering. A couple of random people knock on the door to meet us and learn more about what we’re doing as we catch up on some writing. We’re already behind on writing the profiles because whenever we get to a place, we want to spend as much time interacting with the guests. There’s really nowhere to be for “down-time” or “weekends,” it’s all a one continuous journey.  
Around 4 in the afternoon, we start walking to the Hari Om Ashram. Even though it turns out to be 15 km both ways, it was a nice walk, especially since we didn’t have our backpacks. We reached the ashram just as the sun was starting to set. The first person we see happens to remember Nipun’s grandfather. After introductions, he asks Nipun about how Benba is doing in the America. It still amazes me how, in India, people stay in one place for their entire lives, and many times, generations. 

I walk around the ashram, it’s calm and peaceful. Especially compared to the hustle and bustle of the Nadiad Temple (outside of which is a marketplace for everything from fruits, to clothes, to shoe repair.) 

There are photos of Mota all around, I take out my camera and take a few shots before we decide to sit and meditate on the wooden benches. There are single rooms here that you can rent for a nominal fee for spiritual practice. At the time, they’re all full but people stay here for months at a time to meditate. 

As it starts to get dark, we say good bye to Nipun’s grandfather’s friend and head back through the beautiful tall trees leading to the main road that brings us back to the main city where Rajubhai is waiting for us to meet a friend of his for dinner.   
Theory of Karma                                         Guri’s Journals: April 07th
“Have you heard of Theory of Karma?” Rajubhai inquires in a loud voice on a roadside food stall as the traffic whizzes by. Nipun and I both smile at each other. Of course we’ve heard of Karma. “No,” he insists “it’s a book, I’ve read it at least 5-6 times.” Impressed that someone like him had read a book by that title, we were all ears.

Before going further, I have to explain that Rajubhai is a huge, dark guy, sporting a big gold ring on each hand, a gold bracelet, and probably the most intimidating looking guy in any crowd. Someone you really don’t want to mess with if you see him on the street. Someone who was probably a troublemaker in his younger days turned a devotee because of some good karma in the past. Rajubhai is a devotee of Ram Dass (he happened to be there when we interviewed RamDass Maharaj) and has been a great supporter of us and practically stops anyone he can get a hold of and tells them our story. jokes that he’s our PR Rep while we’re in Nadiad. =)

So back to theory of Karma, he says, “It’s like a huge grain storage container that you fill from the top and has an opening at the bottom, when you open it, out pours whatever you fill it with from the top.” “Yeah,” we both agreed. He goes on, “What if one year you grow really good basmati rice, what do you get from the bottom?” Nipun blurts, “Basmati rice, of course.” “Yes, and then the next year you have really bad rice and you put that in, what do you get?” We both say, “Bad rice.” He disagrees, “No, you get the good basmati rice from the previous crop,” and with great emphasis adds, “Until it runs out and then you start getting the bad rice.” We all smile at the cleverness of the analogy as well as his enthusiasm in telling the story.

To our surprise, he goes on to add that what we’re doing is using up all our past good karma by receiving food and shelter from others and not “working” for it. He doesn’t quite fully understand how writing inspiring stories and sharing them with the world could be good “work.” Nipun reminds him that we’re constantly taking, just by being alive. Simply by breathing the air, we’re killing hundreds of living beings. It’s what we do with what is given to us that matters. Material things are such small things; we all give and take in so many ways every single day. Much to my surprise, he understood his point.

It still felt like a big lesson: I really need to make sure that I work hard for anything I receive and continue to become more and more sincere and selfless in my giving. And to take only what I really need. It takes me back to quote I heard a long time ago, “Of whom much is given, much is expected.”
Walking Along…                                           Guri’s Journals: April 08th 

As I walk along on this journey, many things are starting to come up to the surface, many long-held beliefs are being challenged, and many new ones haven’t quite sunk in yet.

This trip is nothing at all what I expected.

The biggest commodities these days are water and shade from the sun. Living with three pairs of clothes seems over-indulgent. Not because people in India don’t have a lot of clothes, but more so because they don’t have to carry them around for miles every day. What we consider poor in the U.S. is absurd in India as well as what we consider rich. People in the villages can live a really good life on couple of dollars a day. While to the rich in the cities, our dollars are nothing compared to how much wealth some of them might have. I realize that we always judge other countries by our own scale which is just really naïve.

I learned about the value of America from a Saint. At times, when we’re so close to the windshield we only see the dirty spots, and all the clean surfaces go unnoticed...the spaces between the defilements.

The lessons are just starting to reveal themselves. Keeping an open mind is the most valuable tool at the moment.
Temple on the Highway                               Nipun’s Journals: April 8th 
Indian spirituality is not the Kumbh Mela. It is neither brainless devotees chanting the same old name nor is it saffron robed men pulling stunts to gather attention of your wallet. Perhaps the accidental spiritualist might encounter such touristy piety, but Indian spirituality runs way, way deeper. 

Perhaps it is because we are off the beaten path, or perhaps it is for some other reason we aren't conscious of, but we keep running into absolutely sincere cultivators of truth. Saint Harisevakdass is one such example.

After being raised by wandering monks, he did deep meditations for many years. Eventually, he felt like he wanted to serve the entire world. He sat under a tree in the middle of nowhere. Today, there's a temple around him that manages to bring deep smiles to all passerby's like Guri and myself.

Profile: Harisevak Dass
He doesn't know when he was born. Nor does he know who his parents are. His earliest memory, from when he was 2, is of being taken care of by a group of wandering monks, each of whom were intense in their sadhna. After they landed up in Petlad, a small town in Gujarat, they all took off within two days. Except 10-year-old Swami Harisevakdass. He stayed back and fifty years later, he is still here. 

Walking from Nadiad to Petlad, we notice a curious combination of a Buddha and Ganesh statue on a big gate. We also notice a water fountain, so we meander in to fill up our water bottles. Within a minute or so of  talking to some locals, a slightly hefty gentleman with a bare chest walks up to us and invites us to lunch. Maybe we had "food" written all over our face, or maybe it was something else. Either way, we gladly accept. 

Loud yet serene, boisterous yet composed, hefty yet huggable, joking yet sincere, it is Swami Harisevakdass who invites us to lunch. We don't know him, and he doesn't know us. Only difference is that we want to know who he is, while he already seems to know who we are. 

"I was raised, quite literally, by many sincere saints. They all were very deep in their sadhna, some would meditate 7 hours of the day without stopping. So spirituality for me was second nature. I don't know life without it," he said while sitting on a swing surrounded by many trees. 

After being trained by his Guru at a local ashram, he set off on many pilgrimages all across India. Some, by foot some by train some with just one 'lota' (jug) and a 'kantan' (cloth). On one of those pilgrimages, at a Ganesh festival in Pune, he felt a deep pull to create a Ganesh temple in Petlad. 
Without any resources, he came to Petlad and found a barren tree on some remote land, built a hut for himself, and started meditating. He didn't need much and was able to survive without any problems. But after several years, he felt that his sadhna -- which he learned as kid from the wandering saints -- was too selfish. From within, he had a longing to serve the entire world. And again, he remembered his vision of creating a Ganesh temple. 

So he prayed: "If this is your will, give me the energy to make it happen. I am at your service, God." And sure enough, it started happening. Bit by bit, someone would drop off cement, someone would donate bricks, someone would find laborers who wanted to help, someone would coordinate, and so on. Heck, they built the temple but didn't have an idol until someone dropped that off one day too. It's almost unbelievable. 

When asked of his participation in the temple, Swami Harisevakdass laughs and says, "I didn't lift a single brick. Actually, all I really did was pray." 

Today, thirty years later, you can still feel the sincerity. 

Hemantbhai, a daily attendee at the temple, agrees, "I'm telling you, this man has a direct connection to God. He does these huge events, and just tells me to spend a few lakhs even when there's no money in the account. And then he'll say, 'It'll come by tonight' and sure enough, it's there. This whole temple was built like that, 30 years ago." Even beyond the temple, Hemantbhai has reason to be pumped-up about Samrat Maharaj, as the locals call him; after losing everything in the stock market, becoming a depressed alcoholic that was involved in all kinds of negativities, it was Samrat Maharaj that has turned his life around, 180 degrees. 

"I don't ask anyone for anything. I never have. Expectations is what creates problems. Whoever it is, I just serve them. If a person is naked, give him some clothes; if someone is hungry, give him food; if someone is thirsty, give him some water. That's it. That's all service is," Samrat Maharaj describes his simple theory of life. 

For him, the spirit of service is the only thing that truly contributes; the actual act of service evolves naturally. No act is too big, or too small. At the temple, prayers happen every morning and evening for the community; anyone travelling through the roadside can always have a place to eat without any questions; there are two simple rooms for pilgrims to rest. This is service. Community members who can't afford a big hall for marriage can use the land next door for big events. They've even invested in a TV which is strictly for the entertainment of the street children for an hour everyday. Tons of passerbys stop to touch the seemingly palpable peace that permeates the temple grounds, many of whom don't even know Samrat Mahraj. "Help someone in need. What other service can man do?" 

And if you hang around the temple enough, it's not hard to spot that inspiration in the most minute happenings. The caretaker of the ashram was born at the ashram, perhaps left behind as an orphan, and now she is 30 and living a content life of service. When Samrat Maharaj needed help at the temple, the current temple administrator left his home on the farm opposite the temple to serve; although he sees his family everyday, he said he will continue staying at the temple until the next help arrives. He has been there for an entire year. 

"Your laboratory is the whole world. All you have to do is find God. And then share the joy with others!" Samrat Maharaj declares in his naturally upbeat tone. 

Over the years, people have come to know of him. Very rarely does he go out of the temple, but sometimes people get him to talks and special occassion prayers. "When I speak, I speak spontaneously. No plans until I get to the mic and then I speak whatever comes to my mind. Always," he says in a very believable way. But he is quick to add, "I do it but I don't like to do this worldly stuff. I have so many more important things to do at the ashram, like my prayer and sadhna." 

It's pointless to ask him about the moment when his spiritual transformation occurred. Because he doesn't know: "Since my earliest memory, I have always known God. Nothing else is real." 

At the temple, there are no weekdays or weekends. Everyday is a chance to serve mankind, to wish goodwill for all of humanity, to pray for insight into our true nature. "God is everyone. Inspiration is everywhere. Help anyone doing anything," Swami Harisevakdass says as if that's his life's motto. 

Not everyone who visits knows this history, but most everyone who visit feels this inspiration. 
(Photo: Harisevak das) 
The Path Under My Feet                               Nipun’s Journals: April 09
If there is frequently asked question, it is this: why walk?

One, to observe reality at a human pace. Move over palm-pilots, it is time to go at the speed of two feet. Everything is slow, deliberate and intentional. Todo-lists turn into undo-lists. Lighter your load, wider the smile. Arrogance of security loosens its grips and slowly gives birth to humility of the unknown. The more you unwind, the deeper you experience. In place of wasting energy figuring out your plans, accept whatever comes; because in the end, each circumstance is a mirror of what is already in your heart. 

Two, to experience moments not events. Instead of pressing on the accelerator, yield to the cows and admire their grace; instead of being an absent minded consumer, greet the vegetable vendors as fellow pilgrims of life; instead of ignoring the stare of kids, smile at the little ones who have never seen grown-ups with back-packs; instead of ignoring poverty or shelling out a rupee of guilt, connect with the source of that poverty within you. An uninterrupted, commercial-free play with nature; it is you and your consciousness together at last.

Three, to deepen your awareness. Witness that you are not separate from your pain or the celestial hues of sunlight that cross the fields at sunrise. Learn how nature works with abundance, without any need for accumulation; the crows skip with two feet, the camels bob around without moving their heads, the monkeys stare as if it's a new show each time. Need, not greed. Understand the simplicity of cause and effect. You serve, you get served. No images, no theories, no complications. Just instant-karma. When you put it all on the line, there is no choice but to go deeper.

Yet, walking is painful. Your feet hurt, your body aches at the thought of not knowing if you will have lunch, the bag on your back feels heavier than it is, the soles of your feet are hot even with your sandals on. You are frustrated but don't know the source of your frustration. You miss the comforts of home, or even a plain ol' city. Everyday, you start from scratch. Every person is a new encounter. No business cards, no glory from the past to rescue you. This is you and your mind, facing off. There is no victory, no defeat; and ultimately, there is no reason left to even do this.

Then you breathe. You take another step. One foot rests while the other moves forward. Then you breathe a real breath.
Taking On Each Other’s Karma                       Guri’s Journals: April 9th
Akukaka (Nipun’s uncle) joked that he would never go on a walking pilgrimage with his wife. “We wouldn’t last a day -- forget one day, even two hours in this heat.” He said he couldn’t wait to see how “it all turns out” for us. :-)
We never imagined doing something like this either, especially six months after our wedding. But here we are, and I feel like I’m learning more about Nipun than I have in the entire time that I’ve known him. We both realize that it’s hot, it’s uncomfortable, and with all these uncertainties, it’s inevitable that stuff will come up. Instead of taking it out on each other (since there’s no one else), we just have to deal with it as it comes. Both of us realize it’s the fear and uncertainty that causes the problems and surfaces as irritations. And ultimately if you believe that the world is a projection of your own mind, it could get interesting. The trick in something like this is that you have to take on whatever the other person is going through, because you’ll both face the outcomes of each other’s inner journey. I have a strange feeling that that’s precisely what a marriage is about anyways. 
No "Plan B"                                                 Guri’s Journals: April 10th
Walking to Anand is one of the more challenging days for me. For one, I have a little bit of a stomachache and Nipun isn’t feeling well either. Secondly, this is our first NPO-type interview so it’s likely that we wouldn’t be offered a place to stay at night. The fears start creeping in, what if I get sicker and we don’t have a place to sleep? What if Dr. Doshi is not there or isn’t interested in being interviewed? I’ve hyped him up so much in my mind. But yet I have full faith that we would be able to be balanced with however things end up unfolding.

What’s the worse that can happen, right? This is exactly the type of stuff that we’ll have to deal with so we have no choice but to take it one day at a time. “Not knowing” has to be one of the biggest fears in life. Looking back, I realize that there are so many things I didn’t try because I wasn’t sure how it would be turn out. But here we were, dealing with exactly that. What an awesome and scary opportunity at the same time.

We finally reach the eye hospital around 1:30 in the afternoon only to find out that Dr. Doshi just left for lunch. He won’t be back until 3:30 or so. We decide to rest under the fan and wait for him. The volunteers in the hallway cautiously start asking us questions and become more and more interested in what we’re doing. After realizing that we just walked over 25 km, one of them offers us lunch in the hospital cafeteria, and we gratefully accept.

Instead of waiting inside, I convince Nipun to go outside. Spending the rest of the afternoon on a bench outside the hospital is actually pretty fun. At one point, we both look at each other and start laughing, wondering why the heck we’re not worried about where we’re staying tonight. I joke that we’ll probably be back at the bench sleeping with the squirrels (or if he prefers in Gujarati, “Khiskoli’s”). Right then, Viral calls to let us know that a bunch of them are coming to visit us from Ahmedabad. Wow, our first visitors. A connection with someone from home is very comforting and I’m ecstatic about seeing them. But we still have no idea where we will be staying so decide that we’ll have to touch base later.

It’s past 4:00 by the time we actually sit down with Dr. Doshi, and since he’s extremely busy we have to set-up the interview for later in the evening. Without us inquiring and much to our relief, he offers us a place to stay at one of the hospital guest rooms. 

We get in the room and take the load off, it’s a nice, clean, and simple room with a ceiling fan. It even has an AC, wow, that’s a first. I immediately look at Nipun and blurt, “And no we can’t use it.” As I step inside the bathroom. I excitedly run back out, “Guess what?” “What,” Nipun asks still smiling at the room. I pull out the roll of toilet paper from behind. “Can you believe it? Toilet Paper. There’s toilet paper, here.” At this point, it is a luxury that we had to replace with the good old, Indian way of using water, to take care of business. Nipun is equally impressed. Only he could understand how I feel at this exact moment. And how little squares of soft, white tissue paper, united together could be thrilling right now. 

“No, sleeping with the squirrels for one more day,” I yell, as I go back in the bathroom to take a quick bucket bath, “But be ready for anything tomorrow.”
Visitors (of all sorts)                                    Guri’s Journals: April 11th
Jayesh-bhai, Anarben, Anjali, Viral, Eric, and Bhikha-bhai come to visit on their way back from Jaipur. This’ll be the last time we see Viral for a while since he’s flying back to the U.S. tomorrow. We all meet with Dr. Doshi for lunch and then afterwards everyone sits around our little room to learn all about the journey. Nipun and I are excited about sharing our experiences with them. Jayesh-bhai cannot believe that we spent couple of days with Swami Sacchidananda since he’s usually really busy or travelling. 
As everyone walks outside in the evening, I ask Anarben to check my hair. I’m hoping that I’m wrong but I think that I might have picked up lice from the kids in the villages. Yesterday, I had a crazy itch, Nipun told me not to scratch it but I couldn’t stop. Thinking that perhaps, it just needs a good wash, I washed it this morning and it feels a little bit better. 

Anarben sits at the edge of the bed and starts shifting her fingers through my hair. “Guri-ben” she excitedly yells in her usual jovial manner. As I await the horrible news, she pulls out a good sized one and squashes it between her thumbnails. “Oh no, how big was it? It’s gotta be small, it must be in the beginning stages.” I nervously hope. She pulls out a huge one, the size of a fat looking ant, and this time, she shows me. “That thing is huge! Oh no, what am I going to do?” I yell. 
Jayesh-bhai walks in wondering why we’re still inside. Puzzled, he looks at both of us. Anarben explains, “she has a lice situation.” He leaves the room as sooner than he had entered. I’m assuming this isn’t really his area of expertise. Anarben continues going through the rest of my hair and gets any of the big ones that she can. “What do I do, how do I get rid of them? Anarben” “You need to use the Mediker Shampoo.” “And then they’ll be gone?” I desperately ask. “It usually works,” she explains.  I scribble down the name in my notebook. 

As we’re doing a Q&A session with Dr. Doshi, I can’t help but scratch my head from time to time. I feel “caught” every time Anarben sees me doing it. “Don’t do it,” she whispers, with a big smile and a nudge on the elbow. I’m getting the feel that this is kind of entertaining for her. Mediker Shampoo – I remind myself.
Sadly, all our visitors leave that evening (except for the one in my hair) since they have a five hour drive to Ahmedabad. It’s hard to say goodbye to everyone. Hopefully we’ll see them again during the journey. Viral is heading back home tomorrow so we probably won’t be seeing him for quite some time. He’s such a source of strength for both of us, it’s grounding in a way just to see him. I feel like he’s definitely a big part of our walk, if he wasn’t back in the U.S., we would worry a lot more about how Nipun’s parents are doing. He’s supporting our journey in so many ways. 

As the van pulls out and we wave goodbye for one last time, I tell Nipun, “Do you realize that we’ve walked five hours worth in a van.” 
A Fellow Pilgrim With a Bidi                                                   (April 18, 2005) 
I turn around to see smoke coming out of a random building, along the highway. From a cot inside, I see a hand waving at us. Another look and it's an orange-robed man calling us in.

The whole scene looked a little sketchy, to be honest. Plus, we had to cover 48 kilometers today! Not quite the best day to make such random stops, but hey, if we wanted to make "best decisions" we would be in the US pulling cushy salaries.

We walk in.

It turns out to be a loving, clear-faced saint, smoking a bidi. Schooled by the NGO sector, Western sciences and idealist spirituality, it's natural to judge an orange-robed smoker as someone with a shady character sketch. But I was wrong.

"Are you pilgrims?" he asked. "Yes, Swamiji, we are walking to profile inspiring people," I tell him in Gujarati as Guri sat cross legged on a mat to my left.

After some introductions, we learn that this monk has done almost a dozen pilgrimages! Instead of walking, though, he does one step, one bow. He goes with nothing except the pair of clothes he's wearing, and one of his pilgrimages can last over three years.

"Wow, are you serious?" I ask like a little curious kid, remembering Rev. Heng Sure's intense three steps, one bow pilgrimage.

Of the two gentlemen in the vicinity, one goes indoors to grab a frame with newspaper clippings. Sure enough, he had done these rather unbelievable pilgrimages. "Since I was a kid, I was very devotional but then the calling inside got stronger and stronger," he says.

"Don't you think it's a little extreme?" I ask, knowing very well that many think even walking like us is a bit crazy. The Swami smiles, almost as if to say that everyone will understand when their time is ripe. "It's all devotion," he adds.

"Now, imagine you have a bungalow, your own house. You have to pay electricity bill, don't you?" "Yes." "And what happens when you don't pay it? Your electricity is cut, isn't it?" "Yes." "Now, have you paid your bill for sunlight? Have you paid your bill for the water? Who do you think provides all this for us?"

Swami-ji stops the barrage of questions and explains, "God is giving us so much. And we're just busy taking. Take, take, take, take. We have to give back. It is our duty."

"And to top it off, you don't even own your own house! You are just a tenant in this body and that rent check is overdue too," he says with three times the volume of his previous statement.

The smoke from the other room is practically bringing tears to our eyes. One of the gentlemen explains that they are in the middle of a 9 day prayer and that today was an auspicious day for them. "I am very happy to see both of you today," he tells us. 

We share similar gratitude for having run into him and bow down to touch his feet. "Our pilgrimage is about finding the good, finding the God, in everyone, and in that spirit, we bow to that divine in you." And then, I turn around to the other two gentlemen and touch their feet. Everyone is somewhat taken back, and pleasantly surprised to see our statement put into action.

They fill up our water bottles and we hit the road.

A bit ahead, while crossing a bridge, we notice a man mumbling about 20 feet in front of us. Thinking that he was drunk, we didn't pay much attention. But as we crossed him, his mumbles somehow turned into a coherent statement: "Go! Whatever you have set out to do, it will be successful." 

Unfortunately, we haven't set out to do anything but I get the sense that we are in good company. :)
Reaching Vadodara                                    Guri’s Journals: April 12th 

We have a choice of walking almost 50km to Vadodara where we can stay with relatives; Or make a stop in between at a random village for the night. Since there are so many people to profile in Vadodara and we want to set-up infrastructure for all the profiles, we wonder if we can push it out to 50 km (that’s ___ miles, a marathon?) Is it possible to do that? 
We’re doing about 4km/hour average so that’s about 12-13 hours of walking. We can leave at 5:00am, and walk until 1:00pm. And then have lunch somewhere and rest and continue from 4:00 pm onwards once the sun is weaker. It is “possible.” And we don’t have to worry about reaching early to find a place since we’re staying with relatives. 

At least that was the plan, in reality things turn out to be quite different. We wake up on time and our host insists that we have tea and breakfast before we leave. By the time that’s done, it’s 5:45am. Dr. Doshi says that his wife is waiting to say goodbye to us at his home so we walk over and she tries to convince us to stay. She’s very motherly, quite chatty, and doesn’t really understand why we’re doing this, so it’s 6:30am by the time we’re actually on the road.
Nevertheless there’s an ease in my mind today. We know where we’re staying tonight. We know we’re welcomed there. Today my mind takes comfort in the Known. 
So we walk, and walk, and walk all day. Most of it is in silence since we’re on the highway today. Highways can normally be difficult because of all the trucks rushing by but we’ve adapted to the dust and sand that blows up from time to time. It seems very surreal sometimes but in the last few weeks, our bodies have acclimatized themselves to the heat. And mind to the uneasiness. It is amazing, the power of one’s mind to adapt to new situations. The heart is opening up. Instead of the hot concrete below my sore feet, I notice the tiny plants that grow in the small cracks of the cement. Looking up and smiling against all odds. All of a sudden, walking becomes, walking meditation. And an idle mind that’s busy in its routine to-do lists, becomes a praying heart. Praying for peace everywhere. Praying for goodness to arise in everyone. Praying for more love in the world. Praying for hearts to heal.  
It’s about 12:00pm when we start looking around for a place to eat, but there’s not much on the highway. We ask a few people, they say there’s a truck stop up ahead – maybe 8-10 km or so.  The towns are closer, maybe 3-4 km off the highway. We go back and forth trying to decide what to do. If we go into town, that could mean 8 extra kilometers for the day, and we don’t know if we’ll find food. Staying on the highway seems to be the best option but we haven’t seen any shade and on top of it, it’s starting to get real hot. The afternoons are really grueling, there’s no one else outside. The quietness reminds me my great-grandmother. When I was young and my family still lived in India, she would tell us that the ghosts come out in the afternoon. By the time I was around seven, I figured out that it was her ploy to get us to stay inside in the shade and take a nap. Of course, oftentimes my brother would sneak out of the bedroom while every slept and play marbles in the other room.

We decide to keep going until we get to that truck stop on the highway. So much for resting in the afternoon. Around 2:30pm, we reach a shady looking dhaba (truck stop), this must be it. There are a couple of men lazily sitting around, everyone stops and stares. I see no other women, which always makes me a little uncomfortable in India. I look at Nipun, “we have no choice.” I ask the young boy for what he has to eat, he hands me a one page menu, covered in grease and dirt. We both try to figure out if we can afford anything, “I think it’s too much,” Nipun hesitates. “I think we can make it work.” I pick up a pitcher of water from the table and go back outside to wash my face next to a small tree. Amazed at how much salt is coming off of it, I hand the pitcher to Nipun, making sure that he washes his face too. 

By now, the guys have gone back to their eating. There’s a tiny, dark room behind the stove area with a fan. The kid pulls out a wooden mat on the floor right under the fan. It’s hot air outside, and hot air inside, so it really doesn’t matter where we sit. At least inside, there are no stares. We’re happy to just take off our backpacks, I stretch out my shoulders and back. Looking over at the menu again, we both wonder how we can get the most bang for our buck. (since we know we’re having dinner at home, we have more freedom but it still doesn’t seem to be enough for a meal for two). Twenty minutes later, our young friend brings in two small plates, one of chole (chickpeas) with oil swimming on top, rice, three thin rotilis (bread), and a slice of onion on the side. The chole is really spicy and salty, “Look, just mix it in with the rice and then eat the rotili with it,” I explain to Nipun. We improvise, we can eat pretty much anything right about now. We even finish the raw onion even though neither of us usually likes raw onions. 
“We’ve got company,” I smile at Nipun as when a mouse runs across the room. Nipun can hardly be bothered with it. You just don’t get surprised by any of this. I think about all my favorite restaurants in the U.S. and wonder if I’ll ever eat there again. This is probably one of the worst meals I’ve ever had, but it’s better to have the food than not, there’s no questions about that. Every now and again I feel the red chilli powder in the air which stings my eyes. After finishing up, I pull up a chair and try to close my eyes for a few minutes. Nipun sprawls out on the mat and quickly falls asleep. I’m not really sleepy so I’m just keeping an eye open for the mouse that keeps running around the room. Any minute, I feel like he’s gonna jump over to where Nipun is napping and startle him. 

Almost for the first time since we’ve been there, I notice that there’s a thin mattress with a sheet rolled up and some random pieces of wood and kitchen utensils. This is not only this guys’s restaurant but his bedroom, living room, everything. All of a sudden, the electricity goes out, or the guy turns off the fan, we can’t tell which one. Nipun wakes up within minutes and we realize we need to move on. It’s better to be out in the hot air than no air inside. Plus, maybe we can find some shade up ahead. 
It is just simply exhausting after almost 40 km of walking, especially in this heat, and after eating lunch. Every kilometer takes the effort of five of the early morning ones. There’s no shade in sight. Nothing at all. Few small trees right on the highway. Not even enough for two people to sit under. After an hour or so, we cross somewhat of what seems to be outskirts of a city. There’s a college which might look like its closed and there are trees. Nipun wants to keep going but I convince him to stop, “we’ll walk much faster after 4:00pm or so, let the sun go down a little bit. We’re using up all this energy for no reason.” We plop down on a somewhat grassy area and sit on top of our bags avoiding the ants that seem to be everywhere. My body aches to lie down and take a long nap, but am glad to be out of the sun for now.

Couple of students appear on the scene. A few of the boys come up and talk to us. In Gujarati, Nipun explains more about our walk. They’re a little curious but another student hesitatingly walks up and tells us that it’s a school and his teacher said that we can’t be there. I guess it looked like we were runaways or something. We say, “no problem” fill up our water bottles and leave. I think we rested for at least 45 minutes, and had a great conversation.
After a very long day, we reach home at around 7:30 to be greeted by Nipun’s aunt and uncle, with hot dinner waiting and a hot water shower to top off the day. We couldn’t be any happier: clean water, nice clean bed, laundry machine, and the feeling of being home. The good life. What else could a person want? They could not believe that we walked all the way from Anand. 
All of Nipun’s cousins were amazed at how enormous his beard has gotten, and my tanned skin, not to mention sun-burnt hair, and chapped lips. Over the next week we let our bodies recover, catch up on email, writing, and our profiles.  We cherished each moment and got a lot of work done since there are two computers. The result: www.ijourney.org. We finally have a place to post the profiles of all the inspiring folks so they can be shared with everyone. 
	(Photo: IJourney homepage)


	Date?

We’re interviewing Shruti Shroff in Vadodara today, who has done amazing work with the aboriginals? and then heading out to the outskirts of the city where there is a Vinoba Ashram. Since the total amount that we’re walking today is only about 10km, we end up leaving much later than anticipated. Shrutiben’s house is only a couple of km away from where we leave by afternoon.  After the interview, we end up walking in the peak heat hours to the Vinoba Ashram. 
It’s much harder than I anticipated. The body gets used to comfort real fast. This is why we normally don’t stay more than 2 days at a place. You just don’t want to get attached to it. Nipun insisted on setting up the website for all the everyday hero profiles so we stayed longer in Vadodara to set everything up. And now I’m sensing that both of us are going to pay for it. 

Dr. Doshi was really the last person we knew, so it’ll be interesting to see what comes up.    


Tick Tock, Tick Tock
It is a routine first-class train ride. Atul Shroff turns to his wife and tells her, "There's a 3-acre proposal to start a hospital in a village where we are building a new plant. Are you interested in leading it?" Shrutiben Shroff gives him an answer that would change both their lives forever: "No." 

Shrutiben goes on to explain her divergent ideas: "I want to go deeper than just having a name-sake role. And in place of a long, drawn-out, 5 crore proposal to help a community years later, I would do it right now. Small things with big heart. I've never run an institute but if I ran it, I wouldn't measure how many surgeries a hospital has done; instead I would see how many surgeries were prevented by the hospital." 

They talk till they reach their destination, and then forget about it. Until six months later. 
"I get a phone call and Atul says, 'Can you come to speak to the Shroff Foundation board and share the ideas you were telling me in the train that day?' And before I could say anything, he tells me he's already sent a car," Shrutiben recalls. A little nervous and a lot off-guard, she goes in to address a board room full of powerful business people. She speaks her heart out for half an hour, and then one gentleman makes a trite comment: "You are talking about nine different things - water management, health, animal husbandry and what not. You understand that people have spent lifetimes trying to solve just one of these issues." 

Shrutiben, a sweet, middle-aged woman with a quiet ferocity, retorts back, "Well, I know one thing. I'm a mother and when a mother wants nine children, she doesn't wait for the first one to be 20 before having another one. Likewise, if we are sincere about making a difference in this village, we have to create a holistic approach." 

After that meeting, the Shroff Foundation timidly agrees to give her a little bit of money, and two years of time to implement her ideas. 

Shrutiben comes home and does the one thing she always does when she's at a turning point in her life - visit "dada", her father-in-law and mentor. After hearing that the foundation gave the reins to her, Dada proudly exclaims, "Today, Atul has done the best thing in his life!" 

Before Shrutiben has time to process everything, she is already on her way to the village -- Kelali. She has no idea what to do or where to start. For the first few visits, she does art and crafts with the kids under a tree. Slowly, she gets to know the children and learns of the community's water problems. Then the fathers of the kids start coming and tell her of the bad crop that year. "I didn't know a thing about agriculture but still, they would try to show me what was wrong," Shrutiben says. One day she brings a small camera to take photos of the bad crop, shows the prints to some experts that her father-in-law knew of, and shares relevant best practices with the farmers to avoid the same problem in the future. 

Bit by bit, she keeps working to the best of her ability. She would work with the village kids everyday, especially since she had those skills. "When my daughter was in nursery, I would volunteer at her school. Then she passed out of nursery, but I never left," Shrutiben laughs in her characteristically gentle manner. 

Her daughter has been her teacher in many ways. At the age of 4, she passed away due to post-measles meningitis and left all her family members devastated. Shrutiben tried everything to get out of her deep remorse, but nothing helped. It was then that her father-in-law, Govind C. Shroff, taught her about spirituality, karma and detachment. He gave her books about Ramakrishna, kept a close eye on her, and inspired her to find that love for everyone, through service. 

After her daughter's death, Shrutiben tried to cope by helping other sick children at a local hospital. At one point, she got really close to a 4 year old girl who, incidentally, suffered from the same post-measles meningitis that her daughter had. Unfortunately, this girl also died and that too, in the arms of Shrutiben! 

"This was too much. It was very very painful. I was a very active person, always doing things but now, I had lost all motivation to do anything. I suffered a lot," Shrutiben remembers. "Dada, again came to my rescue. We would talk a lot about life and death, God and finding that divinity in others. It took me a long time, but I eventually did come out of it." 

It is after all this internal turmoil that she gets involved with the Shroff Foundation and goes to the village. 

Solving one problem after another in the village of Kelali, Shrutiben also experiences the subtler principles of life. One day, she learns of an epidemic with the village cattle. While she's struggling to find a solution, a retired gentleman shows up at the door and with folded hands asks, "Can I help in your work?" Coincidentally, he was veterinarian! "I don't know how he found out that I really needed help. And I never found out. When you do this kind of work, you feel that this is all someone else's design. We are just instruments. You experience lots of grace," Shrutiben says. They go to the village, find the problem, vaccinate the cattle, and rescue the villagers yet again. 

After saving the cattle, she attempts a basic health education program with 30 women. The first day when she tries to invite the women, they all slam the door on her face. Shrutiben says, "Since I was interacting with the men, they didn't trust me. They thought something was going on. They were the toughest to win over." The next day, word got out about how the women treated her and almost over-night, there was a complete turn-around in their attitude. And the women's program starts. 

Next season, when the cotton crop is ruined again, Shrutiben realizes that she needs to start a training program for the farmers. With the help of her family's contacts, she puts together some of the brightest brains and arranges a first-of-a-kind workshop for the farmers. It's a wild success, which adds further momentum to all of the existing programs in the village. Before long, a small hospital and community health clinic is running; art program for the kids, agricultural training and animal husbandry initiatives for the farmers, along with water sanitation and women's empowerment work, are all going on simultaneously and in harmony with one another. 

Her nine children were born, much to the surprise of the Shroff Foundation board members. And that 2 year time limit? "They never came back to rate me. It's been twenty years now, so I guess I must be doing ok. But now, I want that 5 crore hospital," she says while cracking into a huge laugh. The foundation now operates with an annual 6 crore budget and employs 117 social workers to carry out the programs. 

Most recently, she went to visit a 'adivasi' (native) village and was deeply shocked to see their primitive conditions. "Not four out of the four hundred children were healthy. There were no plants or animals, because the Adivasis eat everything. They have no other choice." After getting a city tour, by a naked guy holding a bow and an arrow, Shrutiben was in tears: "The only difference between them and animals was that the animals live on trees and they lived on the ground." 

When 'Dada' hears of Shrutiben's experience, he is himself moved to tears and says, "Whatever you do, Shruti, don't say no. For me, please don't say no. Go and help them." 
Sure enough, the next day Shrutiben initiates the project. She assembles a top-notch team and moves into the village for several months. All her family members fear for her safety, but everyone knows that once Shrutiben's heart is set, there is no stopping her. Within five years, the villages around Chota-Udaipur are radically transformed because of her efforts. And their work is still continuing. 

'Dada', who has always been Shrutiben's guiding light, also dies in her arms after suffering from lung fibrosis. It turns out that she now has the condition. But she isn't worried. "I've experienced an intense joy and satisfaction within myself by doing service, and it's hard to explain in words, how much I've received from it. I'm deeply satisfied with my life." 

Throughout her life, Shrutiben has fought fierce battles; many within herself and some with circumstances. Yet instead of becoming hardened, she seems to become more and more unthreatening, loving and gentle. 

True to her motherly nature, she recites a nursery rhyme from her daughter's kindergarten days that reflect her own path: 

Tick, tock, tick, tock Says the clock, What time is it now? The time to be happy is now. The place to be happy is here. And the way to be happy, is to make people happy. and to have a little heaven right here. 
Tick, tock, tick, tock. Shrutiben is creating a little heaven right here. 
(Photo: Shrutiben; shrutiben & Nipun)

24 Hours in Gotri

(April 20, 2005)

Maybe it's because their name starts with a "V". But Viral, Vivekananda, and Vinoba influence me heavily. One is my brother, another has inspired all corners of the world, but third is a little mysterious. 

