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A Note from the Author…

During my initial days in the US, I was warned over a Swastika on my T-shirt. A symbol so sacred in the country I came from, my Janmabhoomi
, attracted such disgust in the country of my work, my karmabhoomi.
 It was bewildering. Little did I realize then, that I’d write a book on it, someday! A lot of water has flowed under the bridge, since. I was disillusioned by the unilateral focus on profitability in the corporate world; social responsibility was just an afterthought. A sequence of events starting from the dot-com bust in early 2000s to the Great Recession of 2008, along with setbacks in personal life, led me to the Himalayas.

The Himalayas and Maharaj ji taught me a lot. The more one looks around, the more one realizes that the majority of the conflicts around the world, be they individual or collective, embody the tussle between knowledge and wisdom. We would experience eternal bliss if only we could find ourselves; if our internal awareness overcame the constant pressure to forcefully adjust to our manufactured environments.

Turiya is the fourth state of consciousness beyond waking, dreaming and dreamless sleep. The Swastika symbolizes that four-dimensional space that can be experienced. The reason I wrote this book as a fictional account, is to make it a light reading and spark curiosity in people. Unless we are inquisitive, we might lose the wisdom entirely.

At this important juncture of social, economic and political Indian and world history, Turiya Tales
 will, I believe, help us to make sense of our world — understand it and possibly even build on it. The wisdom of the Swastika is an immensely powerful tool that has the potential to change lives. I know it changed mine! And so, here, I share it with you in the hope that together we can deploy it to make our world more peaceful, more habitable and more safe.

Twenty-five percent of my proceeds from this book will go to skill development of rural women & youth, and 25 percent will go toward rehabilitation of Kedarnath & Kashmir flood victims.

www.LostWisdomOfTheSwastika.org


Glossary


Aarti:
 a devotional ceremony


Agni:
 fire


Ahankaar:
 the ego


Ajna Chakra:
 pineal gland or the Third Eye


Akash Tattva:
 sky element


Akash:
 ether


Akharas:
 laboratories of ancient Indian seers or Indian ‘scientists’ who were trained and nurtured on the concepts of the Natural Law, and imparted their wisdom to sadhaks


Allah ki den:
 gift of God


Arya:
 noble/nobleman


Asana:
 the postures of yoga


Ashram:
 larger campus that contained the gurukul


Ashtavakrasana:
 a yoga posture or asana


Asthi Visarjan:
 offering of human bone char to the sacred river, after cremation


Attha Kalapas:
 smallest sub-atomic particle made of the four elements of Vayu, Jal, Agni and Prithvi and their respective nature/characteristics


Attha:
 eight


Bhagwan ka roop:
 gift of God


Bhagwun:
 loving name for the 200-year-old master, given by the students. Means God or guru


Bhaiya:
 big brother


Bharat:
 ancient India. Historically, this was the name for India


Bharatvasis
: residents of India, or Indians


Bhikshus:
 one asking for alms


Bhratra Dharma:
 one’s duty toward his brother


Buddhi:
 the intellect


Chapati:
 Indian bread


Chillam:
 a conical-shaped, traditional clay pipe that is held upright when smoking


Chitta:
 will


Choti:
 tuft of hair


Darshan:
 holy glimpse of the deity/shrine


Devas:
 subtle and higher beings, gods


Dharma:
 the truth or law that affects the entire universe, in ancient Bharatvarsh/India’s ancient historical and mythological scriptures; one’s true nature; duty as assigned by society and/or religious texts to one’s social standing


Dharna:
 concentration that involves teaching the mind to focus on one point or image


Dhoti:
 an Indian garment, worn by boys and men, waist down, wrapped around the lower half of the body; it is a rectangular piece of cloth about 4 meters in length and one meter in width


Dhyan:
 meditation; uninterrupted meditation without an object


Drashta:
 observer


Fakirs:
 holy men who follow Islam


Ganga Jal:
 jal means water; here it means water from the sacred river, Ganga


Ganga-Jamuni Tehzeeb:
 Ganga-Jamuna Culture of Decency where anyone, regardless of their beliefs, could bathe in its waters


Garbha Griha:
 the sanctum sanctorum


Geruwe Vastra:
 saffron clothes


Ghat:
 riverbank


Gotra:
 lineage of a particular rishi, whom a family’s ancestry followed


Guru Dakshina:
 donation to the guru/teacher


Guru:
 the master


Gurukul:
 ancient Indian Vedic school


Gurumata:
 the woman who runs the ashram on a daily basis – typically, but not necessarily, the wife of the guru


Guru-Shishya Parampara:
 master-disciple tradition


Havan Kund:
 rectangular pit made of cement, or iron used for making a sacred fire for offerings


Havan:
 a symbolic offering of one’s own self to nature and its elements – fire, water, earth and air – while chanting mantras


Ida:
 cold breath; the left nostril


Indraasan:
 the seat of Lord Indra


Indriyon ke devata:
 Indra or Lord of Senses


Jal:
 water


Janew:
 holy strands of thread of equal length that are neatly knotted together and worn across the left shoulder down to the hips. The threads are symbolic of the sacred rivers


Kaal Chakra:
 evolution cycle


Kaam:
 lust


Kalapa:
 smallest particle in the creation or the smallest sub-atomic particle


Karta:
 a doer


Khadaung:
 wooden slippers


Kriya:
 exercise


Krodh:
 anger


Kundalini:
 it is believed to be the dormant energy, curled up at the base of the spine


Kuttu:
 buckwheat


Lumberdaar:
 same meaning as Numberdaar; a local villager appointed by the British to assign identification numbers to villagers


Lobh:
 greed


Maatsarya:
 envy


Mada:
 pride


Maharishis:
 older and advanced sages/seers


Manas:
 the mind throughout the body


Mantras:
 a word, phrase or sound which has a specific meaning and sound that is repeated in multiples of 108, typically, to change subtle vibrations that bring about change in the spiritual being


Meswak:
 known as ‘arak’ in Arabic, it is a twig that is used to cleanse the sense of taste and results in clean teeth as well


Mithya:
 illusion


Moha:
 selfish love/attachment


Munis:
 sages and learned/wise men


Namaste:
 a synonym for ‘namaskar’, it is said/gestured by pressing both the palms together, in front of the chest, fingers touching each other with the fingertips pointing upward


Nauli Kriya:
 a breathing exercise in which water is taken in through one nostril and taken out through the other nostril


Neel Kamal:
 blue lotus


Neem Daatun:
 neem twig for cleansing the sense of taste that also ends up cleaning the teeth


Neem:
 azadirachta indica; grown in the Indian subcontinent, it has high medicinal value


Nindraasan:
 seat of slumber


Niyam:
 inner discipline and responsibility, how we treat ourselves


Numberdaar:
 a local villager appointed by the British to assign identification numbers to villagers


Paathshaala:
 classroom


Padmasana:
 an asana, the Lotus posture


Pali:
 an ancient Indian language


PAN:
 Permanent Account Number


Pandits/Pundits:
 priests/a person who is quite knowledgeable about a particular subject and talks about it in public


Param Anand:
 supreme bliss


Parikramas:
 circumambulation


Pati Vrata:
 a woman who is a dutiful wife to her husband


Pattals:
 large dried-up leaves for serving food, typically banana leaves


Pingala:
 hot breath; the right nostril


Pitra Dharma:
 one’s duty toward his or her father


Poha:
 flattened, dried-up rice flakes


Pragya:
 right mindfulness and right meditation


Pranayam:
 ‘pran’ is life force and ‘ayam’ is exercise. Together, it means ‘exercising the life force’. Breathing exercises; the life force or energy that exists everywhere and flows through each of us through our breath


Prasad:
 offerings made to the deities in a temple that are then given away to the people


Pratyahar:
 withdrawal of the senses


Prithvi Tattva:
 earth element


Prithvi:
 earth


Puja Thali:
 articles of worship that the devotee offers to the idol, placed on a metal plate


Puja:
 a ritual done religiously


Putt:
 curtains of the temple


Rishi:
 saint, seer


Saakshi:
 witness


Sadhaks:
 students; yogis and meditators, who have given up worldly life


Sadhu:
 a Hindu holy man, especially one who stays away from people and society


Samadhi:
 the ultimate goal of the eight-fold path to yoga is Samadhi or absolute bliss; right behavior, right livelihood and right effort


Sarpanch:
 historically, a person who was in control of one’s senses. Now, an elected representative of a village, equivalent to a mayor


Satyam Shivam Sundaram:
 the truth, the absolute, the beautiful


Satyam:
 the truth


Sheel:
 comprised three parts: right view, right thought and right speech


Shivam:
 the absolute


Shivling:
 symbolic of the phallus of Shiva


Shloka/s:
 verses in Sanskrit that are profound and usually found in Vedic texts


Sri Hemkunt Sahib:
 a pilgrimage site for Sikhs near Kedarnath


Subzi:
 any dish made with vegetables


Sundaram:
 the beautiful


Suryanamaskaar:
 the Sun Salutation, a yoga posture or asana


Sushumna:
 a subtle vein, symbolic of River Saraswati. Corresponds to wisdom and knowledge. In the human body, it starts from the base of the spine and ends at the third eye or the divine eye


Swastik/Swastika:
 a Sanskrit word, where ‘su’ means ‘good’ and ‘asti’ means ‘to be’; it means ‘well-being’, ‘good luck’, good fortune’. Its symbol depicts an equilateral cross, with its arms bent at right angles, usually with four dots in each quadrant. It can also be said to indicate the ‘rotation of time and consciousness, allowing souls to experience many levels of reality simultaneously’. Deeper representation is also a four-dimensional cube that represents the cyclical evolution. It is pronounced as Swastik and ends in a visarga in Sanskrit. English does not have a parallel to the visarga, so it is written and pronounced as Swastika


Tapp:
 focus


Tava:
 iron plate


Thali:
 a metal plate, it is used either for eating off it or for placing offerings to gods and goddesses


Tikka:
 a dot or a line made with a thumb at the center of the forehead. Starts at the middle of the eyes and could be drawn all the way up to the hairline


Tridev:
 the trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and Maheshwar/Shiva


Trishul:
 a type of a traditional trident in India


Triveni:
 the meeting point of three rivers


Tulsi:
 basil plant


Turiya Avastha:
 fourth state of consciousness apart from sleeping, dreaming and dreamless sleep


Ujjayi:
 a type of breathing exercise, where one exhales from the throat; a form of thoracic breathing


Upavaas:
 conventionally known as fasting. Eating at the right time and only satvik food. As a result of the light and right eating, the awareness goes to higher chakras and is also known as residing up


Vaids, Neem-hakeems:
 Indian alternative medicine physicians, who may or may not have a formal degree to practice


Vajrasana:
 a type of asana, in the Diamond pose


Vasishtha Gufa:
 Vasishtha’s Cave


Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam:
 to treat/regard the world as one family


Vayu:
 air


Vipassana:
 special vision; pronounced ‘Vipashhanaa’


Vipassis:
 one who practices Vipassana


Visarga:
 a phonetic sound in Sanskrit. Written as a colon (:) and pronounced as final ‘h’ aspirate sound


Yam Niyam:
 the eight-fold path


Yam:
 social behavior, how one treats others and the world around oneself


Yoddha:
 synonym for ‘emperor’, Maharaj ji


Yog:
 yoga


Yug:
 a reference to a particular era in the ancient Bharatvarsh/Indian tradition


Magic of the Himalayas

The air was chilly. Cloaked in the morning sunlight, the snow-capped peaks looked serene, albeit a tad yellow. The monsoons were yet to make an appearance, but dark clouds were closing in. Standing at the edge of the cliff, Kabir took a deep breath while feeling a tingling sensation in his spine. Behind him was the Kedarnath Temple, one of the oldest Shiva temples in the Himalayan range. One had to trek 14km to reach this temple; situated on a narrow strip, there was no motor-able road to it.

Muscular with a lean physique, suave and well traveled, Kabir was in his early thirties. Holland was one of his picks for work and vacation. He often thought of Amsterdam, one of his favorite cities. The US was his home now but he never could detach himself from India where he had spent his early years.

The fall from this cliff would be quite a few meters, he speculated idly. He could barely hear the gurgling Ganga below. It was an exhilarating experience, coming to the Himalayas, as always. And come he did, often. In the past he had explored different ranges; he even remembered hang-gliding from one. Yet this trip was probably going to be his longest.

He had picked his clothes carefully. Packed everything he needed, and yet kept his pack light enough to be lugged around without causing fatigue. He remembered his now ex-wife making fun of his orange dungarees when they had bought it together in Amsterdam. Orange, Holland’s national color. Here in the Himalayas, it suited well, blending seamlessly with the saffron worn by the saints.

Maharaj ji would soon join him. It still seemed unbelievable, how he had managed to meet a guru like Maharaj ji. The character of Yoda in Star Wars
 was probably inspired by Maharaj ji, Kabir thought to himself as he smiled. Six years of learning yog and dhyan under the revered master as his favorite student was something no school could have taught him. Spending time in those Himalayan caves had been divine. Kabir was a different person now. He could feel it in the minutest particle of his being.

Whenever he recalled his tumultuous childhood, the incessant identity crisis that he had faced would come to his mind. Or, the restrained teen years, when due to the poor economic condition of his family, he had barely got to experiment as much as his peers. Kabir had gone for primary and secondary education to a Christian Missionary school at the small town he had grown up in. It was important to learn English as a language, for success in business and in life. His father had to spend a fortune every month for such a school. But then, nothing could take away a father’s love for making sure his son gets the best of education, especially for the elder of his two kids. In this school, speaking of the religion he grew up with, was considered retrograde. Once his grandmother had drawn a Swastika on his new school bag for good luck. He had been reprimanded that day in school for untidy dress. He could never then understand why, but did in retrospect. No one spoke English at home and they couldn’t understand either. Such was the chasm in his school and home life. Whenever Kabir’s grandmother performed or organized a puja, she would apply a tikka on his forehead, which Kabir would wipe off before he reached school, lest he be teased and called uncouth in school. Such was the confusion and fear instilled in him since childhood. Kabir grew up to be a non-religious youth. The idea of religion made him claustrophobic.

He had worked hard and somehow got through one of the finest colleges in the country, definitely surprising himself. For a long time he believed it to be a complete fluke. But it added to building his self-confidence. It was in college that Kabir stepped out of his comfort zone and experimented with various extra-curricular activities, dramatics being one of these. It was there that he had re-connected with his childhood friend, Zian. They had grown up together and gone to the same primary and secondary school. Both came from large, lower-middle-class families. Zian came from a moderate Muslim family and his father worked for the same government organization as Kabir’s. Zian was the eldest of four siblings. Much like the meaning of his name, Zian was at complete peace with himself.

Coming from the same town and state, they had many things in common; their thinking and common interests in music, books and traveling nurtured their friendship. Moreover, because of their close resemblance, they were often mistaken as brothers. After acting in several plays together, a strong bond had developed between the two boys. The bond added to their similar yet different backgrounds. In general, spending long hours rehearsing together, one got to know of each other’s most intimate habits and psychology. Living in a hostel and in a college campus far away from the city only accentuated the need to spend time together, further. Every now and then, they would go out of the otherwise large and self-sufficient college campus to nearby villages for unusual supplies and props required for their plays. The stark difference in religious symbolisms in the villages, conspicuously missing in the college campus, would often intrigue them. Consequently, they had made a pact to go on learning journeys together to various religious pilgrimages and understand the rationale.

One of the most popular play directors in their college was Felix, an absolute professional. Felix was much older to the seniors in college and even sported a beard to foster an artiste’s image. He had spent eight years in college, for a four-year course. And from the looks of it, he was enjoying his life so much that he had no intention of graduating. He had given up on his stream of studies and was focused completely on drama and films. He worked hard on his actors and their characters in the plays he directed. Word on campus was that if one could work with him, one’s life would change, as one’s deepest fears would be eradicated because of acting. Both Kabir and Zian had the fortunate pleasure of acting under Felix’s guidance.

“You’re just not getting it right, Kabir. Think like the character, talk like the character, walk like the character. You should be so much into the character that you even bloody dream like it. You get it? Even dream like the bloody character.
 Now go, rehearse! We need to win the interstate dramatics competition,” Felix would shout out often to Kabir.

Whether we win the interstate dramatics competition or not, Felix will certainly become an Oscar-winning director one day, Kabir would think to himself. Kabir’s life and outlook had certainly changed during college days, as a result.

It was also in college that Zian and Kabir had met Zoya. She was petite and soft-spoken, and a sweetheart. Both Zian and Zoya had campaigned hard for Kabir when he stood for the Student Union Presidential elections. Over time, their friendship strengthened to something better than that of real brothers and sisters.