Today, as I lay on the floor staring the ceiling fan rotating in full force, I am thinking about the third V: Vinoba. We are at the end of the road, in every aspect. It's 2PM, we are leaving this place at 5:30AM tomorrow, and we have absolutely no idea where we will be going, or anything else. You know, the usual gut-wrenching unknown. 

Just then, a surreal feeling takes a hold of me. I feel at home. This is, after all, the Vinoba Ashram in Gotri. 

On the previous day, Guri and I showed up at this ashram, without knowing anyone or anything. The board outside read "Nature Cure Center" but the mailing address at the bottom read "Vinoba Ashram", so it seemed like our destination. We walk into the small reception room, that feels like a hospital lobby, and ask for the only name we had heard of -- Jagdish Shah. 

Sizing us up as two vagabonds, the receptionist asked us to wait in the lobby. Tick tock, tick tock. Just as we guzzled down some tap water, a man whizzes past us. The receptionist asks us to follow him. It's the doctor of this 'Nature Cure' center, Bharat Shah. 

"Given that Vinoba walked across the country for decades, you gotta figure these guys will be sympathetic to walking pilgrims," I think out loud to Guri. Bharatbhai turns out to be a very compassionate guy, and after hearing about what we are doing, he invites us for some accommodations and food. 

This whole introduction process is humiliating, at least for me. I mean, let's face it: I could easily bust out money from my own labor to stay wherever I want, however I want. But no, instead I have voluntarily left myself at the mercy of the universe, to realize our interdependence, and to put the "I" in check. It's the thing to do, but man, it's painful especially when you have to do it again and again, every single day. You feel so small. 

"Jagdishbhai is on a pilgrimage himself. He just came couple hours ago and is leaving again tomorrow. It'll be very tough to see him," Bharat says, after telling us that is his Dad. Despite his seeming unavailability, we were taken by the coincidence of him being there. 

After settling in, we learned more about the activities of the Vinoba Ashram: Nature Cure center and organic farming. About 15 families lived on the clean, serene campus and it was the center of much Gandhian activity in the country through "Bhoomi Patra" newsletter. 

Sure enough, we ran into Jagdishbhai. Although he only had five minutes to spend with us, he acted like we had eternity. Immediately, he's comfortable with us and tells us to join him in his pilgrimage. By now, we knew that this man had dropped out of college at 19, and walked thousands and thousands of miles, without any money in his pocket, to support Vinoba Bhave's "bhoodan" movement. So we countered, "Unfortunately, we are walking. We haven't paid our dues like you, that we can ride in cars." He smiled but still tried to convince us. 

Next day, there was a meeting of Sarvodaya Trust. A 96 year old man, Siddharaj Dadda, was little antsy that the country he had fought so hard is struggling with some basic values; so he had called everyone together. Fortunately, we happened to be right there as we heard stories from some of the most incredible leaders in social development work. 

Getting Jagdishbhai's time was still an impossibility, although he was really taken by our spirit and wanted to help us. 

So it's 2PM, I'm looking at the ceiling wondering what will happen next. While Guri takes a short nap, I decide to randomly walk out of our room. I know that Jagdishbhai leaves in an hour, so if there's any hopes of getting his advice on where to go, what to do, it's gotta be now. 

I go down and he's coming out of his room at the same time. We chat it up, as he is adamant on us joining him. I ask him some questions, and he gets into helping us. We walk into his living room and sit down. Pretty soon, Guri comes down and Jagdishbhai's whole family is with us as well. We share some of our experiences, they learn a little bit about our past and get a sense of our sacrifices that brought us to their door. 

"From the moment I met you, you felt like my own son and daughter," Jagdishbhai says as he gives us his own map and gives us a few suggestions on what routes to take. "I'm really worried about you. In this day and age, you can't do something like this. Why don't you just come with me in the car? I will introduce you to some of the most amazing people you will ever meet." Once again, we politely refuse with the help of his wife. :) And he actually appears to be slightly impressed with our conviction. 

Over the next hour, everyone comes together to share stories and brainstorm ideas about where and how we should proceed. At one point, Jagdishbhai confidently says, "You go ahead and use my name wherever you want. It's a license to get in anywhere." And although we don't know of his whole life story, just from the hearing tidbits from other inspiring people, like Hamidaben, it is obvious that we are in front of a living legend. 

Jagdishbhai leaves, with about a dozen others on the campus. But the conversation continues in full swing, with others in the room. Then, at one point, Bharatbhai says: "Would you mind giving a talk tonight? I think our staff and patients would be very inspired." We agree. 

Within the hour, we give an impromptu talk to about 70 folks. Everyone is pumped, partially in awe. By the end of the talk, couple of youngsters in the room are ready to join right then -- we told them we're not ready yet; couple of older folks ask about how we are able to walk so much, about marriage, about what our parents think about this; two folks, one from the UK and US, come up afterwards just to shake our hands and say, "All our blessings are with you." Another youngster finds us afterwards and asks us all kinds of questions about life. Many conversations are buzzing around. 

Next morning, Baa (Jagdishbhai's wife and also the cutest grandmother-like personality) wakes up just to say goodbye; Kapilbhai's wife makes us tea and a special treat from their cow's first milk after birth (Guri saw a calf that was an hour old, the previous day); Bharatbhai writes us brief directions to get to our next location, 40 kilometers away. As we say goodbye, Baa sweetly remind us, "Beta, if you don't make it before lunch, don't worry. Just take a break in between." 

Everyone is with us in spirit. 

Of course, this ends up being the toughest walk Guri and I have taken. It's hot, the walk is slow, we get caught in between destinations, it's hard to find shade, we have unusual -- and identical -- pains that came out of nowhere. But we manage. We rest at an old, rundown train station and start walking again at 4PM. 

At about kilometer 33, we see an ambulance pull up on the other side of the road. We keep walking. The ambulance honks its horn, and out comes Jagdishbhai from the back! Incidentally, his "yatra" was on the same route and he had been keeping an eye out for us, on the road. He races out from the back door, to first grab Guri's face in his palms and kisses her on the forehead. "Beta, I was so worried about you guys. I have searching for you all day." Like a true grand-parent, he asks us if we have had any problems. We actually did, but after this dose of love, it all seemed trivial. 

"Ok, ok, do one thing," Jagdishbhai says. "Please just accept this rule in your pilgrimage. If someone offers you a ride, without you asking and without you paying a single dime, you should accept it." Basically, he wants to give us a ride. :) 

We smile. He doesn't even expect a response; he knows we are gonna keep walking. We bow down to touch his feet, and request his blessings. 

Twenty four hours after my 2PM-what-will-happen-tomorrow, I am alive like there is no tomorrow. Just keep walking, just keep walking. 

Courage Under Fire-                                                 Hamida Chandul 
The scene is tense. February 27th, 2002. Communal riots are spreading all across Gujarat, and the government has imposed a national curfew to contain the situation. 

One week passes, second week passes. Things are under control in many places, but in various Muslim pockets across Gujarat, tensions are mounting. Many are being burned alive, many are walking in open public with swords, policemen appear to behaving in random ways, no one was feeling secure. 

In one such city of Baroda, one woman is fed up with the unease. Hamida A. Chandul had seen almost 500 mobsters coming to attack one Muslim youth; she had known women being raped; she had heard gun shots while praying with other Muslim women, not knowing if she will be alive. And now, she has had enough. 

"We cannot live like this. Either Allah will take us to him or he will rescue us," she tells her friends. What they do next is so bold, so radical, so gutsy, that no one could believe it. 

Instead of hiding from the bandits, she went straight to them. 

"The night before, a bunch of Gandhian activists were at my house. No Muslim was accepting them, but I had spoken to them once before, so I sort of trusted them. I called them in for tea and they slept the night at my place," Hamida recalls. 

At 4AM, Hamida secretly goes into town to get some milk for guests. Most households are scared to go out to buy vegetables or supplies; they pay a little bit extra to have some entrepreneuring youth who take the risk. No one had much money, but everyone was praying that the situation would improve soon. 

On the way to get milk, Hamida meets another friend. It turns out that a young Muslim man, Hamida's friend's relative, was just killed. In fact, mutilated. Because Muslims are in a serious minority, they can't even dare to go out on the streets to ensure a proper funeral for their deceased loved ones. 

It's a little past 4AM, and this is the final straw for Hamida. Instead of getting milk, she calls home and wakes up her Gandhian friends. "We can't live like this. Either we are going to die or live with dignity. This is not right," she says. 

"We are thinking of doing a non-violent protest, a rally on the streets. It's dangerous, it's risky, and anything could happen. But we have to do it. Will you join us?" the Hindu man on the other side of the phone, Jagdishbhai Shah, proposes a seeming solution to all this irrational mob behavior. Jagdishbhai is himself a fearless legend, having walked thousands and thousands of miles with Vinoba Bhave. 

"No Muslim would intiate such a thing, but someone has to take the risk. You are good Hindu people and if we don't support you, we will be practically doomed. I would rather die than to have this for my kids, my community," Hamida thinks out loud on the phone. 

"YES! I will do it. Let's start right this morning," Hamida exclaims on the phone, not thinking about how her husband or two kids will react. 

"You understand that we will be in full silence, no matter what others say. If someone does something, we will not react and behave in a completely non-violent way. Anything can happen," Jagdishbhai warns Hamida, from his decades of exprience with such rallies. 

"Yes, I'm ready to die. Or anything else. If we all keep on fighting, we will all kill each other. This has to stop, and I'm ready. You have my full participation," Hamida agrees with her whole heart. 

She buys some overpriced groceries, to ensure that there is food for the day for her family and rushes home. There is no way that her husband, Abudrahim B. Chandul, could stop her. "She is very motivated. And the kind of fear we were living in, something had to be done," Abudrahim says. 

The rally starts. 25 men, 25 women. Hamida was able to convince a few other women and men. Admittedly, lot of the men were in full rage and plotting other violent responses but most did keep an open heart for this to work. 

"Instead of the mobsters coming to hunt us down, we are going to them. We'll make it easy. We are here. Go ahead, do what you want. We will not do anything in return," Hamida says of the spirit of the rally. 

50 people isn't really intimidating, considering that the Hindu mobs were numbering in hundreds and hundreds at time. But 10 out of 50 were themselves Hindu, 40 were Muslim, half were women, and all 50 were committed to a non-violent response. 

Their argument of interconnectedness and peace is so compelling, that not a single soul is able to do anything on the streets. 

The rally proceeds for half an hour, until they notice a mass movement up front. It's the police. 

"I have never seen that many policemen in my life! I mean, we are only 50 non-violent people but here were hundreds after hundreds of police coming for us," Hamida says with a slight glee. 

Police had come to arrest them, for "disturbing the peace". Jagdishbhai instructs the crowd to not cooperate with the arrest. They all lock their hands, and sit down. Quite literally, there are more than 10 policemen -- with all kinds of weapons -- for each one of them. It's a real scene. 

One after another, each of them is picked up from the street and thrown into the police van and taken to jail. By the end of the day, their friends get them released. 

And the next day, another rally starts. This time with a different group of 50 inspired people. They are also arrested, and released by night. And again, the next day, another rally is initiated. 

For six straight days, they rally in the thick of the tension. No one, not one person, retaliates. All the local newspapers write about it, and there's a huge buzz about it on the streets. 

Hamidaben recalls, "It actually worked! People saw that we were humans too, and it created a possibility of living together in peace." Following those six days, tensions in the neighborhood started easing, Muslims actually went out to buy their groceries, and Hindus and Muslims spoke to each other. 

"To this day, unfortunately, there's still some tensions that remain. 80% is removed, but 20% is still there," Hamidaben says. "People have to be better educated. We can't do some crazy things because someone gives us 50 rupees. But ultimately, if true peace is to be achieved, we have to, we have to realize our common humanity." 

May all the Hamida Chandul's of the world stand up. 

Booking Window
(April 20, 2005)
[Written on a bench in Waghodia] 

Hot, sunny day; 
No rest on the way. 

Finally, an old train station, 
But far from a pleasant sensation. 

A sick, feeble man is coughing, 
We lay on a dirty bench, wobbling. 

Couple of drunks are gambling, 
No cigar puff is appealing. 

It is all me and mine, 
For today, it is just fine. 

Booking window is closed, though; 
Leaving now is a no-go. 

Me and mine will soon show-down; 
Then, only the good will be left in town. 

Hot, sunny day; 
No rest on the Way. 
(Photo: Train station window)
Smallest Big Story of Goraj - Vikram bhai
It's the big story. A village woman with 7th grade education goes to the Ramakrishna Mission to become a nun; they reject her because she doesn't have a college education. So she finds another teacher, who has been in silence for 12 years. He instructs her to serve the world. Without any money, without any house, without any other resources, she builds a hut on a wasteland and invites a few village kids to play everyday. That woman was Anuben Thakkar, that year was 1978, that project was called Muni Seva Ashram. Twenty five years later, Muni Seva Ashram is a 300 acre social service project that is known throughout Asia. 

That's definitely a big story. But there's an even bigger story that is so small that it almost can't be seen. 

It is the story of Vikram Patel, a young doctor who comes to Anuben's hut just as she is starting the Muni Seva Ashram. As a medical school student, he agrees to come every Sunday to do health checks on the kids that come to Anuben's hut. 

Vikram is the third oldest amongst four siblings, and by far the smartest one. In every exam, he's a guaranteed first; no matter what the challenge, he's ready to take it on. "If he's in front of car, he would be the best mechanic. If he's in front of the patient, he would give the best diagnosis. He was good at everything," Vikram's father recalls. Parul Patel, Vikram's younger sister remembers, "His thoughts were always different since his childhood. He would trade in my comic books in the library for books by Vivekananda! As an elementary school student, who would want to read those books? Only Vikram." 

With his stethoscope around his neck, Vikram would sit on a small stool under a tree every Sunday, providing medical check-ups and medicine prescription for one villager after another. One day, during a routine visit to see Muni Maharaj -- who had inspired Anuben to start this project -- Muni Maharaj tells Vikram's mom, "Don't let your son leave Goraj. This is where he belongs." 

Migrating to a Village

Turns out that Muni Maharaj is right on. A year or so later, when Vikram graduates from medical college, Anuben asks him to stay in Goraj to work with her. And Vikram agrees, much to the surprise of everyone. Instead of living with city comforts, he would live in a village hut without any running water or electricity; instead of making lots of money, he would be a volunteer for a project that isn't guaranteed to survive even the next year. 

"People are greedy because they don't know their real needs. Man's real need is joy. When you lose that joy on the inside, you start looking outside," Vikrambhai confidently says when asked if he misses comforts of security. 

By 1982, there are two huts on the Goraj wasteland. One is residence quarters, and another is a kindergarten during the days, kitchen during meal times, and hospital during the other times. 

Since the Muni Seva Ashram doesn't operate on pre-meditated plans, its programs evolve based on the forthcoming needs of the community and the available resources. Once-a-week patient check-ups for Vikrambhai turn into an indoor facility where patients can stay, which over time expands into a pathology department. When they received a sewing machine donation once, they start an employment program for the village women who are 10th grade graduates. Unfortunately, no one comes because there are no such graduates; very quickly, Muni Seva Ashram expands its education program to 10th grade. 

Bit by bit, Muni Seva Ashram programs evolve and grow beyond anyone's wildest imagination. 

In 2001, Anuben unexpectedly passes away. No successor is named, no plans are made. "For Anuben, she was just an instrument of service. This was Muni Maharaj's ashram and he would guide its direction, although he had passed away," Dakshaben says. In a quiet corner at Anuben's funeral, a few very well respected saints brainstorm for a few minutes and name Vikrambhai as the next leader of this ashram. 

Ashram's Evolution

Today, the Muni Seva Ashram operates programs focused on agriculture, education and medicine -- a nationally renowned cancer hospital, a senior center, several schools from kindergarten to 12 grade, agricultural programs to free farmers from market forces, a school for the mentally challenged and a cow-shed to name a few. It's also quickly becoming an impressive model for sustainable use of technology. "In India, we are big into recycling. An old saree becomes a towel, an old towel becomes a napkin, an old napkin becomes a cleaning rag. Similarly, at the ashram here, we make use of everything from the cow dung to leaves on the trees to wasted water," Vikrambhai says. The ashram produces its own grass; cows eat the grass and produce milk; cow dung is used to produce bio-gas that is used to cook farm-fresh food; superfluous water is used for irrigation, plant and human waste is used to create manure for the farms, and so on. 

A whopping 70% of the resources needed on the 300-acre campus are generated in house. "In five years, I am quite confident that we'll be 100% sustainable," Vikrambhai says of his technology brainchild. If you go to the bathrooms, you will see automatic sensors on the taps to conserve water; if you visit the cancer hospital, you will see fully air-conditioned patient quarters run with wood-gas gacifier; if you will go to their office, you will find wireless Internet access. His passion for technology benefiting humanity is obvious and he sees no problem in the combination of science, technology and spirituality. Vikrambhai notes, "Man shouldn't lose his focus. We have to build technology for humans, not the other way around. But there's nothing wrong with appropriate technology that helps us, that reduces our burdens." 

At the Muni Seva Ashram, you can find humanity, technology, and spirituality. But there's one more unique element that is immediately evident as you enter the premises: beauty. 

"Gandhi provided the emphasis on satya, Truth. Vivekananda provided the focus on spirituality. And here, Anuben added a third dimension to our work: beauty. She took great care to make sure there was a sense of natural beauty at the ashram," Vikrambhai says. 

That aesthetic element is strikingly evident throughout the ashram. With 60 foot palm trees, nicely cut grass everywhere, beautifully architected buildings, elegant decorations, anyone feels good just by being there. But many utilitarian social workers argue that you could use these large areas of nature-full trees, to farm and feed the hungry. To that argument, Vikrambhai counter back, "We are here to give joy to people. Who is to say that the joy which a dying cancer patient feels in a serene atmosphere is less than the joy of giving a farmer an extra egg plant to sell?" 

Pay-what-you-can!

To top it all off, perhaps the most striking feature of the hospital is this: nothing is free, but every service is on a pay-what-you-can basis! 

Villagers come here to get free help, international patients travel thousands of miles to get cutting edge medical care, and city folks in dire situations can even get shuttles to make it here. Naturally, there are cons who take advantage of the system but Vikrambhai says that 20% of the clients will end up paying 50-100 rupees, 50% request about 50-60% concession, and 30% pay whatever is suggested. All the deficits are made up for by donations. It's hard to believe that such a large scale operation can work in this way, but Vikrambhai sees no big miracle in it. "I always knew the value of money. I know what its worth but I also know what it's not worth," he says. 

Whenever bills would show up, the resources would miraculously appear through some person or another. "It's kind of weird. No MBA's can explain how this multi-crore institution surives, but still it's here," says Tusharbhai, a neurologist at the Muni Seva Ashram hospital. 

Dakshaben, who was the first teacher to volunteer with Anuben, remembers: "In the beginning, we had absolutely no money. For years, we would go out every night to the villages, explain what we're doing and ask them to give us some money. Ten rupees, fifteen rupees, whatever. It was very painful." But one day, Muni Maharaj gave them a rare piece of operational advice: "From tomorrow, you will no longer go to the villages asking for money." Sure enough, they stop and interestingly enough, from that day, money has continued to flow from different sources. Today, the ashram is worth many hundreds of crores with a daily burn rate of more than several hundred thousand rupees; all clients pay-what-they-can and a few others donate. Still, no one is worried about how the ashram will survive. They believe. 

Bottom Line is Joy

Within seconds of entering such a mammoth institution with larger-than-life decorations, all very elegantly placed, you wonder if you've entered a corporation or an ashram. Within seconds of leaving the humble ashram, you wonder if perhaps all corporations can be ashrams like this. 

Vikrambhai has never taken a dime in salary in his 23 years of service. He only eats two bhakri's for dinner and sleeps on the floor every night. He never married so he could serve the needy. He only owns two pairs of clothes, which are given to him by his friends. Few years ago, he adopted two 'adivasi' (native) daughters that he takes care of. His spirituality is very unimposing and practical, yet he meditates daily. And when he stands up from his "chief of the ashram" chair to say goodbye, you notice that the seat of his chair is torn in many places. You feel his humility, straight in the gut. And the most humble factoid: he didn't mention any of this in his interview. In fact, outside of this story, he has never agreed to a profile about his journey. 

"Our bottom line is joy. We are here to share our joy in the world," Vikrambhai declares with a glee that clearly shows that he's being the change he wants to see in the world. 

Vikrambhai Patel. The smallest big story behind the Muni Seva Ashram. 

Being a Woman (Thursday, April 21, 2005) 
Every time we tell someone that we’re on a walking pilgrimage, they turn around and give me a good stare. What about her? She’s a woman, that too a frail looking one. Many ask straight up, “Can she keep up with you?” I know they’re well-meaning so I’ve learned to just smile to that, while Nipun in his sweet way comes to my rescue and explains that I’m much stronger than I look. “I get tired but not her. She keeps going.”

On one hand, being in India I expect this. While on the other hand, it’s a little bit surprising. I’ve seen amazing strength in the women here. Most of them work twice as hard as men, working on the farms, cooking meals for large families, all the while raising their children. They’re the first to get up in the morning and the last to go to sleep. Such a balance of vitality and compassion has to come from a deep inner strength.

More and more I notice women watching me closely. How I’m acting, what I’m wearing, what I’m saying. Even more so, the younger men in the community are curious when they see Nipun and I interact. A husband and a wife being good friends seems like a new concept in the villages. As travelers, we have to be constantly aware of our actions because you never know whose lives it is impacting.
April Clouds

Nipun’s journal: April 22, 2005

Bahadarpura: 10 kilometers. After 17 kilometers, another 10 doesn't seem so bad. Except that I jacked up my left knee at kilometer number 5 and I've been almost dragging my foot for the last couple hours (and acting out scenes of 'Karate Kid' to Guri). Despite applying "Moov" (Indian Ben-Gay) and wrapping my bandana around it, the pain continues. 

Incidentally, we've taken a short-cut today. So all we see are beautiful farms on both sides of the road. And there are very few people on the roads. You forget that India has 1 billion people crammed in the size of two California's. It's all open, free. The curves of the trees, the twists of the branches, the flight of long-tailed birds ... everything reads like Nature's majestic poetry. 

But oh yeah, the pain. "Everyone talks about miracles on pilgrimages, but how come I have yet to experience one? I wouldn't really mind getting my knee healed right about now," I ask myself, very insincerely. Of course, nothing happens. 

Way up ahead, I notice an old lady just sitting comfortably in the dirt. It was really odd, really out of place. 

As we cross her, Guri instinctively says, "Nipun, ask her what she's doing here?" The old lady says she's just sitting there. Hmmm. Then she sizes me up, and finally settles her glance on my water bottle. "What's in there?" Water, I tell her. "Ok, give me some," she says as if she's doing me a favor by asking! I open my bottle and start pouring into wrinkled hands that are cupped in front of her lips. Half of the water spills through her fingers and I think about how scarce water is on these roads, but then I observe her and feel a strange sense of compassion for her. "What are you doing?" she says. She repeats the question again since we couldn't understand her muffled voice. "We are on a walking pilgrimage," I tell her. "Ok, good," she concludes as if trying to sneak in some good wishes while we aren't paying attention. 

No matter how you look at it, it's a privilege to quench someone's thirst. 

Fifteen more minutes of slow walking, and barely one kilometer is knocked off. Only way to survive is to focus on each step, just like I did when I started a cross-country race too fast. 

Meditation comes naturally when you are walking for six, seven, eight hours. But it's an art to pay attention to the observor, without losing the observed. Within a few minutes, I strangely start to feel better and even start walking normally! The pain is still there, but it's no longer overpowering me. I feel different sensations. 5 kilometers are still left, but I'm feeling unusually pumped-up again. 

As usual, we have kept a fake destination in mind, but no one is expecting us there so anything is fair game. 

In a distance, we see an old man with a hand towel wrapped around his head. When we pass him, he squarely looks at us with his big eyes and asks us where we are going. "Well, you seem to be God's people; can you come to our house, our village?" he asks us. Guri and I do a what-do-you-think check and within a second agree to spend the night at this random man's electricity-less home, in a village of 40 families. 

It's April 22nd, the month of high summer. Somehow there are clouds up above. In fact, they have been giving us shade all day! 

April clouds are singing. The joy is in the journey. 
This Moment (Tuesday, April 19, 2005)

The hot sun on my face
sweat dripping down my back
Soles of my feet
hardened –

from the road
refuse to take another step

Mind is busy making excuses
for why it shouldn’t be this way
Questioning why I’m here
Comforts of home seem an eternity ago

Longing for a familiar face
Attachments –
Wanting to hang on to the past
knowing well, it’s fully gone

Right now, there’s only me,
the road, and this moment.

Pick up one foot,
put it in front of the other.
Breathe in the hot air.
There’s beauty even in that.

See a sugarcane juice stall.
Stop, sit, stretch.
Finally there’s a cool breeze
underneath a Pipal tree.

Keep going
one foot in front of the other.

There’s only me,
the road --
and this moment.
The Times of India (Monday, April 25, 2005) 

-g

There was an interesting article about our journey in the Times of India yesterday.

We're currently in an Agriculture University in a small town called Bahadarpur. Interacting with the college students has been amazing. We gave several talks and lots of Q & A sessions. I'm constantly amazed at these kids and how impressionable they are. 

Will write more soon.

> Include the article
Guri’s Journals: Agriculture school.
We end up at a small college in one of the villages, swarming with several hundred curious teenagers. The first day that we’re here, we’re asked to address the whole school. Oh boy, “it’s all you,” I tell Nipun. I can’t speak Gujarati and my Hindi is only conversational. Public speaking is a whole another animal in itself. 
As we gather outside after their evening meeting, I manage to speak in Hindi for a little while. Nipun goes off in his usual Gujarati-style which, I have to say has gotten much better over the past month. The youth are fully engaged and we quickly turn it into a question and answer session. This is when it gets really interesting because it allows us to get to know the students much better. The girls are much more talkative than the guys and want to know everything about our relationship. We later find out that the boys have been getting in trouble lately so they’re afraid to say anything, for the fear of getting expelled. But they all come up afterwards when the teachers aren’t around. 
We have some amazing conversations with the students over the next few days. They consider us family by the time we leave. The girls take me to their dorms and show me where they live. There are at least five girls to a room. They’re very emotional at this point since they’re in their last year and within a few days they’ll all be heading back to their own villages. Many of them have marriages arranged by their parents coming up when they return.
Guri’s Journals:

Vena is on the local bus from Ahmedabad, on her way to join us in the walk. I have never met her before and Nipun casually informs me that she doesn’t speak a word of Hindi or Gujarati. This is going to be interesting. 
Dada (one of the Volunteer Teachers from the college), Nipun, and I walk over to the bus station in front of the college to wait for her. It’s getting dark and I’m getting a little bit worried. A girl who doesn’t speak the local language, on a local bus, at night does not make for a good combination. Some of the college boys see us sitting outside so they come and join us. They decide to ask every bus that passes if someone by the name of Vena is on that bus. I find this quite humorous but the bus drivers do not and after responding quickly drive off. 

An hour passes, and finally the bus conductor yells Vena and off comes a girl of an olive complexion, with a backpack and a big smile. None of us except Nipun knew her but we’re all so relieved that she’s fine. The boys sweetly join us in welcoming her in their broken English. 

The next day, our friend Sheetal joins us. He’s another great spirit who’s grown up in Pune (a large city in India) and studied in U.S. Within a day we’ve gone from two to four which makes a huge difference when you’re walking. It’s no longer subtle, people notice and stare more at a group of people walking than two people. 
Mortality 



Guri’s Journal: Tuesday, April 26, 2005

Almost every day that we walk, sooner or later we come across a dead animal on the road. Today it was a dog that was slowly being consumed by the crows. There’s nothing like a dead creature to to bring us back to our senses. Although it’s not a pretty site, it’s a reminder of our own mortality. If in the end, we’re going to turn to food anyways, what are we so caught up in? Shouldn’t we be working hard to understand why we’re here in the first place? Is the purpose of our lives just to live or is there a greater purpose that we can’t see because we’re so caught up in our own little worlds? 
Many questions are circling around my mind today and I’m genuinely wondering about my sincerity to find the answers. Mind is so easily swayed by circumstances and satisfied with intellectual introspection that we never go as far as we can. Having met all those amazing folks, I know that they’ve realized things I’ve only heard about. They’ve opened many doors to their own selves that I haven’t even begun to knock on. Perhaps this experience of being here will push me to knock a little harder.
Journeys                                                       Guri’s Journals: April 29 
I haven’t been writing as much about our day-to-day experiences because by the time I sit down to write, there’s so much to write about that I’ve decided to just share tidbits of inspiration. I’m hoping that the blogs along with the ijourney site will give a more complete picture.

We’re currently back in Baroda to listen to the Gandhi Katha (Gandhi’s life story) from Narayan Desai – son of Mahadevbhai Desai, Gandhi’s secretary, and someone who lived with Gandhi for 20 years, walked with Vinoba for another 20 and worked with Jayprakash Narayan for another 20. The program is for seven days and thousands from all over the country are gathered here to listen to him speak about Gandhi’s life. And somehow by some great luck, we’re staying in the same place as Narayan Desai! To top it off, he’s been kind enough to spend lots of personal time with us. It’s a great honor to be here meeting all these amazing folks who’ve stood for something in their lives. Jagdish-dada from the Vinoba Ashram had convinced us before he left on his yatra to return – and we’re so thankful that he did. We finally have time to sit down and interview him as well.

In other news, Vena and Sheetal have joined us on the walk. It’s been an adventurous few days, since they’ve been here. We’ve spent time having lots of dialogue with college kids, to walking in intense afternoon heat, to sleeping with bats and what I call “killer ants” because they’re so huge. But for now, we are peacefully staying at the Vinoba Ashram and catching up on writing the profiles and meeting some amazing people at the Gandhi Katha. Vena and I are sharing a room with one of the singers for the Katha and another lady who also walked with Vinoba and has dedicated her life to Gandhi’s movement (Sarvodya). Inspiring journeys are all around us.

			  



	Experiments in Grace: Jagdish Shah

It's 2AM. Police are blocking off entire streets, newspapers haven't yet printed these headlines yet, fear is quickly spreading throughout the city of Baroda. Communal riots, between Hindus and Muslims, have just started in Baroda in 1993. 
While most are asleep, one man wakes up and heads out to the worst affected area to do a non-violence march. Its one thing to protest after an event takes place, but it's another to go right into the eye of the storm. 

Jagdishbhai Shah is just a one-eyed man in his sixties, walking with a stick on two broken knees. Yet, he feels more like a one-man army. His family members are worried, his friends in the police department try to dissuade him, but they can all foreshadow Jagdishbhai's response: "It is a command from my soul. It is a voice from within. I must go." 

But this is no one-act-wonder. It's one of many fruits from a full life of cultivation, a life time of not owning anything, not having any money, and not asking for anything. For Jagdishbhai Shah, life is an experiment in grace. 
Learning to Walk 
On 15th August 1953, nineteen-year old Jagdish Shah decides to leave home. Every night, for the last month, tears have been rolling down his eyes. While it didn't make sense to leave his parents, his promising medical career given his first rank in school, or the inevitable discomforts of a life on the "streets", he knows he wants to do something deeply meaningful. "What's the point of just living and dying? I want to do something for mankind, I want to serve," Jagdishbhai says to himself. 
His dad threatens to disown him, but he's still committed to his decision. He starts walking, with one pair of clothes, a book and a bed sheet but without a plan or a direction. On the second day, he visits a reknowned Gandhian activist by the name of Babalbhai Mehta. Previously, Babalbhai had rejected his offer to join him since he didn't have parents approval. But today, Jagdishbhai shows up and says, "This is not your decision. This is my decision. I have left home to serve." Impressed with the young man's conviction, Babalbhai accepts him. 

19-year-old Jagdishbhai is too civilized for the rural life, though. He doesn't know how to clean the ashram, wash his clothes, or cook for others. Yet he's determined. Babalbhai sends him to a Gandhian boot-camp of sorts, where he spends a year of 4AM-10PM grind with prayers, hand labor, cooking, spinning, weaving, cleaning toilets and what not. Jagatram Dave, who administered that Gandhian school, later tells Babalbhai, "This boy will remain forever in this work." And he was right. 

Naturally skilled at writing, Jagdishbhai is sent to West Bengal to document a seven-day series of Vinoba Bhave's talks. 'Baba Vinoba' is the most prominent successor of Mahatma Gandhi, who is walking across India to inspire rich land owners to donate land to the poor. Despite the overwhelming success of his movement, people are drawn to him because of uncommon spiritual strength. "Gandhi said he was a common man. He did experiments with Truth and openly said that he was still learning. Vinoba, on the other hand, made no such claim. He never took back anything he said, and like a true sage, he spoke with crystal clarity. He was almost a service machine, a super-man, you can say," Jagdishbhai says of his teacher. 

During his seven days with him, Vinoba speaks just one sentence with Jagdishbhai. Yet it's enough to compel Jagdishbhai to return. With a reference from Narayan Desai, Jagdishbhai joins Vinoba's Bhoodan movement on 14th November, 1957, as a reporter. Over the span of next six years, he walks thousands and thousands of kilometers across India in support of Vinoba's Bhoodan movement. 

The Family Life

At age of 25, Jagdishbhai's mother passes away abruptly. Reflecting over her funeral pyre, Jagdishbhai affectionately recalls his mom's one wish for him -- marriage. Having been confused about marriage for a while, he decides in that very moment that he will get married. 
"But who will marry me? I have no family, no money, uncompromising values, a shaved head and a goofy look," Jagdishbhai jokes. One of his friends suggests a co-worker, Manjuben Shah, who shares his Gandhian values. 

"He was very staunch in his values, and I was myself more formally educated and opinionated; but we were trying to pursue the same things in life, so it seemed right. My uncles didn't approve of him initially but ultimately, they trusted my decision," Manjuben recalls. She is also impressed with his intellect and general knowledge, despite lack of formal college degree. "But one thing is for sure -- I definitely didn't marry him for his looks," Manjuben laughs. 

At their wedding, six friends attend. They can't afford a big wedding. In fact, Jadgishbhai didn't even have a pair of long pants, so he borrowed one from his friend. 
Doctors tell Manjuben that she can't have kids; yet, she miraculously delivers Kapil and Bharat over the next ten years. It's difficult to raise them with Jagdishbhai's principles of non-possession; "So many times, I would wonder how we will be able to send our kids to school, but someone or another would always come to help. You just have to stay committed to your principles," Manjuben says with a sagely smile. Both her sons became outstanding scholars: Kapil, the older one, runs several organizations to raise awareness about organic farming and Bharat is a doctor who runs a Nature Cure Center. 

Manjuben's strength is apparent. Despite being 4 feet, 8 inches tall, she commands a presence; she is a strong personality who is humble enough to adapt and powerful enough to stand on her own: "At the end of the day, though, I still do believe that you should work to earn your bread and not just rely on God to bring it to you." Yet she has no regrets in life. With genuine humility, she adds, "I have never really had any problems in life. I never had anything, so I never felt like I sacrificed anything." 

God's Beloved Son

"The first 25 years of my life were extreme austerity. And then I became God's beloved son; the last 25 years have been nothing but grace. And I can feel it. Daily. Right here, inside me," he says thumping his chest. It's easy to believe him. 
Following Vinoba Bhave's death, Jagdishbhai gets close to another saint by the name of "Swami". No one could take Swami's photo, no one could record anything about him, no one could become his disciple, no one could talk to him on the phone or make an appointment. You just show up, and if he's there, he's there. Jagdishbhai quickly becomes one of Swami's favorites and one of the most pivotal spiritual experiences in Jadgishbhai's life is the "grace of Swami". 

Still, Jagdishbhai can't be classified in the religious category. Sometimes he'll even classify himself an athiest. "Do I believe in a greater energy beyond our ego? Yes, absolutely. After farmers sow the seed, they eagerly await the rain; only after that shower does the farmer get the crop. In the same way, we have to just sow seeds. Only when God's grace is showered, will the crop be delivered. Without that energy, we can't be successful." 

Jagdishbhai doesn't own anything, doesn't have a personal bank account, and doesn't ask for anything. It's been a vow he has kept since he was 19, when he shaved his head and left home to "do something worthwhile". 

Over the next 52 years, he has done lots of worthwhile things. He walked thousands of miles to get land for the poor, he established a family with two children while staying true to his austere values, he wrote many books and was the chief editor of Bhoomi-Pootra newsletter for decades, he grew a barren land into a thriving ashram for nonviolence, and time and time again, he has put his life on the line to promote compassion in dark corners of humanity. 
Through all those years, he has learned to graciously take what is given and fearlessly give what is taken. When he lost his left eye, he was happy to realize that you can survive just fine with one eye. When his knees prevented him from walking, he was happy to know that he could slowly move around with a stick. Likewise, when Vimala Thakar -- a famous Indian saint -- sends him 25,000 rupees for knees surgery, he gladly accepts. When an anonymous donor drops off a brand-new, 15 passenger van at the Vinoba Ashram in Gotri, Jagdishbhai isn't surprised at all. He relies on such miracles everyday. 

"Goodness always prevails. Life is great, isn't it?," Jagdishbhai triumphantly asks. Jagdishbhai Shah's existence is testimony that goodness certainly prevails. His life is his message. 
	
	


(Photo:Jagdish Shah)

A Hundred Rupee Note                                 Nipun’s Journals: May 01, 2005

In one big swoop, he grabs the hundred rupee note on the ground. Eighth grader Avinash finds a hundred bucks while walking on a busy street! To find hundred bucks like that (and that too, in India) is more random than hitting five straight black-jacks in Las Vegas. It's unheard of.

An hour ago, when four of us were leaving the Vinoba Ashram for an 11 kilometer walk to the Gandhi Katha, three other kids decide to spontaneously join us. One of them is Medha, a 9th grader girl whose grandfather had walked for six years with Vinoba Bhave. Two other are brothers, Avinash and his older sibling Jigo. It is only an 11 kilometer walk, but it feels like a mini-Vinoba pilgrimage of the next generation.

As seven of us are walking in the heavy, 3:30PM heat, one of the adults throws up, gets a heat-stroke and has to return in a rickshaw with another walker. The remaining five of us keep going.

And then Avinash finds the hundred rupee note. The question now is -- what will an 8th grader do with this jackpot?

From the beginning, Avinash is pumpedup about doing this walk. "I won't get tired at all," he tells me to show that he's got the stuff. "But it is pretty hot," I counter his enthusiasm. "Oh yeah, no problem. I play cricket in this weather, all day!" We smile and I swing him around, surround his neck with my arms, and give him an inverse hug.

So when Avinash finds the hundred bucks, he sort of knew that it was a result of his intention for this mini-walk. He doesn't know what to do, so he lifts his head up such that the bill of his cap faces the sky; his big eyes are looking to me for advice.

"This is your test. God is trying to see how much you love money," I say, knowing full well that he is somewhat excited at the prospect of having 100 rupees in his pocket. Previously, his Dad had given him one 2-rupee coin to put in his pocket for any emergency on the journey.

When you meet Avinash, you can just feel that he's got a huge heart. So I try to push him: "Maybe you can return the money back to God? Maybe you can give it to someone else along the way?" He immediately agrees, much to my surprise. Rubbing his head with my palm, I tell him, "Keep it in your pocket. Some need will come up on the way."

And again, we keep walking.

Since we don't know the way, we have to ask for directions every two minutes. Instead of mapquest-dot-com, India relies on human beings. That's bad in some ways, that's inefficient in certain other ways, but it's heartwarming in few very important ways.

"Bhaiji, kareli baag?" we ask a random stranger. The man instructs us to go left, then right (actually, his hands are showing left and right, but verbally he's just telling us to go straight, as is the tendency in India :)). Those directions concur with our previous information, so we head in that direction.

Just then, an old man yells out to us from the back. "Eedhar aaa-au, eedhar aa-au," (Come here, come here) he calls us in Hindi. We turn around to see that he's indeed calling us. He's a really old man, single handedly pulling several hundred pounds of weight on a bullock cart. His frail, weak physique is almost hidden in the aura of his bright face and clear eyes. "Come here, I will show you a short cut," he says in an inviting way. 

"Listen, don't go that way. It's very long. You guys are walking so just cut through this park. It will save you a lot of time," he tells us as if he's offering us a jewel.

We thank him and head in the direction he pointed to.

I look to Avinash, and he knows exactly what I'm thinking. That hundred rupee note in his pocket is itching to get out. He nods his head, effortlessly puts his hand in his pocket, and we turn around to find the old man who is already heading in the other direction. "Dada, Dada. One more thing. We found this on the way," we say together, while showing him the note. "It's a gift from the universe, and we think it was meant for you."

Without saying anything, the old man graciously accepts it. And we part ways.

Everyone is pumped-up, especially because this whole ten-minute episode fit in exactly with our topics of conversation along the way. Instead of buying something material with that money, we made an old man smile. "Did you guys see how happy that 'dada' was?" the kids start to talk amongst themselves.

Guri decides to encourage their altruism by buying ice-cream for all three kids, from our dollar-a-day budget. We are all excited to see each other so genuinely happy.

When we meet up with other "adults", people get to know about our experience. Everyone is proud of Avinash and his buddies, and the kids repeatedly tell others about how happy they were to see the old man smile.

People offer tons of stories about the role of money in the lives of sages. Gandhi said, "There is enough for every man's need, not every man's greed." One famous saint saw a big note on the ground and because he didn't want his wife to get tempted, he covered it with dirt; his wife sees that and says, "What's the point of covering dirt with dirt?" Ramakrishna Paramhansa never touched money; one time, as he sat on a cushion, he immediately got up as if a scorpion had just bit him. He says, "There's something under the cushion," and sure enough someone had left some money there. Vinoba Bhave also went for decades without touching any money.

If Avinash would've bought ice-cream with that hundred rupees, the story would've dissolved right then. Instead, Avinash gives it away, feels a deep joy in seeing the "old man smile", shares the merit with all of us who were walking with him, creates conversations about need and greed amongst the adults who hear about it, and feels encouraged by his proud parents. Giving begets more giving.
To have the heart of an eighth grader, is to know that giving is natural.
Movin' On 




Guri’s Journals: May 03, 2005

Gandhi once said that, “haste is a form of violence.” As subtle emotions are becoming more and more apparent, I think that perhaps even irritation is a form of violence. It ultimately affects the surroundings by carrying negativity to those around us…thus bringing in subtle form of violence. The more irritated I am about something, the greater the chances of “reaction” instead of “action” out of my own will.

It’s the last day of Gandhi-Katha and we leave for the road again at 5AM tomorrow. Although it’s been amazing staying here, I’m looking forward to getting into the groove of walking again. There’s something really beautiful about walking even though there are a lot more challenges and unknown. I’m feeling ready to go.   

         Guri’s Journal: May 5th

The temple w/ bathroom showers.
Bells of an Ice-cream Cart 

Nipun’s Journals: May 06, 2005

Behind me, I keep hearing faint bells. Thinking them to be bells around some cow's neck, I don't bother to turn around. Plus, it's kilometer number 32 of 35 at 12:30PM; I could care less where those bells are coming from.

At the next rest stop, four of us find a shady spot to rest for a couple minutes. Everyone is exhausted as Sheetal declares, "I'm now officially tired."

Just then, I see a young man pushing an old ice-cream cart, wiping the sweat off his brow. "Ting, ting, ting," the bells keep ringing from his cart. He pauses momentarily, looks to me as if to say, "Do you want to buy some ice-cream?"

"No, bro, we are on a walking pilgrimage. We can't eat ice-cream," I tell him. He nods and keeps pushing the cart.

Couple of minutes later, all of us start walking again. 

As I stand up, I wonder if I can "turn it up". So many times, in my moments of inspiration, I feel incredibly heroic and then I always end up saying to myself, "Yeah, but can you feel this way in your weakest moments?" Fortunately, or unfortunately, I am reminded of that feeling and say to myself, "Here it is. Here's your test." Part of me is anxious, as if I'm about to jump onto a crazy Disneyland ride. Yet a bigger part of me is pumped-up to knock down the fear and laziness.

All of a sudden, I forget about my busted knee, hurting toe, and thirsty throat. Instead, I remember my tennis playing days where you often have to dig deep within to find that extra juice. I reiterate my "put it all on the line" mantra for this pilgrimage.

A gush of energy passes through me and I start walking fast. Incredibly fast.

Pretty soon, I start hearing bells again. This time it's in front of me, the same ice-cream cart that had passed us earlier. As I am walking towards it, I visualize a nice, cold, Indianized Vanilla ice-cream topped with fruity sugar syrup on my parched tongue. Heaven for my sweet-tooth, especially on a hot day.
For so long, perhaps longer than I can remember, my senses have always gotten the best of me. But right now, I'm pumped-up. I'm ready. All bets are off.

I cross the road so I'm right behind the cart. And right in the next moment, I start pushing the cart. The young man pushing the cart looks to me quizzically, as I explain: "It's really hot and you've been pushing this heavy cart for a while. Allow me to push it so you can take a little break." Not knowing what to say, he lets go of one of his hands on the cart and lets me push.

We start chatting. His name is Naginbhai, he has two kids, and lives in a nearby village. By moving his cart for about 12 kilometers everyday, for about 12 hours, he manages to make up to 200 rupees per day.

In the middle of exchanging personal life information, I pop in a weird question: "Naginbhai, do you like ice-cream?" After thinking about it for a while, he says: "Yeah, I like it but I generally don't eat it."

"Do you have good ice-creams? What all do you got?" I ask him as if we're old buddies by now. Perhaps thinking that he's made a customer out of me, he eagerly says, "Oh, oh, lots of them. There's this 1 rupee ice-cream, this mango ice-cream and this 15 rupee chocobar too."

"Naginbhai, today, I want to buy you an ice-cream. Will you eat it?" I catch him off guard. "Um, ummm," he mumbles and rearranges the cap on his head that seems too small for his head. I explain further, "I can't have an ice-cream but it would give me great joy to see you eat an ice-cream. We are brothers, aren't we? So whether you have it or I have it, it would give me the same joy. Go ahead, go ahead and grab your favorite ice-cream."

I stop the cart that I've been pushing. Convinced by my argument, he opens the refrigerated compartment of his cart and grabs one ice-cream. I tell him to pick his absolute favorite one and he exchanges the one in his hand for another one. It's a 5 rupee Raspberry ice-cream.

With a wide smile on his face, he slurps away the ice-cream on this hot day. No one has ever bought him an ice-cream before. 

By sharing a simple act of ice-creaming, our conversations take a spiritual turn. None of his hands are holding the cart now; he is busy trying to eat the ice-cream before it melts. I casually place a 5 rupee coin on his cart.

"Do you pray, Naginbhai?" I ask him point blank. Instead of looking up ahead at the road, he turns his head to the right and looks at me squarely in the eyes: "Oh yes. Every single day." In that moment, it was almost as if he silently connected our experience with that part of his being.

My three kilometers are up. Like old tree leaves whose time has come, my physical complaints and ice-cream fantasies fell on the ground, somewhere along the way. The cart rests at an intersection where Naginbhai is to go right, and I am headed left. We part ways.

As the cart departs, I hear the bells jingle once again. This time, the sound is neither behind me nor in front of me. It's within me. I'm so happy to be alive.

Silence 






Nipun:May 04, 2005
The mind is becoming more and more silent. Talking is an interesting activity. There’s so much more ego associated with it then I’d like to admit. The mind is constantly trying to beautify its own image. It’s constantly trying to make sure that others are thinking highly of it. And extremely hurt when someone says anything to harm that image of ourselves. Whether we really care for a person’s opinion or not, anything hurtful that anyone says always stands out more than anything neutral or good. Such fragile-ness. Even the most realized of people aren’t able to fully part from it. Trying to work at the ego bit by bit, but something tells me it’s going to be a life-long job. 
Silence is turning out to be a phenomenal tool, especially in conversations. It allows me to truly listen to the other person, instead of saying everything I have to say. And when I do speak, it comes from a space of awareness and a deeper listening. Words are no longer uttered to fill space but to communicate more deeply and genuinely, so that wisdom has space to arise and grow.
No Other Way, No Other Time Guri’s Journals: Thursday, May 05, 2005
Mind is starting to gnaw in on me. Now that physically I’m used to walking and can deal with the physical discomforts, there’s a lot of other stuff coming up. It’s uncomfortable, it’s painful, and all the negativities that usually lay dormant or go unnoticed are showing their heads. There are many things to work on, if only I can remain aware enough each moment to realize that they’ve surfaced. 
The world is full of disparities; It all depends on what eyes I’m seeing it through today. It absolutely has nothing at all to do with anything else, as much as I think it does. That much is clear. I have to take on whatever comes my way, sooner or later, willingly or unwillingly. I might as well take it head on. No other way. No other time.

Q&A with Rajeshree Muni                                                  May 12, 2005
"Can we record what you are saying?" we ask humbly. "Why?" Rajeshree Muni responds with even greater humility. "So we can spread the words you are saying." "I'm not interested in spreading my words. The world functions of its own accord." 

Rajeshree Muni is a very well-respected saint, who had an "order from Shiva" to go and "serve those whose food you have had for so many years". So he came out of his intense meditation for seven years and by next year at this time, he will go again into deep sadhna, never to see anyone again. His devotees think he is very close to true liberation. 

Like every other place, we had just showed up at the Kayavarohan temple. Rajeshree Muni is hard to get a hold of, but he shows up the day we are there. He speaks very little to people and can only be seen by others at specific times, yet he breaks his rules to spend 3 hours responding to our questions. :) 

His responses to our questions are deep, thought provoking and profound, and very direct. Below are few Q&A, per my understanding of how he responded: 

· What is the biggest obstacle to finding God?
Overcoming your body. We have three types of bodies: our physical body, our subtle body and the inner-most body where the soul resides. Ultimately, we have to overcome all three of these bodies! 

· Why is there so much suffering in the world?
It's the kalu-yuga. You can't change that. Just change yourself, that's good enough. 

· What are your thoughts on Seva?
It's a good action, but not good enough. Finding God within you is the truest action. 

· Why do you serve others, like us?
I got an order from God, so I have no choice. (laughs) In 1993, on my birthday, he gave me 'darshan' and told me exactly what to do. 

· Can you chat with God whenever you want?
I wish. :) He decides when to give me darshan. 

· Shouldn't we serve others?
There are three kinds of positive deeds. One is 'subh karma' -- you do good things and collect such merits; you'll be materially well off, but then you'll be back in the cycle. Second is 'punya karma' -- you do things in support of dharma; this will create suitable conditions to cultivate truth. Third is 'dharma karma' -- you cultivate truth; this karma will never deplete and has the highest merit. 

· How can we tell what kind of karma we are doing?
You can't. You need awareness for that to happen. Until then, you are just shooting darts in the dark. 

· How can you get that awareness?
You have to work sincerely. Still, you can wire the whole house but unless you turn on the power, you won't get electricity. In the same way, you need to turn on the power. To turn on that power, you need the grace of a Guru. 

· How can you find a Guru?
You can't find a Guru. You will get a Guru, only if it is written in your destiny. 

· Who is enlightened?
Someone who doesn't die. That is, when they die, their body disappears. It doesn't go anywhere but we can't see it; it stays with us forever. Kabir, Mirabai, Jyaneshwar are all examples of enlightened souls. 

· You mean, Buddha and Christ weren't enlightened?
I didn't say that. All I said was that if they haven't overcome all of their bodies, they aren't enlightened. 

· Are you enlightened?
No. 

· Can you see your past lives?
One who can see isn't interested in such things. 

· Is there a purpose to a pilgrimage?
Yes, there's a lot of benefit. But if you don't do it right, it becomes just another physical exercise. 

· Thank you for your time.
It is all destined that you would come here on May 6, 2005. 

Rajrshi muni-

- Loudness at prayers

- extra capabilities

- enlightenment

Birds Leave No Traces                                  Nipun’s Journals: May 11, 2005
Insults heard today: I can't speak dharma to you, because you're dumb. Since you carry money, you will never find God. It's pointless to profile people, because you're just building their ego and your ego. Walking around like this doesn't serve you nor anyone else; go back home! 

It hurts. But really, who hurts? 

Later in the day, a monk takes us to bath in the holy Narmada. It's as if all our physical and mental tensions are cleansed by the rippling water, overcast sunset, surrounding mountains and the gentle breeze. 

A bit later, we meditate on the banks of the Narmada. Peace. Deep peace. 

In a distance, a bird is gliding through the empty skies. Birds leave no traces as they travel. 

The Real Freedom  


Guri’s Journals: May 12, 2005 

We walk through a really sketchy part of town. Not sketchy in the sense that there's a lot of poverty and we might get our stuff stolen. But more of an old, tribal, hilly area where people still don't believe in wearing clothes and they walk around with bows and arrows -- for killing.

As one of the villagers (who happens to be drunk) walks us through the bad part of town, he mentions that if the naga (naked) men see women, they might get other ideas. For a split second my ears perk up, “Did I hear that right?” There’s a moment of silence as everyone tries to walk together now. For a second, I feel the fear arise as my feet start walking faster and the bag no longer seems heavy. What's there to fear? Doesn't fear ultimately come from "ego," being attached to the "I." What am I trying to protect? Getting our stuff stolen, getting harassed, beaten, raped, killed? Ultimately, it’s just a physical body, it’s just stuff. Aren’t these the very attachments I’m trying to work on?

This is not who “I AM.”

I think about the dozens of ants I kill each day walking, they’re precious life too. Why does my life matter more? Then it dawns on me -- IT doesn’t! I’m just a tiny speck in the universe like everything else. And like everything else, I have my own attachments, family, community, and so forth. There’s nothing significantly special about me. Rationally, I know all this but something about experiencing it today brings forth different emotions that are next to impossible to put into words.

I feel a type of Freedom that I’ve never felt before. Freedom with a capital F, a Freedom that a leaf might feel in mid-flight after splitting from a tree. Suddenly, I have absolutely no fear. None. And these emotions are not coming out of denial, like those times when you’re trying to be strong. They’re coming from the purest space within me that I’m seldomly in touch with.

What’s even harder to explain is the oneness I feel with all of nature. I can feel that there is something much bigger looking after me almost like a mother – protecting and guiding me. I feel like I’ve been this arrogant child, not giving it much credence, but yet it’s been there every step of the way. I KNOW that nothing will happen today. Even if it does, it doesn’t matter. These are all my own brothers and sisters. We all lose our way sometimes. But in this moment, I feel completely enveloped in love. My heart expands further than it ever has to welcome that love. I try to hold onto that feeling for as long as I can and keep walking with a childlike glee. The universe is mine and I, its favorite daughter. The only thing left to do is to love. Everything else fades in comparison.

Arriving as Pilgrims, Not Guests                Nipun’s Journals: May 12, 2005

"This a very bad area. Naked people live here. Ten, fifteen of them will attack you at once and take all your stuff away. Everything. And when they see women, they start thinking about other things too. It's a very bad area," a random teenager tells me.

I slow down to make sure Sheetal, Veena and Guri catch up to me and translate some of what this teenager is telling me. All of a sudden, we are all walking together in a bunch, rather fast. :) 

How this 19-year-old drunk kid found us, walked 8 kilometers with us, and took us through a bad village, is a trademark trait of this pilgrimage: luck. But I prefer another word: grace.

Last couple days have been rough. From Kayavarhon to Chandod to Tilakwada to Garudeswar, we survived. As the native speaker, it is generally my responsibility to create and sustain random connections to get food to eat, a place to stay, and what not. Ultimately, this is an exercise in letting go, but my ego is so strong that before I submit myself into the hands of the universe, I have to endure a lot of pain, fear, and anguish. Not only am I feeling bad, but I'm afraid that pain will create more problems unless I stay balanced; of course, being afraid is no good either. It's a horrible feeling. Throw in a couple of insults from random people, couple of bad breaks, hot weather and a dirty, dark, electricity less room for the afternoon, and you are talking a tough day's work.

As we are leaving Garudeswar, I tell Guri, "This is where the real cultivation begins. This is it. Let's make it even more hard core. I don't want a plan B, or a next pilgrimage. I am ready to die now." Guri is facing her own internal challenges, but she smiles at my rants because she knows it's all a reflection of our own thoughts.

On our way out, we buy some tea for random pilgrims who were circum-ambulating the Narmada river, barefoot. The tea stall guy tells us that we have two ways to go -- left or right. "Both will make it, but go left," he tells us. "Why?" I said. "Well, you can go right too, but go left." Huh? But okay.

We go left. We are going to Gora, but we don't know anyone there, don't know how we will get our food tonight, or where we will sleep. In a silent single file line, we walk through the late afternoon hours.

Just then, we see three, slightly shady twenty-somethings on the left. Two of them go into the narrow street and the other comes towards us. I say hello and try to connect with him, "Hey, how are you?" He nods his head and asks, "Where are you headed?" "Gora. Is this way?" I reply back. "Oh really? That's where I'm going. Yeah, this way, straight ahead."

The kid looks back for a rickshaw to hop into. It's full, with almost 15 passengers. He tries again but this rickshaw doesn't stop. Almost disgruntled, he keeps walking by my side.

We keep talking. Now, I can clearly smell that he's just had a couple of drinks. We chat about his father's recent death, the odd jobs of working on the farm and delivering milk every morning, his school that's 15 kilometers away, and an upcoming wedding in the village that all 1500 locals will attend. 
Soon, he gives up on finding a rickshaw home. He decides to walk 8 kilometers with us!

Over the next hour, we practically become friends. I ask him about his drinking habit; he honestly defends himself, "No this is just on days of celebration. I don't drink everyday." He tells me about his left leg that is broken because he fell off a tree once. "Oh yeah, I would never walk this much. Ever. It's just today, we were talking and I just feel like keeping on going."

At one point, he asks us, "So where exactly are you going in Gora?" I said, I don't know. "Is there a temple where we can sleep outside?" I ask. "No, no. My uncle works at this place called Ashok Vatika. You should go there. They will arrange for everything there," he says, excited that he can help us. "You see, in our village, everyone is really good. You can knock on anyone's door, even at 3AM, and they will host you. This is our culture."

"So what's in Ashok Vatika?" I ask him. He tells me that it's a round bungalow where they do some service work. Lots of people can stay there. All of a sudden, I remember a name that was suggested to us a long time ago. "Actually, there is one person we could meet. Joshnaben, I don't know her last name. In fact, I don't know her at all, but I remember her name," I say. "Joshnaben? The nun? Oh yeah, she IS the person who runs Ashok Vatika! I deliver buffalo milk there every morning!"

It turns out that Raju -- we finally exchange names in the second hour of our conversation -- is down with the service scene in the area, partly because of his milk delivery "internship" that he does in the summers. He reminds me of all the names in the area that have been recommended to us by others in the past. It's a pretty darn amazing welcome to an unknown place, by a random stranger.

At one point, our conversation even gets overtly spiritual; very innocently, nineteen year old Raju thinks out loud, "Today, when you need me, I'm here to help. Tomorrow, when I need help, God will send someone for me too." It was almost as if a drunk guy is speaking to himself. I reaffirm his hypothesis: "Raju, of all the things we have talked about, just think of this whenever you think of me -- what you do to others, you are doing to yourself. Be kind and you will receive kindness. Help others, and you will be helped." He nods, and I know he understands. I hug his shoulders from the side, with my left arm, "Buddy, try to drink less too." He nods and smiles.

As we traverse through Kevadiya and surrounding areas, Raju is almost an unofficial tour guide. Or perhaps an official dharma instrument. That's when he tells me about the community of naked natives, that everyone stays away from. He leads us through it; it helps a lot to have a local with you through these areas.

*Right* as we finish crossing that danger zone, all of a sudden, he runs up ahead. "Take the bridge", Raju yells while pointing to the bridge without turning back. He has spotted some friends on a motor bike, so he runs to jump on it and snag a ride, presumably. No goodbyes, no see you later, no nothing. It is almost as if he's scheduled to spend 2 hours, 12 minutes and 32 seconds with us. After that, his time is up and he's outta there.

We head to the round house. At one point, we are lost in the dark with no one to help us. But today, we have no fear; we are feeling lucky. Sure enough, we find the "gol bungalow" and knock on the door. It ends up being a house of pilgrims, many who had walked with Vinoba himself. We had landed up in good hands. We all cook together, at the 8PM hour, and immediately become good friends. It turns out that Joshnaben, whom we were to profile, is there only for that night. She has to leave at 4AM the next morning, but she stays up very late to spend a lot of quality time with us.

At one point, they ask us why we didn't use our connections to announce our arrival, and we said, "We wanted to arrive as pilgrims, not as guests."

Thank you, Universe. I know you are alive.

Two Thoreaus of Sakwa County          (A Profile)      

"I don't need designer glasses," Dhirendra smiles, his sharp bright eyes shining through the wide-rimmed black glasses. It seems like he bought the glasses twenty years ago before moving into this village. His long pause following the casual statement makes one think about the superfluous nature of our world compared to his exceptionally simple life. Dressed in a long home-spun cotton shirt and shorts, he comfortably sits on the freshly resurfaced cow-dung floor chopping vegetables, as his wife Smita comes in and out of the kitchen to respond to our questions as she prepares lunch. Just looking at her glowing skin you can tell that the village life has been good for her. The cool breeze easily flows in and out of the many open windows in this simple, two-room house. 

"Why are the onions hanging on the ceiling?" I ask. Fifty three year old Dhirendra explains, "Oh, they're from the farm. If you arrange them like that, they can last for a year. Of course, only if they're organic" 

Their home looks almost like any other house in a 400-person village in rural India, except for a few specialized tools: like a hand-made oil press and the silver and yellow windmill on the roof which the villagers tell us to look for while giving us directions to their house. 

The Inspiration

Looking at both them, it's hard to believe that they were both professors at an Engineering College in Ahmedabad. Or that he has a degree in Engineering and she studied Physics and Space Science in college. The story of why two PhD's dumped a city life for tribal one, traded in their teaching careers for a shovel and a hoe, and opted to live on 12,000 rupees ($300) a year is an inspiring tale that almost leaves you with a "Duh!" feeling.

"In the cities, you have no choice in your lifestyle. Your water is chlorinated, the chemicals you use pollute the environment, and there is rampant greed," Dhirendra warmly explains their motivation to search for a simpler, more natural lifestyle. Both Dhirendra and Smita wanted to live a natural life that was deliberately based on their value system. 

With another couple, they started brainstorming. They didn't know anyone who had attempted bold experiments to address these concerns, at the time in 1983. Four pressing issues, they realized, were of great importance to them: 1) Can we live a sustainable and conscious life? 2) Can knowledge, work and devotion to life be combined together as a lifestyle? 3) Can humans coexist peacefully with animals? 4) Can we be the change with our own lives? 

After a lot of discussion, they felt that the city life was very artificial. "We did not want to exploit -- or be exploited. In the city you inadvertently take advantage of the environment and end up exploiting one section of the society or another. We wanted to get away from it all," Smita says. They wanted a way out of the cramped flats, polluted air, impure water, stale produce. And most importantly, they wanted a way out of the "more" mindset that creates so much mental instability. "If we want to have a stable mind, we have to be with nature. For example, if we use a fan or an air conditioner, our bodies don't self-correct," Dhirendra says. 

One year into their marriage, Sonejis arrived at a simple conclusion: the best lifestyle is one which is in tune with nature. 

The Simple Life

Instead of just talking about their values, the Sonejis decided to make the boldest move of their lives. In 1986, a year into their marriage, they bought two and a half acres of land and moved into a small tribal village named Sakwa. Most family and friends thought they were crazy, but for Dhirendra and Smita it was a no-brainer. 

From scratch, they built their own house (including a bathroom) and embarked on an entirely different lifestyle. No electricity, no vehicles, no running water. Instead they would work on farms, eat fresh, pesticide-free produce and their own cow's milk, and live with the rhythms of nature. "It's just natural to wake up at 4AM," Dhirendra says in a matter-of-fact way that makes you wonder about late-night TV programming. 

For the tribal life, their PhD's weren't all that useful. They struggled initially. For three years, Dhirendra got tutorials from local farmers about managing his crop. Because they didn't have running water, they could only farm in the monsoons and they were only able to fulfill sixty percent of their needs; Dhirendra had to earn some supplemental income by doing several small projects, like installing bio-gas plants in villages and training locals to work in oil mills. 

After five years, though, it was a different story altogether. Dhirendra and Smita started thinking up creative, organic solutions for common tribal problems, they dug up a well, they installed a bio-gas plant to utilize cow-dung for basic electricity that would use power tools like a flour mill for the entire village, they experimented with a wind mill and solar cooking. And they came up with tons of farming innovations, from water development to land management to crop rotation, which increased their efficiency with locally available resources. 

Today, they produce over 200 kilograms of crop annually: oilseeds, pulses, spice and over 50 varieties of fruits and vegetables, all grown with organic manure. "Each month we have different fruits and vegetables," Dhirendra proudly smiles, as he gives us a tour of their farm. Walking through the two and a half acres, you can spot everything from mangoes, papayas, lemongrass, cucumbers, potatoes, sweet tamarind, eggplant, to vanilla right here in their own backyard. 

What about money and other expenses? "Our yearly budget averages to about 12,000 rupees (less than $300)," says Smita, "that comes from selling a sweet-sour cold drink powder made from a plant in our farm, some Ayurvedic medicine, and hand-made organic soap from a Neem plant." That budget is not just for the two of them; it also includes their 19 and 17 year old sons! More than half of their expenses go toward travel and books and the rest are used for clothes, shoes, some food items that they don't grow, like salt or jaggery. To keep all the wheels moving, everyone averages about 4 hours of work daily. 

One might expect a lot of excitement around the Soneji's natural, four-hour-a-day work, seven-bucks-a-month lifestyle with fresh food, clean well water, organic shelter, hand-spun clothes and some entertainment like books and travel. But unfortunately, there has been little response from the community. Sonejis do what they can to share the good word -- they issue a regular newsletter with best practices and new lessons learned, they constantly innovate useful solutions like a hand-powered oil press and share it with the villagers, and they speak about their experiences at various conferences in big cities. 

At present, though, it seems that the world will take some time to believe that this really is possible. Dhirendra says, "Demographically speaking, one acre of land is every Indian's due. And that's really all that one person needs to survive." 

Raising Children

The two Soneji sons were both born after they moved to Sakwa. Vishwain is 17 and Bhargav is 14 today. Arguably, the biggest challenge for the Sonejis came when Vishwain became of elementary school age: do we home school or send him to an institutionalized school? 

For six months, they deliberated back and forth. Dhirendra wasn't too keen, "There is a huge difference between information and knowledge. The current school system fills people with information but doesn't necessarily give them knowledge. And they provide no values." Although they didn't want to send their kids to school just for a diploma, they also didn't want to jeopardize the future of their children. Their discussion probed into many other deeper questions like: what exactly is knowledge? What is science? Sonejis do believe in science but in the natural kind, not the technological kind; instead of spending time learning computers, they would rather spend time learning about wind motion and earthquakes. But they acknowledge that everything is a double-edged sword. 

In the end, they concluded that knowledge is that which is useful to society and you don't need government's stamp of approval for that knowledge. Vishwain and Bhargav would be home schooled. 

On top of home schooling in the basic subjects, they focused the education on practical matters. "Wouldn't you have been able to write an essay without taking your board exams? Couldn't your friend learn to take good pictures without passing high school?" Dhirendra asks rather seriously. School teaches you how to learn, but because of the overly institutionalized approach much of what you learn in school is never applied anywhere in life. For the Soneji sons, their upbringing would include repairing a clock, riding a bicycle, painting the sunrise they wake up to, discussing solar energy, and playing Chess in the afternoon shade. There is no such thing as vacation and everyday is an ongoing education in life's school. 

Despite not having a formal education, both of their sons seem to function at a much higher level than their counterparts in the city. Vishwain speaks four languages, can help build a house, and tell you the physics of how a fan works. His parents let him decide what he's interested in learning and then encourage him in that direction. Bhargav, the younger son, gets regular lessons using books and real-life tests from both of his parents. Recently, he took apart a broken bicycle to see how it works and then, of course, fixed the problem. 

What about college? "No one asks Birla (a millionaire) for his college degree," Dhirendra laughs, "but we're open to it, if the boys decide to go." It seems like they'll probably end up being entrepreneurs while living on the farm. "It's really their decision," he adds. The kids are free to decide to if they want to go to the neighbors to watch TV, if they want to start using a scooter, if they want to have food products that their parents might not eat, or if they want to enroll in a college. The four of them have a very close relationship and everything is talked about openly on a regular basis. 

Service and Spirituality

Interestingly enough, the Sonejis don't believe in doing service. "We help the villagers as much as we can. But we are not into social service. We believe that our own life is of importance and has to be lived without causing harm to anyone else's. If, while living our life, we end up helping others, that's fine. But that's not the main purpose," Smita says. 

In fact, they strongly argue that these religious and development organizations who "help" actually create more problems than they solve. By giving hand-outs, they encourage a sort of sedate laziness that hinders any promotion of actual grassroot solutions. Furthermore, they super-impose their "solutions" and their ideas of progress that not only don't jive with the tribals but don't even work in the cities! 

Sonejis believe in natural action. No service. No big buildings. Just help those you can touch. From all the leftover bamboos, they created a guesthouse - "Aum Kutir" for the many guests they host routinely. Instead of using pesticides to kill unnecessary bugs, they copied nature and dug up an aqua-pond; every monsoon when the big bugs come out, the frogs also come out and everything self-corrects itself. Their farm doesn't have any scarecrows either. "There's enough for us and the birds to eat." For many, such decisions are a result of their spirituality, but Dhirendra says that it is a natural progression of their lifestyle: "We want to develop truth, non-violence and love within ourselves and stop the violence, anger, and greed. That's our spirituality. That's it." 

Last year, when they were out-of-town visiting relatives, heavy rains hit their neighborhood. In the process of getting out of harms way, one of their cows slipped and died from the strain of the rope around her neck. When Dhirendra and Smita saw the horrific site, they wondered about tying up animals. They asked, "Why do we tie up animals? It's not natural." A few months later, when milking another cow, Smita noticed a curious habit she hadn't been conscious of - putting the mother's calf in front of her so she gives milk. Again they asked, "To use up a mother's milk for our benefit is almost like theft. Man is the only animal that does that. Is that really natural?" For them, it wasn't and since that day, more than a year ago, both Dhirendra and Smita have turned vegan. 

Henry David Thoreau once said, "I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, to discover that I had not lived." 

If there is ever a doubt if Thoreaus exist in this day and age, if there is ever a doubt if it is practical to lead a life in alignment with ideals of simplicity, if there is ever a doubt that two PhD's live a natural life on seven dollars a month, go visit the Sonejis in the village of Sakwa. You will believe. 

Blogging Blessings                              Nipun’s Journals: May 13, 2005 

"I pray for you and Guri every night before I sleep." That's what I read in my inbox last night.

So many readers write to us that they are moved to tears by the personal stories, by this unrehearsed journey, by an all-out search for true reality; and today, I want to say that I am moved to tears by your tears. Thank you.

And the larger thank-you goes to two people who insisted that I keep a journal: my mom and Rev. Heng Sure. As of yesterday, this blog is getting 20,000 hits everyday; couple organizations post daily entries on their office walls and make it mandatory staff reading; Akanksha is compiling a book of these stories, for the 8000 Bombay slum children that they serve; Profiles are reprinted in many places, folks want to translate this blog in couple languages, press is writing stories we can't track. And so on.

Personally, I'm not much of a writer. Many of my sentences don't have subjects and predicates, I don't remember what gerunds and appositives are, and I hardly check for typos. Not to mention run-on sentences. But I write with my heart, in the hopes that it connects with other hearts.

For the couple hours that I'm connected to the "web", it's a nice affirmation of what my heart already knows -- we're all connected.

Your kind wishes is what keeps us going. Thank you for making this your pilgrimage.

H-two-O, H-two-O                             Nipun’s Journals: May 20, 2005

Right as we finish getting the directions from Anandbhai, I randomly look to Gulab and say, "Gulab is coming too." As his host for the next month, Anandbhai looks to Gulab with a question mark on his face. Gulab spontaneously says, "Yeah, I'm going to walk with them." He almost doesn't know why he says yes, but he does. "Thirty-four kilometers of walking?" Anandbhai asks. "Oh yeah, no problem," the third year college student confirms.

Growing up on farms, Gulab has attended schools on scholarships and kindness of others. A hard working student, he has come to help his mentor for the two summer months.

"Gulab, are you ready?" I ask him minutes before we leave. "Oh yeah, absolutely," he says with a smile that lights up his partially cross eyed face.

We all walk and Gulab is the least tired. "I am a farmer's son. We are used to the heat and labor," he says proudly. For much of the walk, we travel in silence. But I want to make sure Gulab benefits from this, so I speed up ahead to chat with him.

Before I could tell him anything, he says: "So, Nipunbhai, what exactly are you doing on this pilgrimage?" I tell him that we are trying to build our soul force, by removing our lens of ignorance.

"Why do you walk?" he questions innocently. "Walking is a very deep process. Today, we are going to Kantibhai's house. He doesn't know us and until last night, we didn't even know we were going to be there. Yet, there is some connection between him and us, and that's why we are headed there," I start to explain.

"So, right now, we could've taken the bus, but we're walking. It's a little sacrifice of sorts. Along the walk, as we think good thoughts in our heart and help those we can along the way, we gather some merit through our sacrifices. All of this merit is offered at the door of Kantibhai, whose house we are going to. So, this walk is actually a sort of cultivation for the benefit of our host, whom we don't know," I conclude.

Gulab looks to me sincerely, as if he is hearing these kind of thoughts for the first time. "Although we don't know him as Kantibhai, by the time we get to his house, our hearts will already be connected to his. We won't tell him all this, but it is our silent offering at his door step. He may or may not offer anything to us, but we unconditionally offer it to the unknown. This is what our pilgrimage is all about. Silent offerings from one step to another."