When out of college, Kabir had worked hard under family and societal pressure to get where he was and, finally, an affluent youth. He got into his first serious relationship and even considered marriage in graduate school where he fell in love with a pre-med student at Harvard. She was a drop-dead gorgeous brunette and got her exotic looks from her Finnish mother and Iraqi father. Romance did galore for a few months and they could barely get enough of each other. When things started getting serious, she wanted commitment. Before they decided to consummate their relationship, Mirah had hesitatingly told Kabir that he would have to convert to her religion if they were to marry. The thought of circumcision gave him the shivers. Kabir was suddenly engulfed with the claustrophobic feelings he used to have back in his school days. More importantly, he reflected on how a piece of skin could come in way of love. Such was the state of the world today. Not surprisingly enough, the relationship went downhill from there. Kabir just couldn’t fathom being tethered into a man-made following.

His fairy-tale wedding after his first job didn’t quite last like a fairy tale. While he hadn’t been able to pinpoint exactly what had gone wrong, he deliberated if there was anything he could have done differently. Sara was a nice girl. He had fallen in love with her after their initial stand-off at a client engagement, on which they had worked together. It was their first job at a consulting firm, out of business school; only Kabir had been there a bit longer. She could have easily passed off as a glamorous runway model. Beauty with brains was still an understatement for her. Maybe he could work things out again — or not. Something was amiss.

Life had changed and he could see his changing persona along the way. There were times in the past when he had been frustrated, at times irritated, at times angry for things not working out the way he had wanted, at times desperate and, at yet other times, recalcitrant on his ways. But now in the serene, scenic Himalayas, he was only in acceptance. He was in acceptance of the Supreme Will, acceptance that nothing happens without a reason, acceptance that the world… just works.

It was the month of June. The pilgrim season had already begun. At a distance, to his right, a thin trail of tourists was walking up the steep mountainous path. Some were on horseback, others on hand carriages.

Kabir looked around, observing the pilgrims. Then, enthralled by the quiet beauty of the snow-capped ranges, he just stood there, letting the wind whip through his long, wavy hair. Trin, trin. The persistent ringing of a cell phone broke his reverie. He fished into the pockets of his orange dungarees for his cell phone and checked the screen. It looked like a US number.

“Hello...?” came the voice.

“Hi sis, how are you?” Kabir answered, recognizing Zoya at the other end.

He could hear her son in the background, saying hello to Uncle Kabir.

As he spoke to her, images flashed through his head. Past memories — some pleasant, some not-so-pleasant, some horrific, some very painful and unforgiving, came tumbling. And that gory morning of September 11, 2001, that morning when...

Suddenly, there was a loud thunderous noise, almost like a bomb explosion. He turned around in panic. He had never seen anything like the scene that met his eyes. And in that split second that could separate life from death, he didn’t know how to react.


Turiya – Icy Cold Showers

It was 4am on a warm summer morning. Zian and Kabir, both in their mid-twenties, were driving north on I-95 from Philadelphia to New York.

A movement on the horizon caught Zian’s attention. A few miles ahead, a small plane was coming in their direction. Something was unusual about it. Zian could even see the lights in the cockpit. A shiver ran down his spine.

“Turn the car around,” he said to Kabir. “Something is not right about this plane.”

Kabir kept driving, paying no heed to Zian’s warning. The plane was fast approaching. It was descending and looked ready to land as it passed, from what seemed like just a few feet, above their car. Transfixed with horror, Zian saw the plane turn around and fly upward in the direction it had come from.

“Let me drive. I’ve seen this before. There is something very wrong about this plane,” said Zian, his voice feverish with anxiety.

He could sense the words coming out of his mouth without him making an effort to speak.

As the car slowed down, Zian looked at Kabir. Kabir’s eyes were wide with horror. Following his gaze, Zian saw a large plane coming in their direction. Once again, the lights in the cockpit were visible. He could even see the pilot’s cold expression. Zian watched helplessly as the smaller plane moved head-on in the larger plane’s direction. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. He couldn’t act or be heard. The planes collided head-on with a massive explosion.

Despite Zian’s pleas, Kabir continued to drive. Zian could see passengers dropping from the giant ball of fire. He saw an infant dropping in front, to the right of the car on the side of the road where there was soft soil. He clutched Kabir’s arm as he cringed, wanting him to stop the car so he could pick up the baby. And then a body fell on the hood of their moving car with a loud thump, and Zian woke up with a scream. His alarm was ringing. It was 5am.

By 5.15am, Zian was jogging in the dense fog that covered Delhi like a shroud on cold, winter mornings. This was a habit that had become almost like an addiction; come rain, snow or sunshine he never skipped his morning run. As he jogged on the empty trail, his thoughts went back to the dreadful dream he had just had. For some time now, he had been dreaming of water, snakes, dogs and cats; dreaming of flying. He usually devoted the first few minutes of his run to interpreting his most recent dream. This one, though, was ghastly and unusual. It reminded him of that terrifying morning of September 11, 2001.

On 9/11, that fateful day, Zian had been woken up by a phone call. It was his friend Manish urging him to watch the news.

“It seems like some bizarre reality show. You have to see it,” he insisted.

Zian reluctantly turned on the TV, only to witness a plane flying into the World Trade Center. Shaking his head in denial, he went back to sleep. This couldn’t be happening. He had to be ready for an interview at the World Trade Center at 11am.

Trin trin. Once again the phone rang. This time it was a woman’s familiar voice. It was Kabir’s friend’s wife.

“He went for an interview to the World Trade Center, and now he isn’t answering his phone,” she said, crying.

She knew that his friend had to be at the same firm for an interview and wondered if he had seen him. Yet again, despite his best efforts, no words came out of his mouth to reassure her.

Zian got ready and rushed for the interview, still in denial. Having grown up in a liberal Muslim family in northern India, he had often mused why terrorists do what they did. His parents had taught him the value of inquisitiveness and questioning the status quo. Though a below-average student in school, he had done quite well in college. After that, there was no looking back.

He turned on the car radio only to hear the voice of a sobbing journalist announce the collapse of the second tower. Zian kept driving, hoping all this was just a bad dream. Parking the car at the 81st Street subway station, he took the train to ground zero. There was chaos all around. Loud noises, sirens, screaming, people running amok. Slowly the reality of the situation began to sink in. There were dead bodies everywhere. The blood and body parts splattered all around made him sick. He searched frantically for his friend in the mayhem. Finally, he saw the familiar face. It was brutally scarred and bloody. After that, everything seemed like a blur.

It was a dreadful memory, one that Zian could not get out of his head. It was cold and he was sweating after the fifty-odd-minute jog. He got into an icy-cold shower, a habit he had picked up during his stay in the Himalayas. As always, the shower was therapeutic. After toweling himself dry, he sat down to meditate.

A decade ago, he couldn’t have imagined his current lifestyle. In 2004, Zian was sitting in the business strategy class at Harvard Business School, questioning the professor on emotional detachment in the heat of business decisions. Coming from a humble background, he hadn’t been able to comprehend the importance of, or even the need for, such a detachment. He had grown up in India, learning about all festivals and religions, and listening to shlokas. His
 teachers had often told him to work hard and leave the results to destiny. But he seldom understood the rationale behind their line of thought or the way to follow it. He had already scoured through the holy Bible
. Now he was curious to read the Bhagwad Gita
. His friends had told him that the quote, “In the heat of the battle, emotions are your worst enemy”, from Tsu Tzu’s Art of War
, closely resonated with some of the teachings from the Gita
. So he went with his friend Manish to a Hindu temple, got a copy of the Bhagwad Gita
 and read through it over the next few weeks. One shloka that did evoke deep curiosity was:

Karmanye vadhikaraste ma phaleshu kadachna


Karmaphalehtur bhurma te sangostvakarmani.
 Ch. 2.47

Meaning:

“You have a right to perform your prescribed action, but you are not entitled to the fruits of your action. Never consider yourself the cause of the results of your activities, and never be associated to not doing your duty.”

This verse explains the importance of emotional detachment in life and work. An individual should work toward his goals, and must not desire the outcome for the work.

Whatever we do, be it sweeping, singing, flying a plane, writing, teaching, leading or any other type of work, we should choose it for the love of the work itself and not because of the rewards associated with it.

Zian was intrigued, but the topic of emotional detachment continued to baffle him. What led people to follow a purpose with passion and yet not be attached to it? In a creepy and sadistic way, this seemed like what the suicide bombers did too.

“What got into them?” he’d often ask himself.


Losing Oneself

Pristine scenic beauty, humming of bees and not a soul in sight as far as one could see. Tungnath in the Himalayas still did not have the answers for Zian who had come a long way from the last roll-call in class — and pretty much the last on every grade sheet. Looking back, Zian could not put a finger on the exact sequence of events that had got him to this point. Yet, the journey had been fascinating and every passing day better than the last. However, a thirst remained; an unknown, unexplained quest that kept him going every day.

The mandatory three-week leave at the bank proved to be a boon. No cell phone, no work e-mails, no phone calls and no fire-fighting. Leaving behind his worried parents, Zian had back-packed aimlessly, wandering all the way to Kedarnath. They were worried Zian might never come back. The energy they felt in him was very strong — that magnetic pull — to just let go of everything and head to the Himalayas for good. Zian had assured them that he just wanted to go there to introspect, enquire, discover and, more importantly, get away from the madness.

A two-hour trek up to the top, Zian bumped into many interesting and intriguing people. Kidik-bum Baba was the most charming by far. A round face and as many piercings as there were cobbles on the street. He had long dreads and held a trishul while sitting at the edge of a cliff. Looking down the steep edge made Zian dizzy and he almost fell off.

Zian came to the other side and faced Kidik-bum Baba.

“What do you do for a living?” asked Zian.

“All of us live to serve Him,” said Kidik-bum Baba, spreading his arms wide. “Serve the mother,” pointing to the earth, “and serve humanity,” he said, keeping a hand on Zian’s shoulder.

“Have you seen Him?” asked Zian.

Kidik-bum Baba took a deep breath, let out a sigh and said, “It’s all here,” placing a hand over his chest. “He is all over; just feel Him, breathe Him, be a part of Him.”

“Have you felt Him? Do you feel one with the universe? Have you awakened your Kundalini?” asked Zian, more curious than before.

Zian had read and heard, along his quest, of people talking about the dormant energy at the base of the spinal cord. The energy is dormant and, when awakened, the person is able to transcend to a higher dimension. Kundalini, something that was completely unimaginable for him.

“You do not ask such questions. It’s a path. You live it,” answered the baba and he insisted Zian sit next to him, close his eyes, absorb the moment and just live in it.

Frustrated, Zian got up and said he was tired of the same response from everyone in these parts!

“Where does one come across realized masters who can crystallize things from nothing, who can bend reality and who can make the world seem like illusion?” he asked.

“Patience,” advised the baba and smeared some ash on Zian’s forehead.

Zian bowed in wistful respect and proceeded further to the summit.

There was Ram Shila ahead. The climb was steep and no man-made way to get there. Not many people went this way. Further up was Ravan Shila. Legend had it that both Lord Ram and Ravan had meditated in these places prior to the battle in Lanka. Mythological and story-like as it seemed, it was nonetheless intriguing. How could they have meditated all the way up here and then gone all the way down south of the Indian subcontinent to Lanka, to fight the battle? Not humanly possible, thought Zian. But then, he did not know quite enough to make a judgment. He was on a journey of curiosity and must quench his thirst with the real pearls of wisdom.

Upon reaching the top, Zian sat down and tried to catch his breath. It was sunny and chilly. One could feel the Sun’s piercing rays yet feel the bite in the wind. The entire Himalayan range was clearly visible from this point. What was it about the Himalayas that people spoke about with so much fervor and satori? What gravitated him to these picturesque mountains when the rest of his friends would have gone to the Swiss Alps or Bali for a vacation? There were more questions and no answers in sight. Zian wondered why there were a zillion bees around and the humming sounds they made, yet it seemed to blend in and almost seemed to complete the picture. He started to walk down. It was a tough climb down with a 45-degree slope. The flowers were beautiful, orange and red. The dark-brown-and-black bees hovering over the flowers reminded Zian of the line by Chanakya — the advisor to Chandragupta Maurya — someone he had taken deep affinity to, since business school: “Government should collect taxes from the citizens as the bees suck the nectar from the flowers without hurting them and convert it to honey.” And where are we going with the hedonistic, capitalistic economy, mused Zian. He loved the idea of Islamic banking. Based on Sharia law, Islamic banking prohibits making money from interest payments. Money should be made on the asset, thereby controlling the place where the money is invested and, in turn, the nature of the business. Very karmic, he thought!

It had been over 15 hours of travel and trekking, and now it was dark. Zian had not planned this trip and had no idea where he would be spending the night. Tired and exhausted, he came to a tea stall and almost dropped himself on the bench, ordering tea and a visibly hot samosa. He glanced around only to see curious and innocent faces looking back at him, possibly wondering what this unequivocally foreign-looking creature wearing unusual clothes like orange dungarees was doing in this non-touristy part of the Himalayas. Zian then spotted a fellow tourist, unaware and completely absorbed in his book. By his looks, he could be from the Middle East, Zian figured. He then asked the tea vendor for a place to stay and found that the vendor also had a small motel next to the stall.

“It’s `50 a night,” the vendor informed.

Pleased with the steal that the room deal was, Zian took it readily and headed to the room. The small motel had two floors and most rooms visible on the facade were locked. Probably because the pilgrims hadn’t begun coming in, thought Zian. As he walked across inside the small motel to the rear wing, he saw a couple of older people settling into their rooms. They were perhaps from the foothills and had come in for an early darshan of the shrine. Finally Zian came to his room. He could feel the ache in his bones with the trek and, within no time, dozed off like a log.

He woke up to sounds of a marketplace. Thinking it might be really late in the morning, he looked at the clock on the wall: it was only six in the morning.

“Utth jao sahib, savera ho gaya hai. Chai peeoge kya
?” (“Wake up sir, it is morning. Would you like tea?”) The vendor who had given him the room the night before, asked him, with a light knock on the door.

Zian realized later that this small village where the villagers were hibernating till a couple of months ago with a few feet of snow, were now making the most of the summer and getting to work to the shrines and temples close by, where hordes of tourists made their way.

“Do you know where I can find a realized master who can teach me yoga and meditation in the right way?” Zian asked the vendor.

The vendor smiled and said, “You’ve come to look for a pearl in an ocean. Don’t worry sir, if you are lucky, a master will find you.”

“But where should I go?” Zian persisted.

“You must go to Kedarnath if you have come all this way.”

Before long, Zian found himself scaling the 14-km-steep slope to the ancient shrine of Kedarnath. The shrine itself, the locals said, was 4,000 years old and the current temple was built over 1,300 years ago. He had heard that pilgrims came to Kedarnath in huge numbers but the crowds seemed scanty. He found out that it was the day before the shrine opened so the tourists were almost certainly just making their way up from the foothills. Three hours later, Zian was atop the mountain. There were still remaining whites of the snow on the green grass. The winds were chilly and the sunlight, bright and warm. Zian was absorbed in the moment, clueless about what to do next and where to go. Then he spotted the same Middle Eastern-looking tourist still absorbed in his book at a tea stall, ahead. Seeing the only one out of the locals, Zian decided to go to the same stall and order some hot ginger tea with black pepper. Just the kind his mother made in winters.

“Hi, are you here for the first time?” asked Zian, while extending a hand. “I’m Zian.”

“Yonatan,” said the tourist, shaking Zian’s hand. “No, I’m doing a PhD on Kedarnath. I’m from Israel. Here on a study.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Zian. “You must know a lot about this place.”

“A little,” said Yonatan with a smile.

A little over two hours and Zian was intently listening to Yonatan who seemed to have a really deep understanding of Kedarnath and the rituals there.

Wondering, finally Zian asked Yonatan, “You are from Israel, and you are Jewish. How is it that you are so interested as to do a PhD on this place?”

“I grew up in a family where my parents taught me to question everything. We were taught not to believe in anything until we understood it and the knowledge became personal, to the point of a realization. For long, India has fascinated me and the Himalayas, of all, downright intrigued me. This country is a parallel universe, literally. There is so much going on and so many layers in the society that it would take more than a lifetime to understand the depth of this culture. Kedarnath, however, I thought was one of the most significant and ancient shrines that would give me an in-depth understanding and deep insights into the culture and way the society came about,” said Yonatan, looking at his watch.

Zian realized he had taken up a lot of Yonatan’s time. He thanked him and exchanged contact information with him, bid farewell and left.

It was a little after 1pm and Zian decided to wander off and trek up the small hill that seemed captivating with the backdrop of a majestic snow-clad range.


Meeting a Master

The climb was steep. Zian could hear each step of his on the gravel path up the hill and feel every breath of the fresh air that reinvigorated him. An occasional temple bell in the distance and swishing wind past his cheeks made him wonder what is it about the Himalayas that made it so enchanting.

There was a deep basal humming sound and an occasional dog bark as Zian approached the top of the hill. There was a small plateau, and he could see the head of a man — he looked like a sadhu — seated with his back to Zian. As he went around the plateau, he saw several people surrounding the sadhu who had long dreads and was covered with a rug sack. He was naked underneath. A dog sat nearby. Zian quietly took a place in the circle of ten-odd people as the sadhu motioned him to sit. These people sitting around seemed like villagers from the foothills or regular pilgrims who visited the sadhu.

They were all smoking a chillam while making a humming sound — a deep, basal sound that comes with thoracic breathing, and from the stomach. The chillam was passed to Zian and he just passed it on without smoking, getting a stare in return from the one he passed it to. He kept looking at the sadhu in the middle and as soon as Zian caught his eye, he motioned if he could speak with him. The sadhu gestured with his hand, asking him to wait.

The air was frosty and getting cooler with the westbound Sun; the humming sound and the occasional temple bell were soothing as Zian woke up with a jerk. He had dozed off momentarily while sitting. He pulled himself together, remembering he had left his jacket in the room.

The people were now bowing and leaving slowly, after offering something to the sadhu. Zian walked up to the sadhu and sat down.

With half-closed eyes, the sadhu asked, “Kyu vyakul ho? Kya dhoondh rahe ho
?” (“Why are you restless? What are you looking for?”)

Zian, not knowing what to answer, said, “Not sure. I’m very restless despite having achieved a lot. Looking for a master who can unravel the mysteries of the universe,” and then reflected how inane his reply must have sounded. He might as well have asked to become immortal.

“Close your eyes, breathe and be one with the universe,” instructed the sadhu while raising his hands over his own head.

“I want more,” replied Zian with a smirk since that’s what most people here had told him before. “Be one with the universe? HOW?”

“Indraasan grahan karo
. (Take control of your senses). You are not ready yet. When you are, the guru (the master) will find you. Sit here for some time. Close your eyes and breathe,” said the sadhu as he patted the dog and gave him a piece of bread from the offerings.

“Why are you not wearing any clothes? It’s chilly here.”

“Yeh yog aur dhyan ka vishay hai
.” (“This is a subject of yoga and meditation.”)

“Where should I go, what all should I do here?”

“You are a brave man. You have come here with no planning, HE will guide you,” said the sadhu with a smile, pointing at the sky.


Mystical, Magical Land

The walk down the hill was relaxing but the only thought on Zian’s mind was why is it that all these sadhus and babas kept asking him to ‘just breathe’. It’s not like he had made it for thirty-plus years in this world without it. And yet, the peace and the magnetic pull in this place was unbelievable. It had been two days since he had undertaken the long, uncomfortable drive up the mountains and steep treks. Zian hadn’t even thought of work for a second; he didn’t quite miss his smartphone or the work e-mails or the phone calls that he was so entrenched in, in New York. On a normal day, these were his lifelines; yet he hadn’t even thought of these in the past two days.

It was getting quite chilly, and he could see a trail of pilgrims and backpackers making their way up the mountain in the distance. Kedarnath village was right ahead of him. He could see the temple shrine and some men around it.

Now in the village, he could see some naked sadhus covered in ashes, some barefoot, others in saffron robes and still others in just a shroud. On the shrubs around, some snow was still left from the winter and some sleet washing away as people walked on the streets. Why were the sadhus naked or barefoot, he wondered. He could feel the nippy air even in his expensive trekking gear and $400-water-resistant hiking boots. They had enough devotees coming around and donating to them that being naked or barefoot would surely have to be out of choice.

Zian thought of getting a cup of hot tea before heading to his room. An exchange of glance with a sadhu who was sitting on a bench at a tea stall prompted Zian to go ahead and sit next to him, uninvited. The sadhu had a bushy moustache that covered his upper lip and left drops of tea, shimmering against the setting Sun, with every sip he took. It bothered Zian so much that he simply wanted to reach out and wipe the drops off his moustache. It didn’t seem to bother the sadhu at all. A hint of gray in his beard gave away his relatively old avatar as a sadhu. He had a piercing stare. A stare that seemed to be able to see beyond the physical reality, yet not make the one being seen, uncomfortable.

“Why are they naked or barefoot?” asked Zian, looking in the direction of the sadhus walking thus unclad.

“It’s a kind of yog and dhyan,” answered the sadhu.

“How can one torture one’s body and call it yoga and meditation?” Zian blurted out.

“You are stuck in the mythical world of possessions. You will not understand yet,” the sadhu replied.

“Can you explain it to me, please? I have read a lot and tried to learn about different religions, but can’t seem to comprehend this. How can torturing one’s body be any meditation?”

“This is not a religion. It’s science. It’s dharma.”

“Isn’t dharma the same as religion?” asked Zian with a quizzical look.

“Ha ha ha, no. How long have you been here?” asked the sadhu, laughing out loud.

“Two days.”

“Immerse yourself. Feel it in the air. You will begin to understand it under your skin.”

“Pray, please tell me a bit. I will try and understand.”

“Mann ki ekaagrataa
.” (“By focusing your mind.”)

“I still don’t understand.”

“How do you feel cold? Through your senses, right? Sense of touch being the primary one.”

“Yes. So?”

“Indriyon ko vash mei karke mann ko ekaagra kar rahe hain.
” (“They are controlling their senses and then channeling their mind.”)

In the distance, Zian could see another ascetic in white, who was chanting vigorously.

“What is he doing then?”

“He is doing the same, only through mantras.”

All this made no sense to Zian. At a mental level all this seemed illogical and yet all around that’s all he could see. Confusing yet mystical.

As he walked down the cobbled street toward his room, he saw a narrow alley from where white smoke was coming out and he could hear very deep basal sounds of mantras being chanted. He looked in the direction of a small hut down the alley. Curiosity got the better of Zian and before he knew it, he was watching a levitating baba in the hut. This is the stuff he had read about in books, with magazines and newspapers calling such acts as hoax — and yet there it was, right in front of him. How he wished he were carrying his smartphone or camera just this minute. Murphy’s entire family and their law seemed to play out with Zian, invariably. People were passing by and it stunned Zian that no one seemed to think the act was unnatural. An act like this in Manhattan would get this guy so much in tips. Was that really important to the baba, though? Truly magical this place was, and completely unexplainable.


Quest to Find a True Master

Zian was swimming in ice-cold water, almost at the bottom of the water body that seemed like an ocean. He tried hard to remember what it was but failed and then wondered how he had got there. More importantly, that he was able to breathe underwater without any difficulty at all puzzled him the most. It was pitch-dark and yet he was able to see everything clearly underwater, the fish, the swaying vegetation and then he heard a gurgling sound from the top. He looked up and saw a huge rock dropping from the top that would hit him unless he moved. But try as he might, he wasn’t able to swim fast enough. The rock hit him and he woke up. These early morning dreams have been so real, he thought. There was a glacial breeze coming into his room from a crack in the window. Zian had dozed off the previous night after his long day, and he had been so tired that he had barely remembered to shut the window tight. As he had closed the window, he had thought of the cold and the naked sadhus whom he had seen earlier in the day and had gradually passed out.

Zian woke up to loud bells and chanting in the morning. It was 4am.

Jeez, he thought, isn’t this way too early for any human activity?

As he came out of his room, he saw the other guests getting ready and the tea vendor and owner of the motel, walking down the corridor.

Offering Zian tea, the tea vendor said, “It’s the first day that the putt has opened. Most people try to get a head start so that they can avoid the rush. Do the same, sir.”

It was still dark and chilly outside. Sluggishly, Zian went back to his room and with all his will tried to stay away from the quilt, but succumbed to lethargy and slumber. It was 8am when he woke up next. Now, there was a din of pilgrims and tourists outside. Reluctantly bathing in cold water, he put on some clothes and headed out of the room.

There was an ocean of people outside. Where did these people come from, all of a sudden? It was only a trickle till the night before, he thought. Partying in a nightclub with sweaty bodies writhing against each other was one thing and being in this myriad crowd was a whole another beast. Looking at the crowd, one could feel a bit of hurried religiosity, some anxious faith and a tad bit of trepidation mixed with spiritual fervor at the same time. The crowd looked like a unit moving toward the shrine, with its individual colorful parts and devotees blending into the whole.

Seeing the deluge of people outside, he debated whether he should go into the temple shrine or not. There were people from every conceivable nationality. Mostly Indians, from the nearby villages. He could see Italians, Polish, Americans, Russians, and then there was Zian himself, probably the most unique-looking creature there. Jostling his way through, he made it to the temple entrance and thought this is it, until someone nudged him to stand in the serpentine queue leading up to the temple. It was too late to step out and Zian relented. Waiting in the queue, he saw the same baba he had seen the previous day when he had sat at the tea stall — the one who had been chanting vigorously — ahead of him. Heavy built, he was wrapped in a white shroud draped over one shoulder, the other shoulder bare. He was chanting something that sounded like a murmur to Zian. As the winding queue progressed, at a turn the baba did end up facing Zian and Zian took the opportunity to motion a request to him to ask a question.

“Hari Om!” said the baba, giving his consent.

“What are you chanting so vigorously?”

“Chanting mantras.”

“Why? What does it do?”

Rolling up his eyes and looking at the morning Sun, the baba replied, “Mantra shakti adbhut hai
.” (“Chanting mantras is very powerful.”)

“Why are you chanting so vigorously?”

“He does it one hundred thousand times,” said another ascetic sitting next to the baba, as the baba immersed himself in the chanting again.

“Why are you not covered fully? The wind is so chilly!” exclaimed Zian, persisting the conversation with the baba.

“I do not feel cold when I chant,” said the baba and seemed to sink back into his rhythm of chanting, unperturbed by the people around.

Zian couldn’t remember the last time he had been amidst this many people. He barely made it inside to the front of the Shivling and was pushed out. Coming out, he saw people lining-up for the prasad. There were rows of pilgrims and tourists sitting on the mats on the floor and eating out of the pattals. He took some sweet in his hands and headed out. Taking a deep breath and glad to be out of the crowd, he gawked at the majestic Himalayas in front of him and the furiously fast-flowing river down below, in the gorge. He wondered what was so sacred about the Ganga — or Mandakini as it was called up here. There were a few priests here and there, performing rites and rituals for the pilgrims. Sensing one of the priests looking at him curiously, Zian walked away, in the opposite direction, even as the priest approached him.

“You have come here looking for something,” stated the priest, catching up with Zian finally.

“Yes, how do you know?” asked Zian.

“You have it written all over you. You seem least interested in the rites and rituals. You’re probably even unaware. What you seek, seeks you.”

It sounded like a serendipitous prediction, as in the movies.

“How do you know?”

“No one comes to this place without a calling. Good luck to you. Hari Om!”

How can everyone make such an elusive statement around here, mused Zian.

“Where are the places where the real masters live?” he asked.

“Many. But you will never find them. They will find you, if and when you are ready.”

Looking around, Zian saw the resplendent snow-clad mountain range on the other side of the temple, that hadn’t been visible the previous day.

“Beyond this is Mansarovar. That’s in China. You get the beautiful neel kamal there,” said the priest sensing that Zian was curious.

“How does one get there?” asked Zian.

“You need to go down to Gaurikund and charter a helicopter from there. But the last service is before sunset, around 4pm.”

It was already 2pm and by the time Zian got a bite to eat, it would be really late. So Zian rushed to his room, picked his backpack and started to trek down the steeper side of the mountain to make it in time. The steps were unusual. The width of the rocky stairs was only half a foot but the depth was over two feet. This was the path used by the porters who carried chopped wood on their backs to deliver to the shops on the hilltop. No sooner had he gone about half a mile, he heard footsteps from behind, and before he could turn, a lean man with a white hat and a small vermilion Swastika on his forehead, was walking beside him.

“Walk faster. We should get the first bus from Gaurikund to Guptkaashi,” said the man.

Who is this man and why is he walking beside me, thought Zian; no harm, he can probably just show the quicker way, as he seems to be a local.

“You don’t look like you are from here,” remarked the man looking at Zian, as Zian looked down the left leg of his orange dungarees.

“No, I’ve come from the US to trek in the Himalayas. Heard a lot about the Himalayas since I was a kid,” said Zian, trying to be polite, without sharing much.

“No one comes here because they want to. You only get here if and when you are called,” said the man, pointing at the skies.

“Well, I’m looking for a true master who can answer some of my deepest questions and help me solve the mystery of emotional detachment.”

“If you really want to get to such masters, you need to go to the banks of the Ganga after midnight. That’s when the real saints come out to bathe and then go back to meditate. They stay away from the hustle-bustle of daily, worldly life.”

“That’s a very broad generalization of meeting a master. Where on the banks, I mean, which villages, what place?” asked Zian.

They had been walking for an hour now and Zian was panting for breath. The man seemed to know his way. It was quite like a regular path for him. Something was strange and yet comforting about him. He was the kind that you see just once in your life and they are there to just tell you the way. Serendipity personified!

They reached Gaurikund and Zian found out after enquiring that the last charter helicopter was cancelled due to bad weather forecast.

“All happens for good and for a reason. Come, let’s take a bus to Guptkaashi,” said the man.

They boarded an old, hackneyed bus that came by with a sign that said, ‘Kedarnath–Gopeshwar’ with a Swastika on either side of the nameplate. It also said ‘Guptkaashi’ among other places.

“When you get off the bus, go to the opposite side of the road and trek up the small hill. There is a small Vedic school. Ask for Shri Girijanand Saraswati ji,” shouted the man to Zian, over the loud noise of the bus as the bus came to a screeching halt at the first stop at Guptkaashi.

Zian thanked him and asked him for his name, wondering if he’d ever see him again. The man shouted out his name, or so it seemed; Zian heard it yet couldn’t remember the very next moment. Bidding farewell, he got off the bus.


Enchanting Encounter

It was barely a bus stand, just a lonely picket with a little board that announced the name of the village: Chaumasi. There was a small tree that could do with some shelter itself, in that rain.

It had started to rain on the way to Guptkaashi, and was pouring heavily now. Zian pulled the cover of his backpack, over his head. He had heard the weather could be unpredictable here. Dark clouds had set in, rendering little visibility. There was grass, a little stone bench and a valley beyond, on the left side that he got off the bus. The road curved like a serpent and would probably pass about a hundred feet under the same bench after a kilometer. Zian turned around to see a small hill in front, ahead of the narrow road. It was a miracle how bus drivers in these parts drove on these narrow mountain roads and managed to let the traffic pass too. No wonder they were so well-disciplined. If they weren’t, there would be an accident every day, looking at the unpredictable weather conditions and narrow roads.

The way up the hill was a mud road with pebbles and broken stones strewn across, possibly for a road to be built in the future. Clearly, they weren’t expecting the rains this heavy, this soon. What might have been a solid, mud track before, was dug up to construct a proper road. It had started to rain before they could lay the tar. Zian tried walking as fast as he could on the pebbled way but he was drenched. Upon reaching the top of the hill, there was a building on the left with a large, white board that read ‘Vidya Dham’ in red, in Hindi. On the left was a stairway, leading to the first floor. On the right stood a shed with some pillars in the middle. It was a hall, probably meant for larger gatherings. It was still under construction. There were no walls in the structure on the right.

On the structure on the left, there were rooms and possibly a veranda with a shade in the middle being constructed on the first floor. Right ahead was a building against the steep slope, merging into the mountain in the backdrop. The wall of the building on the left was white, with a red border and a brown grill along the stairway. The red border had Swastikas painted in gold.

Zian wondered if he should go around looking for a door on the ground floor or just head up straight to the first floor. It was raining non-stop; since he couldn’t see anyone around, he decided to go up. As he climbed up the stairs, he could see the terrace, now on his left. Now up and on the terrace, with the under-construction hall behind him, he saw a wall and terrace railing on the left and rooms on the right. There was another room on the right on the terrace. This room had a small veranda and a gully leading to the rooms behind what would be against the mountain. There were two more floors above the rooms behind and there were a row of rooms on those floors, each with a door and window, facing the road. These might be dormitories, guessed Zian. He entered the building and looked around. There was a solitary chair and a wooden cot in the veranda next to the room behind him. On the right, above one of the rooms, there was a terrace with some half-constructed rooms, and from there a sadhu with long dreads and piercing eyes shouted out, laughing, while looking at Zian, “Arrey, firangi
!” (“Hey foreigner!”)