The words seem to penetrate through Gulab's consciousness. We chat a bit more, then share thoughts on life in general, and then about his school. He is studying Chemistry, and depending on his results in the third year -- which will be out within a month -- he will decide where to go next. Service is a natural part of him, though. Well aware of his scholarship based education, he also eventually wants to give back. 

Oh, and Gulab knows English. We practice a few words but Gulab's most frequently used word is "Okaaaaay" with a huge laughter following it.

We had two awesome opportunties of service, along the walk. Gulab observes one of them from a distance, and participates in the other. He also naturally decides that since Paras is walking far behind in the back, that he will stay with him in case he needs any help. By the end of the day, Paras is deeply touched by Gulab's sincerity.

At one rest spot, Gulab tells me that he is really inspired: "Nipunbhai, at first, I thought you guys were on a field trip of sorts. But this is really something. Thank you for taking me with you."

Over the next day and half that all of us spend quality time at Kantibhai's place. We cook, eat and clean together. We beat the wheat out of its husk, we pluck Papayas, onions and mangoes from trees and eat 'em up, we help Kantibhai work on the farms, we crack jokes about how Gulab can polish off any amount of food, anytime!

One time on the farm, as we were digging, Gulab initiates a conversation about giving and taking. So I tell him, "You are Chemistry expert, right? Ok, so you know what H-two-O is, right? Water." He nods his head. "So in life, just remember this: two parts giving and one part taking. Give twice as much as you receive." It was a simple, imperfect metaphor, but Gulab loved it. He kept repeating it. "H-two-O, yeah, H-two-O".

As he is about to leave, he comes looking for me. I'm sitting under a tree in a 4-acre farm, trying to find a spot where I can get any remote sign of an Internet connection. :) Gulab, standing up, extends his hand out and says: "Nipunbhai, I have to leave now." In my usual, excited manner, I get up and slam my right hand into his and tell, "Areh yaaar, leaving so soon? I'm so glad that you were able to make it. It wouldn't have been the same without you."

Still holding the hand-shake firmly, he looks at me and with his characteristic sincerity, he says, "Nipunbhai, I will never forget this." We silently trade hugs. "H-two-O, Nipunbhai, H-two-O," Gulab says as his final words.

Two parts giving, one part receiving. That's a good life.

Lifting Loads, Pushing Cars                  Nipun’s Journals: May 16, 2005

Paras and I are talking about pain. "It isn't about enduring pain, but rather about understanding it. The more you feel your sensations, the more the universe around you comes alive. That's been my experience," I tell him. 

About 500 meters ahead, an old man is looking out into the fields. Through his torn shirt, you can see his six-pack stomach. In front of him is a huge stack of freshly cut farm crop. 

Paras is dead tired, on his first day on the walk. While others are walking ahead, we take a little break. Incidentally, it is under the same tree from which that old man is gazing out.

I start talking to the old man, as if we're old friends. He asks me what we are doing, and I tell him a bit about it. It turns out that he's taking a break from carrying the super-heavy load on his head. 

"What's your name?" I ask him. "Dadu (Grandpa),” he says. 

Dadu is super sincere. He's old, but seems really strong. Dadu gives us an overview of who owns which farms, tells us about how he makes more money during sugar cane season, and about his family of four sons. 

After a few minutes of conversation, as Paras and I put on our back-packs again, my eyes veer towards that bulky looking package that was lying on the road. "Dadu, what do you think is heavier? This back-pack or your load?" I ask him rather genuinely. He laughs, but still tries to feel my back-pack's weight and responds, "Definitely, this bulk here." 

Rather spontaneously, I ask him: "Dadu, let me carry your weight for you." "No, no, no," he says while covering his crop with his hands. "Oh come on, Dadu. You are like my grandfather. I can't let you carry this." With my forceful insistence, Dadu eventually concedes. 

Paras looks at me as if I've gone crazy. 

At first, I thought it would be cool to trade back-packs with Dadu but then, I just went for it both. Oh yeah, baby. 

Before we ran into Dadu, I was telling Paras about how each physical sensation is a neurological signal for the brain, and it is our habit patterns that classify it as pain or pleasure. So technically, there is no difference between pain and pleasure. 

And now, it is time for me to practice that physics. :) 

Paras and Dadu lift and drop the heavy load of crop onto the white bandana on my head. It's not only heavy but about eight times the width of my head. Within ten seconds, my neck is being stretched in umpteen different directions -- all of them painful. The good news is that I can't even feel the weight of my back-pack anymore. 

Dadu is super happy, though. He shares beaming smiles with those we cross, and feels that God sent us to help him. By this simple weight-lifting act, all villagers become instant friends; some are smiling out of sheer shock, some ladies are laughing at my antics of attempting to balance the load without my hands, some are trying to make conversation with me. To all, I say the only thing on my mind: "Hari Om, Kaka." "Hari Om, Masi." "Hari, Hari." Everyone is happy. 

Although my neck, head and shoulders are hating it, I'm pumped-up. "Dadu, this is my friend who has come from a long ways to be with us today. Can you tell him about God?" I frame Paras. :) Dadu says a few things, keeps waving hellos to passerbys, and keeps lighting up the highway with his smiles. 

No one has ever done something like this for Dadu. Ever. And he can't hide his joy. He asks us to join him for lunch, but unfortunately, we have 14 more kilometers to go and no time to rest. 

Within a few more minutes, Dadu signals that he has to take a right turn. I transfer the load to his head, and I look straight in his bright eyes and clear face. "Dadu, thank you for allowing your son to help you today," I say and bend my back to touch his very dirty feet. 

Dadu immediately stretches his palms to find my forehead and says, "You will receive a lot of blessings." Paras also touches his feet and he repeats his kind blessings. Then, turns to me again to bless me, so I went down to touch his feet again. :) It is a powerful moment, both for a six-week pilgrim and a first-day pilgrim. 

For many people, blessings are a religious currency for creating some future condition. But for me, it's something far simpler. It's a state of reverence for life in front of you, where you are compelled to share the greatest love you are capable of. Whether you are a "giver" or a "receiver", both benefit in that very moment. I don't take care if I will meet Dadu again, I don't care if I profit from my labor of carrying his load, I don't care if he was a saint or a sinner. I just know that, in the moment, both of us shared a space of love. He gives, I receive, and both of us smile. 

As Dadu turns around to leave, he keeps chanting, "Many blessings, many blessings." His figure fades out but his words keep ringing. Both Paras and I exchange looks, in total awe. 

We keep walking. Half an hour later, I notice another old man stressing about his car. His car just stopped working. With another stranger, we try to push the car into motion but the engine doesn't start. So I tell him to wait for my other friends on the way; as we wait, he is taken by the spirit of our pilgrimage and almost forgets about the stress of his car. When all five us -- including our random friend, Gulab, who joined us for 30 kilometer walk -- start pushing the car, the old man says: "No, no. I should be serving you pilgrims, not the other way around. This is so bad." I spot the "Raam" sticker on his 30 year old car, and tell him, "Kaka, this car says 'Raam' and any vehicle of 'Raam' is ours." He smiles and gets in the car, as we push the car long and hard. Sure enough, it starts! The old man, almost with tears in his eyes, greets my hand through the windows. It is obvious that he is seeing the good, the 'God', in us as we are in him. 

Paras is dead tired, will throw up three times in the hot day and eventually be forced to take a rickshaw for the last two kilometers. Yet for the opportunity to lift Dadu's load and push Ram's car, it is well worth it. 

                                                         Guri’s Journals: May 15, 2005
I grab the thin towel from Paras’s head and drench it in the cold water from a tiny canal, running alongside the dirt road that we’re on. “Here. Wrap it around your head. It’ll cool down the hot air that touches your head.” Paras hesitantly wraps it around his head with half the water spilling onto his shirt. It feels good. The blazing mid-afternoon sun is right above our heads now. Our destination is a little further than we expected. Paras has been throwing up all over the place. He just came to India from the US last week so it’s understandable, especially because he didn’t have much time to acclimatize himself to the hot weather in India. Much less prepare to walk outside in the scorching heat. He’s only in India for a few weeks and wanted to spend at least a week walking with us. He’s been a trooper and I can see that he’s pushing himself beyond his limits.  

The heat in India is very different from the heat in California. If you put rice and water, in a black stainless steel container on your rooftop, it will be fully cooked in couple of hours. I’ve seen this happen with my own eyes. The hot air burns your skin and your lips swell and hurt. The first few weeks that we walked, I had boils all over any uncovered part of my arms. My hair burnt so much that it turned into an orange shade, kind of like some of the homeless kids you see begging around the train station. Combine this with walking all day and anybody would be sick. 
The last two kilometers were so hard for Paras that we insisted he take a rickshaw. We had learned our lesson from Vena’s heat stroke in Vadodara, on her second day of walking. And didn’t want to take any chances, the closest city is at least 50km away.  Paras finally agreed and we found a rickshaw after a lot of effort in a tiny village just two kilometers from our destination. Luckily we were going to a farmer’s house and Paras had a couple of days to recover in fresh air and was ready to hit the road after some much needed rest. 
Living on a Farm                                   Guri’s Journals: May 16, 2005

We’ve been walking for almost two months now and just when we think we’re at the end of the rope with people to profile, we run into someone who knows a lot of interesting people. This time was no different.

Just as we were on our last contact, Anandbhai, an activist suggested several people that we should meet. Among them was Kantibhai, whose farm we’re currently staying at. He’s an enthusiastic young guy, who gave up city life to live in a small village and do organic farming. Kantibhai’s whole ideal is that we should live “in tune” with nature. He feels that is what is best for our bodies, our minds, and our souls.

And staying here has proven that to be true. This has been a great treat for us. None of us had ever picked our own papayas or mangoes before. He has everything you can possibly want for cooking right here on his own farm. I went out and picked some onions, cherry tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and carrots. We made stir-fried vegetables, dal (lentil soup), rice, and fresh rotlis (bread). Everyone gathered outside under the stars to eat this delicious and wholesome meal together. As we relished each bite the tiredness of the day wore off into the night.
Sleeping under the stars on a cot, surrounded by the coconut trees, sugar canes, and big mango trees is one of the best feelings in the world. Suddenly, there are no worries. You look up at the sky and realize that you’re just a small piece of this big puzzle called our universe. 

The thing that I love about the village life is that you go to sleep when it gets dark and wake up when the sun comes up. And the first thing you find when you look up is that there's a baby calf staring you in the face wondering what you’re doing on his farm. 

You can’t help but smile back and the little guy’s inquisitiveness. It’s the good life and I plan to savor every moment of it. =)

Living on a Farm (Part II; Survivor Gujarat) Guri’s Journals: May 17, 2005

I hear an unusual sound as I walk into one of the two rooms on the farm to get something from my bag. I can’t see too well because it’s almost evening and I don’t know where the light switch is. Maybe it’s a rat. There’s a loud shriek…it sounds like a BIG rat! I see something move. “That’s not a rat – it’s a snake coiled up between the two wooden cupboards?” I yell for Kantibhai. “Snnnnake. I think there’s a snake in here.”

Everyone comes running. Kantibhai is as cool as a cucumber. He walks right in, as I get out of the way and try to look through the window. Unfortunately, I finally get a good look. To my horror there’s a green snake at least six feet long and two inches wide wrapped around a big rat. I move back with disgust as Kantibhai, who’s also a big animal lover, gets enough courage to say, “let’s turn the light off since he's already half done and let him relieve the poor rat of its suffering” And without skipping a beat he goes back to his chores. Nipun, Vena, Paras, and I are equally shocked. “Is it poisonous?” I ask Kantibhai. “Who knows, but it won’t harm you.”

He goes on and tells us stories about the first year he moved to this village. They had at least 50 scorpions and since he doesn’t believe in killing them, he would take each one out. He was bit by only one out of the 50.

As I make a mental note to cross-out ever considering moving into a farm (as oppose to all the wonderful feelings I had yesterday), we all sit around on a cot with our feet up just in case the snake decides to make a run for it. Kantibhai then casually tells us that there’s a lion on the loose and he was in the village the night before last and took two dogs from the neighboring house. We confirm the story with the lady that works there just to make sure he’s not pulling our leg. And I remembered that another lady in town was trying to tell me that earlier today, but I didn't understand her Gujarati accent.

I realized that this is a part of life in the villages and as much as I'd like it to be different, it's a part of nature.

The conversation quickly shifted from scared to humorous. If there was ever going to be a “Survivor: Gujarat,” this would have to be it. We fill Kantibhai in on American reality shows as we try to decide if we’d rather sleep outside and risk getting attacked by a lion or inside where there’s a snake on the loose. Sometimes when it gets a little scary, the best thing you can do is laugh at it. We all got the guts to go in there and get our bedding at night with Kantibhai and Nipun leading the efforts. And luckily, everyone was in one piece in the morning. Waking up to the bright sky at four in the morning to leave, I almost forgot about all the excitement that took place the night before.
Guava Uncle of Kantidara               Inspiring Journeys: June 02, 2005 

"What are the inspirations in your life?" I ask him. "The sky because it is so infinite." After a pause, he smiles big with half a tear in his eye: "My mom. She gave me all my values." Then he concludes, "And the sea. It can take the burdens of everyone and still flow effortlessly." 

You might not expect those spontaneous answers from a 36-year-old farmer in a very small village of Bharuch. But Kanti Kalola's entire life is something of the unexpected. 

"So do you have a spiritual teacher?" "Everything is my teacher, even an ant," he says. I test his answer, "Really. How is an ant your teacher?" Without hesitation, he says, "An ant carries more than twice its weight and yet it works collectively with its community." 

Fifteen years ago, a twenty-something quit his city job and moved into a small village, in a hut without any electricity. He had no money, no agenda, and no idea of what to do. His plan was rather simple -- live a natural life amidst the poor. Today, if you go to that same hut, you will still find that same Kanti, unencumbered by the mundane baggage of life and steeped in the natural exuberance for life. 

Growing Up Fearless

Kanti grew up in dire circumstances. "My family wasn't very well to do, materially," he recalls. His college tuition was on a loan; he wouldn't come back during vacations to save on bus fare; he wouldn't live in hostels because it was expensive. Yet Kanti somehow managed to attract kindness. Someone gave him a small place to live, others gave him some vessels, a stove and miscellaneous items for a barebones, college student room. Every Sunday, he would work odd jobs to pay off his food expenses for the week. "I was second in class, because the guy who was first could study on Sundays," he says while cracking up into a hearty laughter. 

Despite having many opportunities to strike it rich, Kanti decided early that the pursuit of money wasn't for him. He wanted a good life, where he operated with a natural sense of ease. No narrow-minded manipulations when interacting with people, no future plans coming from insecurity, no tensions of unending goals. "Most of all, I wanted to be natural," he says. 

One day, an unknown saint came to their doorstep and dropped off a copy of the Bhagvad Geeta, a Hindu scripture. He didn't say anything, do anything or expect anything in return. As he walks off, Kanti ran after him to offer him tea but he was nowhere to be seen. Considering it nature's guidance, Kanti and his mom have prayed the Geeta regularly since then. 

His mom, through the Geeta and her personal life stories, taught Kanti about the values of truth, kindness and fearlessness. Once when he was a kid, ghost sightings were a talk of town. "On the way to school, I had determined to confront the ghost once and for all," Kanti says. In the dark dawn hour, he saw something ghost-like. With all the hair on his body standing up in fear, he moves forward chanting every paragraph of the Geeta that he had memorized and aims to hug the ghost. Inching forward, he does the boldest thing he could dream up -- extend his arms to hug the ghost! 

The ghost turned out to be a scarecrow but Kanti says, "Since that day, I have never been scared of anything in my life." 

Tale of Two Friends

After graduation, he worked at a nonprofit organization for a year and a half, but then decided that he neither wants to report to someone, nor does he want to have someone report to him. On Sundays, when he didn't have to work, he would chat it up with like-minded friend, Anand Mazgaonkar. Anand himself is a very bright intellectual, who sees major contradictions in the industries polluting the environment, government controlling natural resources, and people working like automatons. Both Kanti and Anand would encourage each other to take the plunge to "do something." 

"Those who were educated would leave the village for more money, and those in the villages would quit school to work on the farms. So villages always lose out," Kanti remembers. 

So, one fine day, Kanti and Anand took the plunge. Both of them quit their jobs and moved out to a neighboring village. Eventually, they moved to an even smaller village, Kantidara, with two other friends. 

"Progress has to be natural. The hand-me-down service model just doesn't work. You can't go to a community with pre-meditated ideas of helping. Once you become part of their community, you become them, you can be part of the process that brings forth some solutions and some problems," Anand lays out a revolutionary concept in a very non-chalant way. 

And they did just that. For the first seven years, there was no electricity or running water in the house. They sustained themselves by doing hard labor on the fields, and getting paid in-kind with grains. "In between, we would naturally end up talking to other laborers about things like cigarettes, alochol, and tobacco," Kanti says. 

Many villagers were suspicious of them, initially. "Some people thought we were from CID, that they will go to jail if they were caught smoking cigarettes with them. Some people thought we were with some organization trying to promote their message. Some were even apprehensive at first. They would tell us that we can afford to drink milk, to which we had to say -- 'Yes, you spend 10 rupees a day on cigarettes, we spend on milk.' It was a fun time," Kanti recalls with a smile. 

They would also interact with the kids, help the villagers resolve their problems without going to courts, and fight with the government to get clean water in the villages. Bit by bit, they assimilated into the village scene. Everyone learned from their example. Kanti says, "We were all guys, and we would do everything around the farm from washing clothes to getting water, which were typically female roles; at first, they were shocked but then they started adopting our habits too." 

Perhaps the biggest example of their selfless spirit is that they organized without an organization. As a result, they would let go of mini, measurable victories in favor of the process. For instance, when they won some hard-fought legal battles, part of their condition for the victory was that the villagers accept responsibility for the proposed solution. When the villagers didn't cooperate, they dropped their case and accepted the legal defeat. Even when it was easy to implement the solution themselves, they stood by their principle of villagers taking ownership of their local issues. 

"We are deeply committed to the process, an ongoing evolution, and so we organize without an organization. I think we have seven different names for our network by now," Anand laughs. Whenever under-dog groups are in trouble, all locals know which number to call. Almost immediately, Anand and Kanti can activate like-hearted individuals to rally behind the cause. 

One day, while watching how villagers make jaggery (brown sugar), Kanti and his friends ask the laborers if they can make it without chemicals. They said they could, if they had a 80-90 kilogram order. So Kanti and his other friends decided to go for it, and try to sell it at an organic fair. It sold like hot-cakes. So they ordered more and sold that too. The first year, they sold 12,000 kilograms; the next year 47,000 and then 75,000 kilo in the third year. 

They could've made a serious profit from it, but they decided that they will take a profit of no more than 1 rupee per kilogram. "If the farmers and the laborers, who work day and night to make the jaggery, make only a rupee a kilogram, why should we take more?" Kanti says. It was chemical-free, organic jaggery, and by far, the cheapest price in town. Although Kanti or Anand are not directly involved the jaggery project, it still continues as a successful project. 

Natural Evolution

When it was time to marry, Kanti was ambivalent about the decision. He made a list of five of his friends who were married and five who weren't; then, his plan was to ask each one for recommendations and decide at the end. He asked the five unmarried friends first, and all of them unanimously recommended marriage. Kanti laughs, "My decision was simple. I never had to ask the other five!" 

In the early 90s, Kanti married Yatra, whose name appropriately means pilgrimage. Yatra's father had traveled 33 countries without any money in his pocket; he would simply do odd jobs and survive one way or another. Yatra and Kanti, today, also have a 4 year old daughter named Maitri. Maitri, incidentally, means friendship. 

A couple of years back, when Kanti was swimming in the Narmada river, he almost encountered death. "I thought it was a short distance to the other shore, but I underestimated it. Half way through, I yelled for help, but my friends on the other shore thought I was asking them to join me. At one point, I knew that these were last couple of breaths. I conceded that it was my time to die." But then, something happened. Kanti doesn't know what or how, but his body managed to effortlessly swim to the other shore in an almost unconscious state. Outside of shedding his fear of death, Kanti light-heartedly jokes about a practical lesson learned: "I am not as strong a swimmer as I used to be." 

Kanti continues to learn from every experience. "Whatever I need to learn, nature provides the lessons for me. It's part of my evolution." 

Sharing With Everyone

Today, Kanti and his family of three live on the farm. The entire 4 acre farm is tilled and managed entirely by him, and yet he almost never seems to run out energy. Even if you wake him at 5AM, he is abruptly seated on his bed, ready to move into action. "He works harder than four people put together," his friend Giren Shah says. "I don't know if it's possible to work harder than him." 

Yet it's not just the hard work and enthusiasm that symbolizes Kanti. It's his caring spirit, underneath all this work. 

As I am on a bench facing Kanti's organic farm, an older gentleman and his son come in. "We have heard that you have a cow to sell?" they ask. "No. I do have a baby calf but I'm not planning on selling it." They exchange some thoughts. At one point, Kanti blurts, "Plus, I don't just sell my cows. They are like my children. I go and visit the house where they are going to be kept, I make sure they have enough to feed them, and I make sure they are caring people. Plus, this calf won't give milk for another 8 months, so it won't be useful for you anyhow." 

Kanti's compassion for all things is obvious. When he is washing dishes, he carefully spills out the water if it has ants in it. It just comes as second nature to him. "The first year, when we came to his barren farm land, there were fifty scorpions that we took out, one at a time. There's no point in killing them. One of them even bit me," he shares as if it was nature's joke on him. Actually, Kanti doesn't even use pesticides on his farm, and neither does he protect his farm crop from the birds and other animals. "Out of every crop, I account for a certain amount that the birds will eat. It's ok. This is their farm too. God has given me so much, why can I not share a little with plants and animals?" 

On his farm, you can find everything from fennel to bananas. If you stay with him for a day, you might even get to pluck your own papayas, make salad from fresh onions and unripe mangoes, or eat curd made from fresh cow milk. And at night, you can sleep outside under the stars and wake up to the rising sun. "Of course, I can make more money if I go to the city. But nature is my teacher. I belong in nature. I wouldn't trade this life for anything," Kanti says. 

No matter who it is, no matter what time of the day, Kanti is ever ready to serve up his enthusiasm for life. It's something he's learned from nature. As we are sitting with him, a visitor came to say hello; it turns out that even he has a story about Kanti. "Do you know what all the kids, even my kids, call him? Gauva-uncle," he says. Gauva-uncle is what the city kids call him because every monsoon, he invites neighborhood kids to come in and pick their own gauvas. "I want them to experience the joy of nature," he says. 

Kanti sows the seeds and invites others to pluck the fruits. He wouldn't have it any other way. 

700 Kilometers of Lessons                   Nipun’s Journals: May 19, 2005

Here is my not-really-top-ten list of lessons experienced during the 700 kilometers that Guri and I have walked to date: 

· We are not alive in the universe; the universe is alive in us. 

· Nature is our teacher. 

· It's pointless to endure pain. It is liberating to understand suffering. 

· Pilgrims don't walk on paths; they travel patterns of their own habits. 

· I am not my ego. 

· Those who have less, give more. 

· To greet another soul, you must first walk in through the door of goodness. 

· Human minds cannot grasp the destination of their journeys. 

· Winds of grace are always blowing. Just open your sails. 

· You won't solve all the problems of the world. But make sure you aren't a problem for the world to solve. 

My Crazy Jewish Brother                             Nipun’s Journals: May 21, 2005
Sitting at a fancy New York restaurant, with some important people, he notices a person falling off a building. Stunned, with an open jaw, he doesn't know what he just saw. But indeed, it was a suicide.

He can't sleep that night, so he calls me up at midnight (3AM, NY time). "Hey man, I can't sleep. I've been thinking about death and all, and I think I really want to do some giving. I want to get involved with CharityFocus," he'll say with some four-letter expletives thrown in between.

I crack up. But that's the kind of friend he is. Every so often I get a call at midnight, or a once-in-a-year email, but almost always it is at a turning point in his life. On one hand, he'll talk about meditation and service and on the other hand, it's about alcohol, cigarettes and women. Still, he's a magnet for spiritual people; he'll shares stories about a mystic he met in a remote basement of New York or a yogi he ran into on the roads of Idaho or a secretary who ended being a palmist that told him his future or his desire to visit India at least once "just to see what happens".

Every email or phone call of his had two things in common. The opening: "My Dear Indian Brother." The ending: "Your Crazy Jewish Brother."

Yesterday, I got a note from him with those two phrases, and couple lines in between -- "Bro, I got called to Iraq. I want to talk to you."

While I didn't get to talk to my 'crazy Jewish brother', a part of him is walking with me and a part of me is headed to Iraq. Sometimes I wonder if we're all the same pilgrimage, but don't know it yet.

still haven't had the chance to email majority of my non-bayarea friends about this pilgrimage, so he probably didn't know that I am foot in India right now. But "My Crazy Jewish Brother, I'm walking right there with you."

No, Not My Water Bottle!                                 Nipun’s Journals: May 22, 2005 
Wrapping up Guri's sprained ankle, I left my water bottle at the tea stall that lent us their chairs.

We walk a little less than a kilometer, and I turn to Guri and Veena and say, "Shoot, I forgot my water bottle." I drop my stuff and head back.

On the way, my first thought: "Darn, I had to make a mindless mistake on the day we are walking 42 kilometers! My body is gonna pay for this." Second thought: "That water bottle is a little banged up, but man, it's one of those unbreakable Nalgene bottles. Life will be so hard without it." Third thought: "The water bottle would've made for a nice memoir, if it survived the end of the trip. I really should've been more careful."

Fourth thought: "Hahahhaha. Attachment is so funny. You could only have five things, but if your heart is impure, you will latch onto those five things." Fifth thought: "I don't learn the easy way, so that's why I need this grueling pilgrimage. Walk on, pilgrim, walk on."

The water bottle is in the same spot, with all kinds of kids playing around it and unknowingly protecting it. I pick it up and walk back in silence.

Stares and Smiles                                        Nipun’s Journals: May 22, 2005
I'm a missionary today. I have decided to convert stares into smiles. 

It's 4:50AM. A man on bicycle, riding hands-free, is singing devotional songs; I feel a current of positive vibrations as he passes. I smile. A bit later, four guys jogging -- two of them without shoes -- at a 10 kilometer/hour clip; they are easy converts and smile back at my smile. Then, a cow stares. So I smile, fold my hands and do a half bow. Unfortunately, the cow keeps staring. :)

Inviting stares, threatening stares, i-am-confused stares, get-lost stares ... it doesn't matter. I'm going in, head first, to do my job.

Candidate number 17, probably: a semi-toothless man standing outside a Hanuman temple at 6:35AM. I match his stare with a rock solid smile. But he's a tough one to crack. He keeps staring. So I pull out other tricks up my sleeve.

"Kaka, how are you?" I ask him. Still no response. He nods his head, as if too lazy to speak. I wave. Still nada.

Ok, time to pull out all the stops -- "Is this is the right way to Madhi?" Three others are far in front of me by now, and it's a straight road, so it's a really stupid question. But what the heck. Still staring, the old man in his kurta and pajama finally makes a sound, "Hmmmmmmmm."

I smile real big -- and I mean real big -- do a half bow to him and start walking. "I guess you can't win 'em all," I say to myself. But this is good business, because in the worst case, you are left with a smile on your own face.

You see, In India, people love to stare at anything that is remotely different. Partially, it's people's dissatisfaction with the present that creates that curiosity; partially it's the non-stressed life that allows them to look around; and partially it's their inclusive spirit that compels them to make everything their business. In America, you can live for decades without knowing your neighbors, but in India, no one will let you pass their street without getting to know you.

We keep walking in a single file line. A couple more candidates here and there and I'm feelin' good about the 90-percent conversion rate this morning.

After about 30 minutes, I hear a car honking from behind. It's an old, grey fiat (the kind they don't make anymore). Outside of cricket and Bollywood, honking the horn is India's third favorite past time. I instinctively move to the mud pavement, to make way.

But then the car stops. It's that same old man in the car, I think with some tobacco in his mouth this time. He motions his hand to call me towards the car. I cross the road and greet him, "Kaka, how are you?" This time, he smiles half way. He puts his hand in the left pocket of his kurta and takes out a couple of things.

Noticing a small notebook, I think to myself, "Wow, this kind wants my phone number? That is really something."

"Where are you going?" he asks while fumbling with a few pieces of paper falling outside his notebook. I'm just happy he is speaking and I respond energetically, "Technically, we're heading South without a destination but because no one understands that, you can say that we are going towards Shirdi." 

"Oh, Shirdi? Ok, good take this and do something good with it," he says while placing a 50 rupee note from his notebook into my right hand.

I am stunned. I mean, we've been offered 500 rupees by Swami Satchiananda, we have found a hundred rupee on the streets, but no one has just dropped a 50 on us. Let alone a non-smiling old man, who drives in his car to fulfill a missed opportunity.

"Kaka, what is this? Are you sure?" I ask, not knowing what else to say. "Yeah, yeah, take it. Go have some tea or anything. Keep walking. Go, go" he says. With a big ol' smile on my face, I start walking again as he zooms off.

It's one thing to earn fifty bucks, and do something nice with it. But it's quite another to walk diligently until the universe warrants you to be an instrument of service. That 50 rupee note was burning a hole in my pocket, as I am itching to pay-forward the blessings of a smile-less old man.

Up ahead, Veena wants her fruit-fix for the day. Watermelons. We go to a small room looking place, which appeared to be a melon distribution house, and I ask for one; he offers it to us and gives us a knife, "I don't have any fingers, but here, take the knife and help yourself." We do.

The watermelon seller is a good guy. When I notice almost hundred alcohol bottles on the right, I ask him: "Kaka, you seem to drink a whole lot?" He cracks up and says, "No, no, I don't drink. It's just a side business of recycling bottles when the melon sales are slow."

When it comes time to pay, as expected, he doesn't take any money. He's figured out that we're pilgrims, about three of his friends are in heated debate about which is shortest path for us to walk to Vedchi, and there's no way he's gonna accept our money. I go to the back of his shop to find him and place the 50 rupee note in his finger-less hand. He immediately tries to push me and my 50 away but after I tell him that I'm just paying-it-forward, he somewhat accepts it.

Four of us wave our goodbyes and walk out. Behind us, we hear more mumbles. The watermelon seller is running at us with another watermelon. "Take this with you, take this with you, one for the road," he says as if pushing the watermelon in his left hand towards us. "Kaka, no, it's too heavy to carry. Can you just make sure you feed someone else with this watermelon?" I suggest with a what-a-good-guy smile. 

After a few futile attempts, I see that he just wants to give something more. I attempt to bow down to touch his feet and say, "Kaka, give me your blessings." Moving back with humility, "Who am I to give you blessings. God will give you his blessings." We thank each other and part ways.

Smiles or stares, all human beings unfailingly respond to love.

2005: State of Gandhi's Khadi                     Nipun’s Journals: May 24, 2005
Khadi. It's a hand-spun cotton cloth made famous by Gandhi's promotion. Fifty years ago, it had a greater market share in India than any other material and today, willing converts are left searching for reasons to wear it. 

Many Gandhians like khadi because Gandhi liked it. Most government officials propound it because first, it's their job and second, it generates some employment for "poor". It's questionable if consumers like it, considering that Khadi is less than 1% of the national textile usage, but some are known to wear it because the material is porous. 

Today, I ran into the one of the heads of India's Khadi Commission. After a rather confusing series of arguments, I decided to look deeper into the topic. Beyond the emotional, short-term and material reasons, my goal was to understand the rational. 

I sit down with a very interesting personality -- a super smart athiest, who is also the grand-daughter of Mahadevbhai Desai, whom Gandhi called his sixth son. Umaben Desai's logic is neither emotional, nor spiritual, nor Gandhian; it's just facts. 

Here's the inside scoop on khadi ... 

Gandhi promoted Khadi for self sustainability. He wasn't trying to generate employment for the country and neither was he out to create a market about "help the poor" charity. His whole premise was that everyone, rich or poor or in between, should have access to food, shelter and clothing in a self-reliant way. That is, they shouldn't create dependencies on cities, government or economies, lest they get corrupt. 

That was Gandhi's idealogy. Decentralized units of self-sustaining ecologies. Simple, long lasting, and corruption free. 

With cloth, the idea was to use hand-spun Khadi. The process would be all organic: 

1. Farming: pick your own cotton. 

2. Ginning: remove the seeds and roll up a sliver of cotton. 

3. Spinning: use the sliver and a manual "charkha", to create yarn. 

4. Weaving: weave the yarn into cloth. 

5. Stiching: tailor clothes from the yarn. 

Each person needs no more than 25 meters of cloth per year, which can make 3 pairs of clothes, a towel and a sheet. If a person spins for 8 hours a day for 3 days, you will have enough yarn to make your annual quota of 25 meters of Khadi. Then, a community weaver, will weave the yarn into cloth and a local tailor can stich the clothes. (For the ambitious, weaving and stitching can be learned in a matter of couple months.) Since no part of this process requires fancy gadgetry or non-local materials, each of the 700,000 villages of India can be self dependent for their clothing. 

That is, of course, the theory. 

Khadi, over the 50 years, has taken interesting -- and I should say irrational -- twists and turns. 

First myth about Khadi: it helps the poor. According to Gandhi, the poor don't really need your help. But for argument sake, let's say that the city folks want to wear khadi; they don't have the time or the inclination to spin it, but they want to buy it. So, government steps in and says, "Ah, we can do employment generation with khadi." Annually, 600 crores (6 billion) rupees of Khadi is purchased by consumers, so perhaps that money can employ the 40% unemployed villagers of India. 

If we stopped there, it could be pitched as a reasonable argument. Of course, we didn't. In our unsatiable quest for efficiency, the question we asked next was: how can we increase the production of Khadi? Unfortunately, people asking the question weren't thinking about self-sustenance, but rather of competing with the textile mills that held 99% of the market share. 

Since you can't motorize hand-spinning, experts in the field decided to innovate the "charka" (the spinning wheels) that are used to create khadi. Ambar-charka is the name of the latest spinning wheel that is still hand-powered but 8x more efficient because of its 4 spindles. 

Because the Ambar-charka wasn't coupled with an 8x increase in khadi demand, it simply killed 8x of the villager jobs. And in fact, it not only killed the jobs, but also the villagers themselves. In cities like Nagpur and states like Andhra Pradesh, hundreds of weavers and spinners committed suicides in the late 70s. 

Technoloy, innovation, efficiency is not to be discarded. But if these advances are created in profit-making silos, it anhilates the cultural fabric of an ecosystem and eventually, runs the risk of destroying the entire ecosystem itself. 

When most people think of cotton, they think white. No one in this generation will even remember that cotton naturally grows in many other colors like brown and yellow. Because of the heavy textile demand for white cotton, all farmers started producing white cotton. Moreover, the heavy cotton consumption by the mills created an imbalance in the natural ecology; as a result, 80% of all pesticides used in Indian farms are used on cotton farms! Eighty percent. 

To "efficiently" transport cotton to centralized mills, it is compressed. Then, at the farms, lots of energy is spent in carding the cotton to make it fluffy again. 

Most khadi producers now use "new and improved" Ambar-charka in India. You can't blame the producers in a land where more than 350 million people live on less than dollar a day; they are just trying to survive. But the confusion of the government policies, technologists and pundits are creating these weird hybrid solutions that are simply not khadi. Not only are Ambar-charka machine parts hard to maintain, it also requires long-staple cotton sliver that is used by textile mills. The same long-staple cotton that has increased the use of pesticides, destroyed cotton bio diversity, and created many subtle forms of inefficiencies. So this kind of a khadi movement is far cry from Gandhi's vision of self reliance. 

Government provides rebates to subsidize the cost of hand-spun khadi; but greedy institutions have now created a hybrid khadi-polyster that also qualifies for the rebates. Consumers, as a result, don't have a clue as to why buy Khadi. Khadi propaganda says that Khadi generates employment for the poor and that it's a material that "breathes". Surely, Khadi is thick to provide insulation in the winter and porous to provide ventilation in the summers; and it feels good to wear. But when I spoke to various youth groups around the state of Gujarat, they told me the most practical reason for not buying khadi: it's expensive. 

At present, Khadi is a bit more expensive today and that can change with the right policies and better marketing; still, just as an orginal painting will never be as cheap as a print, hand-spun khadi and block printing won't ever be able to compete with a 80 rupee t-shirt made from synthetic material. But if production of the chemical dyes used to color our t-shirts will ruin the rivers, if the mass cotton production will ruin the land, and the lack of jobs will ruin the lives of the common man, the questions really is: is it worth it? No. No one in their right minds will think so. 

Root of the problem, though, is that "khadi" itself is in a state of mess. Gandhians have become idealists whose message is largely disregarded by the consumeristic mainstream. Village producers are just trying to make their daily livelihood. Consumers are getting mixed signals from the government policies, propaganda and competition attempts against the textile industry; to top it off, no one has paid any attention to fashion in khadi. Government is trying to increase jobs and provide rebates but the head of Khadi commission himself admitted to me, "Our biggest problem is that we don't know how to get the help to the right person." That is to say, there is no infrastructure to implement policies. 