“I’m here to see Shri Girijanand Saraswati ji. Are you he?”

The sadhu laughed out loud again.

“Can you please tell me where I can find him?” asked Zian, wiping off the water flowing down his brow, now that he was under the awning attached to the Vedic school’s wall.

“Wait here. He is teaching the sadhaks,” said a woman who had come out, noticing Zian enter the gurukul.

She was probably in her late fifties, gray hair and draped in a white sari. She had a glowing skin, and her round face and peaceful countenance, it seemed to Zian, radiated a confidence that could calm the fiercest of storms.

Zian sat on the chair in the veranda next to the wooden cot, and looked around. The rain had begun to slow down and gradually the dark clouds parted. This was the most serene view overlooking the Himalayan range. Sparse clouds rendered the view blurry; the raindrops were calming.

The ‘tok-tok’ sound of wood on the floor made Zian turn around. It was an old man, with an invisible halo around him, his face plastered with wrinkles. He was walking toward Zian; the ‘tok-tok’ sound that accompanied his every step came from the pair of khadaung that he was wearing. He sat down on the wooden cot next to the chair Zian was now sitting on.

Turning to him, the old man asked Zian gently, vastly surprising him, “Aa gaye, Beta, Kedar se
?” (“You’ve come from Kedarnath, child?”)

Zian wondered how the old man knew about him having been to Kedarnath; with no willingness or desire to kill the awe, he continued to listen.

“The September 11th incident has left you scarred,” continued the old man.

“Yes!!! Are you Shri Girijanand Saraswati ji?” asked Zian in utter astonishment, wondering how he knew.

“Get him some hot ginger tea with black pepper and show him a room. He is all drenched and must be tired,” motioned the old man to the woman, while smiling and nodding to Zian’s question. The lady quietly left to organize the tea for Zian.

“But I just need to ask you a few questions and then I will continue on my journey,” said Zian, not wanting to be an unwanted guest.

“You are a true seeker with a pure heart. You should be served. We shall speak in the morning. Please come for the 4am aarti,” said the old man as he patted Zian on the head and walked into the room next to the veranda.

Zian nodded.

A young boy, one of the students at the ashram, brought Zian a steel tumbler of hot tea. The boy was clad in a white dhoti, with sandalwood paste smeared on his forehead. He must have been barely in his teens. His face was resplendent with wisdom at that young age and it seemed like he just knew everything there was to know even in this tender stage of his life. Thanking the boy, Zian sipped the piping hot tea, relishing the ginger and black pepper in it.

“Where are you coming from?” asked the boy.

“Kedarnath. But how did he
 know?” asked Zian curiously.

“Oh, Bhagwun? He knows everything,” said the boy.

“Strange. It is the first day of opening of the Kedarnath Temple. People have barely made it there. How could he have known that I’ve already visited and was coming from there?” Zian persisted.

“He is 200 years old. He was born in the Himalayas and found by a rishi. He is a self-realized soul. I’m not surprised at all that he knew. He probably knows a lot more about you than you know about yourself. Please come with me... my name is Chanakya. I will show you to your room. Rest for now, Bhaiya,” said the young student, leading Zian to a room.

Located at the back of the ashram, the building that Chanakya and Zian entered was newly constructed. The bricks had fresh cement and it was a no-frills kind of construction: simple, sturdy and very functional. The room that would be Zian’s while he stayed at the ashram was rectangular and spacious with a study table and chair on the left, and a wooden cot with a simple cotton mattress on it. A pillow and a quilt were neatly rolled up, on one end of the bed. The room also had an attached bath and an Indian-style toilet. After settling him down in the room, Chanakya went away, shutting the door behind him.

Fearing he might catch a cold, after getting wet in the rain, Zian bathed and changed into a dry set of clothes, and noticed it was dark outside. There was a knock on the door as Chanakya entered after knocking. There was a latch on the room door that could be opened from the inside or the outside. Noticing the shocked expression on Zian’s face, the young boy apologized and explained that the gurukul had rules of not locking doors. The sadhaks were required to be attentive and self-aware at all times. Zian didn’t quite understand the logic but didn’t give it much thought, as he wasn’t able to understand a lot many other things either.

“Dinner is ready,” said Chanakya and left, motioning him to join everyone in the dining area.

The starry sky above looked as if it hadn’t witnessed any clouds for days. A few sadhus were sitting on a long mat laid out on the floor, and Chanakya and the old lady were serving food to the sadhus. They asked Zian to have his dinner along with them. Zian wondered if these were all the people in the whole ashram. He quietly asked Chanakya about it and if they would join them for dinner. Chanakya replied that dinner was only offered to guests and the pilgrims traveling through. The ashram residents didn’t eat anything after lunch. Zian gulped in shock at the thought of not having dinner every day. He sat down alongside the sadhus and devoured the simple, hot and plentiful food that comprised chapatis, dal, subzi, and rice.

Zian wanted to chat with the people present but everyone retired and so Zian too headed back to his room. He thought of the day and the way it had unfolded as he pulled up the quilt while looking outside the window at the mesmerizing, moonlit Himalayas.


He Who Wrote the 1st Book hadn't Read Any

The chanting of shlokas and footsteps in the corridor outside his room woke Zian. It was still dark. The clock in the room showed 4am. Crawling out of his bed, he bathed sluggishly and dragged himself to the paathshaala. He had promised Bhagwun the day before that he would be there for the aarti.

Somewhat groggy, Zian sat inside the hall, which was a long, rectangular structure above the row of rooms on the first floor. The doors and windows in this hall were exactly the same and in the same places as the rooms below. To an outsider it would seem like a row of rooms on the second floor. But it was a hall that had probably been converted to rooms when pilgrims came in larger numbers. At one end of the hall, there were statues of gods and goddesses wreathed in flowers; the fragrance of incense was thick in the air. Listening to the soothing chants, he occasionally stole a nap. A tap on his shoulder by a sadhak from behind woke up Zian. The chanting session had ended and Zian saw that everyone was doing deep thoracic breathing. He caught Bhagwun’s eyes and Bhagwun motioned him to follow the Pranayam. In a couple of hours, the session was done. Bhagwun asked him and a couple of students to come closer.

“Take him to the secret trails and the Triyuginarayan Temple,” with his hand on Zian’s shoulder, Bhagwun told Chanakya, the boy who had served Zian tea the day before.

Aha, secret trails! Now that sounds exciting, thought Zian.

The ashram, and the room where he was staying, faced the east. There were rooms on three sides. The gurukul stood at a higher elevation toward the back, looking eastward with the temple in the front. At one end, to the right on the terrace of the first floor, was the kitchen.

As he sat on a deck at the center of the ashram, enjoying the crisp sunshine, Zian observed that the Sun rose quite early in the mountains. Looking ahead of the ashram, the narrow squiggly road that Zian had crossed over the day before was visible, down below. It traced the valley below like a serpent. There were hills on all sides. Further to the hills were snow-capped mountains and much further in the left were the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas. There were villages and step-farms that could be seen on either side on the hills and in the valley below. A few huts could be spotted as well, from where Zian stood.

All the students were out now; some doing Suryanamaskaar, others sitting in a meditative pose and yet others, closer to the kitchen, helping out the gurumata — the lady draped in the white sari from the day before. There were about thirty of them there at that time. Most of the students wore white dhotis; while a few others wore white pajamas. Older students also wore a janew. Each and every student’s face radiated such positivity and energy that it was tough to put a finger on what gave the place such a positive vibe. It could be the amazing weather with the morning Sun and the picturesque mountains, the people in the ashram or the highly disciplined spiritual lifestyle of the ashram residents or all of these put together.

“Come here, Bhaiya!” waved Chanakya, from outside the kitchen.

Now in the morning light, Zian marveled at the sheer size of the ashram as he walked across the deck, toward the kitchen. He saw the area behind the kitchen. There were quite a few people sitting on the ground, eating and listening intently to a sadhu; it was the sadhu from the day before, the one who had looked at Zian and laughed loudly.

The kitchen was quite a large one with an entrance on Zian’s right and another door that was visible at the back. The door on his right had a Swastika drawn with turmeric, with vermilion dots in every quadrant. There were four or five men working in the kitchen. They didn’t seem like students. Gurumata was walking in and out, instructing the men inside.

“Would you like tea or milk, Bhaiya? Chapati or poha?” asked Chanakya.

“Anything will do,” replied Zian, amazed at the hospitality. He couldn’t help but speculate as to the reason behind their warm hospitality: What did they want in return?

Chanakya handed him some poha and a cup of tea. Thanking him, Zian moved toward the small group gathered around the sadhu who had first seen him when he had walked into the ashram the day before.

The sadhu had a mischievous look in his deep-set eyes and spoke with a funny accent. He was the only one in the entire ashram with long salt-and-pepper dreads and a beard to match. He had a well-built body with chiseled muscles that peaked out from under the saffron shawl draped partly across his shoulders.

By now Zian could see a large part of the ashram that was coming up behind the kitchen. He could smell the cement and bricks, damp from the rains last night. While taking notice of the small group of people gathered there, he began to sneeze. It was the chill in the air.

Before Zian had walked in, the sadhu had been talking with the laborers. As he came closer to them, from a few words that came to Zian’s ears, he guessed they were discussing state-level politics and the upcoming elections. Ever so often, the sadhu would say something that would spark off some new thought. In the absence of other fun activities, he seemed to be enjoying the little crowd of unaware humans around him. He seemed excited, like a kid with a new toy.

“Arrey, firangi
!” shouted the sadhu, as he saw Zian walking with his cup of tea and a plate full of poha.

Zian looked a bit puzzled, wondering what the sadhu found so amusing every time he saw him. Still, among all the people he could see, he found a very comforting vibe that drew him closer to the sadhu. He walked slowly and sat down, beside the sadhu.

The chitter-chatter of the locals went on as Zian enjoyed his breakfast.

“What are you trying to achieve? Self-realization?” the sadhu suddenly questioned Zian.

“I don’t really know. But I have been reading a lot and trying to find my true purpose, I guess,” said Zian with a lost expression.

“Awakening your Kundalini?” asked the sadhu with a grin.

There was something magnetic about him; something that let him take liberties with people without them taking offense.

“Bhagwun has asked us to take him to the secret trails and Triyuginarayan Mandir,” said Chanakya. He had come up beside them quietly.

The local banter went on.

“Why do you grow your hair into dreads?” asked Zian in a light voice, finding a short pause in-between conversations.

“Why do you keep your hair short?” asked the sadhu, roaring with laughter.

Zian failed to see the humor in his statement. Or was it that he had been conditioned to remain serious when he meant business, he wondered.

“Why do you wear these colored shrouds?” asked Zian.

“Why do you wear shirts and trousers?” came a laughing repartee.

Charismatic and engaging as the sadhu was, Zian found that he did not lose interest as he had in earlier conversations with people, over the past few days. He just sat and listened to the trivia that the sadhu was sharing with the laborers. Everyone addressed him as Maharaj ji. A loving name, ‘Maharaj ji’ meant ‘the emperor’; it was another word for yoddha or someone who was proficient. The meaningless chit-chat continued for some time.

When the laborers left for their daily work, Zian decided to stay with Maharaj ji.

“Why do they call you Maharaj ji? Is that your name?” asked Zian.

Piped Chanakya from behind, “Bhaiya, jo raajpaath bhi na chahta ho, usse Maharaj bolte hain.
” (“One who doesn’t even care for a kingdom is king of kings and called an emperor.”)

Chanakya knew Maharaj ji would have just laughed off such a question.

“So what are you looking for?” asked Maharaj ji again.

“Looking for a master, a way or a book that helps me understand my true Self; helps me find my purpose; helps solve the mystery behind eternal bliss,” said Zian, looking at him directly. “Actually, I guess I really don’t know,” he admitted after a pause, giving up with a sigh.

“That’s a good start. Knowing that you don’t know is the best thing. You’re just a traveler. This is just a journey. You’re just flowing through this river of life. A river made of the smallest particles of nature that you are just a part of and your awareness is just flowing through,” said Maharaj ji.

“That’s all fine. I’ve read about it at a lot of places. I’m not looking for quotes and parables. I need to experience it, practice it,” pointed out Zian.

“Let go of your ego. Start with your Self,” Maharaj ji advised.

“HOW? That’s exactly the question. Everyone speaks of an outcome or a desired result but rarely — and, in my case, never — has anyone told me how to do it,” said Zian with thinly veiled frustration.

“How many birds are there on that tree?” asked Maharaj ji, pointing at a small tree in the backyard.

“Five,” said Zian, counting the birds and answering with a quizzical expression.

“Who was the man of the match at the last cricket world cup?”

“Sachin Tendulkar.”

“How many glasses of water did you drink yesterday?”

“About 4-5 I guess, not sure. What’s your point?” asked Zian, a tad impatiently.

“How many times have you sneezed today?” Maharaj ji continued, ignoring his curt tone.

“Maybe 7-8, probably ten times. I’m not sure. Why?”

“You know the answer to something that happened on the outside two years ago and you do not know something that happened to you a few minutes ago.”

“But that’s pointless information. I can’t keep track of such trivialities.”

“The human mind focuses on externalities because that is what links them to a status. It’s important for you to know everything about things that your society thinks are aspirational.”

“But that’s how it is. If I started keeping track of the number of times I have sneezed, I would go crazy,” said a bewildered Zian.

“It’s not about keeping track. It’s about awareness. If I hadn’t asked you, you would have probably forgotten by tomorrow that you had even sneezed today. Taking your most important bodily functions for granted while focusing on trivial, external events is what keeps you away from your true purpose,” Maharaj ji explained.

“Where did you learn all this? What book can I read so I can come back and have a more sensible conversation with you?” asked Zian earnestly.

Once again Maharaj ji burst into a boisterous laughter. Zian was perplexed. After all, this is how things operate in the business world. You need data and facts to substantiate a claim. If you can’t get that, the corollary is useless.

“Just imagine this. The person who wrote the first book, and there had to be a first, probably had never read a book. So all the knowledge you get is secondary knowledge. You are constantly living someone else’s experience. It is important for functioning, no doubt, but to understand the source of your
 true happiness, you need to get the primary knowledge from your own
 Self,” said Maharaj ji.

“Okay. But I still don’t get it,” said Zian.

“You have a long way to go just yet. Let’s go to Triyuginarayan,” said Maharaj ji as he got off the ledge of the wall where he had sat along the course of the conversation.

“I will call Chanakya as well,” said Zian and, as he turned around to call Chanakya, he saw him taking a thali covered with a white cloth toward the room at the middle of the terrace.

Sensing what was in Zian’s mind, Chanakya paused and suggested, “You please go ahead with Maharaj ji, Bhaiya. I have my ashram duties to finish,” and he walked on.


Knowledge is Wisdom's Worst Enemy

They had been walking for some time, through the thick and never-seen-before flora and fauna. Zian could hear the distinct sound of Maharaj ji’s khadaung as the sadhu walked down a steep slope, on the forest trail, ahead of him. Zian was walking behind him, while looking around, enamored by the resplendent colors and beauty. Some of these flowers were fluorescent and glowed, even in the shade of the trees.

“What do you do, Maharaj ji?” asked Zian, his curiosity finally getting the better of him.

“What do you mean?”

“Like, what do you do on a daily basis? How do you earn a living?”

Maharaj ji smiled and kept walking.

“Do you meditate?” asked Zian.

“Yes.”

“When? How?”

“It’s a way of life. As a sadhu and a yogi, you never NOT meditate. Mindful living is all you do.”

“How do you meditate?”

The Sun had risen as they came to a cliff.

“Sit here. Sit comfortably and gaze at the Sun,” motioned Maharaj ji.

“Isn’t that bad for the eyes?” asked Zian.

“No. Who told you that?” Maharaj ji sounded astonished.

“Generally advised by people.”

“That’s the problem with misconceptions and word of mouth,” said Maharaj ji, sternly. “Doing this is good for your eyes and the beginning of yog and dhyan.”

“I can’t do this, I can barely look,” protested Zian, trying to keep his eyes open, looking in the direction of the Sun.

“Okay. Close your eyes,” Maharaj ji advised, as he gently pressed the area between Zian’s eyes while lightly tapping on Zian’s forehead with one finger. “Now open them.”

Zian was surprised that he could actually gaze at the Sun for a longer period without any discomfort.

“What did you do?”

“Just helped you open up.”