Khadi stood for decentralized sustenance. But with the Ambar-charka, and lack of accompanying increase in wages or jobs or khadi demand (all of which can potentially be blamed on the government policy), khadi was left neither here nor there. Khadi pundits came out and declared, "Khadi will soon take over the textile market." Instead of remembering the principles of Khadi, they started creating extravagant shows, setting up huge infrastructures, and entering a centralized marketing system that they were ill-equiped to fight, that Khadi never stood for. Not only are they losing the fight, but they are in the wrong war. 

Gandhi once said, "Live simply, so others can simply live." His interest wasn't in selling khadi and marketing consumerism. He wanted the common man to be self reliant, to be free from market forces to think for himself, to be alive in ways that are natural to them. Perhaps Gandhi's message is too revolutionary for our times.

Meditation and Love (Saturday, May 28, 2005)
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Vimala Thakar, whose thoughts are along the lines of Krishnamurti, concludes one of her books with two things that purify: silence (meditation) and love.

Like we peel the layers of an onion, true silence leads to an unraveling of the ego. And love always asks for the ego to surrender and thus the “I” melts away.

I never quite looked at it this way but it’s an interesting summary of spirituality.

Full Moon Fast                                              Nipun’s Journals: June 02, 2005
It was a silly game. With a few kilometers left to our destination, I turn to Veena and Guri and say, "Ok, the milestone will read how many kilometers to Dharampur?" Guri says 6, Veena says 5, and I go with 4. "Alright, if you win, which saint are you going to send a shout out to?" I ask, pretending to be a DJ on hip-hop station.

"I'm going with Shirdi Sai Baba," Veena says since Guri had just shared his life story over lunch. Guri thinks a bit and adds Kabir in the mix. To go out in the left field, I bring up my homie Nag-Mahashaya (a little known disciple of Ramakrishna).

We are walking. And walking. Then, I propagate the game in my mind, "What if I win? I can't just call on saints like that. Ok, if I win, I should fast for the day." But on the tail end of 80 kilometers in two days, with much food, I'm really hoping to lose.

Unfortunately, I win. At least according to me. :) But darn, I really don't want to fast so, after some mental squabbling, I happily give up on the idea. But it turns out that the universe had other plans on this full moon day.

Yesterday, we walked thirty five kilometers on few hours of sleep, stayed up late at a random person's house in Bhinar, got up at 4AM to start another 40 kilometer day that ends at someone's house whom we don't know.

We leave the house at 4:30AM, while our hosts are asleep. Our host is a young couple, with super-active 4 year old son; although the drunk head of the house offered us meat and alcohol at first, by the end of the night he was talking about his stories of service. Having never met anyone like us, they feel it to be a "meant to be" event in their lives.

With the moon shining bright, we are on the roads early to avoid walking in the 2PM heat. It's nice, hilly walk through foresty areas and by 9AM, we make good progress on our mileage. We are all tired, but as is our practice, no one talks much about how much about their body aches; it's an understood and accepted part of the trip.

Along the way, I notice an old man walking slowly in front of us. It's a barren road, primarily populated by trucks, so seeing a feeble man with a stick is an rather odd sighting. As I am about to cross the hunch-backed old man, I ask in a jubilant tone, "Dada, how are you doing?"

He mumbles something. I look to him to ask him another question and quickly realize that he's blind. The red sand on his feet is covering his torn sandals, his bamboo stick is too big for him, his clothes are practically rags. "Dada, where are you going on this lonely road?" I ask with silent tears in my eyes. He doesn't know; he finally says he's going to work and then plans to come back by night, but I think he just made it up. How am I to help him? Helpless, I do my little "may-all-beings-be-happy" prayer and walk with one thought in my head, "Why so much suffering? Why this suffering in front of my eyes?"

As Guri says, to quote Finding Nemo: just keep walking, just keep walking.

A bit later, a young priest on a motorcycle stops by Veena to ask some questions. Veena, not understanding him, points to me, 400 meters ahead. Like the dozens of daily curious passerbys, the young man dressed in all white inquires about our pilgrimage. "How much have you walked thus far?" "8-900 kilometers." His jaws dropped and he made a rather unusual comment while staring at my feet, "Wow. You are sooooo lucky."

Lucky?!? My shoulder blades are messed up and my arms almost numb, from carrying a laptop-weighted backpack. With the constant heat, I bet if I carried some grain on my head, it' be solar-cooked by the end of the day. Despite drinking any-water-is-good-water every other minute, it's not enough in comparison to the constant sweat dripping from every pore of your being. I don't know this is ideal situations to be jealous.

Still, the motorcycle priest is right. To experience pain, discomfort, unease, and the inevitable uncertainty, in the spirit of dharma, is certainly a privilege. I am lucky. With watery eyes, I keep walking.

We get some cheap lunch on the way, and the shopkeeper is nice enough to let us rest there for the afternoon. We take turns taking naps and reading a book of Shirdi Sai Baba's life.

Then, along the way, I come up with my silly game to guess the distance on the next milestone. Technically, everyone won because we saw a 5 on a board, 6 on a milestone on the side road, and a 4 on the way up ahead. I should fast, per my intent, but I am way too tired and way too hungry to pretend to be a tough macho pilgrim. So I just keep going without saying a word.

With almost 3 kilometers left to Dharampur, we cross our fifth wedding party of the day. Full moon days are big days for weddings. With one loud speaker, a keyboard and some electronic drums, one man is singing up a storm on his karoake mic. Women are lined up to check out the show on the left and men are crowded around this musical 'lahri' (cart) on the right. Weddings in the villages are big deal. 

We walk together -- Guri and Veena don't get howled at if they're with me -- across the thick of the dancing to get to the other side. Music is upbeat, young men are dancing. I saw one particular kid dancing like there is no tomorrow, with his two hands flying up towards heaven, with his feet stomping on mother earth, with a big smile on his face that appeared to extend across the road. He is a poor kid, but today, in his fancy outfit and free spirit, he is living it up. What joy!

Immediately, I forget the irrationality of poor villagers spending a hundred thousand rupees for wedding, when their annual income is 18,000. I forget about how commercialized and consumeristic the village wedding has become. This is their celebration and they're happy. It's all ok.

With yet a tear of joy on my cheek, I walk on. It's a good day to be a pilgrim of life.

We end up at our destination. We interact with some people. It's difficult to be cheery night after night, after walking so much, but that's what every host expects. So I muster up all my enthusiasm, in the spirit that our host, and anyone else there, can share in the merits of our pilgrimage. We talk with a bunch of friends, but our lady host is absent. This lady is a friend of another friend who had hosted us in an earlier town; she had also started some 25+ year old nonprofit organizations, we were told.

We are shown to the place where we can bathe. Ah, a shower never felt better. A few minutes later, the bell rings. A man walks in and says, "We have six guests tonight. Would it be ok if you guys go to a hotel?" Immediately, I say, "Oh, don't worry about us. We'll be fine with our food." The kind, middle-man, relayed the information and showed us a way to get some food.

Of course, these people didn't know that we only have 25 rupees (50 cents) per day (per person) for all our expenses. And we weren't going to tell them. If it is offered, you accept it; if it isn't offered, you accept it. Surely, I could easily pull so many cards to impress the daylights out of anyone, but what's the point? I'm here, not to take what I want, but rather to take what is given.

We all drag our tired legs to the market to see what we can afford. Veena has a glass of 5 rupee mango juice, and Guri and I share one. We come home empty handed. It's especially hard on my stomach since I've been known to polish off a dozen bananas in one sitting. :) All of us are a bit stunned by the lack of hospitality by our lady host, but none of us say anything, even amongst ourselves. She must have her reasons.

It is a full moon night. Nag-Mahasay not only made an appearance on my milestone, but he gave deep strength to my weak intention -- I fasted.

The Tribal Gujarat (Sunday, May 29, 2005)

-g

 
Outside of the Himalayas, I thought India was a relatively flat land. But all those illusions were dispelled when we had to walk uphill to get to Pindval. In Pindval, we are interviewing a Gandhian author who has written dozens of books and spent the last 25 years working for the tribals. This area has some of the most overlooked folks in Gujarat. Actually it’s 99.9% tribal, according to the literature we read. It’s amazing to see how a 40 kilometer walk can completely change a community’s style of dressing, eating and speaking.

We’re about a few days shy of crossing the border in Maharashtra, where we’ll both have to brush up on our Hindi in order to communicate. So far, Nipun’s Gujarati has kept us very connected to the villagers. It’ll be interesting to be in a place where neither of us is fluent in the local language -- Marathi. Many people also warned us that we won’t find the Gujarati hospitality in Maharashtra and we’ll have some tough days up ahead with the monsoon. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see. =)

Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid?

Posted on June 04, 2005 in pilgrim-mumbai. 

A bunch of tribals call us into their home to give us water when they see our parched throats and empty water bottles. This is not just regular water; this is water that they walk several hilly kilometers for, between midnight and 2AM, when the water level in the wells are high. Yet, they insist on filling up our water bottles.

Such kindness can take your breath away.

It takes your breath away for two reasons: one, because it's such pure, unadulterated kindness and two, because it's unclear how long this tribal culture will actually survive. 

The same, innocent villagers whose spirits are so wide open, are practically being suffocated by us educated, city folks.

Amul Dairy, one of the biggest in India, recently initiated small, rural co-operatives to gather their milk; although villagers now got cows that gave them milk, it made absolutely no impact in the mal-nutrition amongst the village kids. In the cities, you see people lining up to get their Amul milk for 22 rupees a litre; in the villages, you see mom-and-pop farmers bringing their little cans of cow milk in exchange for 7 rupees a litre. Furthermore, to deliver their milk "on time" for the cities, cows are milked at irregular times, not in tune with nature.

So there is some income generation for the villagers, lots of income generation for Amul, much discomfort for the cows, and no change in the village mal-nutrition. Yes, there are short-term benefits of purchasing power as the villagers become service providers for the cities but it's limited in its scope.

First issue is that Amul-type corporates generate more income for themselves than the villagers; but let's excuse that as a consequence of trickle-down economics in a free market. Second, much bigger problem is about what villagers will do with this extra money. Another big corporate gaint will market to the villagers to "show 'em the good life". One corporation provides money, another sucks the money away. Market expansion, village contraction, culture destruction.

Milk is just one thing. But the deeper question really is: does it make sense to mess with cultural fabric of the village, and make it a mini, underprivileged city? They are the ones who provide us grains; they are the ones who care for the forests that give us rain water; they are the ones who have a tradition that is in tune with nature; and they are the ones who have an authentic link to a very ancient heritage.

C. K. Prahlad, a very prominent business intellectual, has written a book called "Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid". I'm still trying to figure out the title. Does he mean, go and grab the pot of gold from the poor?!? Perhaps he's simply relaying what is already happening in the industry.

In fact, I've seen it with my own eyes while walking through the villages of Gujarat. Businesses are asking this question: if we can thrive off the 250 million middle and upper class Indians, can we tap into the 750 million, lower class market? Maybe. Step one, of course, is to create the need. In the cities, because of the existing infrastructure, the recipe is simple: throw in billboards of Aishwarya Rai drinking Coke or Michael Jordon wearing Nike shoes and blast Amitabh Bachchan ads on all TV stations and the city population is willingly mesmerized. In the villages, though, it still needs work. You first have to educate them, so they can read all the advertisements and recognize the brands. Then, you have to bring in TV's and radios with centralized programming so the marketing icons are recognized. And if you can't bring theatres to the villages, at least give 'em all cheap cassette players which can blast the same Hindi song again and again and remind them of what they're missing because they're poor.

Getting this pot of gold from the 750 million Indians is a complicated proposition. Consequently, businesses are having to work real hard to reach their jackpot. It is not uncommon to see Jeeps riding through the villages, with a microphone yelling the same ad on repeat: "2 rupee soap, 2 rupee soap. First one is free, come and try it." In the cities, at least you have a choice of turning on your TV to get your daily dose of consumerism. But what are villagers going to say? One wonders if they are kept unorganized so it's easy to "divide and conquer", so they can't wage strong opposition to any policy.

Furthermore, this 2 rupee soap to wash your clothes, 3 rupee cold-cream to beautify your skin, and the 5 rupee toothpaste to replace your 'datan' all has many subtle costs. For example, villages survive on a biodegradable infrastructure; human waste is manure, tooth brush is a tree branch that will disintegrate on any farm, dinner plates -- banana leaves -- are food for the cows. But now, these new "must haves" come in neat plastic containers and the villages have no trash cans to remove them, no centralized trash collection system to gather them up. Villagers either ruin the environment by burning it, or breed disease by keeping their streets dirty. Lose, lose.

The "poor" are in these situtations, one can argue, because they are illiterate, inefficient, and uneducated. I can definitely do more calculus than a villager; I can think up more ideas in a minute than they can in a day; I can communicate in a more intelligent manner than they can think. It's true, at one level. But that argument has a very faulty premise. It assumes that intellect is the king of all domains, which is only valid because intelligent robots (yes, us city folks) have designed systems where intellectual capital is the master. Intellectual quotient (IQ) is what gets paid big bucks when you graduate from college but what about emotional quotient? Compassion quotient? Study after study routinely illustrates that what we measure isn't really all there is to success. So, if the rurals play by urban rules, of course they will deemed "poor".

In all fairness, though, you can't point all fingers at centralized businesses and top-down pyramid infrastructures. Much of the blame rests on the shoulders of the villagers too.

Even within the existing systems, rurals are at fault too. It is the weakness of their character that they allow alcohol to propagate their unemployed lives, that they spend more money on cigarettes than milk, that they sell tobacco at their vegetables stall. The final revolution, the only revolution, will be evolution of the human spirit. Only when the women will refuse to let their husband take their child's food money for their alcohol, when the farmers will refuse to just plant cash-crops so they can subscribe to an additional TV channel, when the young adults will take a stance to walk the road less traveled, only then, will there be true freedom from artificial forces.

Sigh.

Will we ever design a system that can facilitate a holistic growth, which will self-correct with the evolution of our collective conscience? Maybe. I think so. But even if there is no set answer, it's still worth asking the question again and again.

As a city guy who has stayed amidst the villagers for the last couple months, I have come to one conclusion: no human being is at fault, urban or rural. In a way, everyone is a pilgrim in search of his/her happiness; some of our "experiments in truth" succeed, while others fail. If, on this ongoing journey of the human spirit, we can evolve systems that don't propagate as much greed and selfishness, I would like to be that change; and if not, I will do the one thing I know is possible -- touch the heart of the matter, the spirit of each soul, of my own soul.

Oh, and if I had to write a book at this very moment, I might title it: "Greed at the top of the pyramid." I hope the tribals will always continue to give water to thirsty pilgrims.
Not in the Lonely Planet Guide (Wednesday, June 01, 2005) 

-g

It was a long 44km after crossing into Maharashtra. I was surprised to see that people look distinctively different from Gujarati’s -- different facial features, different dress, and different personalities. Most of the villagers along the way understood very little Hindi and we couldn’t really make them understand the concept of a walking pilgrimage. In spite of that, there were smiles and curious looks as we walked through the valleys and the green mountains.

Before leaving Gujarat, we were warned that there were no known places where we can stay or people to profile along our route to Nashik. A small village called Nanasi was in the middle and there was possibly a school where we can find shelter for the night. We finally reached the village around six in the evening and came to the largest village we’ve seen today. It had electricity and couple of stalls of random food items. We were starving but decided to figure out where we can spend the night before eating. The villagers told us that there was a school about a kilometer away that would let us spend the night. We walked up to the school and to our disappointment were told that we couldn’t stay there because the principal was out. After pressing further, someone told us about a Shiva Temple about 4km away that “might” let us spend the night. The thought of walking another 4km was grueling and the thought of sleeping in the fields without any running water even more discomforting, but onwards we charged with our achy muscles and tired feet.

After what seemed like a really long time, we found ourselves talking to a guy in the next village who understood some Hindi. He told us that there was a Shiva Temple about another kilometer from there but there were no rooms at the temple, and that we should’ve stayed at the large village that we just came from. What? This was a huge test of patience. There was no food in this village, no room, and no one offered us a place to stay. We were sweaty and exhausted from walking all day.

Just before sunset we reached an old Shiva Temple with a bright blue dome over it. The temple was a small room with stone sculptures inside and an old well in front of it. There was one more tiny room (8x10ft.) for the priest, other than that there was a large area in front of the temple covered by a tin roof. The priest had gone somewhere but Bharat, one of the teenage boys from the village, came in to inquire about what these outsiders with strange looking backpacks were doing in a small village like this.

We asked him if there was a place to shower and he proudly said, “Yes,” while pointing to a metal bucket and the open area next to the well. Okay, maybe we can just wash the salty sweat off of our hands and faces. But how do we get the water out of the well? And this wasn’t your typical well in the villages where you tie a rope to a bucket and lower it down. It had large pieces of rocks around it in a square shape and wobbly big rocks leading down to the water that served as steps. Nipun asks Bharat to help him and they both go down and bring back two buckets of semi-clean water. By the time we’re done cleaning up whatever we can, the priest returns and Bharat helps us explain that we need shelter for the night. The easy going Sadhu only understands some Hindi but he happily lets us sleep on the floor underneath the large tin roof, with all sides open. Thus far we’ve had heat and only heat, but this mountainous area is actually cold. I ask them if there are any blankets that we could borrow. As I stand there, practically shivering, Bharat innocently reassures me that it doesn’t really get cold at night. He still agrees to bring couple of blankets later on.

The priest had already finished his dinner but he kindly asked Bharat to get some raw materials for a simple rice and eggplant dinner. But realizing that we’d have to collect wood and start a fire before the cooking began, we passed on the several hour ordeal. Since it was already 8 o’ clock we opted for going to the only stall in town and buying some biscuits, jaggery (brown sugar), and peanuts. We just wanted to get our sore and overworked muscles to sleep. Since there was no electricity we were in “bed” by 8:30. Although my body was exhausted, I lay there wide awake with nothing between me and the concrete floor but my shawl.

According to the friendly priest, the temple has existed since the time of Rama (as in the ‘Ramayana’). Throughout the night, I was worried about the snakes – after all, it is a Shiva temple =) -- and the sounds coming from well next to us and the animals that could walk in from the nearby fields, but in the morning, I felt almost fortunate to be in a place like this. I walked into the cave-like temple and it really did look ancient with its half-broken statues and old paintings. Afterwards, the priest even made me a syrup-like, milkless tea at 5AM, which I drank under a “rudraksh” tree (whose fruits are worn around the neck for its healing qualities). As I left with a very positive feeling, I remember thinking, “This place would never be listed in the Lonely Planet Guide to India.”
The Urban Jungle (Thursday, June 02, 2005) 

-g

Its one thing to walk 44km in one day but to get up and do it all over again the next day can be really taxing on your body. The muscles don’t really get enough rest sleeping on a hard concrete floor with only a thin shawl on the ground, especially if you keep hearing all kinds of sounds at night. Nevertheless, we walk all day through the valleys and the mountains and make our way into Nasik, a large city known for Satya Sai Baba. His ashram is in the hills of Shirdi, about 90km southeast of the city.

Having spent the week and a half in tribal villages, I’m a little excited about being in a city. I can check my email, exchange some books, and finally get a map of Maharashtra. As we get closer to the city, people seem really different. They no longer stop and smile and ask us where we’re headed. When you ask for directions, as if they’re too lazy to lift their hands or speak, they just nod their heads in the right direction. No small talk, no curiosity, and no sense of connection, unless they can sell you something. Only billboard ads for the latest clothes, cars, jewelry, matrimonials, and health insurance. Coming from a place where people don’t know if they’ll have food tomorrow, this all seems a little self-centered. Although I’ve been a part of this, there’s such a striking difference after being away for some time. All the foods I haven’t seen for a while, sit right there in front of me. Sweets, samosas, fresh juices, and restaurants are serving everything from pav bhaji to pizza. I quickly calculate what I’ve spent for the day and I’ve got about 6 rupees left in my budget. I have no choice but to observe all my food cravings. =)

It’s an absolute urban jungle, and to be here is to be a part of it.
Carrying Your Own Thorns

Posted on June 04, 2005 in pilgrim-mumbai. 

Walking up the hills of Maharastra, I feel a prick in my right toe. Ouch. I can't seem to find the thorn, so I keep walking. In couple minutes, again, ouch. No thorn. A third time, it happened and this time, my toe was bleeding. Talk about some serious bad right toe karma! 

It turns out there's a small but sharp thorn in my sandal. 

Sometimes we suffer because we carry our own thorns. 

My First Bow

Posted on June 05, 2005 in pilgrim-mumbai. 

Today, I'm really tired.

I'm tired of walking without a destination. You never arrive. Every halt is a pit-stop to momentarily catch your breath. Then, back to the grind. Your mind has to rest in motion, through all its commotion. Finding peace in the middle of war is a daunting task, but there is no other option. You have to trudge along, pay off all your debts of greed that have been silently accrued in your mind. Where am I really going?

I'm tired of all the pain. The pain in your toes might go away after couple weeks but then you never anticipate the thorns, blisters or the bug bites. Spiritual teachings tell us that the pain in your left knee is impermanent, but they don't tell you that after your knee, it will be your back and after your back, your shoulder blades. There is no 'Beginner's Guide to Pilgrimage'. No one warned me that a pilgrimage is a natural walk through your own physical knots and mental tensions. There is no escape. How can I be still through it all?

I'm tired of paradoxes. Nothing makes sense, if you have the guts to dig deep enough. People are unhappy everywhere, environment is in bad shape, governments are corrupt, institutions are powered by greed. Many great souls have lived and died but we are still in the same place -- we are destroying ourselves. With our overwhelming intellectual capacities, all we have been able to do is change the shape and size of the problem and call it progress. Why am I alive in a time like this?

I'm tired of fear. At every step, I am afraid of what will happen next. I don't know anyone, I don't know the language, I don't know the weather. I don't know who will nourish my soul, who will console my insecurities, who will let me rest with my illusions. Deep down, I know that the resilient human spirit always survives but I'm afraid I don't have that much faith. I'm worried that I will die. What is life, if you haven't understood death?

I'm tired of carrying my baggage. The ego has reigned supreme for too long; and it isn't in the mood for resigning anytime soon. I always want my way, I always want to win all arguments, I always want to show people why I am superior. I, I, I. I don't want to lose, I don't want to pay the real cost for my actions, I don't want to face the harsh truths. When you strip yourself bare, all you see are your self-inflicted wounds. It's a lot of weight on your shoulders. When will I learn to travel light?


Yesterday, Guri and I spot a Gurudwara on the way. Two days before were rough, with 100 kilometers of walking and not very favorable circumstances so we're happy to spot a holy place. Some Sikh brothers show us the way to the main prayer hall; we walk into an abnormally serene peace with a light background chant of "Wahe Guru, Wahe Guru". Guri goes to right side of the room, and I go to the left. Our intention is just to pay our respects and leave; but as soon as my head touches the ground, my ears hear the meaning of the chant -- Wahe Guru: I pay homage to the dispeller of darkness. Tears start rolling down my cheeks. In fact, they kept on rolling for the next half an hour.

Guri gets up from the female section of the prayer hall and translates a Punjabi quote written overhead: "Whosoevers head rests in the lap of Truth, what misery can come his way?"

I finally know what it means to truly bow down.

Keep walking, pilgrim, keep walking.

No Doors, No Locks

Posted on June 07, 2005 in pilgrim-mumbai. 

There's a village in Maharastra where there are no doors, no locks. It's a tribal village, close to the holy city of Shirdi, named Shinapur.

People of Shinapur believe that if you steal, you will go blind. So no one steals, no one has doors, no one locks anything and no one is afraid of losing anything.

Ironically, the city goer who told me about Shinapur also shared another interesting opinion: "But, you know, the people of Shinapur are really backwards."

Perhaps backwards might be more forward than forwards. :)
What is, is. (Tuesday, June 07, 2005)

-g
Walking through mountains of Maharastra is beautiful even when you’re taking the main highway. We’re stoping over in Igatpuri for an intensive meditaion retreat about 140km from Bombay. The course is full but we ran across some people who know the coordinators and somehow we’re in! This is the largest Vipassana center in the world and I really wanted to do a retreat here. It’s quite powerful to meditate with a thousand other people. After nine weeks of walking, this will be really grounding and will help set the tone for the remainder of the journey.

Each day that I’m here, I’m reminded of what a privilege it is to be able to leave everything and dedicate so much time to learn about one's inner workings. It’s a really humbling experience to be in the hands of the universe, but so far I’ve been given enough strength to deal with any challenges that come up. Doing something like this -- where you don’t know where you’ll sleep tomorrow and what you’ll eat -- definitely increases your faith for the universe to respond. In fact, you rely on it. Or I should say that it becomes obvious that “I” am not the one that controls everything. “Faith” is a word that we’re often afraid of using, especially in the West, but in this journey, it’s the closest word that I can think of for describing this feeling.

I met an interesting old man yesterday, who asked me a riddle: “What I say is not true, what I write is not true, then what is true?” After a while, he laughs and says, “What is, is." What is, IS.
Going Within (Sunday, June 19, 2005 )

-g


The ten days of silent retreat spoke volumes to me as usual. =) The fidgety mind, the hurting body from sitting on a cushion for twelve hours a day, and the un-stoppable thoughts, all add up to taking a really good look at my “self.” This is as up-close and personal as it gets. Even the intensity and type of thoughts radically changes between the first day and the tenth. The “kind” of thoughts generally seems to be a good measure of my progress.

One thing that became apparent in this retreat is that I have to transform from the inside out. If the deepest core of me does not vibrate with the sound of love, anything that I do at the outer level will be faded by what’s going on inside. And thus, the most essential thing that I can present the world is to continue to work on purifying at the depth of my being. The change has to come from within and radiate outwards, instead of the other way around.

To find “Truth” with a capital T, one has to let go of the “Self.” And how is that possible when a lifetime (perhaps many) of conditioning has made us who we are. The question I ask myself is this: Am I ready to let go of my personalized illusions for a greater gain? Or will I wait until the next pitfall in life to ask, what happened?

And when I do get a glance of the “Truth,” will I have enough courage to look it straight in the eye or will I let it pass me by, hoping I’ll catch the next train.

The Rain Gods (Tuesday, June 21, 2005)

-g
Unbearably loud --- not a single leaf stands still,
each one joins the chorus 
as the wind hurriedly rushes through.

The dark clouds hover over
as the drumming starts in a distance.
People gather together, 
to welcome the first rain.
The lightning strikes
as if all the cosmos are assembling for a grand finale.

I look up at the clouds with folded hands
as the zealous wind envelopes my whole body.
And offer a silent prayer to the Rain Gods.

Thinking of the farmers in faraway hilly lands,
who only have work when it rains,
thinking of their little children with empty stomachs,
thinking of the sad grandfather whose cows ran away,
because there wasn’t anything left for them to eat.

The drumming gets louder as everyone impatiently awaits,
the pitter-patter of the first monsoon rain.
I stretch out my hand and feel the first few drops,
anxiously waiting for the showers after such a thunderous show.

But to my dismay everything comes to,
a standstill.
The clouds disseminate as quickly as they gathered.
The temperamental wind decides to go elsewhere for the day.

Only the faithful drumming in the distance remains.
And the silent prayers,
that have yet to be answered.

But it doesn’t rain tonight,
Or the next day, or the next one after that.
Instead the sun shines brighter then ever,
As if to take back its crown.

Until five days later,
As I sit quietly in meditation ...

I hear a few drops hit the tin-roof above,
and then a few more, and then a couple more,
until they all come marching down.

My heart fills with joy.
I could feel the earth being watered,
little seeds will soon start to sprout.
And while I couldn’t hear the drums of the farmers,
I could feel their heartbeats dancing with joy.
The Rain Gods have arrived.

As I sat there smiling in silence,
I knew at least one old grandfather
will be sitting on his porch
wearing the same smile,
thankful that his cows will have to
run away no more,
for there will be plenty for them to eat.
2 Rupees Worth (Thursday, June 23, 2005)

-g
I pick up a yellowish Papaya and squeeze it between my hands. Not too hard and not too soft, that’s the sign that it’s ready to be eaten. “How much?” I ask the anxiously awaiting guy behind a pile of mangoes. “12 rupees a kilo.” He obviously forgot that I bought one from him yesterday. “It was 10 rupees yesterday,” I retort back. He’s just trying to make a buck I guess.

As I walk back, being careful not to step in the puddles from the rain this morning, I wonder about the times when I’m a little off. 2 rupees worth of white lies, 2 rupees worth of exaggeration here and there, 2 rupees worth of intentionally holding back information that doesn’t make me look good. And most importantly, the 2 rupees worth of dishonesty with myself. Hmmm.

I get to my favorite shop with the smiley-friendly guy. Pammi, the white dog jumps all over me. “Ahhhh, she remembers me.” =) I’m more than happy petting her as the shop owner tries to shoo her away. “I’ll take one packet of Parle-G biscuits,” asking for my fix of what we’ve affectionately nicknamed “the G’s.” They’re around every corner no matter how small the village. If they have one dingy little stall in town, you can be sure that they carry the G’s. I take out a ten rupee note and he gives me back six. Six! The MRP (maximum retail price) for the G’s is 4, but no one -- I mean no one -- charges less than 5 bucks. Ever. Yet our smile-friendly shop owner breaks the unspoken national exception to the MRP rule and charges me four bucks. He’s gotta be the most honest seller in all of India.

There’s a slow drizzle as I leave the store. I can’t help but compare the two sellers. One seems to constantly wonder how much he can get out of people and the other seems to always, well --- just be happy. I guess in the end one or two rupees here and there can really add up.

Just then, I remember something I heard some time ago: “Off by an inch in the beginning and off by a thousand miles by the end.”

Between the Crevices (Saturday, June 25, 2005)

-g


It’s the space 
between the crevices,
that can hold together a house.

We keep looking for it 
in days or weeks,
but its neatly tucked away 
in each moment.
Just waiting 
to be discovered,
kind of like 
a shooting star.

It hides at the corners of a stranger’s lips,
right before you smile at them.
It sits quietly in a slice of an orange,
right before you bite into it.

It lies silently in the spaces --
between words.

Or in that one grey hair,
that keeps giving away your secret.
Or in the lines around your eyes,
that show that you laugh --
just enough.

But don’t let it rush past you
when you hurry to your next errand.

Because it also dwells 
in the interruptions 
in your routine.
It walks right in through the front door
with an unexpected guest.
Or hides in your jean pockets,
next to a forgotten five dollar bill.

You can also meet it 
around the corner
on a busy intersection,
when you hold that door 
wide open
for the next person.

Because it’s the space 
between the crevices
that can hold together a house.

We keep looking for it 
in days or weeks,
but its neatly tucked away 
in each moment.
Just waiting 
to be discovered,
kind of like 
a shooting star.

The Naked Sadhus (Sunday, June 26, 2005) 

-g

It’s a lazy Sunday afternoon in Igatpuri. There aren’t many people on the streets since half the shops are closed. Unlike the American shoppers who like to hunt down a good sale on the weekend, Indians like to rest and buy whatever they need on the weekdays. I get some bread and milk from the couple of open shops and head home before it starts raining again.

I’m about to turn left onto the main road and what do I see --- a buck-naked man, casually walking down the street. I do a double-take. It can’t be, can it? This is not a How-Berkeley-Can-You-Be parade or How-Weird-Street-Faire in San Francisco. This is India, with all age-old social norms and rituals. Being fully-clothed at all times is like one of the ten basic rules, like: no kissing scenes in Hindi movies and you’re just not a professional unless you’re a doctor, lawyer, or an engineer (maybe it’s not so extreme). But anyways wearing clothes is good, nudity – bad! This man is naked! As I turn the corner, I see a few more (yup!) naked men. I’m trying hard not to look but this is totally out of place. It’s like watching an English movie and all of sudden the actors change their clothes and bust out into a Hindi song. Just completely out of place. One of the guy’s is holding a short broom and I hear another man (fully dressed) address him as Guru-ji. 

Then it hits me; they must be Jain monks. This is probably why no one bats an eyelash at the whole scene. I’m stunned at how most people are going on minding their own business. All except for a 12 year old boy who murmurs “Stupid Sadhus” just loud enough for me to hear him. It reminds me of the “Emperor and his new clothes,” where the little boy just has to point out that the emperor is naked. :) 

We get looks when we walk, I can’t even imagine what these guys must go through as they stroll along the busy Indian streets. Later I find that these monks belong to the Digambar sect of Jainism that believes that a perfect monk is supposed to be devoid of any possessions including clothes and the desire to protect his body in whatever form. Wow! What an intense practice. 

India is such a fascinating place and I’m always amazed at how many unique paths there are leading to the same destination.

A Lunch Conversation (June 27, 2005)

-g

At lunch today, the lady sitting next to me had walked the Camino pilgrimage. She was really curious about our journey and why we were doing what we’re doing. As I got to talking about some of the amazing people we were privileged enough to meet on our walk, I started telling her about Sujatha-bhen. She lives at the border of Gujarat and Maharashtra with the tribals and started a school for children in the area who aren’t able to get into the government schools. The government schools get filled-up really fast and if the kids skip a year (or two), the following year they’re too old for enrollment and are considered slow. At that point, the parents generally get used to having them help around the house and that puts a quick end to their non-existent educational life, especially the girls. This is where Sujatha-bhen comes in; she takes in anyone rejected by the public school system.

Sujatha-bhen is a young woman in her mid-thirties who gave up everything in the city and moved to a small village, where the bus doesn’t even reach. If she has to go to the city, she has to wake up at 4am, walk 4 km to the nearest village and wait for the bus that may or may not show up that day. To top it off, it’s a hilly area where “nothing” grows so even the vegetables they eat come from a town 40km away which means they end up eating a lot of potatoes since they last a long time. But anyways, more about that in her iJourney profile. 

The point I was getting to was, we asked Sujatha-bhen: “Why do you do this? Why did you leave your family, the comforts of your own home to come live here in this remote region and serve the Tribals.” She looked at us quizzically like we just landed from Mars. I tried to explain it in another way, “Why do you Serve?” I think no one had ever asked her that before. She simply responded, “Why do I do this? Because I find joy in it.” And she wasn’t the first to say this during our journey. To serve, simply because you “like” it. No big story, no self-glorifying heroic tale, no waiting for acknowledgement --- it’s just the way of life.

It made me clarify intentions for my own journey. I think we like to tell ourselves stories around whatever we’re doing and why it’s so great to do it. It is true that a journey may awaken something in others, by the mere virtue of your conviction; it is true that in simply sharing the message of exemplary people and personal reflections, flames of goodness are ignited in many hearts … because ultimately we’re all going through the same human experience. In the end, though, the biggest change happens within me --- by far. I am not doing this for anyone else. If others benefit from it, it’s just a side-effect.

To be fully honest, I don’t think I can ever truly serve. The word in itself seems to imply that I have something to give and another person is the taker. But there’s always an exchange, which is just the natural order of things. There’s nothing to fix. Everything is perfect the way it is. 

This is not to imply that we don’t need people like Sujatha-bhen who are changing so many lives. We do. But we need people who are whole-heartedly doing it because it is in their true nature. We like to feel important that we’re doing something for others, but we don’t realize how closely others are tied to us. Is it considered “volunteer work” to take care of our sick parents, help the elderly neighbor, clean up trash in front of our house, or lend a hand to a friend? It’s the stuff that life is made up of. 

It finally makes sense why the word “volunteer” doesn’t exist in Sanskrit (the Latin of Asia). Because we’re supposed to do it. It is part of our job description of living in this world. There’s no big sacrifice, no big reward, it just is. 

I’m reminded of a famous quote by Vivekananda that really brings it home for me -- “Give like the rose gives perfume: because it is its own nature.”

Belated Wedding Offering                           Nipun’s Journals: July 22, 2005

It would've been the ultimate conspiracy: take monastic vows, for a short period, on our wedding day itself! It was the only offering good enough to express our deep gratitude for the officiant of our blessing ceremony -- Rev. Heng Sure. 

But then, Guri and I figured it would be a little too much shock-and-awe for our already shocked-and-awed family and friends. :) Instead, the universe afforded us the opportunity to cook for all the monastery monks (and Viral), for our first month together. 

We didn't forget our debt to Rev. Heng Sure, though. You can't, even if you want to. 

An American Buddhist monk, Rev. Heng Sure is a personality beyond words. One could rave about his mind-blowing three-steps-one-bow peace pilgrimage across the California coast, one could talk about his vows of sleeping in meditation posture every night or not touching any money or not eating food after noon, one could appreciate his high-tech, activist approach for compassionate social action, one could sing along with his heartfelt guitar songs or be mesmerized during a story-telling session. Really, if I didn't know him in person, I would have a hard time believing that someone like him actually exists on this planet. 