“How did you do it? What’s this technique? What’s the name of the book? Which scientist? Can I google it?” The questions poured out even before Zian realized it.

“The problem with you is your ego and the need to define before you get into it. And while that is fine, it does not play well when you are keen on learning something new. You have to trust and let go. You are trying to control too much,” Maharaj ji admonished quietly.

“Am I controlling?” queried Zian, surprised.

“Yes. It’s evident from your stiff body and your need to define everything in your context before you try it. Be like a child. That’s when you are in your true form. You are here, on Earth, which is rotating around its axis and circling around the Sun at the same time. In the meanwhile, the galaxy and universe are in their own state of perpetual change. What in this whole scheme are you able to control
? You didn’t control anything leading to the time when you were born, whom you were born to or even where you were born. You didn’t even have a say in your naming ceremony. You can’t control when you will die…” and after a brief pause, “can you?”

Zian was overwhelmed, listening to the verbalization of the grandiosity of the universe. He had never thought about it that way before. True, he mused as the words sunk in, we are insignificant and give ourselves way too much importance.

“How do you know all this?” asked Zian.

Having done the kriya, he was now sweating despite the cold breeze.

“Knowledge is everywhere. You need to tap it. Wisdom grows from within. You need to tune in. Most people close their senses to nature, only selectively taking inputs, consciously. The beauty of the human body is its ability to adapt when you open up.”

Zian looked confused.

“Sit with your spine straight and breathe deep — such that you feel the breath going all the way down to your stomach while focusing on the middle of your eyes on your forehead — and then breathe out.”

Zian did as instructed, and after several attempts he got it right. He felt refreshed as he did that, the entire process becoming easier and effortless at every breath. It almost felt like there were parts in his nasal tracts that had never been touched by air before.

“Your body balances out everything when you breathe, feel and communicate with nature. You are sweating now and were cold before even though a cold wind is still blowing. The right nostril is Sun-dominated and the left nostril is Moon-dominated.”

“Really!?!”

“Yes, feel the air coming out of the nostrils. It’s very subtle. The right breathes warm air and the left, cold air. That’s how your body temperature is regulated.”

“How could I have never known about this?”

“Because this is not a part of the conventional form of knowledge that is imparted in schools in today’s world,” said Maharaj ji drily.

“So how did you learn all this?”

“Come, let’s walk. We need to get to Triyuginarayan before noon,” said Maharaj ji, tapping Zian’s shoulder.

He continued while walking, “The sadhus, munis, rishis and maharishis were, and in some places still are, the ‘scientists’ of Bharat.”

“Then how come you don’t have labs and you don’t wear white coats as they do?” asked Zian with a smirk.

“The people who were curious about the workings of the world, working of the Self and wanted to learn about permanence of happiness, impermanence of life, duality and non-duality of nature, came to various akharas and started their experiential journeys. We wear geruwe vastra as a mark of getting sullied in the earth while experimenting. Geruwa is the color of mud. Saffron is a misnomer. It is symbolism. But this is not universal. There are different schools or akharas with variations. When a new sadhak is inducted into an akhara, he wears white. Different akharas have different rules. In some akharas, sadhus don’t even wear clothes. There are different philosophies for different traditions, and all those philosophies have a historical context and they need to be understood in their context. If you try to impose a scientist’s life from the current world to it, it will completely fail; you just can’t impose something blindly.

“In our akhara, the new entrants who are admitted after testing their commitment, wear white. Over a period of time, as they do penance, observe abstinence and practice yoga and meditation, the garment gets soiled. It takes on a muddy color. The clothing then is saffron.”

“So it is like the white belt to yellow, then brown and then black belt in Kung Fu as the student progresses in the art,” there was excitement in Zian’s voice as if he’d just conquered the biggest mystery in the world.

Thrilled with the potential of learning hitherto unheard wisdom and knowledge from Maharaj ji, he started walking alongside Maharaj ji with alacrity. However, much to his dismay, an out-of-breath Zian — dressed in expensive trekking gear — found it difficult to keep pace with the dhoti-khadaung-clad Maharaj ji.


Mythology is but History out of Context

“This is a Vishnu temple that venerates the union of Shiva and Parvati,” said Maharaj ji, as they approached the Triyuginarayan Temple in Triyugi village. It was an old, stone structure with a white building in the front, possibly to protect the older structure from the inflow of tourists.

One had to walk through the village to get to the temple. There were step-fields, cut out of the hills, on the way. There were no tar roads and a couple of dogs barked at Zian as he walked behind Maharaj ji. The villagers were going about their daily chores and a couple of mountain cows grazed in the mountain farms. Their legs were much smaller than regular cows, Zian noticed. Is it because they need to climb the mountains, he wondered. As they got to the entrance of the temple, they had to climb a few stone steps to get to the temple structure.

“I have never understood this in India. Aren’t these mythical gods and goddesses? Then how can you have a temple for an event?” asked Zian.

“Indra is the lord of all devas, yet there is no temple dedicated to Indra in the whole world. When Kumbhakarn (one of the characters in the epic Ramayana
 and brother of Ravan, the king of Lanka), wanted Indraasan, he asked for it with ego and got nindraasan instead. These stories have to be understood in their context, and attention needs to be paid to the message being conveyed,” explained Maharaj ji calmly.

He continued further, “Indra is the symbolic lord of all the five senses — indriyon ke devata
. The rishis of ancient India understood the Natural Law and wanted to explain to the masses that in order to understand the world, one needs to understand the Self and for understanding the Self, one needs to be a master of one’s senses. Use your senses to sense and feel the world; don’t immerse yourself in them. People say Lord Indra is happy when it rains. It is not a mysterious God up in the skies making rainfall because He
 is happy. Rains happen due to natural evaporation and condensation. Your senses are pleased, so we have the expression ‘Indra prasanna hue
’ or ‘Indra is happy’. When it rains, it is a pleasant sight, the pitter-patter of the rain is pleasing to hear, pleasant earthy fragrance arises from the rain-drenched soil, your taste buds are invigorated, and it generally feels good when raindrops fall on your skin. So your senses are happy,” Maharaj ji paused here to see if Zian was able to follow all that he had said so far.

Realizing that his new ‘student’ was listening to him keenly — and not getting distracted by the beautiful flowers, by trees of all shapes and sizes, the birdsongs and buzz of insects — Maharaj ji smiled slightly and continued.

“Then, over a period of time, Indra became the ‘Rain God’ — a pretty much misconceived notion. Wary of people immersing themselves in sensual pleasures, the wise men of those days made a story about Gautam Maharishi cursing Indra for having an affair with his wife, Ahilya. Rightfully so, for when you lose your senses, a lot can be lost. But over centuries, many cultural invasions and lack of knowledge and awareness did this to the simplest of things. It’s like when parents put the fear of a monster to prevent their child from doing something they don’t want the child to do. Some smart kid makes a toy sword to kill the imaginary monster and before you know it, shops are selling these toy swords in large numbers to kids to slay these imaginary monsters. The kids keep doing what their parents forbade them from doing while an entire industry takes-off on a false fear.

“Usually it is said that it’s lucky when it rains on an auspicious occasion. It is not lucky because it rains. It is lucky because with the rain, the entire being is happy due to happier senses and pleasant sensations in one’s physical body. A happier being during an important event will spread happiness even further. If the rain caused the happiness, then a flood should cause immense happiness! You get the point?”

Zian nodded as he liked the intellectually provocative narration and wondered at the same time that Maharaj ji must be a very learned man. He feared Maharaj ji wouldn’t answer questions about his personal life, so he nudged on, “Then what about these temples?”

“Temples are a way of showing reverence toward a particular trait, characteristic, behavior, virtue or anything that you would want to espouse in people. Of late, temples are even being made for individuals. Masses in these cases are trying to celebrate the greatness in that person. Most of the temples are made after conducting a thorough survey of the location: geographical, geological as well as its magnetic field.”

Sensing that Zian was curious about this specific temple, Maharaj ji continued, “Take a deep breath, close your eyes with your index fingers, nostrils with the middle finger and ears with the thumbs of both your hands — like this,” and demonstrated it.

After Zian had done it for a few seconds, he tapped Zian on the shoulder, and Zian removed his fingers, and opened his eyes.

“What did you hear?” asked Maharaj ji.

“Nothing really. Just a ‘shhh’ sound,” said Zian.

“This is the sound of ether and goes ‘shiv shiv shiv...’. This is Shiva, the god of Destruction. The god of the universe is Brahma, the Creator. And the god of the Earth is Vishnu, the Preserver. In today’s science, you would explain it as a spark in the universe that produced matter that resulted in the Earth. The story that goes in mythology is that Brahma was born out of Vishnu’s navel and then the tale further defines their characteristics, so the masses understood and followed what was right for the whole system. Their respective energies or consorts are Parvati ji, Lakshmi ji and Saraswati ji. You can feel the ether best on mountain peaks, hence Par-vati or ‘of mountains’. Lakshmi ji is Vishnu’s energy. One would need material wealth to explore the universe, hence she is the goddess of wealth. Saraswati ji is the consort of Brahma. One needs knowledge and wisdom to master the Earth, hence Saraswati ji is the goddess of knowledge and wisdom. I’m explaining them to you simplistically. There is a lot more detail to it and much more to realize and experience. However, you get the idea that history is only what you get with carefully, conveniently and contextually substantiated facts. Else it becomes mythology. This was a different time and people’s values and aspirations differed, so the stories and narratives differed. However, in any day and age, nature and laws of nature remain the same.”

Zian listened on intently, wondering about the veracity of the stories.

“The Tridev or the Trinity, corresponds to the Holy Trinity in Christianity as some call it: the Father, Son and The Holy Ghost or Vishnu, Brahma and Maheshwar will always be there, no matter what time you think of, on Earth, in this universe. The five elements are a constant earth, fire, water, air and ether. Then there are seasons around the world. The reality of any living creature is defined with all these and their ability to perceive such with their five or lesser, physical senses.”

“Wow! I’m speechless. I’ve never thought of it in this way. So the scriptures around the world are misleading then?” exclaimed Zian.

“No. Nothing is misleading. The rishis had the right intent. It is a question of language, time, context and perspective. The one who wanted the masses to learn, told them in absolute terms, which they possibly did not have ways of comprehending. So symbolism was used. Or they were told in a story form where they lost the essence of it and began treating the story as an all-inclusive, standalone truth. Imagine, if I were to show you a bright star in the sky. So I point my finger at it and you are unable to spot it; so you come closer and start looking along my arm to lead you to the star. Now I take away my finger, thinking you have spotted the star. However, you are now looking at my finger, as you think that that
 is the star.”

Zian took a deep breath, processing the wisdom that he had never imagined he would get here.

There were a couple of local villagers who were in the temple and were hurrying out as if to get back to their daily chores after a quick darshan at the temple.

Maharaj ji went to the door of the temple’s inner sanctum and sat on his toes, with his knees bent and his thumbs resting next to the corresponding toes. Behind him was a large rectangular fire pit with a gigantic fire burning. Then Maharaj ji went into the temple. Zian followed him after bowing at the inner sanctum entrance. There were idols of Vishnu and Lakshmi inside the temple. Maharaj ji then explained that the eternal fire just outside the inner sanctum had been burning continuously for three yugs.

“Triyugi itself means three yugs. That is Brahma Shila,” Maharaj ji pointed at the stone pedestal in-between the inner sanctum and the fire, “where the celestial marriage between Shiva and Parvati took place.”

“What did you do there, sitting on your toes?” asked Zian, as they stood just outside the temple for awhile.

“It’s a yogic posture; I will teach it to you later,” Maharaj ji replied. “Did you notice the objects on the puja thali outside the temple? They had a sweet, an incense stick, a mirror, a cloth and flowers. It is a symbolic offering of the four senses to the ether or Shiva and his consort, Parvati.”

Pointing at the bells that hung from the temple ceiling, he continued, “The bells that are placed when you enter the temple and before the garbha griha, is to awaken your senses just as you enter the temple. The temple itself is a symbolic inner sanctum of your own Self. The bells are made of multiple metals that make a sound that will awaken the right and left sides of your brain. If you ring the bell when standing right below it and bring yourself together, focusing your entire being while at a temple, you will go into a trance. That trance helps you connect with yourself. For a normal human being, the things that happen can be miracles. Wishes can come true, because a human being is the sum total of his or her thoughts. If he is connected with his inner Self at a moment, the active thought will manifest itself. That’s the scientific reason for wishes coming true. That’s also one of the reasons why most religious places across the world have large bells that sound out before and after the prayers.”

On their way out, Zian heard the temple bell, rung by the next devotee just walking in. He could hear Kabir’s voice in his head and a chill ran down his spine as he thought of the fateful day of September 11, 2001. He wondered if he could now wish for things to have turned out differently.

As Zian regained composure and came to the present moment, Maharaj ji, who was walking ahead of him, turned around and stopped for Zian.

When Zian caught up with him, Maharaj ji continued, “The most revered temples in India are on mountaintops. The reason for this is that people usually turn to the divine only out of fear. Whenever someone knows that a wrong deed has been done or something has gone wrong or they want to achieve a goal, they think of and turn to the divine and come to the pundits. The rishis understood this and, at the same time, knew that liberation from guilt or fear or achieving a goal is in the subconscious. The only way to get to the subconscious is the breath.”

“How?” blurted out Zian.

“Well, breath is universal, it is everywhere. It is fluid, it is energy. It is in every part of your being. The one thing that can get to the deepest of your being and smallest physical particles, is your breath.”

As Zian nodded, Maharaj ji continued, “So they told people to visit a certain temple related to that characteristic or trait or behavior or value, on a certain day, wearing certain clothes, chanting some mantras. Taking the wise one’s word for it, the person would follow the ritual, while constantly thinking of the goal. While climbing up the mountain, the person would start breathing heavily. This would eventually lead to changing the subconscious thought process. And the person would achieve the goal. You will learn more of this in the deeper sessions of meditation.”

Overflowing with knowledge that was already changing his perceptions about common beliefs, the walk back seemed like a dream that Zian couldn’t snap out of. This must be the secret way, he thought, with fluorescent insects and caterpillars, orange cats and blue cows.


You’re not apart from, but a Part of God

An unusually cold morning and it was drizzling. Sitting on the ledge of the ashram wall that overlooked the valley and, beyond it, the mountains, Zian enjoyed the ginger and cardamom tea. He could hear every raindrop that fell on his arm. Out of nowhere, he felt a pain on his left arm as if someone was tightening a noose around it. He was lost in space till he suddenly heard the khadaung from behind him; it was Maharaj ji. Zian snapped out of the trance. They sat side by side in silence, soaking in the morning mountain air, the fragrance of the trees, the soil, of nature in its bounty.

“There is so much difference between what I grew up thinking, and what the world, country and society is in reality. No wonder there is so much conflict in the world. It still sends shivers down my spine thinking of the gruesome September 11th terrorist attacks. I can’t get the gory sight, post the tragedy, out of my head,” sighed Zian, staring in space. After a brief pause, he looked at Maharaj ji, and asked, “Can one change the world for the better? How does one do it?”

“One person at a time. But start with yourself. Wipe out the darkness
 of ignorance with the light
 of wisdom. Even if one person understands you, it is a positive step. Most people are living in an environment that is out of rhythm with their morals, values and generally accepted beliefs. Deep down they want to get into an activity or a career that they are interested in or do something that they are comfortable with but society wants to make them something else. No one is at fault. The individual is right. The collective is also right. But they are just not in rhythm. The greater the number of individuals out of sync with the collective, the more disturbed a society. Collective conscience then gets further detracted by the dominant voices of the society that want to drive the society or country in a particular direction, with their own vested interests, which is not acceptable to an individual or family conscience.”

Zian looked a little confused with the heavy statement.

Getting off the ledge, Maharaj ji picked up a dry branch that lay beneath a nearby tree. Bending forward, Maharaj ji drew on the mud. Out of respect for his guru, Zian slid down from the ledge, and crouched next to him.

“Organisms, humans, societies, cities, states, countries and regions evolve. Some more than others,” explained Maharaj ji, drawing a circle. “Satyug, Tretayug, Dwaparayug
 and Kalyug
 are stages of evolution that are essentially Aantrik, Maantrik, Taantrik
 and Yaantrik
 stages of evolution. And it’s cyclical. After Yaantrik Yug
, you go back to Aantrik Yug
.