Rev. Heng Sure doesn't do weddings. But he made an exception. Just like he and Marty made an exception to speak about their pilgrimage, after more than twenty years, on a Wednesday night in our living room. 

But what can you give a man who can carry everything he owns, who spends his days thinking about spreading compassion in the world, who has dedicated his entire body, mind and soul to serving others? Whatever people give him, he returns it back, multi-fold: you give him food, he gives you words of wisdom; you give him a guitar, he makes your heart sing; you give him open ears, he shares dharma you can understand. 

To have found each other, to have understood "dharma" together, to have the guts to be pilgrims, Guri and I feel incredible gratitude for many souls like Rev. Heng Sure. We know it's impossible to repay kindness, but we still keep trying. And today, it is Rev. Heng Sure's turn. 


Dear Rev. Heng Sure, 

Last year on July 1, we were at a monastery. This year, on July 1st, we are at a monastery. Funny stuff. ;) 

It's turning out to be "rains retreat" of sorts. Guri and I currently live in full segregation, observe the five precepts, take what is offered, wake up at 4:30AM and average 8-10 hours of meditation, spend half of the days meditating in full solitude, provide humble service to those seeking dharma, and largely cultivate a heart of compassion in silence. I also don't eat after noon, but instead of shaving my head, I'm growing my beard. :) 

It's hard work to change the ignorant habit patterns of the mind. But it's gotta be done sooner or later. Sooner,  rather than later, for us. 

Perhaps the greatest lesson you have taught us, by your example, is 'Dedication of Merit' -- to give away all the good you have. 

Today, we dedicate our couple months of monastic livelihood to you. It's a year late, but we offer it with interest. :) If we do gather any merit through this cultivation, we offer it to you with a humble bow of gratitude. 

May all become compassionate and wise. May all become compassionate and wise. 

In walking the Way, 

Nipun and Guri 

Crossing Milestones                                       Nipun’s Journals: July 01, 2005 

A few minutes back, I got word of a secret plan brewing at Ahmedabad's Gandhi Ashram. A group of friends are heading out on a one-day pilgrimage at 5:30AM; their plan is to walk to prayer places from all different traditions -- a Church, a Mosque, a Temple, a Monastery and so on -- and spend the day doing small acts of service. 

Today, it will be a year since Guri and I publicly exchanged our wedding vows. 

As if that weren't enough, those same Manav Sadhna friends also presented us with the painting below (the milestones read: love, cultivation and truth) to commemorate 1000 kilometers of our walk: 

[image: image1.jpg]



Only a soul brother like Jayeshbhai can think up an offering as grand as this. 

Thank you, Jayeshbhai. Thank you, everyone. If we ever cross the milestones of love, sadhna and truth, we are dragging all of you with us. :) 

Stumbling onto a Path                           Guri’s Journals: July 02, 2005

Do you ever look for something and after much search find that it was right under your nose the whole time? You JUST needed the eyes to see it. That is exactly how I felt on day four of the ten-day Vipassana retreat. 

I’ve always been a little weary and a little envious of people who have their path in life figured out. As a perpetual skeptic, I was never the type to commit to anything fully without leaving a little room for error, a little space to run away, just in case it wasn’t exactly what I thought it would be. It was the same with Vipassana meditation. Although I’ve done numerous 10-day retreats over the past six years, I never fully committed to it as the way -- for me. So I never gave it my all. It’s true that this is the most unwavering path that I’ve come across in my short spiritual life. And I’ve benefited hugely from it over the years. There was always a five percent gap, a doubt, an opening for something better to replace it. 

As I think about all the spiritual paths “marketed” to us in the West, most leave a momentary satisfaction, a small joy, something new. One speaker is replaced with another, one self-help book with the next best-seller, and it’s turned into more of a circus of Spiritual Materialism than really finding the Truth. A sort of a band-aid treatment for all of our problems. Although many are helpful, most leave us back in the same place once the band-aid comes off. We know there’s something more, something greater, something that’s going to make us realize everything we need to know. We just have to keep looking at the self-help section of Barnes and Noble for the latest authors. 

Perhaps it’s because I’ve been on this walking journey and met so many inspiring people along the way. Maybe I’m just in a different state of mind and maybe I’m genuinely searching for the first time and am not afraid of what I might find. There’s never one moment of realization, but many little moments combined to lead us to that bigger moment. 

Something transformed within me on the fourth day of the retreat. As I walked back and forth waiting for the meditation hall to open for the group sitting, I heard a chant by the teacher. It was coming from the window of the empty hall. I’ve heard his chanting many times but this time was different. It touched a deep chord within me, the kind that makes you want to kneel down and cry. There was so much compassion in his voice, so well-meaning that I couldn’t hold back the tears. (I’m generally not the type to be sentimental). I was left with an awestruck feeling. How could I not have known this before? I never believed that there’s a “moment” when everything makes sense. But if I had to pick a moment, this was it.

A sagely friend told me a few years ago, if you want to find water, you can’t dig a little bit here and a little bit there. Once you find something that works for you, hang onto it. And dig deep and keep digging until you find your well of water. In that moment, I knew that this is where my well of water lies. It’s ironic that I had to travel miles away from home to discover something that was so close to home. But as they say, there’s the right time for everything. Any doubts I had about meditation vanished, the path became as clear as it can be right in front of my eyes. 

Now comes the hard part: bring out the shovel and start diggin’ deep. =)
An Inevitable Coin Toss                                Nipun’s Journals: July 03, 2005 

I once asked John Robbins, "In your experience, how much of service is internal and how much is external?" Some would say 50-50, some would say 90-10, some might even say that's an irrelevant question. Very spontaneously, John responded: "Hundred, hundred." 

When we walked into Igatpuri, we didn't have an admission into the popular 10-day meditation course. A fortunate halt at Biharilal's house, though, and circumstances gave way for us to be cross-legged in complete silence from 4:30AM to 9PM for almost two weeks. 

After walking through 1000 kilometers of rough Indian terrain, this is a very intense walk through the depths of our own minds. For the last two months, everything has been impermanent for us: new bed every other night, new people at every corner, new conditions to experience at every blink of an eye. Changing, changing, changing. The more you try to grasp something, the more it slips away. After two and a half months of that kind of training, we come to complete halt. No reading, writing, talking, walking, moving. Stillness. Such a sharp contrast can do you in, if you aren't careful. Although Guri and I have done many such retreats, this definitely feels like our most intense one. 

On the 11th day, Guri comes out thinking we need to go deeper within and I come out ready to walk till the end of dawn. By the 12th day, we flip entirely; I am fired up to take on the meditation challenge and Guri is ready to hit the slippery roads. By the 13th day, we are both confused. :) 

We are back to the question I asked John: how much of change is internal, and how much is external? If it really is a 100-100, do we meditate or walk? 

So many questions, absolutely no answers. In fact, these questions were always there, even before we left for our pilgrimage. But instead of ready-steady-go, we just go, hopefully steady and ready someday, if at all. If we waited to answer all our questions, I would still be writing page 342 of the CharityFocus business plan. :) In the end, you just gotta do it. Now. And now. 

So we did the only thing left to do: a coin toss!

We find a 2 rupee coin and turn it upside down in our hands. Front side has a king, back side has a map of India. "Ok, Kings we meditate. And the map of India, we walk." 

A coin toss is an interesting experiment. Just when you think you don't care one way or another, all your hidden fears arise moments before the toss -- the jitters about unconditional acceptance. 

First doubt: can you really let "luck" determine your destiny? Seriously, though, is it luck that an eight grader walking with you finds a hundred rupee note on the ground, or that a 20 pound iron bar falls just a few steps in front of me, from a truck moving at 65 kilometers/hour, or that a drunk teenager walks 8 kilometers with you through the worst part of town? And if it is all luck, then what's wrong with one more roll of the dice? 

Ok, fine. Coin toss it is. 

But wait, more doubts. So many people are waiting for us in Bombay and beyond, we have lined up an entire press conference and public talks that have the potential to inspire so many more, and there are folks anxiously waiting to join us on the walk. Is it responsible to drop all that? On the other hand, all of this can easily build subtle forms of ego; do we honestly have the tools to battle it and stay real? At the end of the day, any selfless act can be seen as selfish and any self-centered act can be billed selfless. Ego hides in between the cracks, lurks where no one dares to look, and plays hide and seek with the best of your awareness. So what to do? 

Guri and I look to each other, with the 2 rupee coin still in my hand. Ok, coin toss it is. We triple check our gut -- "Whatever happens, we do it with our full heart. No ifs, ands or buts. No other way." 

At this point, we truly don't mind accepting any outcome. Walking in the monsoons is going to be painful, and sitting in complete solitude for weeks and weeks is going to be painful. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Only one player in the game -- it's you on this side of net, it's you on the other side of the net. It doesn't matter. Bring it on, bring it all on. 

We close our eyes for a brief prayer to let the universe guide us in being its instruments. I flick the two-rupee coin up in the air and it lands squarely in the palms of my right hand. After a momentary pause, largely for dramatic effect, we peek at our destiny. 

And the verdict -- meditate! 

Meditation it is. We've journeyed the roads of India, now it's time to journey the pathways of our own minds. 

Without an iota of doubt, we immediately walk to the monastery to see if they will grant us an exception to meditate for a longer period. Dhamma Giri gets 3000 applications for 650 capacity slots for each ten day course; allowing random visitors to stay an indefinite period is not an easy proposition. We ask one passerby by the entrance gate, who calls out to another passerby, who connects us a third guy passerby -- Jayeshbhai. Just like that. 

The moment you meet a person like Jayeshbhai, you feel happy. I don't know if it's his non-stop, radiant smile or what but he's just one of those guys. 

Taking him to be an administrator, we share our story as it is and inform him of a coin toss that brought us there. :) Interestingly, Jayeshbhai asks us very unrelevant yet intriguing questions: have you heard of Mota's Hari-Om Ashram, have you been to Nareshwar, have you visited Akshardham? My grandfather built the first room of the Hari-Om Ashram and Mota married my parents; Nareshwar is the place where we first piloted our pilgrimage; the founder of Akshardham, Pramukh Swami, offered me monkhood when we first met. Then, Jayeshbhai shares a story of a senior Vipassana meditator who circumambulated the Narmada river -- something we had been discussing for the last couple days. Guri and I curiously wonder what kind of administrator dude this Jayeshbhai really is?!? He's reading us like a second grade textbook! 

We get full permission to stay and meditate as long as we want, whenever we want. During my meeting with the "male manager", I curiously ask about Jayeshbhai. The manager responds, "Jayeshbhai is practically the senior most teacher of Vipassana after Goenka-ji." Unmarried, a monk in plain clothes, teacher for very senior meditators, Jayeshbhai guides all the Vipassana centers of Western India. The male manager adds, "You are very lucky that he has allowed you such a privilege of sitting as many courses whenever you want. As you know, thousands of people want to sit in each ten day camp. It's a very rare thing to get such an acceptance. I hope you make best use of it." 

Alright. Grace continues to flow. 

So, 1000 kilometers of walking. Now perhaps 1000 hours of meditation? Jayeshbhai did warn us, though: "You know, an hour of meditation is much harder than a kilometer of walking." We nod our heads in agreement. Darn, that coin toss! :) 

It's truly a journey without a destination.

[ P.S. The week after we took this decision, it turns out that Western India was hit with floods; courtesy of a coin toss, we were neatly tucked away, meditating in isolation. ]
Waterfall (Sunday, July 03, 2005)

(I'm not a poet by any definition but for some reason lately, I've been thinking in poems so here is another rambling) =)

I want to find
where the waterfall starts.
I want to go
where the clouds meet --
and decide,
when to rain.

I want to learn from the wind
how it knows 
which way 
to go.

I want to ask the sparrow,
how long?
before it gets tired, 
of flapping those wings.

I want to ask the peacock,
how it got to be so graceful
and so colorful too.

I want to ask the flies --
if they like sweets
for the same reason that 
I like them.

I want to ask the lion,
if he would consider 
going vegetarian.

I want to ask the flowers,
how they know when to bloom.

I want to ask the apple tree,
how it grew so big
from such a tiny seed.

So many questions
Swirling in my head

But for today,
I think I’ll just sit here
drinking tea
and watching the rain 
drop gently onto the ground
making sure that 
the earth
has plenty 
to drink.

A Fork in the Road                                 Guri’s Journals: July 04, 2005 
Nipun and I had stayed away from setting a destination for our journey (although it took a while for my Western-ized mind to get used to the concept.) We didn’t want to make it a to-do item, a goal to be reached, whose success is measured by the outcome and not the journey. So we agreed that we would stop whenever we truly felt the calling to stop.

I came out of the meditation retreat feeling this was IT. 

After over two months of walking and learning lesson from incredible inspirations, I was in the perfect place in myself to dig deeper and incorporate those lessons in my life. 

With so much planned ahead of us and many people expecting us in Bombay and Pune, Nipun was fired up to hit the road. But he also had a really intense course and saw the benefit of internal cultivation. So we were caught flip-flopping between two really good options: external meditation or internal service.

After much reflection and random coincidences, we decided to stay in Igatpuri and meditate for a longer period. 

We have no idea what will happen next. Any and all options are open. One thing's for sure, though: the journey will go on! 

Thank you to so many of you out there who are with us on this journey. The next two months will be an intensive retreat so my blog updates won't be regular, but we'll try to share all the fruits of our journey as best we can.

Gone -- Within                                      Guri’s Journals: July 06, 2005
I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, 
to front only the essential facts of life, 
and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, 
and not, when I came to die, 
discover that I had not lived. 

-Henry David Thoreau

Attention, Please                                            Nipun’s Journals: July 23, 2005 

I've been thinking about attention lately. Samadhi is what the ancient yogis called it, mindfulness is what modern day monks call it, and market share is what marketers call it. And I'm afraid none of us really have a handle on it. 

Somewhere along the way, we messed up our equations; instead of technology keeping pace with humans, human beings frantically started multitasking to keep up with technology. If computer chips can double their performance every 18 months, why can't we do the same? Move over Moore's Law, we are now working on Moron's law. :) 

Linda Stone, who quit her VP role at Microsoft for a children's librarian job, recently coined the phrase "continuous partial attention" -- keep top level items in focus and keep scanning the periphery in case something more important emerges. We don't want to miss any opportunities, we want to be a live node on the network, we want to feel alive by being busy, busy, busy. Maximize contacts, get connected, cash-in before someone else does. This is the age of Friendster and LinkedIn, where the more people who know you the higher your rating. So much social networking, so little time. 

Speed, agility, and connectivity are at the top of everyone's mind but now we're over-stimulated, over-wound, unfulfilled. We ignore call-waiting, companies have email-free Fridays just to see if employees will be more creative when they discuss things face-to-face, executives disarm you of your "blackberrys and cellphones" before you enter the meeting rooms. Our technology is getting in the way. Dan Gould recently said, "I quit every social network I was on so I could have dinner with people."

It's not just technology, though; it's a cultural problem. In the name of Attention Deficit Disorder or Sleeping Disorder or This or That Disorder, we spend millions of dollars in tranquilizing ourselves for some relief. At the same time, marketers continue pumping $620 billion (note, billion) to blast each American with over 2500 ads per day! 

Not too long ago, the average American was exposed to over two thousand advertising messages in the average day. Today, you probably get that many before breakfast! Everyone is trying to build a brand. This season, the networks have added one more minute of commercials per half-hour, and that is just the beginning. Have you seen the ads in golf holes, in bathroom stalls, on grocery register receipts and even in the sand on the beach? It's everywhere. 
With so much input, of course, our generation will be confused, distracted, and unsettled. Prozac, Valium and Ritalin sales can be in the billions but that is no solution. Problems keep getting worse. When children see 50,000 commercials per year, is it a surprise that we need Adderall to control their "Attention Deficit Disorder"? 

It's not just children. It's everyone. It's you and me. If you don't believe it, try sitting down for an hour to observe your breath. Heck, try it for ten minutes. Close your eyes, tell yourself to pay attention to your breath and see how long you can go, before you're interrupted with another unwanted commercial break. It's humbling and sad. 

We need to take back our power. Tools need to serve us. Necessity should become the mother of invention again. False advertising needs to stop. The facade of being "busy" needs to be ripped apart and seen as the distraction that it truly is. You are not the center of the world; nothing you have to do is good enough to justify adding stress in the world. We have to dig a little deeper and pay attention to the Now without scanning our digital devices for mindless inputs. It is no longer a choice; our survival depends on it. 

Without attention, we will never experience our true nature. And without understanding ourselves, we will waste our entire lives in paying off debts for our ignorant actions. 

It's time to be still. It's time to come alive. It's time to pay full attention to the present moment. 

"Form" Checking Adventures                     Nipun’s Journals: July 24, 2005

I have had the opportunity to eat lunch with a homeless man, to console terminally-ill patients on their deathbeds, to stand on busy street intersections with a "Got Smile?" poster, to bring home a slum child and give him a shower, to approach a nun at an airport and given her my spare change, to bind books for a Tibetan peace ceremony, to dial a random room number at the intercom of a senior center and spend couple hours with an aged woman. 

Each of these service opportunities has its own feeling, a soul satiating stillness. 

Today, though, I did something for the first time in my service life. I volunteered to serve a group of 320 male students who would be meditating for ten days. At first, I got pulled into doing strategy and organizational development stuff, but after I insisted on "cleaning toilets", they let me. :) 

My first task was "form checking". A mundane task, I figured. 

Most of the applicants haven't done anything this radical in their lives -- give up ten days of their lives to do nothing but sit there in complete solitude! The general process for each new student is to register and fill out a two-sided form in Hindi or English. Following that, you get to be screened by a "form checker", i.e. me. :) 

Form checking is just as it sounds. Make sure every applicant has filled in all the fill-in-the-blanks, crossed the t's and dotted the i's, and signed off in the right places. Outside of a lunch break, I'm gonna do this for 8-10 hours straight, so I expect a mental challenge. 

I get "trained" by another senior volunteer. What I didn't realize about this role that it's actually a fun-yet-delicate role. I have to sternly ask all students to turn in all their reading and writing material -- books in the lockers and newspapers in the trash; yes, during the breaks everyone leafs through the trashed Mumbai Times, Mid-Day, Times of India, Economic Times, tons of Marathi papers and even a copy of Business Week to get their rare dose of worldly gossip (I read that Manmohan Singh gave a stunning talk in the US). I also have to confiscate each student's religious objects whether they are beads around their necks, threads around their wrists, rings around their fingers, or idols in their bags; sometimes if threads are tied too tight, I offer them a pair of scissors. Beyond that, I even get to play bad-cop as I attempt to look in their eyes and ask 'em (sometimes six times) for all their drugs like tobacco snuff, alcohol, cigarettes and any other kind of intoxicants. 

Everyone is forewarned about all these things, but of course, that doesn't stop 'em for sneaking it in "just in case". :) Some get a little anxious when they have to turn it in, others are scared, and some smile because they saw it coming. 

At first, I wasn't really sure I could play this role. I mean, most of these people are double my age and I prefer playing good-cop over bad-cop. But then, I kind of start enjoying it. :) By the end of the day, it even becomes a group project with signals coming in from the gate, "Hey, hey, there's a man coming up who was just smoking outside the gate." 

So I am really getting into my job. I'm enjoying what was supposed to be a chore. 

Through all the fun, though, somehow, somewhere, something started changing inside me. I didn't see it coming until an innocent farmer looking guy came up to my table. 

"Sir, any reading or writing material?" I asked him as a formality. I could sense he was illiterate. 

"No," he says mildly. 

"You didn't fill out this part of the form," I tell him pointing to the last question on the second page. As I had predicted, he can't read the form nor can he write. He turns around, slightly scared, and starts looking for help. Another man, a city looking guy with a small duffle bag on him, comes to the table and helps him fill it out; in fact, it turns out that he came here to drop him off and specifically help fill out the form. That's fine. You don't really need to know your ABC's to meditate in silence or to radiate compassion. 

The thirty-something farmer comes back with a completed form. 

Knowing that he can't read or write, I have to ensure that he understands the code of discipline and all that. I ask him all the questions from scratch. He softly responds to all of them. I wanted to tell him that I'm no cop, but just another volunteer, another seeker of the same Truth that he's after. Since I couldn't verbalize my sentiments in that context, I hoped that my presence would speak in silence. 

"Do you have any reading or writing material?" 
"No." 

"Do you have any beads, threads, rings or religious objects on you?" 
"No." 

"Are you sure?" 
"Yes." 

"Do you have any tobacco on you?" (He didn't look like a smoker or an alcoholic. Actually, he didn't even look like a tobacco guy but anyways). 
"No." 

"Anything else?" 
"No Sir." 
I put a check on the form with my initials to officially ok it. I didn't know this guy, but somehow, I just felt like he was really good guy, a humble seeker of truth and someone for whom good things ought to happen in life. I got different "feelings" with each different applicant, but I didn't really have the time to analyze them in any detail so I just made it a habit to smile wide, say their first name (it is written on the form) and tell them to proceed to the next counter for getting their accommodations. 

I am about to do that ritual with my farmer friend, when he interrupts me. 

"Sir, sir. I do have a thread on me." 
"Huh?" 
"I do have a thread on me." 
"Well, no threads are allowed at this camp. So I'm afraid you'll have it to take it off. But if it's valuable to you, you can save it in the safe-deposit over there." 

He looks a little confused, so I ask him to show me his "thread". Hesitant at first, he lifts his shirt up from over his pants and shows me a thread. 

Oh man! His thread was serving as a belt to hold together his oversize pants that he probably found somewhere. He had a little piece of scrap wood tied into it for extra support too. 

In front of me was a really poor, illiterate man who, with an innocently shameful demeanor, shows me his "belt" to make sure it isn't against the rules. He's poor, illiterate, and simple. And he's honest, seeks stillness, and wants to experience his true nature. Although we're in different physical circumstances, we are on the same journey. He IS just like me. 

That realization hit me like a ton of bricks. All of sudden, I was no longer the form-checker ok-ing his thread but a seeker looking at his own brother. Tears gush into my eyes, out of nowhere. How can you not cry when you have a cloth belt around your waist and your brother has a piece of thread? I kept telling myself, "It's not fair. If he is truly my brother, than I wish he would always have more than me." 

I am ready to trade him belts, but then I stare down at the form to hold back my tears. Bad-cops can't cry, especially not on duty. I frantically try to distract my mind, thinking of some newspaper headline that I had read earlier. It doesn't work, so I keep looking at his form, turning it over and over, until I regain my balance. 

Then, I proceed with my ritual. I look him in the eye, smile and tell him, "Sir, have a good meditation course. You can proceed to the next table for getting your accommodations." 

There's no time to rest when you have to process several hundred forms of male students, so I keep going. But now, I have new eyes. 

I ask one guy, "You left your profession field blank. What do you do?" "Sir, I'm a coolie." Ok, he picks up bags at the train station to get a few bucks everyday and he has taken ten days off to get a slice of dharma. Alright, one more brother. Another guy said he was a rickshaw driver. I remember a warm dinner that Guri and I had at a rickshaw driver's house the week before (that's another story altogether). Someone else said they didn't know what a phone number was. Yup, these were all my homies. 

And of course, there were the rich and famous. Youngsters around me start signaling like crazy when they spot a famous Marathi movie actor (I forget his name) come to the table. There were senior executives from corporations, political leaders, foreigners, monks, you name it. I saw one student write on his form, "I am sitting this course because I have a serious anger problem." Another middle-aged man wrote, "I can't get along with my wife." A traveler wrote, "I am seeking purpose in life. I need clarity." One rich looking executive comes in an hour past the deadline and before I could even ask, he says, "Yes, I just had a cigarette an hour ago but I'm ready to give it all up now." 

One after another after another -- the rich, the poor, the film maker, the politician, the husband, the son, the professor, the student, the sick elder, the healthy army general, the weak cancer patient, the strong teenager -- every "form" is a repeated reminder: "I too am a brother on this journey. I too want to rest compassionately in serenity. I too am a brother in our shared human experience." It's an almost overwhelming realization. 

Sure, we might wear different belts around our waist, but we're all aboard the same train. 

Thinking of 'Guri'                                        Nipun’s Journals: July 26, 2005)
Today, I was missing Guri. I've seen her for a few minutes over the last several weeks. Technically, I think, missing your wife is illegal at a monastery but shhhh, I don't think anyone noticed. :) 

My first thought was, "Hey, who am I really missing?" Who is Guri, after all? Am I missing giving her a high-five, am I missing watching the majestic mountains with her, am I missing sharing a joke with her, am I missing smelling the mildew on the leaves with her, am I missing hearing her insights about life? Sort of, but not exactly. Then, what am I really missing? I couldn't figure it out. 

So I sat there asking that same question, again and again. I mean, we all know that one day everyone dies. Guri will die too. If I'm still alive, what will I do about my "missing Guri" syndrome then? It's an unavoidable question, especially when you've been meditating a lot.

As I sat quietly with my discomforting question, I traced it down to a "feeling" in the center of my chest. I track it down further and I notice a throbbing sensation in the same place. Like one is trained in meditation, you watch it and watch it with ultimate patience. So I did. And the sensation eventually went away. 

I no longer missed Guri. Now, I was simply thinking of her. It's a subtle yet significant difference that becomes obvious with the unexpected smile on your face. 

Like all things aggregate, Guri and Nipun will surely decompose but we have a shared quest that is so magnetically intertwined that it cannot be pulled apart. Deep down at our core, ours is a quest to experience the dynamic reality of each moment with such clarity that we don't take ignorant actions, to live life with such fearlessness that we don't remember could-have's or should-have's on our deathbeds, to love with such reckless abandon that even the heavens start raining. 

Today, I unexpectedly smile for all that and more, which improperly gets labeled with one Proper noun: Guri. 

Keep walking, Guri. We're going all the way!

Rescued By a Coin Toss                                Nipun’s Journals: July 28, 2005 

Bombay had 37 inches of rain today, the most ever recorded in India. Trains are jammed, buses are stuck, cell phones are dead, lives have come to stand still, hundreds have died, millions are stranded. 
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Thanks to a "random" coin toss, Guri and I are in contemplative silence on top of a hill 100 miles from Bombay. 
The 4AM Lemonade                                      Nipun’s Journals: July 28, 2005 

If life gives you lemons, make lemonade. Sometimes when you get lemons, though, you run out of water and sugar or can't find the lemon-squeezer tool. Life certainly has an uncanny track record in shelling out exactly what you need but we mostly lose the opportunities because we're not ready. 

Take, for example, my volunteer job at the meditation center. At the end of the first day, everyone is distributed into different shifts. I really didn't mind doing anything, except waking up at 4AM. And of course, came the announcement: "Nipun Mehta: Group A, Open the Halls at 4AM." I get to sleep last at 11PM, wake up first at 4AM and work with drowsiness for the rest of the day. ;) 

I've happily signed up for many all-nighters and odd-hour sleep schedules, but never for ten days straight! It's lemonade time. :)

Three of us were in this Group A. By itself, waking up at 4AM isn't so bad. Unless you have to close at 11PM too. And unless you get off at 7:00AM, eat breakfast in the next half hour when it's available, and shower in the next fifteen when there's hot water. Having slept five hours the night before, you try hit the sack during your couple hour break at 8AM but you can't sleep since you just ate and showered. You're not awake, you're not sleepy. Middle-man's land. So then, you have lunch and finally you ready to get knocked out. Of course, that's when our second shift starts. 11:30AM to 2:30PM! Hooya. 

For a day or two, all three of us in Group A woke up and did our jobs. Then, we decided to improvise. We took turns waking up. Until the fourth day. Due to a family emergency, one of our group members had to leave abruptly. So that left two of us. When the "course manager" asked us for "hall key" ownership, both our eyes hit the ground to avoid the responsibility. It's a big deal because if you somehow sleep in, there'll be 320 silent meditators waiting outside the door! 

My other group member was a good guy, but bit on the lazy side; his attitude would really frustrate me sometimes. Fortunately or unfortunately, I remembered a quote by Herman Hesse: "You only experience that which is within you." That translates to -- if I didn't have a latent greed for comfort, my friend's laziness wouldn't frustrate me. 

So I took out my frustration ... on myself. I grabbed the keys and emphatically declared, "From today, I will wake up every morning." "Are you sure?" "Yup. And not only that, no shifts. I'll do it everyday." 

Laziness is subtle phenomena. By mundane standards, I'm far from lazy; I do a ton, and then signup for more. That's a very superficial measure, though. At a subtler level, our greed is for status-quo; we are either afraid or lazy to change patterns. We want to ride a groove, again and again. And again. I might be super active 20 hours of the day, but underneath it, I could be active just to avoid changing my old habits. It's one of those paradoxes -- I'm busy to be lazy, simply playing hide and seek with myself. 

First morning, I hear my alarm at 4AM. It's raining, chilly, and I don't have snooze on the cheap alarm clock. I know I have to get up but my body aches for the warmth underneath the shawl. 

Right then, of all things, I remember an episode from Ajahn Chah's life; a Thai meditation master, he once told a sleepy disciple, "When you wake up, just jump out of bed right away." Wow. He's right. Most of our life goes in diddly-daddlying. Doubts, snooze, laziness, five more minutes. We are yo-yo's of our confusions, predictably swinging up and down to the rhythm of our sensations. And then, one fine day, we die. 

"Noooo. I want out of that game." I swing right of bed, as if Ajahn Chah is giving his sleep-sermon right in my own room. 

Day in and day out, this pilgrimage has been about ripping open everything I feel. I mean, if I just go to the core of the matter, depth of the sensation, what's going to happen? What, I'm afraid I'll die? Even that's fine. 

The more I dissolve the apparent knots, the more subtle stuff arises. It seems like an endless yet worthwhile journey. Endless because whenever I get lemons, I'm hardly ever ready to make lemonade; worthwhile because those few times when I'm ready at 4AM, it feels as if I'm the commander of my ship once again. 

It's time to wake up. 

Best Compliment Ever?                                Nipun’s Journals: July 29, 2005

Conversation at breakfast, with my newly made Canadian friend -- Louie.

	Louie:
	Hey, good morning.
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	Me:
	Gooood morning, Louie.
	

	Louie:
	So did you sleep well last night? 
(He knows about my 4AM shift!)
	

	Me:
	Well, no. :) Why, do I look really tired?
	

	Louie:
	No, not really. (Takes a second to inspect me further.) You look happy.
	


It turns out, I actually am happy! 

Rat Race II: The Karma Edition                  Nipun’s Journals: July 30, 2005

Spiritual volunteers are a rather curious bunch. I recently asked one of them why he serves; he noted, "Well, Buddha said that the greatest gift is the gift of dharma. And this is dharma, so I come here to give that service." Extending a helping hand to a slum child or lending an ear to a lonely elder or reaching out to an abuse victim isn't as interesting for him. 

No arguments with Buddha's quote; after all, to give someone the gift of dharma, the gift of happiness, is indeed an ultimate offering. But my problem comes with the "And this is dharma" part. What is dharma? This concept, this meditation, this establishment, this teacher? Can you grab dharma in your hand and show it to me? 

The real problem, yet again, is the ego. Instead of giving the gift of dharma, people subtly play games with the concept of Karma. In theory, Karma says that for every action, there's a consequence; whatever intention you sow, those fruits you will reap. Simple and elegant. Unfortunately, in practice, people start counting what can't be counted: 1 good-merit point to smile at a stranger, 3 points to give a meal to the homeless, 5 points to give eye sight to the blind, 11 points to go to a temple, 15 points to meditate at a monastery, 50 points to serve monks and nuns, 100 points to help give the gift of dharma. The more points I gather, the merrier my after-life. Rat-Race, the sequel. 

As the famous story goes, a leaf falls down and a monk becomes enlightened. Is the leaf keeping track of its karma points, is it trying to give dharma, does it have a grandiose plan of personal enlightenment? Or is it simply an instrument along its own journey? 

Dharma, of course, is neither here nor there; it's hidden at the bosom of each of your actions, it's latent underneath the materials of our mundane life, it's in constant motion to the ocean of our collective consciousness. Dharma can't be captured nor can it be given; it has to be experienced. Lao Tzu eloquently says what all sages have endlessly repeated, "The Tao which is spoken is not the eternal Tao." 

If we keep score while doing an action, even subconsciously, it's simply a waste of an action. Far from the eternal Tao.

My definition of dharma is a rather simple one: that which puts an end to all suffering. Actually even just one word captures it: happiness. Being alive as human beings, pain and pleasure will exist, but those with dharma won't suffer. Religions, then, are simply interpretations of that same dharma to lead us to a place of satisfaction within ourselves. 

To give someone the gift of no-suffering is, clearly, the ultimate gift. It's the gift of happiness that surpasses all material, emotional and even spiritual offerings. Sure, someone might think that chocolates make them happy or meditation makes them ecstatic, but eventually they will see that it's unsatisfying and keeping seeking elsewhere until they stumble into something truly enduring. And in that way, our shared human experience, is one of going towards happiness. 

From that view, every individual is in the path of "dharma"; some take u-turns after u-turns, some stop for extended period at a vista point, and some are unrelenting in their commitment to driving. Whether you drive fast or slow, whether you stop for a flat-tire or a putting on your snow-chains, whether you're into zig-zaggedy-zen or one-lane-wonder, it's all on the same road. Eventually, we all get to the same place. It is the nature of the ego to think, "Ah, this path that I (capital I) am on, is the best path." Maybe it is, maybe it isn't, but who really cares? If you're happy, good. If you're not, find something else. We're bound to meet at the end of the road. 

So, if we are all on this highway to happiness, what gets the most karma points? What is the best help? 

It's impossible to say one kind of help is better than another and it's equally foolish to give all credit to the "last straw that broke the camel's back." 

You can be the dirty fertilizer for a seed, you can be the flowing water for the shrub, you can the mighty sun for the plant, you can be the free-roaming oxygen to nurture the tree, you can be the masked scare-crow to protect the fruits. Each is a part in an inconceivable matrix of inter-connectedness. The help doesn't start in the garden nor does it end in the garden; it's simply an open-handed gift to whoever receives it. 

There are no karma points. 

Ego is suffering, selflessness is dharma. Granted that some things are more expedient in achieving real happiness but in this infinite continuum of our shared experiences, it's impossible (and pointless) to maintain a ledger for help-credits and hurt-debits. When asked if he believes in "karma", Nisargadatta Maharaj once said, "If it helps you quiet your mind, its good. Otherwise not." 

The reward for our action is the action itself. Right now. That's it. It is only the ego that wants to project the fruit of its action into the future. 

Playing the karma-game to minimize this or maximize that, to go to a monastery to serve while ignoring a family member in your own home, to write large checks for a temple but walking past a beggar on the streets ... that's just rotating in our own illusions. 

Instead, the world belongs to those who radiate a genuine wish for others' happiness from the center of their being, for theirs is not a gift for their ego's security but an unconditional offering to the present moment. 

One of my monk friends was once stopped by a homeless person for some food. Not having anything, the monk kindly replied, "My friend, I can't offer you food, but can I give you a prayer." The homeless man sat still as the monk stood on the sidewalk and sang a silent prayer from his heart. 

Perhaps real dharma is simpler than what our ego makes it out to be -- be real, wherever you are. 

Unstuffing An Envelope                           Nipun’s Journals: August 02, 2005 

Almost two years ago, I received a stuffed envelope. It's still there in a hidden corner of my brother's drawer. I just opened that envelope few days ago. 

After a meeting of some like-minded folks, an almost-80-year old man follows me to the exit door and gently places a stuffed envelope in the top left pocket of my half-sleeve shirt. 

"Nipun, here, I want you to take this. It's from your uncle," he said very compassionately. 

"What's this?" I ask, cracking a curious smile. I figure it's a thank-you letter from him or perhaps a project proposal for review. He puts his right hand on my left shoulder, swings me around and tries to push me out the door, "Just go. Open it later." With all my curiosity, I swing back around and ask him, "No, come on. What is it? Can I open it right now?" Without waiting for him to answer, I childishly grab the envelope from my pocket and open it in front of him.

Now, I don't know how exactly to describe this man. The first time I met him, rather randomly, I experienced a rather strange yet powerful sensation. Throughout our hello-nice-to-meet you type of conversation, my head was pulsating with a peculiar sensation that originated right smack in the center of my forehead. At that time, I was maybe 23, and I didn't exactly understand the cause of that feeling but I still vividly remember it. I ignored it at the time, but both of us felt deeply connected to each other. 

Although we rarely met over the years, he would unfailing give me something every time we met. One time, when I gave him a ride, he pulled out a can of cashews from his small hand-bag; he stutteringly told me the story of Sudama, a very poor friend of Krishna, who would give little offerings to Krishna with great love. Then, he'd innocently say, "You know, you can keep these in your car and whenever you get hungry, just eat one or two. They're roasted cashews. I think you'll like them." Hoooya. Another time I went to visit him at his house, when he was sick, he reaches out to the back of a paper pile and brings out a pen with a logo of some conference. "Do you think you could use a pen? I received this when I gave a talk in Belgium recently and I have been saving it for you. It writes really well, see ..." as he opens it up carefully and demos the pen. Just receiving one such pure offering can change anyone's life. 