Kaal Chakra
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The Evolution Within

“The human body has 12 doors. Starting with the lowest, the anus is one, penis or vagina is two, mouth is three, the two nostrils are four and five, the two eyes are six and seven, the two ears are eight and nine, the third-eye space between the two eyes is ten, the spot above the forehead is 11 and the spot diametrically opposite the chin is 12, where the choti or tuft of hair is tied. When a baby is born, the eleventh door or the space above its forehead is very soft. This is the period when the baby is completely connected to the oneness of the universe and is still not able to focus its eyes. That’s why babies are called a form of God or Bhagwan ka roop
 or Allah ki den
 in different places and cultures. This is when the baby is in the Aantrik
 stage or completely aware and self-centered. Gradually, the energy descends in the baby’s body and comes down to the Throat Chakra and the baby starts to utter words or mantras and this is the Maantrik
 stage. This is also a stage in the society when religions are born and mass collective movements take place. It further descends to the solar plexus and this is the Taantrik
 stage when the kid starts throwing tantrums. The final stage is when awareness descends further, as the man grows, and slides to the Navel Chakra and further down. This stage is the Yaantrik
 stage. This is a stage when the individual is more concerned about the external world and connected more to machines and technology than with the Self,” Maharaj ji paused, giving Zian time to process this piece of knowledge.

There was a loud rumbling of thunder in the skies, and it started raining, the rainfall getting heavier by the minute. Seeing that Zian was cold and shivering, Maharaj ji gestured Zian to walk to the kitchen a few meters away, along with him.

The cook, Vibhu ji, as everyone called him, was engrossed in chopping vegetables. Vibhu was a well-built man with a hint of a paunch, probably in his early thirties. Maharaj ji’s and Zian’s entering the kitchen had no effect on Vibhu. He didn’t seem to have noticed or heard the sounds of their footsteps. Looking at Vibhu, completely immersed in the activity that he was involved in and unaffected by his immediate surroundings or external noises, Zian was mystified. He couldn’t help but ponder if Vibhu was living in the here and now, whether Vibhu was doing what he really liked or was he just doing the duty assigned to him by society. Maharaj ji glanced around the tidy kitchen and then sat down on a stool nearby. Just then, Vibhu finished chopping the vegetables and turned around.

Startled, he said, “When did you come in, Maharaj ji? I didn’t even hear your footsteps.”

Maharaj ji smiled and said, “Tum mann ki ekaagrata se apna kaam kar rahe the. Yeh toh bahut prasannata ki baat hai, ki tumhe kuchh aur dikhai ya sunai nahi diya.
” (“You were immersed in the task you were doing and so much in the here and now that you didn’t notice anything around you. This is a great sign of meditation.”)

“Would you like to have something?” asked Vibhu, wondering if Maharaj ji would like to have some tea, given the weather.

“No. It’s almost lunchtime. We will just have lunch,” answered Maharaj ji as he turned to Zian and smiled.

Zian, eager to listen to the rest of the yug details, smiled back, “So you were telling me about the yugs.”

“In Satyug
, God played God or, in other words, pure Truth is experienced. In Tretayug
, mass movements and religions defend God. In Dwaparayug
, armies and physical power defend religions and mass movements. In Kalyug
, technologies defend and replace armies. The external wants of people change in all the four yugs. Their five senses remain the same. The needs remain the same. What morality is to religions and mass movements in Tretayug
, laws are to sciences in the Kalyug
.”

“Wait… what? What truth are you talking about? Am I not experiencing truth right now?” asked Zian, confused.

“The truth you are thinking is the physical truth. That is external and visible to the external eye. The fundamental Truth is experiential. A lot of your knowledge is based on books, gadgets, technology, hero worshipping and such. Very little is experiential. When you are thirsty, who is thirsty? When you are breathing, who is breathing? When you are hungry, who is hungry?”

“I am, of course!” exclaimed Zian, amused.

“Who is that ‘I’?”

“Me. Right here,” said Zian, pointing to his head, still smiling.

“No, that’s the external ‘You’. Does your head or your mouth feel the thirst? If it were, then merely pouring water over your head or rinsing your mouth with water would be enough. Feel deep inside. Who is that ‘I’?”

“So how does that explain the other yugs?”

“Different people, families, societies, cities, states, countries and regions are at different stages of evolution. Think of this like a never-ending relay race in a circle. Only, this is not a race. Wise men in any region come to the same truth at an experiential level in Satyug
. Conversely, if a majority of people in a family, society, city, state, country or region are aware of the Truth, then the family, society, city, state, country or region is in Satyug
. This is internal or personal or Aantrik
. The self-actualized people in this group are called Brahmins. Of these, a few go out and start preaching. Mass followings of these people then result in preachers preaching religion. This is mainly verbal or Maantrik
. The communities that drive this and benefit out of such movements are the trading communities. The traders are called Vaishyas. When the trading communities see opportunity outside their communities, they push the preaching out to other areas. This then takes the form of religious crusades, in which the major role is played by warriors; physical force and other physical forms or exertions are used. The warriors are called Kshatriyas. At a very broad, basic level, this is Taantrik.
 As the movements spread further, the only way to control people is with fear of loss. This is largely because people are furthest away from the Truth and comfortable in their conditioned lifestyles. The awareness level of people in the Yaantrik
 stage is at the lowest. The people who constantly live under an imaginary fear of loss of possessions are Shudras. They are the most ‘attached’ people. Brahmins, Vaishyas, Kshatriyas and Shudras are also wrongly classified as castes in the country today. These stages are purely a result of individual awareness and only partly affected by where one is born. It has an effect but it is minimal. A lotus blooms in dirty water,” explained Maharaj ji, smiling.

“Aren’t you over-simplifying it and generalizing it too much, Maharaj ji? I mean, how can the whole world be categorized only in four phases?” asked Zian, puzzled.

“In the modern education system, when you start school, you have one subject called science. As you advance in classes, you get to read of animals and plants in biology and about elements, compounds, etc, in chemistry. Similarly, in physics, too. As you advance further, you study animals in zoology and plants in botany. You can keep diving deeper and deeper. You can make it as complicated as you want. But the main differences people have around the world are either based on individual egos or religions based on the followings of realized masters or physical power or technological power. Or in today’s world, brands of consumer products and services that are again based on technology. There can be a mix and match of all these but rarely anything outside,” clarified Maharaj ji. “Does that make it clear?”

Zian nodded pensively.

“The primary trait in Satyug
 is Meditation; in Kalyug
 it is Consumption; in Dwapara
, it’s Physical Power, and in Tretayug
, it’s Verbal Power. The corresponding elements for these then are Vayu (air), Agni (fire), Prithvi (earth) and Jal (water), respectively. The epics that correspond to these various yugs are Ramayana
 during Satyug
, and the Mahabharata
 during Dwaparayug
. The Kamasutra
 — although not an epic and a much more popular book the world over — was written in-between Dwaparayug
 and Tretayug
.”

“That’s interesting. I’ve always wondered how the Kamasutra
 was written in a conservative society like India,” interjected Zian.

“Evolution is cyclical. India is conservative now but it wasn’t so throughout its history,” said Maharaj ji, smiling.

“What’s the logic for the corresponding elements?” asked Zian.

Maharaj ji walked to the kitchen store inside, and took a piece from the mound of coal that was used to light a fire in the nights. He drew the same diagram that he had drawn outside. Only now it had a human figure at the center.

“In a healthy, normal human, the feet are always warm while the head is cooler. The human body is able to work because of the flow of energy and constant supply of energy from the resources consumed. The fire element then, is in the stomach; that’s where digestion takes place. That is also responsible for needs such as hunger, protection, cover, etc, and consequently generates fears of loss. The solar plexus is for earth as that’s where power resides — that’s where physical power is centered. Consequently, that’s the earth element. The Throat Chakra is where verbal power resides and wouldn’t work without adequate moisture. So water element is associated with the Throat Chakra or Tretayug
. Lastly, the topmost, the Crown or Sahasraara Chakra is associated with the air element. Logically, it is fire at the bottom that keeps the being going. Then earth, followed by water and air elements,” Maharaj ji looked at Zian, who nodded to show he was with Maharaj ji.

Turning his attention back to the diagram that he had again drawn on the kitchen floor, Maharaj ji continued, “The goal of yog and dhyan is to drive the awareness or energy up from the lowest door or the Mooladhaara Chakra to the twelfth door or the Sahasraara Chakra or Crown Chakra. You would find that pundits keep a choti on that spot, while Jews and Muslims wear a cap over that area. Sikhs wear a turban and most religious followers across the world cover that area. The pictures of self-realized masters that one can see around the world have a halo around that area. In other words, there is no heaven above or hell below, it is where your awareness is really… Door 12 or Door One,” he paused, still looking at the sketch.

Zian got the impression that Maharaj ji was choosing his words carefully to simplify the complex concept for his easy understanding.

“If these organisms, humans or societies were stationary, the world would be a calmer place. But individual egos, collective egos and ambitions drive people to move to different countries and places, and thus the stages of evolution get mixed. Over centuries, these different stages of evolution lead to broken societies and law and order. The solution by no means is to club people together. But the problem is almost like, in today’s context, mixing students across different classes and then trying to measure them by the same scale. The solution is coexistence and awareness at an individual level,” said Maharaj ji, looking up now.

“Wow, that’s pretty out-of-the-box thinking. I’ve never heard this before,” Zian declared.

Maharaj ji burst out in a loud hysterical laughter and said, “This is what I just told you not to do. There are no ‘boxes’! I’m teaching you the lowest particle or, as you might like to call it, sub-atomic level of details. No matter what age, geography, culture or language, the way you come into the world and experience reality is the same. The way one chooses to respond to it might differ on conditioning and outwardly laid-out structure of the society. But the basics remain the same.”

“We have gone beyond limits in the United States in scientific breakthroughs and research in nanotechnology and outer-space exploration. This seems a little too simplistic an explanation,” Zian pointed out after a few moments of silence.

“What does research do?” asked Maharaj ji innocently.

“It improves the quality of life,” Zian stated, shrugging, surprised at this question; isn’t it obvious what research leads to? “It helps us explore what’s beyond our humanly perceived boundaries and many, many, many, more
 things,” he added.

“But what does better life mean to you?” Maharaj ji persisted, innocently yet again.

“Eat better, live better, live longer, be happier,” frustration creeping into Zian’s voice.

“But isn’t that again perceived through your senses? No matter what you do, you will enjoy taste through your taste buds, you will digest the same way and excrete the same as well.”

“We are breaking all the technological barriers to go beyond,” Zian replied anxiously, wondering at the direction the conversation was taking.

“That actually doesn’t mean anything. For people in Yaantrik Yug
 which is predominant today, first there were large computers that were kept in an office. People went to work to operate the computer. Then came the desktop, kept at every home. Then a personal computer and a laptop that people could carry around. Then came mobile phones that you can move around with everywhere without even charging it for a long time. Now people will start wearing bands that have devices that apparently help them live better lives. Not so far away in the future, are embedded devices and injectable devices that will run in your bloodstream. And those will then send you signals that will help you improve your life. You see where this is going?”

“Yes,” replied Zian.

Maharaj ji chuckled, “But this is already there as your senses. If you increased your awareness level, you wouldn’t need that device. The human mind is trying to create itself. Reproduce its own kind with technology.
 That’s what test tube babies are too. But that process already exists. It’s called reproduction!”

Zian nodded.

“So, man is trying to play God with technology. But he will eventually come to realize that humans are a part of God not apart from God. Natural Law is supreme.
 You can extend your life by a few years. People have been doing that through natural living for ages. Bhagwun is 200 years old and there are many masters here who are older still.”

“Then how come we do not get to hear about such people?”

“Because that’s not their priority. They have shed their ego. Living longer is an outcome of their lifestyle, not a goal they strived for as a result of their doing. So they don’t need to do press releases to celebrate a milestone.”

Maharaj ji continued further, “The world will keep going the same way. Nature works in cycles, circles and spheres. After Yaantrik Yug
, will come Aantrik Yug
, and the cycle will continue. ‘Boxes’ are defined by ego-driven forced outcomes. The outcomes are impermanent. Impermanence is permanent. So when you are trying to think of accomplishing larger goals, think out of your Self, think out of the existing sphere of your comfort. If you plan your actions based on existing outcomes of others’ deeds, then you limit your own potential or sphere of thinking and influence. While you are thinking out of something, ‘Think Out of Your Sphere!’” here Maharaj ji uttered these words slowly, to emphasize their import. “And not a box defined by someone else. In other words, don’t be limited by limits set by someone else and don’t be bogged down by others’ achievements if you are unable to achieve such,” he completed with a smile.

This was quite a heavy discussion for a beautiful, rain-washed day. Zian sat there absorbing the new-found knowledge, still wondering about the pain on his arm as if a noose was being tightened around it.


Language is a Limiter

It was one thing to study in a classroom, reading books and listening to lectures. It was a totally different world listening to the wisdom of a revered master, Maharaj ji, followed by practical experience of the truth. Reeling from the wisdom so far, Zian was reveling in the instructions from Maharaj ji.

“Sit with your spine straight and breathe with awareness. Feel the breath going into your nostrils, all the way down to your stomach. Feel the stomach rise and fall. Keep doing this for some time,” Maharaj ji instructed as they sat on a big round rock at the banks of the Ganga.

Zian sat for a little while, breathing with awareness, overwhelmed simultaneously with the flow of the grandiose river. The other shore was a few hundred meters away. One could barely hear anything above the roaring sounds of the flowing water splashing against the rocks.

“Why is this river sacred and how come the water is sweet? I have seen people store Ganga jal for months.”

“Tumhara mann badaa chanchal hai
. (Your mind is very restless.) If you understand and realize your own Self, the answers to all of nature’s mysteries — even the deepest ones — will surface naturally,” said Maharaj ji with half-closed meditative eyes. He then clarified, “There is a historical and a mythological explanation that I will not waste effort explaining to you. The physical explanation is that the river flow is very fast and the river is very deep, up to several kilometers at places. Since the undercurrents are strong, the centripetal force increases the ionic concentration of the water, making it palatably sweet. The oldest of world civilizations came up around riverbanks. Before the advent of man-made religion, people understood and followed the Natural Law. They understood life to be like a river. They realized and knew that the human body came from the five elements (air, water, fire, earth and ether) and will go back to the same five elements. The human bodies were thus cremated and the charred bones were offered to the river, also known as Asthi Visarjan. To the Yaantrik Yug
 communities, bone char is the oldest-known water cleanser and is used for water defluoridation.”

“How do you know all this at this
 level of detail? Why won’t you waste effort on explaining the historical and mythological aspects to me?” asked Zian curiously.

“You are in the Yaantrik
 stage of your evolution — the Age of Technology — in a stage where you need an external proof of everything. You need evidence for the most trivial things but take the critical ones for granted. You can explain the workings of very complex machinery but can’t explain the taste of water. You can predict to 99 percent accuracy when a storm might come but can never tell the real origin or reason for one. Then you get busy with naming the storms and cyclones. The debates then are whether the destruction was higher because the name chosen was a feminine one so the victims didn’t move because they thought the cyclone would be milder. The storm would have destroyed — regardless of your naming it. No matter how complex the machinery, it still does things that are in your imaginative ability. Imagination comes from your reality and reality is perceived by your senses. Which makes the reality individualistic. The Ganga has been around since time immemorial. In order to understand the real reasons why the river is sacred, you need to understand the local or contextual history, which, in your case, would be mythology.”

Zian took a deep breath, wondering whether to ask the next question and get another heavy dose of knowledge or just breathe with awareness and wait for the wisdom to arise from within. He mulled it over and relented.

“But until I understand, how can I take a path? I like things I can see. If I can see, I can measure. What I can measure, I can control. And that’s the best way I like to go about things. This is how it works where I come from.”

“The idea that you
 take a path voluntarily is the source of distress, anxiety, happiness and sadness. Look straight ahead and tell me what you see.”

“A flowing river, mountain, trees, a few birds perched on a tree. There are so many things…” Zian trailed off, a bit confused, wondering what was really being asked.

“Do you control any of these things that you can see for them to be there? Are the birds or the mountain or the trees there because you
 were looking at them? At any point in space and time, you happen to be there as do the other objects, things and creatures. You were looking in a direction where there was a bird and you happened to see it. No matter how hard you try, you can’t ‘see’ anything willingly. This is ego. Let go of the ego.”

“But this is ridiculous. Of course I control what I see,” said Zian in frustration.

“Look again,” said Maharaj ji, touching Zian’s forehead — between the eyes — lightly with his index finger.

“I swear I saw all those things. What did you do?” asked Zian in shock.

There were only big rocks on the opposite shore, a flowing river and mountains in the background. No birds this time.