Every single time, he would give me something. I asked him why and he'd shrug it off with, "Because I just feel like doing it", almost as if to say, "Oh, you won't understand." Yet it was such a genuine expression of love, that I made it a habit of accepting all his gifts (something uncharacteristic for my nature). 

The first time I went to his house, we meditated in a corner of his house where he sits everyday; then he cut me some mangoes as I quizzed him about his life story; his is a quiet life of anonymous service -- he is somewhat famous, his work has directly affected tens of thousands of lives around the globe and his meetings with incredible saints has given much inspiration. Most of what he has earned over the years, he has creatively given away for benefit of mankind. Yet one got the impression that he rarely shares this information (and so I am not writing his name or other details) in the interest of humility. 

And he's always deeply supported everything I do. I spoke to him before I quit my job at Sun Microsystems and he gave lots of practical advice but urged me to surge forward towards my "destiny". Throughout the years, he has opened many critical doors for me without even knowing it. Lots of people come to help after something is successful, but his was an unconditional support in solidarity of my spirit of service. I have always counted on it. 

So, back to this envelope. Here is my old friend, someone I call "uncle", a fellow pilgrim, giving me a random gift yet again. I have to open it. And I do. 

It's money! Hard, cold cash. A whole bunch of cash stuffed in a bulging envelope. 

"What is this?" I ask him. I mean, gifts are already over-the-top and here is straight money from a simple, 80-year-old man! "There is no way I can accept this," I tell him as I place the stuffed envelope back in his hand. Using all his might, he says, "No, this is for you and only you. There is no way you can refuse it. It is very pure money, very honestly and sincerely gathered, and it is meant for you. It's not very much but it comes with all my love." And again he put his left hand on my right shoulder and swings me around to push me out the door. I was a little awe-struck. Not knowing what to do, I accept it. When I reach home, I saw that it was the largest cash gift I have ever received in my life. I safely secure the envelope; I have a feeling that there will be just-the-right-time to open that envelope again. 

Couple days ago, then, as I was silently walking to the breakfast hall after a few hours of morning meditation, I had this random thought about my "uncle" friend. In my mind, for legitimate reasons or not, I thought that his time of death is nearing ... that perhaps might I not see him again. In thankfulness for all that I have shared with him, I stood still for a moment, closed my eyes, and sent out the strongest prayer of my heart for his well being. 

Then, for a brief moment, that stuffed envelope came alive once again. And this time I noticed something I hadn't seen before -- the envelope wasn't neatly organized with crisp notes of one or another kind. There were crumpled dollar bills, five dollar bills, ten dollar bills, twenty’s and so on. He clearly didn't just go to a bank and bring that cash. I got the sense that he had been collecting that money, bit by bit, for a while and must've accompanied some serious sacrifice along with it. Tears started rolling down my eyes -- "Thank you, my fellow dharma pilgrim. My best will always stay with you, wherever you are, wherever I am, on this voyage to our center." 

Many times on this pilgrimage, we wonder about the "just in time" events that save us from much suffering. The answers are perhaps covered in stuffed envelopes thousands of miles away. 

Temple of Accumulated Error                 Nipun’s Journals: August 02, 2005
My friend Wavy Gravy has a great line for his introduction: "I am a temple of accumulated error." 

Our physical body is, quite literally, the keeper of all our suffering and wisdom. Unfortunately, we are like the beggar who sat on a box everyday to beg for spare change without realizing that his box is filled with gold. Instead of looking within, we keep extending our hands and hearts outside for a little piece of that happiness; and instead of glowing under the fountain of boundless joy we drown in the sorrows of rejection and dis-satisfaction, as beggars for our senses. 

It takes effort to churn through the accumulated errors, but sooner or later, we are bound to get a glimpse of our temple-hood. 

In the ever flowing rivers of our pure consciousness, we have ignorantly created icicles of rigid tension. Icicles are pointy edges that block our own vibrant flow and unnecessarily hurt others around us. The only thing left to do, then, is to melt our own icicles, become nimble, and return to innocence. 

Whether you are walking on the sidewalks of India or sipping coffee on the busy streets of New York, whether you are climbing the corporate ladder in the Silicon Valley or volunteering in shanty towns of Guatemala, whether you are watching your breath an a Thai monastery or working the night shift at Hyderabad call centers, ultimately, the Work must be done. 

Till the end, a bow to all temples of accumulated error. 

Most Inspiring Blog Entries?                   Nipun’s Journals: August 02, 2005 

On this pilgrimage, we've shared several dozen stories and experiences through our blogs. Unlike journalism, we don't go out to find or create stories; rather ours was a process of sharing whatever happens to us -- sitting, walking or even sleeping :) -- with the simple hope that gives an extra umph to the reader's own journey. 

Often, we find ourselves in position of finding the "top ten" stories that people have found value in. You can't always gauge by the number of comments or the number of hits or the number of emails, and it's impossible for us to rate them; so I thought I'd just ask the readers -- which story (or stories) inspired you the most? 

Please consider all the writings on this blog, Guri's blog, and iJourney.org. Inner-net stories also have a chronological listing. Following that, just post a comment on this thread or email your inputs. 

Thanks for you readership; it's a big support to know that others are with you. 

[ P.S. My blog will return again after two weeks of solitude. :) ] 

An Invisible Pilgrim                                  Nipun’s Journals: August 14, 2005

It was March 30th, the night before we left. Guri and I were leaving into the hands of the unknown, within four hours. No one knew the plan; we were just gonna take off "south" with a back-pack. Mark Peters, the night before, gave us a guess that was as good as anyone else's, "Hey, we'll see you next week." 

We wake up at 4:00AM to find a note on our door with a huge smiley face (from one of the two Anjali's sleeping over that night): the force is with you. It definitely felt like it. Viral asked us to wake him up, so I reluctantly did; he woke up immediately as we exchanged our brotherly, always-together hand-shake. 

Jayeshbhai and Anarben, whose house we were at, also insisted on waking up. Jayeshbhai was going to walk with us to the Gandhi Ashram, where we were to meditate at Hriday-Kunj (Gandhi's residence) for a few minutes before officially launching ourselves into the abyss. Anarben stood at the gate waving goodbye, with unstoppable tears in her eyes. I valiantly lifted both of my hands up in the air, to inform the forces around us: "We rest in your hands now." 

Three of us turn the corner and I notice the license plate of an oddly-placed motorcycle. It said, "Viral". I couldn't believe my eyes! I have never seen such a license plate in India. Turning to Guri and Jayeshbhai, I excitedly tell 'em, "Hey guys, in case you had any doubt, Viral is right here with us." Right after we read it, a man comes out of nowhere, climbs on the motorcycle and zooms off onto the barren streets in those early morning hours. We had an invisible pilgrim amongst us. 

After four months, yesterday, that invisible pilgrim became visible once again. Guri and I saw Viral again. All three of us were so happy to see each other; it felt like a familiar reunion that's been happening for eons. :) 

Today, Viral is gone again. He will be in a meditation cell for the next 30 days, penetrating the depths of his being. Thirty days of no reading, writing, talking, or any other contact with the external world. Unless you are steeped in virtue, you will go crazy if you try to attempt this. But this is, of course, Viral. I'm not worried at all. 

In the Mahabharata, before an epic war between the Kauravas and Pandavas, Lord Krishna asks both sides about the distribution of his resources: do you want Krishna, an embodiment of virtue, or leagues and leagues of armies? The leader of the bad guys gets the first pick; he says, "What am I going to do with one man? Give me all the armies!" And sure enough, he loses the war. 

Viral is no Krishna (yet :)) but still, if you put all of the world's resources on one side and Viral on the other, my scale will always pick the invisible pilgrim. 

Meditate on, bro. Always together on the Way. 

Sweet Samadhi                                             Guri’s Journals: August 16, 2005

Just as we finished the last 10-day meditation course, a new student yells, "Oh man, I really miss ice-cream." On hearing that statement, I cracked up. 

For the last six months, our diet has been ... well, not much of a diet. Not one sip of Thumbs-Up, Mazza, or Pepsi. Not one ice-cream bar (except for one night stay in Mandvi three months ago, where our host insisted we have two ice-cream bars each after our 42 kilometer walk). And most importantly for me, no regular input of sweets! 

Now, the menu at the monastary here is set. Every four or five days, you can expect the same item. No onions or garlic or tasty spices either. Since I don't eat after noon, sometimes I wonder if the good stuff is saved for dinner. :) 

But then ... but then, there's this one breakfast item served every alternate four days ... sweet "laapsi". Oh, I love it! I would look forward to it every time. And then right before I take the first bite, I would pause for a moment just to smile right before I dive right in and just before ending my feast, I would setup a countdown timer for my next dose. Sometimes it was day or two off, and I think I started having withdrawal symptoms. ;) 

One time, I got real greedy and took so much that I could barely finish it. As I was trying to finish it, I said to myself, "Don't you love this item? Why are you stopping now?" Then, I started analyzing the mathematics of it all. I waste so much energy in hyping up to the dish of 'laapsi' and then when I get it, it's almost a let down. Kinda like the good movies that get awesome reviews and you are left expecting something more. 

So, two months of laapsi ambivalence later, I don't think I really look forward to it anymore. I still enjoy having it, but I don't count down or get greedy when I see it. 

Until I walked down the street two days back ... oh, the aroma of so much tasty stuff. And I saw a bakery proudly showing off a chocolate cake. Hahahhaha. I will never learn. Life is so much fun, isn't it? ;) 

iJourney, We All Journey                         Nipun’s journals: August 16, 2005 

Since the beginning of this pilgrimage, we have received many notes from people inspired to start their own journeys. Any sincere action is its own reward, but to help others through it is certainly icing on the cake. :) 

Today, I got an email from the ever-so-happy Madhusudan Mittal. He's an independent filmmaker, who has started journeying around the Himalayas to interview saints; his first stop was the Dalai Lama in Dharmasala. On Dalai Lama's birthday, Madhu got to be up close with him and asked, "How can all the religions of the world work together?" Dalai Lama smiled and responded, "Well, we can start by going out to lunch together." 

Raj Kanani and Sameer Sampat are two roommates from UCLA who also took off on their own journey two weeks back. They plan to travel around India to profile progressive nonprofit organizations. 

And of course, there's the creative Mark Peters and John Silliphant duo, who are unleashing their acts of service in Ahmedabad under the guidance of Jayeshbhai. Their most recent act was delivering 4000 "love letters" from India to Pakistan on Independence Day. 

All their blogs are also included in the Tao Jones Ticker and their submitted works will be posted at iJourney.org. 

May we all walk together in service. 

My Design Principles                                Nipun’s Journals: August 16, 2005
It dawned on me recently: I'm a designer. Throughout the adult part of my 29 years, that's what I have done. It comes naturally to me. They even have me designing things at the meditation center here. But today, I was thinking about the principles behind design. 

In 7th grade, I got a horrendous paper route where most carriers lasted a maximum of one or two months. I redesigned the entire route for efficiency, "acquired" nearby routes to soon quadruple my daily delivery, converted everyone to automatic billing, and did some outreach in particular areas to maximize throughput. By the end of two years, I had "subs" delivering papers and I was making money sitting at home. All I did was design. And my design principle was utility. 

In my first (and only) "real" job, I got the task of optimizing the C++ compiler. I had to make things run faster; again, I was in a group of half a dozen PhD's, three of whom had helped design C++ programming language (which is the base of hundreds of billions of software industry business), so this isn't quite your textbook work either. The job was not just to think out of the box, but to crush the box, send it to the recyclers and innovate from scratch. Interestingly, I wouldn't classify any of my ultra-smart teammates as intellectuals; one of them was into dancing, another into horse-back riding, another into Japanese art, another into languages and calligraphy and so on. Raw intellect sits in a cubicle for $80K a year with a supervising manager; but this was about innovators who aren't told what to do. They just do. :) And the major design principle here was what I could call "creative intellect." 

And then there's CharityFocus. When we started CharityFocus in April 1999, everyone was skeptical of the strength of a distributed, moneyless organization. It was new. No one had previously created a web-based organization for service, without any overhead. My design challenge here was organization itself: how can you harness all this positive energy into action without the beaurocratic overhead? In the last six years, CharityFocus delivered millions of dollars in services. And I feel it can be improved even more. Key design principle? Spirituality. In my talk at the Sante Fe Institute several years ago, I called Ancient Wisdom, Modern Application. 

At each step, I would keep learning and today, I have three major design principles in my repertoire: utility, creative intellect, and spirituality. Utility comes from the ability to see things as they are without projecting your dreams onto it, creative intellect is the fusion of left and right brain such that you can seamlessly step inside and outside any box, and spirituality is the ability to draw lessons from nature itself. 

Now, here is my aha-moment for today -- when I go deeper within myself, I am affecting all three of my design principles very directly: see reality as it is, master your mind and be in tune with nature. 

Pain is All in the Mind?                            Nipun’s Journals: August 23, 2005

It's day six of one of the ten-day meditation courses that I'm signed up for. Half an hour into my 1PM, half-lotus meditation sit, I am about to shift my posture slightly to give myself some much needed relief. With numb calves, sore quads, and aching knees, it's a natural response. But then, is it? 

Over a decade ago, I remember repeatedly telling all my friends that "pain is all in the mind." To be honest, I would come up with all these wild conclusions that somehow "felt" right, and then hunt for rationalizations for it. Quite the inverted process, but it always made for good conversation. :) One of my very good friends, Paul, would argue back in his characteristically vulgar language, "Alright $%@#$, you stand right here and I'll run my car right over you. Then let's see how real pain is." :) 

Well, alright, I personally wouldn't take a chance with a car :) but if Jesus can wish compassion for people driving nails into his body and if Gandhi can bless the assassin who pummeled his thin frame with three rapid-fire bullets, come on, there's gotta something else going on. 

Pain, actually, turns out to be a very intriguing phenomena. This is what science tells us about it: 

When we stub our toe, it hurts – but only because our brain says so. Damage-detecting sensory neurons flash a message to the spinal cord, spinal cord neurons relay the message to the brain, and the brain decides (a) damage has occurred, (b) it has been inflicted on the toe, and (c) something needs to be done (we start hobbling, raise the foot, utter an expletive). It may feel as if our toe is throbbing, but the experience is all contained within a mental projection of the condition of our toe within our brain. 
Now, neuroscientists note that each time we react to a sensation in a particular way, it reinforces that "neural pathway" in our brain; ie. the next time we experience that sensation, we will react in an even stronger way because we have taught ourselves that. Our pain -- and pleasure -- then, is just a conditioned response aggregated over millions of experiences. Science stops there, but sages invite us to go a step further: step out of your ignorant patterns of dis-satisfaction and see what happens. 

What would happen if we didn't react to the sensations we feel? Would they go away? What would happen next? What exactly remains, when we uncondition our brains of all its neural patterns? Perhaps an unconditioned mind was what prevented Gandhi and Jesus from not uttering a single cry for help in the face of intense pain? 

I don't know what it is, but today, I am in the mood for some serious investigation. Maybe it is the culmination of our meditation binge or the solitary lifestyle or the bland diet or the commercial-free thoughts or the resurfacing of some past life as an Himalayan ascetic. :) I don't know, but today, I am going to unflinchingly stare down my pain, mano-e-mano, and see what happens. Sometimes in life, you gotta pull all the stops and on pilgrimages, those sometimes come a little bit more often than usual. 

My lab is the 3x7 foot meditation cell, my instrument is this body labeled as Nipun, and my experiment is to finally test my decade-old, "pain is all in the mind" hypothesis. 

Deep breath. Another deep breath. The next eight hours, from 1PM-9PM straight, would be one of the gutsiest experiences of my waking life. 

Barely thirty minutes into the 1PM sit on a cushioned mat on the ground, my legs start dying on me. Pain. My calves are numb, my right quad feels like a tow-truck is pulling on it, my right knee has a sharp shooting pain. The good book says that all sensations are transitory, so ok, I'm hoping that this goes away. I stay still in observation mode. But ten more minutes and my misery is rapidly multiplying -- oh, the pain! Please change. Darn it, change! Now! But no. The top of my foot feels like someone is burning coals on it, my thighs are going out fast, and now my back and shoulder blades are complaining with unrelenting throbbing sensations. 

I don't know what to do. Really, there are only two ways out: unlock your posture, get up and stretch or stay with the pain until it passes away. Our whole life is about adjusting, twisting and turning to run away from the pain. So what's one more time? "Come on, Nipun, just adjust a bit. You're playing silly games with yourself. Don't try to be macho. You are a computer scientist, not an ascetic yogi. This is not the middle way." Fancy people have fancy justifications for their actions -- doubts, thoughts, rationalizations -- and I tried them all. 

While I usually get mobbed by the echoes of my own thoughts, today, nothing was coming back. I'd yell but no echo. I couldn't believe it; my pain couldn't believe it! 

Somehow I survive the stillness. After the first meditation sit, when I release my half-lotus posture for a few minutes, I notice my entire mind gushing to that opening of "relief". Instead of reacting, I again try to observe what feels like ultimate bliss. :) And of course, the pain returns! I am in pain, but by now, I'm also seriously curious if this pain will actually go away if I sit longer. 

Over the next meditation hour, I eagerly watch my sensations equanimously to see if I can uncondition my neural pathways of blind reaction. Secretly, I'm hoping that the pain goes away. Nope, rapidly increasing pain. Raw pain. I want to quit, but I tell myself, "This far into the experiment, you can't bail on me. What if it's just on the edge of a radical mutation?" I decide to go for another hour of locked, upright stillness without absolutely any movements. 

The Buddha taught that if we simply stop reacting to sensations, we loosen our old habit patterns and take a step towards experiencing the joy of impermanent reality as it is. It makes full sense to me. I even remember seeing it scientifically articulated in What The Bleep Do We know (a docu-drama on Quantum Physics). No expression, no suppression, just observation of the ongoing flow of sensations -- pleasure or pain -- and you will change your brain patterns and thus, your experience of the world. 

In theory, I am sold. In practice, I am dying of pain. 

I release my half lotus posture just to check for any serious physical damage. I'm surely roughed up but still okay. Part of me says that the physical pain is an accumulation of the last fours of continuous meditation (with maybe a couple minutes of rest to travel from one hall to another). But then, a larger part of me says that every moment is a different experience and my theory of accumulated pain is actually just a projection of my own mind. A minute or two later, I'm back in my half lotus posture. Round 4, buddy. 

By this hour, although the "pain" doesn't vanish, I clearly see it transform from numbness to heat, from throbbing to pulsating, from stings to sharp tugs. Alright, so there is sign of life. :) I walk from my meditation cell to the 6PM sit, about a minute away. Yet another hour. I feel like I'm being operated on, without anesthesia! This time, though, it dawns on me that my awareness is drastically sharper; when we say, "my quad is hurting", it's actually never your full quadricep. It's just that the pain is so overwhelming that you are blinded to other, subtler experiences. Once the suffering goes away from the pain and the pain becomes what it is -- just a sensation -- you experience it in some isolated spot on the body, next to which are so many other kinds of sensations. Your whole body starts to come alive. 

To write about my six hours of meditation in a couple of paragraphs is to almost trivialize it; what takes one sentence to describe actually feels like an entire eternity in hell. Maybe not hell hell, but close. :) Because this kind of equanimity goes against everything we have done for our whole lives (maybe even more), everything in you starts revolting vehemently. Doubts, tensions, unease. You sense some gooey stuff underneath your "sole" and walking with that glue is rather cumbersome, especially after you become aware of it. Yet your weak mind responds with, "Not now. Later." Every moment we refuse life's incredible invitation for true joy and we procrastinate our own freedom. Why? Because we're too busy with our todo-lists, we're too caught up with our achievements, we're too blinded by our senses. This is the unfortunate yet humorous story of our lives. 

Sooner or later, though, your "not now" has to turn into a "right now". And my 'now' arrives just in time. Today, my inner voice wouldn't let me quit. 

In such a state, though, your will power is on bankrupt and all your beliefs are thrown out the window. Concepts can't save you now. It's you and your absolute deepest convictions. 

Curiously, I discover my two biggest allies: science and service. Science provides the rational backdrop to quiet my mind, and service provides the experiential inspiration to keep marching. It's a very interesting combination. Science informs me that this is not just your extreme-sport thrill-ride; it's about unconditioning the wired patterns of your brain so you witness life as it is. Service tells me that selflessness is joy, ego is pain, and sincerity alone is not enough to remove the ego. You need insight and until that insight awakens, ego will keep on creeping into your actions. Furthermore, this wisdom isn't a function of will, but rather of patient observation. Wisdom blossoms naturally when the conditions are ripe. 

So, really, all that is left to do is be still in the face of everything and anything. It's the ultimate adventure, if you think about it. Alright, pain or pleasure, I'm gonna sit another hour. 

I'm pumped-up like there is no tomorrow. I always had a sense that all this pain was inside of me, but for once in my life, I didn't want to escape it. Still, I'm also truly humbled. By no means, am I expecting an Eckhart-Tolle-like experience of enlightenment. It's quite clear that I have miles and miles to go before I sleep ... I mean, wake up. :) 

Eight hours after my rather unexpected stint of grit, it is time for the meditation hall to close. I'm definitely at the end of my rope, in terms of my physical and mental strength. Before getting up, there's a small phrase chanted three times -- bhavattu sabba managalam (may all beings be happy). 

Wishing happiness for others, in the midst of so much pain, is a quite a trippy experience. "May all beings be happy." And then almost spontaneously, "Ah, I'm so sorry to have inflicted all my subtle pain-bodies onto all life, for so long." 

Like a beat-up, roughed-up soldier, I hobble to my room. I have never ever consciously experienced so much pain in my life. Never. I'm sure if any of the assistant teachers found out about my unrelenting determination sits, they would think I'm on some crazy trip; but it feels just right to me. My clock has struck. 

Because our minds are preoccupied in the dense material experiences of life, we have lost our sensitivity to experience our own aliveness. Our bodies are practically dead. Fortunately, we hold the trigger to sharpen our own awareness. And once we fire, we can bear witness to the magic of the rapidly changing sensations on our bodies and uncondition the neural pathways in our brain. It is only when we come alive in this way that we can serve with selfless compassion, act with pure non-violence, and breath with boundless gratitude in our hearts. The rest, as they say, is elementary. 

I lie down in bed. I can't sleep sideways or on my stomach, because my knees are royally busted. I look at the ceiling in my room. I haven't had electricity for the last nine days in my room but today, it simply doesn't matter. I have nothing left in me to disagree with anything. 

Before closing my eyes, one last time, I valiantly lift my hands up in the air -- I maybe down but I'm far from out. It is said that Gautam Buddha worked for 4 incalculable eons before he became fully liberated. Well, 4 incalculable eons minus one day for "Nipun Mehta"? Long ways to go but one step closer. 

Pain is, I'd still tell Paul, all in the mind. 

[ My eyes open at 3:30AM the next morning, way earlier than usual. In the shock of my life, my body feels perfectly fine! Inspired, I pull another 1-9PM on the next day. Sensations do change; it's not so bad after all. :) ] 

The Blind and The Kind                           Nipun’s Journals: August 25, 2005

It was an absolutely compelling sight -- a 35 year old blind man holding a shoulder of an unknown volunteer, being escorted into the meditation hall. For the next ten days, that volunteer will take this blind student from his residence to the meditation hall to the dining hall to everywhere else he needs to go. They have had no verbal introduction. 

What a vivid metaphor of inter-dependence to see a blind person's quest for "vision" supported by the kindness of a seeming stranger, and to see a kind person's search for compassion supported by the need of a blind man. What beauty of a shared human existence! 

Oddly enough, just a week ago, I had read an inspiring story of a blind roommate, retold by William Brody in this year's commencement address at Johns Hopkins:

There is a trustee of Johns Hopkins who I'd like to tell you about. His name is Sandy Greenberg. In his youth, Sandy was a very good student, but he came from a poor family. And so he went to Columbia University on a scholarship, and there he met his roommate, who also was receiving financial aid. 

Now while he was a sophomore at Columbia University, he contracted an eye disease that eventually proved to be glaucoma. But the trouble was, it wasn't detected early enough, and as a result he became legally blind, while still a student at Columbia. I ask you all to imagine for a moment having been sighted all your life, and then all of a sudden being faced, in a very competitive school, with losing so much sight you could no longer read. This is what happened to our trustee, Sandy Greenberg. 

But something else happened to Sandy that may surprise you. Sandy said that when he lost his sight, his roommate began to read his textbooks to him, every night. 

So I'm going to put you in that position, in a competitive school like Columbia, or Johns Hopkins. If your roommate had a serious disability, would you take the time to read textbooks to him every night, knowing the more you spend time reading textbooks to your roommate, perhaps the less well you might do with your other activities? That's not as easy a question as it first appears. 

But luckily for Sandy, our trustee, his roommate did. And as a result, Sandy went on to graduate with honors. He got a Fulbright Scholarship, and he went off to study at Oxford. He was still quite poor, but he said he had managed to save about five hundred dollars as he went along. 

His roommate, meanwhile, also went on to graduate school. One day, Sandy got a call from him at Oxford. And his former roommate said, "Sandy I'm really unhappy. I really don't like being in graduate school, and I don't want to do this." 

So Sandy asked, "Well what do you want to do?" 

And his roommate told him, "Sandy, I really love to sing. I have a high school friend who plays the guitar. And we would really like to try our hand in the music business. But we need to make a promo record, and in order to do that I need $500." 

So Sandy Greenberg told me he took all his life savings and sent it to his roommate. He told me, "You know, what else could I do? He made my life; I needed to help make his life." So, I hope you'll remember the power of doing well by doing good. Each of you, in your own lives, will be faced with challenges, with roadblocks, with problems that you didn't anticipate or expect. How you are able to deal with adversity will be influenced, to no small extent, by how you deal with others along the way. What you get will depend a lot on what you give. And that's the end of the story of doing well, by doing good. 

Ah! I almost forgot. You probably are wanting to know who Sandy's roommate was. I think you've heard of him. Sandy's roommate was a fellow by the name of Art Garfunkel, and he teamed up with another musician by the name of Paul Simon. That $500 helped them cut a record that eventually became "The Sounds of Silence." Recently, we had the pleasure of going to Sandy's daughter's wedding, and it was Art Garfunkel who sang as Sandy walked his daughter down the aisle. 
Perhaps most people will remember this story because of the Art Garfunkel wow-factor. For me, though, I won't be able to forget that simple volunteer offering his shoulder, for ten days straight, to an unknown blind man seeking an experience of truth. 

Sometimes I wonder if it's more satisfying to serve the seekers or seek the source. In between the two, my life flows. :) 

A Whisper At My Doorstep                     Nipun’s Journals: August 29, 2005  

"Nipun-ji," I hear a voice. It's the crack of dawn, my room is way out in the boonies, and no one is allowed to utter a single word in this area. Who is calling my name? I shift in my bed and look at the window to notice that it's dark. 

Perhaps I'm hearing things. After all, I slept at 2AM the night before, talking to a meditation student having suicidal thoughts. 

Ten seconds later, in a crackling, timid voice, "Nipun-ji". Ok, someone really is at my door. How could that be? Only a couple people know where I stay and they would never speak around my room. 

I open the door, with my eyes half open. It's Sri, the 34-year-old guy I was counseling just a couple hours ago. Dazed and confused, he says, "Nipun-ji, I couldn't sleep again. Nipun-ji, please help me. Please do something." 

I am one of five people signed up to serve 240 meditation students in "Dhamma Hall 2". With 240 students, most of whom have never taken 10-days to look within themselves, you're bound to get some drama. But this is going way above and beyond the call of duty I anticipated. 

I scratch my eyes, just in case I'm dreaming. No such luck. It's Sri for sure.

Sri is a young guy taking a 10-day meditation course on the recommendation of another friend. He is happily married with a 2 year old daughter, runs a business with three of his brothers, is heavily involved in the community and even gives regular talks at local clubs on leadership. All in all, a well settled young man. He has no real imposing reason to learn meditation, except to grow himself in a different dimension. Instead of one of those self-reinforcing, confidence boosting seminars, this Vipassana camp ended up being a inside-out overhaul for him. 

After four days of silent meditation, Sri just couldn't take it. Yet he's too self conscious to quit. So he goes up to the assistant teacher to ask a question; unfortunately, there's a queue of people waiting to ask questions. Incidentally, I'm standing in watching distance, and I notice Sri shriveling up his questions as other nosy ears try to tune into his problem. Sri abruptly ends his conversation with the teacher. 

As he walks out, I follow him and whisper with folded hands, "If you'd like, you can speak with the teacher in private at noon tomorrow." With half-tears in his eyes, he keeps walking, "No, you just don't understand. You just don't understand." 

I, uncharacteristically, follow him outside. Again with folded hands, I ask, "Is something wrong?" This time, he breaks down. "I don't know what's wrong. I don't understand anything. I just want to kill myself," he says with clenched fists that mirror anger, frustration and confusion, all at once. 

Stunned, I am for almost ten seconds. Volunteers generally don't speak to students but this is clearly a special case. I ask for his room number and assure him that some senior teacher will be in his room within the next half hour. And sure enough, he got a tranquilizing dose of calmness from Jayeshbhai that night. 

At 1AM, as I was chatting up Buddha stories with another great meditation teacher, we spot a student in a distance. No student should be out of their room at this hour, and after a closer look, I notice that it's Sri again. 

"I can't sleep again. This is the second night in a row. I keep on having the same thoughts. Why is this happening to me? I was fine before and now I'm so scared. Will I get better?" Sri asks in a rapid-fire manner, as if he had twenty seconds left to live. After an hour of counseling and a sleeping pill, he calms down and returns to his room. 

Quite honestly, I have never had the occasion to deal with a suicidal mentality, within or without. All of a sudden, I have no choice but to look deeply into it. 

Suicide is the second most common cause of injury, after road-accidents. Yes, it comes before all the casualties of war or interpersonal violence. It is, unfortunately, a common phenomenon. But why in the world do people want to kill themselves? I'm no psychologist but my guess is that it's because they want an escape from their experience of intense pain and suffering. People with good lives can't quite fathom such a scenario because they've never experienced such overwhelming pain. But take a moment to think about some of the most tragic situations of constant abuse and violence, and think if you would be able to preach the sermons of peace to yourself? Personally, I'm not so sure I would. 

Sri's situation is rather unique, though. Four days back, he had a great life going for himself. Last week, he probably would've lectured others about being in control of the mind but somehow, he has gone astray today. He wants to bail and return to the "normal" life waiting for him at home, but he is now scared if he will ever return back to his original state. And that fear is paralyzing him further. It's like you bite your tongue accidentally, and refuse to release your teeth because it hurts. You are deepening your own misery, but you don't have the wherewithal to see that. From a third person point of view, it's truly sad. 

I suppose that's what sages must be feeling all day, looking at the human condition. When Swami Vivekananda spent two years walking India by foot, as a complete hermit, he would cry every night (for a couple months) after witnessing the self-imposed sorrows of mankind. What I feel when I see Sri is probably what the Dalai Lama experiences when he sees me -- "Poor Nipun, he is ignorantly creating his own misery." 

If you really break it down, if suicide is an escape from suffering, aren't we all suicidal? Wouldn't "I'm so tired, I am going to go the movies?" or "I really need a vacation?" qualify as suicidal thoughts? To most of us, that conclusion might sound a little extreme, but that's generally because we are so dense that we need huge buildings to blow up before understanding that there's a problem. In truth, we all have a little bit of Sri in us. Well, I don't know about "we all" but certainly I have always been playing hide and seek with my suffering, so much so that I will subconsciously slap a mosquito to death even in my sleep. 

Because I recognize the seed of Sri's condition in myself, I feel a whole lot of compassion for Sri when I open my door to the call of "Nipun-ji, Nipun-ji" and see a face of misery reflecting directly in front of my eyes. 

"Sri, what's wrong?" I ask him in a quiet tone so as to not disturb other neighbors in this early morning hour. "I don't know. I couldn't sleep again last night. That's three nights in a row. I keep on thinking about ..." Sri breaks down and throws his face into his palms. Sitting on a ledge, he looks up at me and asks, "Nipun-ji, please help me. Nipun-ji, please do something. I need your help." Of course, I haven't the foggiest idea of what to do. 

I grab my umbrella, and without turning back to wash my face or check my hair in the mirror or realize that I am wearing shorts in a no-shorts-meditation zone, I walk out the door with Sri. 

"How did you know where I stay?" I ask him, trying to divert the topic. "I woke up the doctor who gave me the sleeping pills last night and he said you were in the J-block, so I went around the block and whispered your name, hoping you could hear me," Sri says. He was in serious pain and desperate. 

That whole day, I did double duty: taking care of the hall and Sri. Other teachers came in to speak with him. We spoke with his brothers and wife at home they all unanimously said, "Ask him not to worry. We are all perfectly fine and hoping that we can sit in the meditation camp next." Sri was happy to hear that message, but it was short-term relief. Other fears would take a hold of his mind. I would take him to empty halls, use my broken Hindi to share some parables, and play some inspiring DVDs. At one point, I went to the bathroom and he got on all fours and started banging his head on the floor. I came in and he just started weeping like a little child. He just wanted out from this whole pain. Unfortunately, there is no quick fix. Not having slept for three days, he was in bad physical shape too; he couldn't even eat much and was a little disoriented. 

That night, Sri insisted that I sleep in his room. I did. Within minutes, he was snoring. And for the first time in my life, I was happy to hear my roommate snore. :) 

Sri's struggle is that of addiction. He is addicted to a stream of negative thoughts. Then, he multiplies his misery by creating a myth that he isn't strong enough to drop that addiction. To complicate the matter, he's super-imposed an ideal of what he was in the past, someone "free" from all this negativity. Between the present moment truth, the myth and the ideal, Sri feels like he's sinking in quicksand. Without the myth and the ideal, the present moment problem isn't so bad. But alas, either said than done. 

At times like these, one needs a personal answer to life's basic question -- why do good things happens to bad people and bad things to good people? If you haven't created a solid answer that fits your own ontology of life -- karma, God, evolution, whatever -- then you're in real trouble. You might survive fine for a while but when your merits run short, when your conditions become unfavorable, you simply won't have a context to accept the suffering. The why-question will sink your spirit. Of course, ultimately, those mental theories are still superficial band-aids; a deeper solution, in my opinion, comes from the service of others -- first, it forces you to find the needy, then to witness the inter-connectedness of that need in your own self, and finally to experience humility for having no real solutions. Service work, in its purity, simply shows you that you're caught up in the charades of your own ego and that ignorant arrogance incapacitates you from experiencing real love. And in the words of G. I. Joe, "Knowing is half the battle." 

During the night when we were roommates, Sri woke up several times in a state of panic. One time, his whole body froze and as he described it later, "I couldn't speak anything or move any part of my body or even open my eyes. But then, I refused to give into this and out of sheer will, I just pushed myself physically to get up. I was fed up. And surprisingly, I got up." 

The next morning, Sri is in better condition the next day and is given permission to leave. He feels like a "loser" for quitting: "I haven't quit anything in my life. I don't know why I can't do this, when hundreds of others are able to survive just fine." "Sri, just because someone can survive ten-days doesn't mean anything. Perhaps you were the one who actually meditated and were willing to dig up some of your stored negativity. On this long path of purification, you're bound to fall. That's no problem. You just have to be determined to get up again," I reassure him. He is happy to hear it and I told him that I thought he would be back again someday. With a smile, he says, "Definitely." 

Before waving goodbye, he tearfully adds, "No one has ever had to take care of me in my life. But I troubled you so much. And I don't even know you. I will never forget you. Thank you. I will consider myself lucky if I ever have the chance do something for you." 

In truth, Sri already did a lot for me. His whisper at my doorstep was loud enough to wake up many sleeping gaints of compassion in my own heart. Sri doesn't have my contact information nor does he know my last name; we will probably never meet again but one last time, I wave goodbye, with a silent wish for his well being for a long time to come. 

Sri will be just fine. 

Day 0, To Be Like a Coconut             Nipun’s Journals: September 03, 2005

"If you had to had to be fruit, what would you be?" That was the question that several of us were discussing, couple years ago. I don't remember what I said but Guri said, "I'd be a coconut. Hard on the outside, soft on the inside, empty at the core." 

For the next ten days, I have to be like a coconut. I'm facing one of the most unique challenges of my life, as I get ready to serve the next ten-day meditation course for college students. 

Among the 300 male students for this course are 120 college students. About 40 of those students are coming because the college authorities "convinced" them to come. Past experience shows that these 120 will be a handful; they won't wake up on time, they won't be able to stay silent and will disturb other meditators, they will organize into small groups of mischief, they will call each other on their mobiles to pass time and lock each other's room to escape meditation hours, they will disrespect those who serve them, and basically, create a serious racket in a typically peaceful meditation center. Despite the hefty price tag for creating this opportunity for youngster, it's a very worthy exercise because many willing young minds will get a taste of themselves and possibly change the course of the rest of their lives. 

The entire operation is unlike any other course. Specially trained "meditation corps" are being called in from around the state; seven assistant teachers are on hand to do all kinds of things from 4AM belling to counseling to teaching; close to thirty other servers will be around to manage the course; everyone who comes to serve this course knows that they will be pushed to the limits. One teacher recently told me, "If you can survive these 10-days with a smile, you can do just about anything else." :) 

For the last three months, I have been alternating sitting and serving a course; this was my course to sit but I don't know how I ended up in the thick of this challenge. Actually I do know. His name is Sudesh Leal.

At 13, Sudesh's mom forced him to attend a 10-day course in the UK, with Goenka-ji; at 21, he went again of his own will; by 25, he told his parents about his inclination to dedicate his life for service -- "How can I just turn my back on dharma?" He left his 8 month old stint as a Math teacher in the UK to come to this meditation center in Igatpuri. Sitting two 45/60-day courses per year and serving rest of the time (with his thick English accent :)), he has spent the last seven years in that spirit. Now, he's a senior meditation teacher who manages tons of activities on the 100-acred campus called Dhamma Giri. One striking character trait about Sudesh is his radiant joy; in the midst of all kinds of non-stop, chaotic activity, he is always full of joy at absolutely any moment of his 18-hour work day. It's hard to find any hooks in his personality. 

Since I've been here at Dhamma Giri for the last couple months, I have been granted the power to implement some major projects, make systemic changes and design new initiatives. Much to everyone's surprise, it has all worked out immaculately and for me, it's been a very satisfying service experience. It's all a result of so many inter-twined conditions, but Sudesh was one of those conditions that I felt grateful for. Being on the lookout for expressing that gratitude, I finally stumbled upon an answer. 

It was either me or Sudesh who had to take on the bad-cop responsibility for this course, so I took it in the hopes that Sudesh gets a little breather. Because Sudesh will on the "dhamma seat", teaching and playing Mr. Good-guy, :) he's been prepping me for my role -- "You see, this is what I do. Right before I have to discipline a student, I stand outside the door and wish for their well being for a minute. Then, I knock on their door, let 'em have it, and right as I leave, I make sure I have a smile on my face." 

The next ten days promises to be an interesting challenge for me. My job is to be Mr. Bad-Guy-in-Chief, who enforces all the rules and expels the trouble makers. My "meditation mafia" team is probably gonna be the most unpopular by the end of the course. But that's ok. We're just gonna try to be like coconuts: enforcing discipline on the outside, wishing compassion from the inside, and ultimately just being empty instruments of nature. 

Ironically, this is how I would hope that I treat my own self -- no tolerance of external laziness, compassion for the repeated, ignorant mistakes, and surrender of all outcomes to the flow of nature. 

It's funny how everything becomes a mirror, when you're seriously cultivating. 

Day 1: Speech and Silence                  Nipun’s Journals: September 07, 2005

Today is the first of ten days of the college meditation course. If I had to take a guess, I would say that these 22 year olds have never woken up at 4AM, nor have they ever been silent for a whole day. 

Our primary purpose today, as the "dharma servers", is to establish authority and set a culture of strong discipline, to essentially create an environment conducive for meditation. Yet I can understand their difficulty, especially the silence bit. 

Purpose of noble silence -- no reading, writing, or talking -- is a rather subtle concept to grasp. In theory, many people will say that if you don't babble your usual dose of few thousand daily words, you deepen your awareness. For these kids, though, it's a daunting task. Being from a competitive premier institution, where 120 students are selected from 40,000 applicants, the students simply don't understand how it is useful to spend time "doing nothing" and that too, in complete silence. 

To be honest, I don't think I really understood noble silence or noble speech until recently when I broke silence after 10 days of meditation. Somehow that day I naturally started listening to myself speak. After the whole day of deliberate talking, the sharp contrast between my deep, meditative silence and shallow, idle speech created a temporary void in which the interdependence of speech and silence became vividly clear. 

That night, as I was meditating, I came face to face with my white lies -- all unannounced visitors in my conscious mind, with repeated streams of half-truths said for this justified reason or that selfless outcome. While watching the charade, the only question that came to mind is this: where exactly did I learn to stop being fully honest? 

Ever since I was young, I've had two good habits: first, I am brutally honest with myself, and second, I don't lie to others. The first habit I have kept intact, but I now realize that I have manipulated myself out of the second habit. 

I certainly don't lie to others, but I also don't speak the full truth. And I know that because of my first habit. :) In my own defense, I would argue that the full truth is often tactless and inexpedient; while that maybe a good defense for an enlightened being, it's a lousy one for a seeker of Truth like myself. It's a lousy excuse because those half-truths cloud your experience of present moment reality. With lies, you have keep track of the context so you don't get caught in contradictions; maybe we can play chess with a hundred or two hundred lies, but beyond a few thousand of them, we lose track and start living unnatural lives. Furthermore, all that extra baggage creates a subtle-yet-distinct internal static that is clearly heard during serious meditation. 

If you break it all down, lying is a very curious habit. To lie is to fabricate the truth, ultimately because we don't have the guts to face reality as it is. We will manipulate the truth for a personal sense of power, exaggerate the facts to reinforce the images in our mind, exploit the weakness of our circumstances for multiplying self-benefit. It's all a rather silly game we play with ourselves because we are afraid of accepting the reality of each situation. And over years of deception, not only do we keep rotating in our confusions but we also can't recognize the grand illusions that we've created. 

So, as I sat and watched my stream of thoughts unwind on my 11th day, I randomly recalled the beginning of CharityFocus. 

When I first thought up CharityFocus in January 1999, Viral and I invited about 20 of our like-hearted friends for a pizza meeting in our living room; a few months of work later, 4 of us helped a homeless shelter setup a website as the first official CharityFocus project. Some more people joined as we all did a few more humble service projects. At one point, someone asked me how many volunteers CharityFocus has. I knew the exact count. It was 26. And I said, "About 30". 

About 30? Why didn't I say 26? Ok, I was barely 24 at the time, I had never led an organization and I might've been a little over-zealous in wanting to make "my" effort look successful. But unfortunately, the problem runs a whole lot deeper than that. One white lie begets another and it all starts adding up. By the end of a decade, you might've built a mighty institution but all you've really done is confined others in the shackles of your own hallucinations. In truth, of course, no one gives a hoot if CharityFocus has 26 or 30 volunteers; it's just a game you play with your own mental projections. In ignorance, if you positively reinforce that behavior pattern, the grooves run deeper and deeper. 

That was just one example. Crowded by so many personal examples, one after another, I wondered where exactly I picked up this habit. For one, it's steeped in our global media culture. Kids see 50,000 ads per years (and till they're 8, they can't even differentiate between regular TV programming and commercials), and we all know how honest ads are. According to E magazine, advertising budgets have doubled every decade since 1976 and companies now spend about $162 billion each year to bombard us with print and broadcast ads. That's $623 for every man, woman and child in the United States to show us how we can look better, feel superior, do more and be successful. In a world where a child recognizes McDonalds before he can even speak, where we have to struggle for a commerical-free childhood, is it any wonder that we grow up without a clear understanding of honesty? 

I mean, is BMW really the ultimate driving machine? Is Chevy actually built like a rock? Is Visa everywhere I want to be? In our greed for being number 1, to be the omnipotent power to grow bigger and badder, we over-hype, dramatize and sensationalize the truth. Pretty soon, we become numb to these kind of half-truths and we start adding fancy fine-prints and hiring top-notch lawyers to cover up our lies. 

That cultural corruption, though, eventually boils down to personal responsibility and commitment to one's own values. For most folks, the individual bottom line has this logic -- everyone does it, so I also need to do it to survive. Unfortunately, there is no easy way out of this logic. I have myself used that excuse so many times, albeit to inspire other people to serve (which is no justification). It is only when we realize the true opportunity cost of playing the lying game that we will end the game. Lies, half-truths all add up as mental tensions in our minds and collectively, they create a unnatural culture for others. At a subtler level, they widen the barrier between our image of reality and the reality as it is; and this ignorance unnecessarily puts us in position of playing dice with our happiness. Our challenge, at a personal level, is deepening our awareness to see that. 

When I see these college kids having a *really* hard time with nobel silence on day 1 of this 10-day meditation course, I think about the difficulty I have with nobel speech because ultimately, silence and speech are two sides of the same coin. Everytime I fold my hands with a subtle bow or place my index finger on my lips with a "shhhh" whispher to request silence, I'm actually reminding myself to stop all my white lies, to drop all the baggage of images, and boldly accept life as it manifests in each present moment. 

Dishonesty, however subtle, is an expression of dis-satisfaction with your current world view. We think lying will help us create favorable circumstances but that conclusion is a result of a confused intellect that has been built upon an accumulated pile of lies. In practice, if we just cultivate a heart of simplicity, our contentment will bring nobel speech to our lips and noble silence in our minds. Then, we will stop wasting our lives in weaving through the imaginary maze of white lies, and actually start being the change we wish to see in the world.

Day 2: Dharma Works                       Nipun’s Journals: September 09, 2005 

"Guys, we leave for Goa after b'fast tomorrow morning. Collect your laundry, pack and meet outside the dining hall. We leave at 7:00AM sharp." 

That was the introduction to a page-long note that was anonymously circulated on day 2 of this college meditation course. One of our "CID" volunteers -- cop in disguise :) -- impounded this note that he saw a student reading outside his residence footsteps. 

My guess is that this kind of silly behavior has never ever been seen on this meditation campus. But this is an unusual case. The principal of this school "gently coerced" at least 20% of the class into attending this course, and whenever those students come face to face with their bottled-up negativity, all they can think about is how they were compelled to do this. For precisely this reason, dharma always has to be received with a two-folded-hands request; you simply can't ram dharma down someone's throat. 

Whatever the cause, our job now is to deal with the ramifications. 

The note also timidly said, "All those agreed to the plan, assemble outside laundry area after dining tonight, 5:30-5:45PM. No words will be exchanged. This is just to understand how many people are going. If there are less than 15 people, the plans stand cancelled. We disperse at 5:45PM. Don't be late." 

When we first read this note, we started laughing. I mean, why go through these elaborate plans to leave? Just walk out. If you don't care to purify your mind, feel free to leave anytime. But, of course, the students are all afraid of the consequences from their principal and they want to take refuge in numbers. 

We aren't sure whether we should disperse the group at 5:30PM and not let them see their full strength, if they have it, or if we should just take it head on. Rather than playing games with them, we decide to play it straight. Let 'em do what they want and we'll see where nature takes this situation. 

Two of us stay in the main office. Everyone is told to be on alert, because our primary purpose is to make sure none of the other almost 600 meditators on the campus are disturbed by the behavior of this handful. 

Sure enough, by 5:45PM, about 20 hostile twenty-somethings crowd into the course office. With Ashit-ji, I am ready in the course office. Ashit-ji, a senior assistant teacher of Vipassana meditation, is quite a remarkable personality and is incidentally, the perfect fit for handling such a stressful situation. After graduating from IIT-Delhi, he did his Masters in the US, worked for a few years, and eventually dedicated his life to understanding the principles of nature (ie. "dharma"). Super smart yet super humble, always calm yet unflinching in his principles, sincerely open to all views yet deeply commited to his experience of Truth. He's a real enigma that can't be boxed into one category yet he can neatly fold himself into any context. It's hard to describe his personality, but it's quite admirable. No one can tell that he's 48 years old, and in this course, everyone refers to him as the "green eyed coordinator". 

So me and the green-eyed one divide and conquer. He takes half and I take the other half. People have all kinds of issues: "This is great but our principal forced us, so I want to leave." "I just can't take this anymore. I'm too young to do this kind of work." "You know, the guy in front of me smells really bad." "My back is killing me." "I have so many more important things to do, like studying for job interviews, than watching my respiration." "Why don't they turn on the fans during meditation?" We address all their concerns, with the primary goal of making sure they don't leave with a block against meditation and spirituality. They all understand and most of them say that they'd like to try meditation again at a later point, when they're ready on their own. 

Right when we give 'em all permission to leave, three of them abruptly change their minds and stay back. 

For the remaining 17 students, we give them 20 minutes in between the meditation hours to silently go to their rooms, pack-up and meet us at the front office (outside the meditation campus). All of them are thrilled, as if they have just been released from prison. :) Everyone turns on their mobile phones and starts calling up their significant others, friends and parents. Two of them even go out to grab a bite to eat (there is no dinner for students on this campus). 

At about 7:30PM, the students are ready to leave after our amicable goodbyes. But then, one of the guys doesn't have his valuables -- his wallet and cell phone. The key to "valuables" is with a woman who is in meditation till 8:30PM, so they are stuck waiting. While they wait, we informally chat about life and morality. Now, it was no longer one versus another; instead it was two human beings sharing thoughts. The veils had been lifted. 

We ask them their experience of the last two days and they open up with all kinds of problems. Two years back, one of them was about to drown with another friend and he had a choice either to save himself or his friend; his friend died. Another's Dad passed away and he has been trying to work with his mom in figuring out their life. Another comes from a very poor background and just wants to get rich so his parents never have to worry. Yet another was wondering why he can't keep any friends for a long time. Most of them had serious problems, but their approach was -- "Look, I have worked a couple of years to cover up these problems and fill my life with other things so I don't have think about these things. These two days brought it all out and right now, I needed to focus on getting a job and not these things." 

Ah, one can't help but feel sorry for them. Growing up in this millennium can be such an ordeal. You have to live up to the mask put on by yourself, the projected images of your family and friends, and cultural baggage of society at large. Most youth aren't revolutionary enough to realize their innate power to say "game over". As a result, their whole life is constrained in the prison of their fears and hopes. Yet the irony of the whole situation is that the youth are most open and impressionable. If you speak sincerely with them, they are willing to be transformed almost immediately. 

By the time the lady with the "valuables" key comes, we are all in deep, small-group conversations. Then, an old grandmotherly lady, also a senior meditation teacher, requests permission to speak to all of the students. None of them are really interested but some of them oblige her due to her age. Right then, the director of the college calls just as a routine check-up. He is furious to learn of the plans of these 17 students; he blatantly informs them that they will be expelled from college if they return. Expelled. 

Everyone is scared. The grandmother is still talking to them, when yet another phone call from a "senior" at their college comes through. He recommends that they stick with the course because their director is in a bad mood and if they get expelled, not only will they lose their valuable admission here but they won't be allowed to enter another business school elsewhere. 

And everyone at the meditation center here is in full agreement that such a scenario should never ever happen again. Fear simply can't be the motivation for meditation. In fact, fear shouldn't be the motivation for anything. 

Four out of the seventeen, have a change of heart all of a sudden. Why? "Because of what the grandmotherly woman said," they told us. But none of us are that naive. We tell them that no one is allowed back in the course once they have decided to leave. All of them fall silent, with this remorseful face. They go and huddle for about twenty minutes, and so do we. 

It's been a long day. It's past 9PM. Everyone else on the campus is about to hit the sack but our night is still young. 

Some senior teachers and Ashit-ji decide to interview each of them to see if they should be given a second chance. Our interviews go on till 1AM. At some point, we just feel sorry for them but yet with a firm hand, we give 'em a chance with proper scolding and warnings. Some of these guys were clearly pranksters with discipline issues but we still withheld our judgments and gave 'em a chance. They were asked then to turn in their mobiles, books and cigarettes (two of them were heavy smokers) and allowed back in with a stern, final warning. 

By 3AM, we were all physically exhausted. Although the students probably didn't realize it, the half a dozen of us involved in handling the situation gave so much of our time, heart, mind and spirit. It was truly a genuine wish that these students come out of their miseries that were so evident. Not only did we work to help them through their mental blocks and fears, we relayed the stupidity of this scenario to their director (who had promised to drive 8 hours to visit us the next morning). 

I don't know how everyone else felt but for me, the situation was a constant reminder of the miserable state of the human condition. Always controlled by one force or another, we simply can't be free; liberation has been such a foreign concept that most think it to be impossible. The good news, though, is that nature is constantly pulling us in back to our core, back in harmony with the rhythm of life. I went to bed smiling at the serendipity of so many random yet perfectly timed events that allowed us to create a bridge of compassion with these students and somehow compelled them to stay the duration of the course. 

It was a strange day for a serene meditation campus, but in the end, dharma works. :) 

Day 4: From Power To Force            Nipun’s Journals: September 12, 2005 

"I have learnt one thing today: power rules. Instead of getting a job, I've decided that I will only do my own business," one of the meditation students told me on day 3 of his 10-day meditation course, with a strong sense of frustration. 

As promised, the director of the school showed up today. Two of us walked with him to show him the campus. All his 120 students saw him and one could feel the waves of fear arising in them. Because he controls their college lives and their future job placements, everyone is afraid of him. Students are happy to hype up negativity by talking behind his back, but very few have the guts to face the consequences of standing up against him on principle. And even those few are always looking for strength in numbers. 

To that power-craving student, I responded, "If you can't control your own mind, do you really think you can have any authentic power over anything else?" 

In today's world, power is mostly equated with money. During a conversation with a very influential venture capitalist in the Silicon Valley, I once said, "Quite frankly, I just can't understand people's obsession with money." It was a direct challenge to his profession of investing and re-investing money into profitable businesses. Speaking to a 23-year-old at that time, he blankly responded, "Money is power. Without money, you can't do anything in the world, good or bad." It's a good thing I didn't listen to him, because at that point, I was starting CharityFocus. :) 

Sooner or later, though, we have to ask the question about money, the underlying need (or greed?) for power, and the command-and-control organizing culture.

First, we should understand money for it is. Bernard Lietaer, a chief architect of the Euro, defines money as the information about the way we exchange energy. Today, we have started to add value to the convention of money so much so that we define ourselves by it, by our "net worth". Lietaer says that, "Economics theory teaches us that people compete for markets and raw materials; I think, in reality, people compete for money.” Considering that 95% of the currency transactions are motivated by speculative profit and less than 5% for goods and services, I would have to agree with that conclusion. 

Second, we should understand our obsession with money. Most economic systems are built on the premise that there is not enough to go around; ie. something is considered to be valuable to the degree in which it is scarce. Because of this presumption, we have designed money in a way that it is always scarce. In fact, the job of the central banks is to create and maintain the currency scarcity. Consequently, we constantly experience scarcity and feel like we have to fight with each other simply to survive. Thus, in large part, society's insecurity for money is fueled by an imperfect design. 

We, the people of the world, produce enough food to feed everybody today; we, the people of the world, have enough work for everyone to do in the world. So what's the problem? We are waiting for the money to arrive! Any astute observor will tell you that a system with such a bottleneck is simply a flawed design. 

Fortunately, we the people of the world have now started experiments to see if a "gift economy" can actually be a viable option to greed and cut-throat competition. In Europe, there are now Give-Away Shops where people can take stuff for free; their slogan is Gandhi's quote: there is enough for everyone's need, but not for everyone's greed. In the US, the freecycling movement has spread to hundreds of cities. And on the Internet, the 600 billion web-paged Internet that has created stellar examples like open-source software movement and a free online encyclopedia called Wikipedia. Moreover, communities are now leveraging into self-organizing units to issue "complementary currencies" that strength local community and sustainability. In Ithaca, New York, there is a currency called Ithaca Hours that can be used with your local plumber or at the town's best restaurant; some people even pay part of their rent with it and the landlord can go to the farmer’s market to buy his vegetables and eggs. In Japan, there's a private currency system called the Fureai Kippu, that is used for any care to the elderly that isn't covered by the national health insurance. Edgar Kahn's tax-exempt Time dollars lets people convert their personal time into purchasing power, by helping others in the community. And so on, there are over 5000 examples of working complementary currencies around the world. 

Still, though, there's another crucial component to our obsession with money -- our greed for power. 

Several years ago, I was walking through an aisle of a bookstore when I saw an intriguing title -- "Power Vs. Force". I was so struck by the title that I even forgot to pick up the book from the shelf. All of a sudden, a veil was lifted in front of me: power is what ego provides, force is what nature provides. 

Generating power is an incredibly exhausting task of lining up all the ducks in exactly the right way: set up an image, manage impressions, network in places of leverage, show off your work to regenerate the cycle, and then finally expend that power to recover from the stress of the whole process. And by definition, only a few members of every group will be successful in their quest for power. The remaining majority will fail. 

Then, why are we still unrelenting in our pursuit of power? Because we are afraid of being powerless. Instead of addressing our fear, we try to continue on our losing parade of power. That's our biggest flaw. Ironically, it is only when we are powerless (and hence, fearless) that we are open to receiving force. Force is an authentic state of being, where there is nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, and nowhere to be; it blossoms with the simple realization that everything you need is contained in the ever-changing "present" in front of you. 

So much of our lives are wasted in just acquiring, managing and spending a conventional medium of exchange, ie. the currency note. My guess is that the student, the principal, the venture capitalist and the 23-year-old questioner who are all operating under the influence of "power is everything" premise are actually just confused due to lack of any serious investigation. 

When the source of strength is based on our impermanent circumstances, we become insecure and crave power. Instead, if our foundation rests on our ability to stay still through each changing condition, we give rise to authentic force that can actually move mountains. 

Dirty Pond, Beautiful Lotus               Nipun’s Journals: September 20, 2005  

Guri and I sat in a train today, from Igatpuri to Bombay, escorting my sick brother for some medical tests. 

It's been about six months since we sat in a moving vehicle. All the landscapes, its people, the subtle cultures, everything flashes in front of us as if it were all one big commercial. With a smile, Viral remarks, "Hey guys, did you see that naked 2-year-old with an umbrella?" No, I didn't because the rickshaw had long since zipped past it. A bit later, on the train, Guri says, "Oh, look at that lotus in that dirty pond?" Sorry, missed that too since we were going 70 kilometers/hour too fast. On the walk, we probably would've made a few funny faces to make that kid smile and we might've sat down next to the lotus to reminisce at the irony of beauty in filth; for now, though, my awareness flickers past the life in front of me as I hear echoes of nature laughing at my fast-paced moves. 

We arrive in Bombay. Our taxi drives past a charade of Bollywood actors and actresses plastered all over the sidewalks, billboards, and car windows. Loud honking horns and push-and-shove traffic are a sharp contrast from the serene meditation center that was our home for the last three months. It's a tough world, to live up to the expectations of all the images in our confused mind. I can understand -- but not accept -- that the taxi-driver attempts to rip us off for a few rupees; he probably needs a few extra bucks to survive. 

Soon enough, we get to the hospital. After a ten minute consultation with the doctor, we have to pony up 7000 bucks for some repeat blood tests and the doc's time. That's more money than my entire six month pilgrimage budget, all spent in the time it takes to sip a cup of 'chai'. My cousin, a Bombay native, innocently addressed my timid awe, "That's just how it works in Bombay." Hmmmmm. It would take months of hard labor for my farmer homies -- who housed us in their simple huts and open hearts -- to have even a 1000 rupees to spare. Farmers trade in, by choice or not, their extra stash of cash for a life that is in tune with ground-zero truths of nature; most city industrialists, on the other hand, drive their cars through the daily city smog, walk past the beggars underneath the hi-rise buildings, and breathe in conditioned air while calculating ways to get ahead in conference rooms. Perhaps I'm giving too much credit to the farmers, but I wonder if it is the "poor" farmers or the enterprising Bombayites that need more help. 

In the hospital patient line behind me, two girls are talking loud enough that I can hear them. "Hey, that hand bag is so cute, isn't it?" "Yeah, I saw it for sale the other day, but without the leather straps." In my mind, I was thinking about a paralyzed patient, who apparently just had an epileptic seizure and another pale-white patient glued on a wheelchair with her head permanently looking up towards the ceiling. Numb to the suffering all around us, we're occupied with the next big sale at the local, err global, marketplace. 

On the train, I had casually asked Guri: "So what did you learn from the pilgrimage?" Among many insightful comments, she says, "Before the pilgrimage, I was a seeker and I am still a seeker. But now, I have more strength to share my merits and take others along on this journey." 

Before the night's dinner at our newly-made diamond merchant friend's larger-than-life house, I go to the train station to get our tickets for the night train. On the way back, I chat with the cab driver about the lifestyle of a cabbie in Bombay. "Sir, I tell you there are a lot dishonest drivers in Bombay but there are still some honest folks left. I just want to make an honest living for myself. In the end, we will all get our fair share," he says. In a soft-yet-sincere voice, he adds, "I believe that." Actually, I believe that too. 

During the late evening hours, there's a loud 'Ganpati Visarjan' parade -- a walk to immerse a holy Hindu deity in water, after 10 days of prayer. People are dancing to loud trance and hip-hop music, while sipping something from brown paper bags. Disco devotion with a shot of vodka. Interesting times. 

For the last six months, we ante'd up everything to walk within and without. Our lives will never be the same again. I seriously doubt that the world has changed its patterns in the last six months, but in our unending "search for the good", we have developed new eyes. Good is everywhere -- it lies latent in the suffering of drunk disco devotion, it shines brilliantly through virtue of an honest cab driver, it can be seen in its unadulterated purity through the worry-free swirl of a naked two-year-old's umbrella. A dirty pond to show the beautiful lotus, the compassion of nature to guide us back to our center, what more can we ask for? 

Such pilgrimages have no end, no pause buttons, no commerical breaks. It's an ongoing journey into the heart of the infinite. And now it's clearer than even before that there was never even a beginning. It keeps starting, and restarting, in every moment. 

Onwards! 

So, What Did You Learn?                  Nipun’s Journals: September 30, 2005

Some friends came to visit us the other day. Interestingly enough, it was their chauffer that laid down the inevitable question -- "So Nipunbhai, what did you learn from your pilgrimage?" 

Almost about seven months ago, this driver and I were doing a 5:00AM run to pick up my brother from the train station. At one point, he abruptly stops the car at a tea stall, looks to me point blank and says, "I've been dying to ask you this question -- can you tell me what meditation is?" Throughout the five minutes that I spoke, I don't think his eyes fluttered even once. So, in a way, this is round 2 in that sincere questionaire series. 

I take a second to think. "I think the biggest lesson I learned was humility," I say. 

Just in that instant, I realize that pausing a moment before responding is, in and of itself, a growth in humility. Before, I might've jumped to fill the void with my intellectual answers; now, I pause to admit my lack of an answer and to show reluctance for repeating cookie-cutter or self-aggrandizing wisdom. Instead of answering a question, it is now a joint journey of discovery. A simple pause, subtle growth. 

"When you go on a walk like this, you have no choice but to accept your complete lack of control over circumstances," I continue. 

That unconditional acceptance, almost a resignation of the ego, is an ongoing process. When a bus load of drunk boys whistle at Guri or two shady-looking guys start following you on a lonesome dirt road, at first, you respond with a futile-yet-macho attempt to cover up your fear. Soon enough, though the kids become what they really are -- kids. I see my own younger self in them and at one point, I even started dancing and laughing with them as they rode off in a distance. It's all ok. Similarly, the foreboding thugs appear to me as manifestations of my own ego patterns; I manage to crack a smile because it's all kind of humorous after a while. 

If I wanted to build fences, protect and hide, I would be at home playing games with my ego. I'm here to put it all down, so here it is. At home, we use our merits to control everything but on a pilgrimage, you're naked. All your fears, hopes, desires, everything is out there for everyone to see. It's obvious that you're hungry, it's obvious that you're lost, it's obvious that you are vulnerable. There is just no way around it and in fact, that's exactly the purpose of a true pilgrimage. Either you cry with anguish or smile with acceptance. I did both and realized that I prefer smiling. :) 

"When you're walking, all your interactions are momentary. You talk to someone, meet someone, help someone and boom, the next moment, a new scene entirely," I tell my driver friend, as others tune in. 

Our conditioned response is to collect and gather, for security in an uncertain future. Kids collect toys; teens collect self-affirming trophies and report cards; college students collect line items for their resume. Gather, gather, gather. Lonely souls gather friends, weak souls gather power, poor souls gather money. Just in case, of course. When you are walking, though, the collection frenzy hits a dead end. No palm-pilot to gather contacts, no cell phone calls to get rescue help, no encumbering possessions that can't fit on your shoulders. 

You just keep walking, anonymously lifting loads and pushing cars along the way. At first, it's humbling. Then, it's kind of liberating, actually. 

Initially, the rapidly changing scenery is a stark contrast from our preserve-and-persevere culture. You are humbled by realization that life will get along just fine without you. Slowly, though, you start to loosen the blindfolds around your Eyes. Life starts to become an awesome ride on ever-changing waves of the natural flow. You haven't got a clue how you will survive the night and you end up meeting a grandfather who practically adopts you or a brother who refuses to let you leave or a drunkard who walks 8 kilometers with you. Heck, you want mangoes and they appear, as if out of nowhere. Everything becomes an awesome adventure of the spirit, a mind-walk to discover your own illusions. 

Of course, the deeper your me-me-me grooves, the longer it takes to see the beauty of life's joys and pains. Everyone wants to think they're good, pure and almost perfect but mostly, we're just masquerading under the guise of phony acts of cultivation. One after another, nature's compassionate slaps granted me the chance to pay off some of my overdue fines. 

When a coin toss led us to stop walking in favor of meditation, we knew that our "stories" wouldn't be as interesting to read. Again, it's humbling to feel that you're not providing any value-add to the world for affording you such a pure opportunity to grow. I'll be the first to admit that it's rationally difficult to cancel a press conference, ignore major TV station interviews, and refuse speeches. It's difficult because a part of the pilgrimage responsibility is surely to share the inspiration. Yet, at a subtler level, Guri and I didn't leave home to "save the world"; we ante'd up our reservoirs of inspiration for the world to save us. As Eckhart Tolle once said: 

To meet everything and everyone through stillness instead of mental noise is the greatest gift you can offer to the universe. 

Any pilgrimage, I would argue, is an attempt to cultivate our innate gift of stillness. Ours certainly was. And once again, it ended up being an exercise in humility! 

In perhaps my humblest moment of the pilgrimage, Guri and I sat on top of a terrace overlooking a huge Jain temple. We were hungry but there was no food, we were tired but there were no beds for that night, we wanted to believe in our lofty ideals but we were left with our own karma. If you try to win on a pilgrimage, you always lose. Always. Instead of feeling the beautiful breeze or seeing the magnificent roof-top sunset view, my ego was dying in the face constant instability. I felt horrible and worthless, without knowing why. In a way, such moments are the jewels of all pilgrimages -- burn-out or burn-through. I meditated. With the full understanding that this state will soon pass, I sat equanimously until the stone of ignorance was polished into a tiny jewel of wisdom. Silently, one can't help but take vows to not carve out such ignorant grooves in the future. 

By and by, all the states pass, another dawn always emerges and you tread a little lighter. It's humbling at first, liberating in the end. 

My good friend, James O'dea, would say that the purpose of life is to be cooked. Cooked so you be supple, supple so you be had by Life. 

As the story-telling session comes to an end, I conclude, "In the end, I would say I got a little cooked." 

About Walking Pilgrimage

Six months into our marriage, we -- Nipun and Guri -- left home to journey India by foot. Living on dollar a day, eating wherever food is offered, sleeping wherever a flat surface is found, ours was an unscripted spiritual pilgrimage to greet life in the farthest corners of our own consciousness. As we walked, we learned much about India, a lot about humanity and most about the stranger we call "I". 

We "left home" on January 31st; after a halt in Singapore, we spent three days in Punjab, a day in Jaipur, couple more in Bombay, and finally went to Ahmedabad via a short flight to Hyderabad. About 25 of us, did a 15-day pilot project to Kabirwad on March 12th. 

On March 31st, Guri and I started walking from the Gandhi Ashram in Ahmedabad. We went south towards Chicodara, circled around Baroda, headed to Vedchi, before marching in the Mumbai direction. After about 1000 kilometers of walking, we stayed at a meditation retreat for three months in Igatpuri. 

All the sorted stories are listed here. 
Some frequently asked questions ... 

What are you doing?
Guri and I are walking "South" from the Gandhi Ashram, in search of the "good". We are profiling inspiring people, in the hopes that more goodness spreads in the world. And we are walking to increase our trust in the inter-connectedness of life; to that end, we sold our belongings and left with a one-way ticket to India on January 31st. After a few pilot experiments, we left the Gandhi Ashram on March 31st without knowing anyone, without having any resources, or without charting a path to walk. 

Why are you walking? It takes so long.
That's exactly our point -- it is slow. Walking teaches you patience, walking teaches you humility, walking helps you connect with the common man. [more on why we walk] 

What inspired you to do this?
In April 1999, Guri and I were part of a four-person experiment in service. It later came to be known as CharityFocus, which leverages the web to inspire service amongst thousands of hearts around the world. While that small act of service became big, our fundamental belief remained: one can only do small acts with big love. To continue to deepen our awareness, we left CharityFocus, in its peak, to hit unknown terrains, both physical and mental. The challenge facing us is this: can we preserve that heart of service and continue to do small, immeasurable acts of goodness? 

What has been your experience thus far?
When we started the walk, we wondered how many days long we'd survive. Somehow, we're still going. :) We have slept on the streets, had food from people you might call "beggars", washed our own clothes (by hand) everyday, stayed in places without phone or electricity, walked into places where we knew absolutely nobody, lived on less than 25 rupees (50 cents) a day ... and we have seen "good" in the most unassuming of places, in the farthest "uncivilized" tribals. None of which I previously thought was even possible. Fortunately, our (irrational? :)) faith in the universe has yielded encounters with tons of mind-bending, inspiring people ... who have taught us incredible lessons about India, service/development, and ourselves along the way. 

How do you survive?
We have a small backpack, in which we carry our basic necessities -- two shawls, couple pairs of clothes and toiletries. Generally, someone or another hosts us; if not, we find a temple ground or a tree shade or an empty bench. We get some basic food for lunch and eat fruits for dinner. Sometimes it's a good life, sometimes not; for us, the point is be equanimous through it all. 

Do you keep money on you?
Some. Reports show that more than 30% of the world lives on less than a dollar a day, so we thought of doing the same. We end up averaging 15-20 rupees in expenses per day, but regardless of our budget, we don't buy any cold drinks, ice-creams, sweets and things we would typically love to indulge in. :) We also don't carry forward any balances or take loans from future budgets; everyday is its own karma. 

How do you update your blog?
We carry a portable computer, digital camera and a mobile phone. Whenever we get reception, we try to share some thoughts, photos and stories. Primarily, this was done to keep our friends and families posted with our experiences; but we are delighted that our family has grown to include many others around the globe. Photos on Guri's blog are also getting much attention, including offers to buy and reprint ... to which she responds: "I'll charge 1000 smile cards per picture." :) 

What is your background?
After my Computer Science/Philosophy degree from UC Berkeley, I used to optimize compilers at Sun Microsystems; that's the only formal job I've had in my life. I quit at 24, to attempt a life of service. That attempt is still in progress. Online, you can find far more info than you'd ever want. :) Guri has done everything from being a teacher, to doing human resource work at a healthcare company, to working as a volunteer recruitement manager at a mentoring agency. Liz Garone wrote an excellent profile about her previous trip to India. 

What is your primary purpose?
To live in a space greater than our ego. We know it exists, and that it is within us, but we need to cultivate our awareness so we can first experience the change we wish to see in the world. This is our primary purpose. Our secondary purpose is to bring light to good people in remote corners of the world, in the hopes that it helps other people come alive. To that end, we share blog entries and iJourney profiles and invite others to do the same. 

Can I join you on the walking pilgrimage?
Sure. However, we encourage people to create their own journeys and find their own inner calling. If it inspires you to join us for a short period of time, you are more than welcome; but know that you have to walk long distances, eat whatever little food is offered, and be smilingly ready to face absolutely *any* kind of circumstances. Dozens of folks have walked with us; some for a day, some for a week, some for couple weeks. Everyone benefits in proportion to what they bring to the table. And ultimately, the walk by itself won't change anything unless it is accompanied by a committment to an inner revolution. 

How can I contribute?
By merely asking this question, you are helping with your kind wishes. You can also spread the word about the profiles we write, or directly help the organizations that are recommended in the stories. You can also research innovative programs or inspiring people for us to visit, during our "south of Gujarat" walk. If you live in India, perhaps you could host us along the way. Of course, if you have other ideas for helping, we are generally only an email away. 

What is next, after the pilgrimage?
We have no idea. Absolutely no idea. In fact, we don't even know when the pilgrimage will end. The way we figure, at least once in your life, you should do something with reckless abandon. :) 

To find new ground, you have break old barriers. In hopes of moving from the ego plan to the divine plan, my wife and I decided to drop practically everything that is known and comfortable to us. We hope that our pad-yatra, walking pilgrimage, in India gives us the courage to live like pilgrims for the remainder of our lives. 

Thank you for being a part of this journey. 
Other Imp. Topics:

· What was most challenging about the trip/ feelings towards nipun/responsibility.

· Being a Woman: others perceptions, physically, my own insecurities.
· Relationship with India.

· Feeling at home with everyone. 
· Write in detail about all the missing days.
· More description about the surroundings.
· Feeling in a lower socio-economic class; homelessness
· Write more about the influence of Gandhians, Solar Power, Muslim-Hindu conflicts, plastic.
Journals-journey?