“I didn’t do anything, just helped you relax a bit. A few minutes back, when you looked in that direction, you focused on ‘seeing’ things that were extraordinary and not noticed by a normal person. You were only trying to show me your mental faculty’s superiority. That is ego. You were a karta or doer. You need to gradually become a drashta or observer, and finally just a saakshi or witness.”

“This is not making sense at all!”

“It doesn’t have to. All you need to do is make sense of your Self, first. You try to make sense of and control the outside world. Breathe, feel, and become one
 with the environment you are in, first. Understand and realize your sphere of influence and then look further. There are more things invisible and unperceivable that affect your environment than the ones visible. So you can barely control
 a fraction of the outcomes. The majority depends on the invisibles. You only look for things you know of, not the unknown. Your reality breeds your imagination, which, in turn, makes your reality again. The only way out is by being. The more you think at a physical level, the more you’re lost.”

Zian looked completely lost. “HOW?” he asked helplessly.

Maharaj ji continued, “When you do not breathe consciously, your breath doesn’t stop, neither does your heart stop functioning nor your digestive system nor the sweat glands. But when you breathe with awareness, and are aware of the rest of your body and bodily functions, you are just more in tune with your Self and the surroundings. I can keep talking and explaining but you will understand the words without understanding the meaning of what needs to be done. You will intellectualize the dictionary meaning of the words and make sense of the language being spoken. That’s a limitation. Instead of explaining the taste of water, it is better to taste it, isn’t it?” He smiled and, nodding his head, said, “There’s no substitute for experience. That’s why you should breathe with awareness.”


What is Real?

He woke up feeling the cold air from the AC vent fall directly on his right leg. The sheets were wrapped around Yamini as she turned over. Still dreamy and groggy, he didn’t feel like getting out of bed. It seemed like it was morning and he could smell her jasmine fragrance, her eyelashes touching his lips, her head resting on his left shoulder. Stroking her soft, long hair with his left hand, he gently pulled her closer. She looked up at him with her big, beautiful mesmerizing eyes. His lips traced her jawline up to her ear and then over her cheek to her lips. He kissed her soft, wet lips. Her soft, warm calf on his leg felt so good that he just wanted to lie there making love for the rest of the day. He had been gone only a couple of weeks and had missed his girlfriend dearly but was already more than eager to get back to the Himalayas.

The alarm went off and, reluctantly, he got up. He could already feel the buzz of the crowds in the train to Manhattan as he got into the shower, feeling every drop of water on his skin. It felt like awareness was chasing him everywhere now. He could barely stay aloof from noticing things around him with his senses. It’s not like these things didn’t exist before but almost as if he awoke to them now.

He saw a large spider crawl up the little trickle of water, as he turned off the faucet. It seemed unreal. The shower was still dripping as he stepped out and picked up the towel to wipe himself. A whining sound from the flush tank told him that it was filling up afresh. He wiped himself dry, feeling the ache on his calves from the days of trekking. He stepped out, hearing the creaking of the wooden floor.

Were all these there before, he wondered.

“Honey, there’s breakfast on the counter. I’m getting in the shower,” she said.

Picking out a tie had always been a challenge.

“Well, let’s see, today is Monday and the first day of work after the vacation. What should the color spell?” he asked himself.

His friends and colleagues would definitely want to know about the exotic Himalayan trek but that would happen at the coffee break. It should be a power-and-confidence tie for the first day after vacation. His manager would surely be impressed and look to giving him more responsibility sensing his confidence. But then he thought about conscious breathing and awareness, and the confidence from within. He decided to close his eyes, and pick the tie at random. The tie was bottle green; he would be wearing it over a blue shirt.

Walking out he heard the door lock click back as the door shut and, on pressing the elevator button, he could hear the steel ropes in the elevator shaft and then a squealing sound as the elevator door opened.

The thumping sound of the iron board on the street as cars passed over it was so loud that he noticed it for the first time. It had been around for some time since they were doing the construction over the street with the steel cages placed on the pavement for pedestrians to pass.

Into the subway and on the escalator, he could hear the faint sound of the guitar that the old Mexican guy strummed on the platform. The hum of the passing crowds of pedestrians was unavoidable. Now he could see the old Mexican man playing the guitar. He went and dropped a hundred-dollar bill in the bard’s guitar box for all the times he had missed out in the past, thinking back on the interconnectedness of the universe and sound being the most powerful medium with music being a prayer to the soul. The learning in the Himalayas was ringing in his being, in his every step.

He could see the light of the approaching subway train from the corner of his eye and then heard its horn as it approached the platform. He was at his favorite spot as he boarded the train, found a quiet corner seat and noticed that everyone was so very close to each other — and yet so far away. On a regular day, quite like the other commuters, he would have had earphones plugged into his ears as well.

They are breathing the same air, in the same space, seeing the same things, stepping on the same ground, probably eating the same food, drinking the same water and, yet, plugging in those earphones and not making eye contact seems to do the trick of retracting into one’s own world. Everyone is alone in the crowd. Or is everyone living in awareness, he mused.

The twenty-minute ride on the subway train seemed a lot shorter and more fulfilling than it used to be before. Only because this time, he was completely alive to each and every moment of the ride. Stepping out of the train, he saw a mouse scurrying across the platform to the other track. There are life forms that he had never noticed in his ever-so-busy life before.

As he got off the escalator that had carried him from the subway platform and up onto the street, he could hear the saxophone music fading out. The musician played really well; he had left him a tip too. So much beauty around that he had missed out on just running around day to day. A sea of people was now visible; everyone going somewhere, busy with something. He was just one of many.

The flower vendor at the street corner and the Chinese restaurant with the little Buddha on the outside and the colorful mural painted on the wall of the sidewalk were things he had never seen. He had noticed but never stopped to absorb the beauty. So busy was he in running his daily routine and meeting targets that he had just zipped in and out of the apartment to the subway to work. Partying with friends and getting home late had become a routine. Life had been quite a ride but now it looked like he had missed out on some small and beautiful tidbits along the way.

“You look awfully fresh and rested, mate. Up for cracking some new deals?” his manager greeted him with a smile as he made his way to his desk.

After so many hours of meditation and that too in the peaceful Himalayas, it seemed quite an effort to say anything, so he just smiled and nodded. Settling down, he turned on his laptop; a deluge of new e-mails were sitting in his mailbox. The new derivative products didn’t make sense.

“Who cares if it’s not going to deliver? We need to make our annual targets. I have a sweet deal with the bank down the street. We walk with the whole team after collecting our bonus checks. The new guy will get to deal with the trash. Count your own eggs,” he remembered his manager telling him a month ago.

He quietly closed his laptop, and headed to his manager’s room. Somehow he could not pull himself together to work in this environment anymore.

“I need to take some time off,” he said, standing at his manager’s door.

“But you just got back!” quite expectedly his manager was taken aback.

“Yes. But I need to go. I’ve been working non-stop for six years. Need to sort things out,” he said, poker-faced.

“Well…”

“If it’s not possible, I will quit,” he said emphatically, quietly.

Explaining to Yamini would be tough and there would surely be arguing and shouting. But what had to be done, had to be done.


How Can the Fish not Get Wet?

It was a sunny morning that saw Zian sitting at the ghat at the Triveni up in the Himalayas. Maharaj ji was basking in the Sun.

“Sit in Vajrasana. Until you break the linkage with the Prithvi Tattva,
 you will not be able to raise your awareness to the Akash Tattva.
”

Zian was now able to sit in some of the asanas for prolonged periods of time with awareness and conscious breathing. That was the key.

“Now try the Ashtavakrasana,” said Maharaj ji as he took off his shawl and came on the flat ground.

When did he build that six-pack, wondered Zian. Maharaj ji’s six-pack would have made Bruce Lee blush, had the martial arts legend still been alive. Maharaj ji was so well built yet so flexible.

Maharaj ji took a deep breath and then pulled up his left leg over his left shoulder and behind his head. He then did the same with his right leg: over it went on his right shoulder and then behind his head. So his right foot was under the left foot, and both his feet under his head. Now he was resting his head on his feet behind his head and was quite at ease. The Ashtavakrasana seemed like such an easy feat. How come no one had shown this to him before — nor had he ever tried it himself, Zian thought, as he watched Maharaj ji.

Now it was Zian’s turn. He lay down and pulled up his left leg to bring it over his shoulder and behind his head. Only then did he realize he was far from flexible.

“Keep trying. This is an important asana that will help you break some deep-seated conditioning and take another step toward liberation,” urged Maharaj ji.

It had probably been three days since he had come back to the Himalayas and it seemed like home already to Zian. He was content. There was no goal he was chasing, yet it seemed like there was an internal block that he had crossed and wanted to get past the second one so he could really do what he wanted to, with passion. This was the place, he felt, that would get him the answers and Maharaj ji was the master who had sought him, it seemed.

“If everyone was so sorted in the ages you speak about, then what happened?” asked Zian.

“Ups and downs are a way of life. Nothing happened. What goes up, comes down and goes back up again… only to come down again. It’s a cycle. Water evaporates to form clouds, condenses and comes down as rain — water — again. It’s the law of nature. You can’t hold on to anything forever,” said Maharaj ji in a matter-of-fact tone.

“But I’d like to understand what happened,” Zian said firmly.

“Yes, I understand,” sighed Maharaj ji. “It’s very important for your curiosity to be satisfied before you go any further.”

Maharaj ji now got up, sitting upright in a meditative pose.

Zian liked it when he sat up like that. It meant a deluge of unadulterated wisdom would now flow. He wasn’t wrong, and he too sat up, cross-legged, spine straight.

“What I will tell you might not be fully comprehensible without adequate realization of the Natural Law. Any language, other than Sanskrit, limits or hinders the understanding of yoga and meditation. The lesser spoken, the better; more experienced, the better. However, you do not understand that best so I will try to explain but there will be gaps that can’t be plugged with words. This is why symbolism was used to explain ‘theories’ to a layman. Common people were explained these concepts with the help of symbols and objects that they saw on a regular basis around them. Human behavior is, however, human behavior. Rather than understanding and working on themselves, much like you, they celebrated the trivia gained from the stories told. Imagine the intellectual high you would get if you could explain the taste of water or the texture of air to someone in a few words. You take for granted the experiencing of the taste of water or texture of air,” Maharaj ji said, as though talking to a child.

He continued, “Your ‘need’ can only be felt, determined and expressed by you — not by anyone else. How the need can be fulfilled can be subjectively described and possibly satisfied by others. But the basic need is always by the Self. If you are thirsty, only you
 know that you
 are thirsty and only you
 know what you
 really need. Ideally, it is water because that’s what quenches basic thirst. Anyone other than you might and will try to give you something based on their personal experience or a vested interest. It might be water, milk, alcohol, candy or anything. Depending on how much your
 thirst is quenched, you
 become a supporter of that person and thing as a means to quench thirst. This is the first level of conditioning.

“You now become a supporter and then a marketer of the person and that thing that satisfied — and not necessarily quenched — your need and start spreading the word to others when they express, what you believe, a similar need that must be gratified. This is the second level of conditioning. You are now separated by two degrees from your own need, and now you believe that someone else who expressed a similar need can be satisfied by that which satisfied your need. So, now you direct them to get fulfillment from a thing that might or might not satisfy that need completely.”

Maharaj ji glanced to see if Zian was with him or not. He could make out that Zian had been listening intently to all that he had just said. Zian looked back at him steadily.

Maharaj ji continued, “Now this becomes a mass movement, and people are selling that person and that thing that originally satisfied your need. And you had thought that everyone else also had a similar need that has perhaps been satisfied by that same person and product. Now egos come into play. The people trying to sell or give away for free the product that satisfies that need have to ensure what they believe is a duty toward their society. They take it upon themselves to spread the word and convince people for the greater good. The early adopters now are higher up in the chain because of the time that they have invested in supporting the cause for the society. This whole movement then becomes institutionalized.”

It was midday, and the Sun shone directly overhead. Zian was quiet, processing and trying to understand all that Maharaj ji had said. It was all so new to him, and so complex despite the simple language that the master had used. Even the nodding trees, the chirruping birds and the mountain breeze that whispered without a break had suddenly become silent and somber, or so it seemed to Zian. A sigh inadvertently escaped his lips.

“You must bathe now,” instructed Maharaj ji. “It will be warm enough by the time you are done with bathing. Enough asanas for today.”

Zian treaded through the icy-cold Ganga carefully. The flow was strong and the rocks underneath slippery. He wondered how the rocks were slippery despite the strong river current. Taking a dip in this cold water will probably be the most challenging task of the day, besides doing Ashtavakrasana, thought Zian and smiled. As he took his customary dips, he looked around the Triveni, where the three rivers — Ganga, Mandakini and Alaknanda — met. As the waters of the fast-flowing rivers glistened and dazzled like diamonds under the Sun’s rays, amidst the majestic snow-clad mountains, he felt truly blessed to be there.

By the time he had stepped on to the riverbank, and had toweled himself dry, Zian had thought through the new knowledge ‘imparted’ to him, and was ready with his next round of salvo for Maharaj ji.

“I understand that this conditioning can be applied to products. But people are smart. They can easily come out of this conditioning,” said Zian as he took off his towel while buttoning his jeans.

“This piece of clothing that you wear — jeans; it is probably the most uncomfortable piece of clothing you can get in the world, but it satisfies your need for cover. Do you know why you wear it?” teased Maharaj ji with a smile.

“Well, it is quite comfortable… ummm…” said Zian as he thought that he had probably come to a fourth degree of conditioning of believing that a need that he actually didn’t have was being satisfied. He realized that he was actually living in the ‘zone’ of fear mentality now. What if he lost his jeans? What would people think if he started wearing dhotis instead of jeans? And other similar outfits.

Reading Zian’s mind, Maharaj ji observed, “So you see, you have now become conditioned that the product is important and the need is forgotten to the extent that the need might not even be there. Everything from this point onward is completely disconnected from and totally irrelevant to the actual need. You have gone off — as has the mass following — on a wild chase of selling a product or service that is not even fulfilling the actual need. In some cases, even forcefully via advertising or aspirational selling to people who didn’t even have that need.

“The only person that knows you are thirsty is you
. If you have a religious guideline telling you that you should drink water because you are thirsty at a certain time, it might be correct at times but not always. If a physical power or a regiment tells you to drink a liter of water every hour, it might serve a purpose for the larger organization. The organization might benefit but you
 as an individual will not be happy. If you follow a machine telling you when you need to drink water, you have completely lost touch with yourself.”

Zian could feel the cold sand and pebbles under his feet, as they started walking away from the riverbank.

Maharaj ji continued, “There never was a dearth of food or basic means of living in Bharat with its tropical climate and abundance of water. The Himalayan ranges in the north and the oceans that surrounded this country in the south-western, south-eastern and southern sides gave India an edge over other civilizations. During the Vedic times, about 5,000 years ago, people lived in villages that were self-sufficient communities, and the ultimate goal of all individuals was self-actualization. The wise men of these communities were self-actualized gurus, who taught the kids in these societies the art of living and path to self-actualization in their gurukuls. The word that comes closest to explaining what is a gurukul to a Westerner, would be ‘school’. The gurukuls were, however, free for all. The basic training comprised self-knowledge, self-awareness, dhyan and yog. The advanced levels were of deeper understanding of the Natural Law.

“Given the tropical climate with four seasons and abundance of organically grown produce, reliance on hunting animals was minimal and only in the very cold areas. Seafood was consumed in coastal regions but widely determined by the climate. A tulsi plant was always grown in the middle of the courtyard and a neem tree in the periphery of the house. Drinking water from a copper vessel with a basil leaf soaked overnight was extremely healthy. After a great deal of research, the seers and learned men of the Vedic times arrived at a conclusion that even if someone sat or walked in the proximity of the basil or neem they would immensely benefit even from inhaling the air purified by these plants. With the passage of time, these have become mere rhetorical rituals. People do parikramas of the basil or neem tree but have lost the scientific essence and objectivity.”

Zian was gazing intently at the nearby basil plant wondering how this was such a mystery that no one had ever told him about. Back in college, Kabir and Zian along with the other students would often make fun of the rituals that the villagers followed while circumambulating trees and basil plants.

“Basil is a very good anti-bacterial herb; it is good for your skin and heart. But one needs to follow it objectively. Faith is good if followed in the right way,” explained Maharaj ji.

“For example, the real essence of morning ablutions is to cleanse one’s senses, so that one can be completely open to the surroundings and be fully aware. Washing or bathing cleanses the skin or sense of touch, sense of sight or eyes and sense of sound or ears. There are many ways to cleanse the nostrils including the Nauli Kriya. Pranayam is another method. This not only cleanses one’s nostrils, but also balances the Pingala and Ida breaths. This normalizes the body to the environment and also results in making one more resistant to external weather changes.”

Zian remembered that, as a teenager, he had seen early morning programs on national TV on yoga and Pranayam and had always thought it to be a religious thing. Until just the other day when he had done Pranayam himself, under Maharaj ji’s guidance. For a moment his mind flitted to that time in the day when the Sun had not quite yet risen, and they had sat facing the east. Following Maharaj ji’s directions, he had closed his right nostril with his right hand’s thumb and breathed in for a count of four. Next, he had closed both his nostrils. Closing the left nostril with his little (pinky) finger, he had held his breath for a count of three. Then he had exhaled through the right nostril for a count of six. Zian had followed the same process with the left nostril, repeating the steps for at least ten minutes. He had done Pranayam by himself since that day. Having personally experienced its benefits, he now smiled gratefully at Maharaj ji.

“Cleansing one’s sense of taste is the most important of all of the above. In the Vedic times — and even now in villages — people used neem daatun. This has multiple benefits. Not only is it medicinally good for dental and oral hygiene, it also purifies the Ajna Chakra or pineal gland.”

Zian, nodding vigorously in surprise, said, “Now I understand! We saw the villagers chewing on those twigs early in the morning, during our morning treks to the villages during college days. I used to think they were uncultured and uncouth. Clearly not.”

Maharaj ji smiled and continued, “Followers of Islam use meswak. It is similar to neem, and abundantly available in the Arab nations. The objective is to cleanse the sense of taste. If one does it with locally available produce, it is cheaper and universally accessible. Importing meswak is as unreasonable as is exporting neem to places it is not indigenous. As I’ve told you before, the idea is to cleanse the sense of taste. That is the truth. When traders start selling a much more expensive good with a promise of fulfilling a need with a product that is an alternative to a much cheaper, indigenously available product, it is an indicator of the Maantrik Yug
. Traders trade goods in the name of satisfying a need, while religions benefit as the trading communities commercialize it in the Maantrik Yug
. This then takes epic proportions of non-sensibilities. Now dental hygiene products are sold for fresh breath and sparkling smiles. The basic objective is to cleanse the sense of taste. The output and by-products should be fresh breath and sparkling teeth. That’s why one finds people in the villages with strong and white teeth. But that’s not what they set out to achieve. It’s a by-product.

“The dried umbilical cord of a newborn was always buried at the root of a neem or a fruit tree. These were considered a rich source of nutrients and would supplement the kid’s and family’s immunity and resistance through the produce of the neem or the fruit tree. This has, again, become a mere rhetorical ritual. This was the natural way of stem-cell banking.

“Cows were a universal source for products of daily life. Butter, cheese and curd that came from milk formed a large part of the diet. Cow dung provided manure for the farms, fuel for burning and energy creation. Extracts of cow urine were used for medicinal purposes. Since the reliance on cows was heavy, keeping cows in every household was a norm. Norms became fashion and then it was sacred to keep a cow. The cow was almost considered like a mother since it gave so much, and so it was natural to treat it with reverence. There is a different level of understanding of cows and their chakra system, which starts from a higher level than that of humans. But this is not something you will understand yet. Once you go deeper in meditation, you will begin to realize it.

“Disciples customarily gifted cows as Guru Dakshina to their gurus as a mark of respect and giving back. The closest yet the most inappropriate meaning for dakshina would be fees. The sentiment was different. If the guru refused to take dakshina from a student, it would be a sign that the student had failed in some way.

“After completing his or her education in the gurukul, the student, now a young adult, took on a means of livelihood or continued with the path of wisdom to teach others. The goal, however, for all — be it a housewife, a mason or a farmer, a cow-herder or a blacksmith — was to work to the best of his or her ability and raise self-awareness to self-actualization.

“Kids, both boys and girls, stayed at home till the age of five. They were sent to a gurukul, where they stayed and studied till the age of 25 years. This was the Brahmacharya or student phase in their lives. The next stage was Grihastha or that of a householder, where one fulfilled the duties of a family person. The third phase was Vaanprastha or a forest dweller, and the final stage was Sanyaasa or renunciation. The first two stages marked the entry into the material world and the last two, the exit out of it. At a very different level, energy descends through a child’s crown and settles all the way down at the bottom of the spine in the first two stages. The yog and dhyan that a person immersed oneself in, when in the last two stages of his life, were aimed at raising that energy back, up to the crown, and out of it—”

Maharaj ji was cut short as Zian blurted out, “How can anyone else say where my awareness is, when, probably even I don’t know?”

“The stage in life and the energy or awareness in one’s body were determined by the individual — not by age or society. But the characteristics could be seen by the wise and the self-actualized from the behavior of the individual,” explained Maharaj ji, unperturbed by Zian’s interruption.

“An individual can be read in many ways. It could be by the person’s fears, by the person’s thoughts, by actions or by the person’s preferences of surroundings and many more. There are people who live in constant fear of losing material comforts. Say, for example, they are always worried about ‘How will I survive if there is no air conditioning?’, ‘What will people think of me if I don’t wear an expensive watch?’ and such. The awareness of such a person is definitely at the lowest chakra or is in the Kalyug
. Such people are usually completely
 unaware and live in a world completely
 conditioned by advertisers, companies, businesses or media.”

“But one can be at the highest levels of awareness and still use branded goods and be fond of material comforts. So what do you say about their awareness?” interjected Zian.

“True. It can be so. But such a person whose awareness is in the higher chakras will not live in fear of losing material comforts. He or she will enjoy the watch while he/she still has it, and such people are not saddened if it is lost or broken or beyond repair. Be hot in heat and cool in cold,” smiled Maharaj ji.

Zian took a deep breath while staring at a distant neem tree, as if making sense and resolving an internal conflict.

“Now, if a person is living in fear of a physical power and in turn responds to that fear by augmenting his own physical power, then his awareness or dhyan is likely in the solar plexus or the Manipura Chakra. This does not mean that he will not have any material desires or not be religious. It’s just that the dominant characteristic is physical power.

“Similarly, if a person is constantly living in fear of a higher power, then his awareness is in the throat or Vishuddhi Chakra. This person might not necessarily understand religion but is fearful of a higher power.

“A person living a fearless life is a yogi, and has awareness in the higher chakras. Someone with awareness in the Ajna Chakra is still living in the material world but focused on their purpose in life. When the person’s awareness rises to Sahasraara Chakra, he finds it almost impossible to stay in the material world and usually takes sanyaas. Does that make it simpler to understand?” asked Maharaj ji.

Zian nodded but was still unsure.

Maharaj ji proceeded as they continued their walk along a path that was lined with shrubs and differently hued trees, big and small, graceful and stunted. From some distance they could see an ashram that looked like a small island. Zian realized that it was here that they were heading.

“This is a path of realization. Much like the taste of water, Truth is experiential. You will realize as you go deeper in meditation,” assured Maharaj ji.

“Now, coming to the structure of the village. A village head was someone who had great self-control or control over his own senses, probably self-actualized as well, elected for his or her administrative abilities. This person was called a sarpanch or head of five and literally was someone who had control over his or her five senses. The village pundit, likewise, ran the village gurukul and imparted knowledge and wisdom.

“All ornamentation and jewelry came into existence to accentuate the senses or awareness. Earrings for enhancing the hearing, nose rings for smelling, rings on fingers for gently pressing special nerves to enhance or regulate a particular bodily function and so on. When people meditate, the Ajna Chakra gets activated. This is also the ‘third eye’, the seat of wisdom, intuition and foresight. So the meditators applied a tikka on the forehead. External stimulation because of this tikka would certainly start a tickling sensation that would lead to better awareness. A sandalwood tikka has a cooling effect for men. Women too applied tikkas: vermilion tikkas. A woman’s body changes considerably after she has sex. Men and women experience sex differently. The vermilion tikka was only meant for married women, assuming she had had sex only after marriage. A vermilion tikka creates a warmer sensation and helps raise awareness to higher chakras in women. Men and women are opposite in their polarities as also in their nature. Now the ornamentation and jewelry is only used for beautification, and the underlying practice is forgotten.”

They were now sitting under a tree, waiting, as the students who were cooking the midday meal had told them that it was almost ready, and would be served soon. This small ashram, a subsidiary of the ashram in Guptkaashi was a different one on a small island in the middle of the rivers surrounding it. One had to cross a little natural bridge to get there. There was a hall-like structure made of a thatched roof and mud walls. There was also a larger space, possibly a thousand square meters in size, made of concrete and an asbestos ceiling propped up on steel rods. The mud hall with the thatched roof was used as dormitories for these sadhaks. The larger concrete enclosure was a place for havans and pujas. It had a large havan kund in the middle and smaller havan kunds made of concrete. While the bigger havan kund measured a meter by meter square, the smaller ones were about half a meter sideways in length and breadth, and a quarter meter in depth. The sides of every wall on the havan kunds had a large Swastika made in white. The asbestos sheets were on steel frames. The horizontal rods of the frame also had large Swastikas hanging from them.

They washed their hands with water from an earthen pot using a copper ladle to take the water.

“Eating with clean hands is an important part of Indian culture as the juices the hands secrete are good for digestion and acclimatize the food before it goes into one’s digestive system,” Maharaj ji informed.

They finished their meal that had been served on a large dried-up banana leaf. They had eaten with complete awareness, one morsel at a time, in silence, along with some residents of the ashram. The meal had been served by the students themselves. The vegetarian meal was prepared simply, with little use of spices and oil; yet it was palatable.

“You must have noticed by now that the food here in this ashram is very simple, and made from seasonal vegetables, grains and fruits. Nothing is stored. It’s made for consumption and whatever is excess, is given to the poor and the homeless,” Maharaj ji said as they washed their hands and mouth after their meal.

Having sat in Vajrasana for some time after the meal, Zian was now lying under a tree shade, listening intently, overwhelmed by the depth of Maharaj ji’s knowledge of both the individual and the society. He couldn’t help but wonder at the same time that the catchphrases around conservation and sustainability in today’s day and age seemed to have been woven in the daily Vedic lifestyles.

Unable to hold on to his curiosity, Zian asked, “So what exactly did the people live for, then?”

Drawing on the ground, Maharaj ji continued, “The ultimate goal of life in the Vedic times was to increase self-awareness and reach self-actualization. Mere theoretical knowledge wasn’t enough. Experiencing it to realize the oneness of the universe was important, realizing that eventually all perceivable matter is made of the same smallest particle: attha kalapas. After realizing the oneness, living an involved yet detached life was the goal. Everything else — including the family, vocation, society — was determined around it. It was important to be in tune with nature and adapt to the local climate and habitation.”

“How can one lead an involved yet detached life? How can fish not get wet?” Zian was baffled.

Laughing loudly, Maharaj ji said, “That’s a perfect example you have cited. It is not possible for fish to not get wet. Water is so powerful that it can even corrode iron. At a sub-atomic level on the surface of the fish, it does not react with water. If the minutest sub-atomic particles of the fish reacted with water then it would dissolve in it. It doesn’t. That is the fish’s evolution and detachment from its surroundings. At a thought level, spending every living moment in fear of what if there was no water is futile living. The fish can enjoy every moment while it is in the water. Living a happy, content life by accepting that death without water is the eventual reality, is detachment.”

Chakra System

Zian tried to comprehend the human figure that Maharaj ji had drawn in the soft soil. The drawing matched that of the different biological systems in the body, only simplistically explained in a Vedic format.

[image: ]



Quenching Consumerism

It was a starlit night atop Kartik Swamy, one of the peaks in the Himalayas. Zian wanted to capture the zillion stars that were so close that he felt he could simply reach out and pluck them. How he wished he had carried his camera to capture the magnanimity and the beauty of the universe.

Reveling at the magnificence of the night and the surroundings, Zian snuggled closer to the fire they had made. The small ashram was built on a flat area on the mountain and did not have any electricity or water. Water was stored from rains, which there were plenty of and looking around at that time of the night, it didn’t seem like they needed artificial lighting either. Once the eyes adapted, one could see clearly, at that time of the night as well.

They had walked up to this place all afternoon after Zian had asked, “Everyone speaks of the great spirituality, culture and habits of the East; but what’s wrong with the West? In America, we have a great life; conveniences galore. We get hot water through a faucet; we don’t have to do our dishes; we don’t have to walk for miles; we have fast cars and highways that let us travel at very high speeds. We can even communicate at the touch of a button.”

Zian could only hazard a guess that perhaps Maharaj ji had decided that they should head to Kartik Swamy to make Zian realize that one could be happy even when away from material comforts.

“Nothing is right and nothing is wrong. Evolution is cyclical. You also have to understand that West and East are only directions, not absolute places. Historically and conventionally, the West is associated with Development, and the East with Wisdom. People who went West were typically people who stretched boundaries, who wanted to challenge status quo and believed that they could control things at will. They were young and daring, risk-takers. They were ambitious and intelligent; however, not necessarily wise. This was probably because going West meant chasing the Sun and getting longer days, which meant more to accomplish. But once they hit the water, they could go no further and had to sail. But you see, the Earth is round. In a thousand years from now, if this world population is able to still sustain itself despite the erosion of natural resources that has been done so far, the West might be the new East and the East the new West,” Maharaj ji grinned as he proceeded to enlighten Zian along the way how the human ego is the source of all unhappiness.

Sitting around the fire, Zian and the caretaker of the ashram — who had also joined them — listened with rapt attention to Maharaj ji.

“The older the civilization, the more layers it will have, be it culture, economy, technology or spirituality-related layers. Civilizations, nations, cities, societies and individuals go through the same phases: Aantrik, Maantrik, Taantrik
 and Yaantrik
. A child is born and the most certain event at that
 point is its death as is the case with any living and breathing thing. Simply put, in the early stages of a child, it is completely internalized or Aantrik
. It cries for attention, for hunger, thirst, irritation or whatnot. The second stage is Maantrik
, where he or she starts to utter words and sentences and uses his or her new-found ability to garner attention. The third stage is Taantrik
 where the child starts to throw tantrums and engages in other physical activities that he or she has learnt, for the first time. The final and the longest stage is Yaantrik
 or the stage where the individual’s attention is more focused on the outside world and things. This is mainly the machine and technology stage. The ego develops to the maximum in this stage. A person judges his or her power by the tools and technology one has. Gradually, the stages return with the person going back to the Aantrik
 stage toward the last stages in life and then, finally, death.”

Zian was staring intently into the fire as if he was becoming one with it.

“The key, then, is to let go of the ego?” he asked after a few moments of silence.

“Yes. In the Yaantrik
 stage, the people, organizations and countries are more intent on defining
 and naming
 and less on understanding
 and explaining
. Gravity existed long before Newton saw the falling apple and friction existed way before he defined the laws of motion. Karmic
 explanations of things and deeds exist but you don’t associate an individual’s name with it, do you?” Maharaj ji concluded with a rhetorical question.

The caretaker was now poking the embers with tongs to shove them aside and take out the potatoes that he had buried under the soil to bake. He put them on a steel plate and let them cool. Then he started to peel them.

“America is aligned as a country, along with the individuals that make the country, predominantly in the Yaantrik
 stage. There are people whose awareness is at the Mooladhaara or the lowest chakra and individuals who are self-actualized or whose awareness is at the highest or the Sahasraara Chakra. Regardless, they are all in the same stage or Yaantrik
 stage. Part of the reason is that the country is very young, as is the civilization, and everyone who came to the country, came for an economic opportunity. America is where India was 2,000 years ago. Different people came in from across the globe to do business with India. There are more refugees in India than in any other country.

“In the present day and age of 21st century, China, for example, is in the Taantrik
 and Yaantrik
 stages. It had evolved from the Aantrik
 stage and is now excessively focused on physical power, technology and consumerism. Japan as a nation has transcended to the Aantrik
 stage again. Parts of it are still in Yaantrik
 but that nation has truly evolved. Arab nations are in the Maantrik
 stage primarily and some parts are in the Taantrik
 stage. New-found wealth also has them in the Yaantrik
 stage,” said Maharaj ji.

Zian smiled as he got the drift of Maharaj ji’s conversation. The caretaker was listening while mashing the potatoes for a subzi; once done, he took their leave and proceeded toward the ashram kitchen. While it was hard for the caretaker to let go of such an interesting sermon from Maharaj ji, he had heard it before. It was a breath of fresh air every time, these pearls of wisdom. Rarely did Maharaj ji pick individual students for such discourses. This boy must be special, he thought as he smiled while walking away.

Maharaj ji continued, “Inventions are great and technological advancement is laudable. But it needs more understanding and explaining for it to be useful to individuals and collectively as a society. The older civilizations and countries carry a spirit that’s connected to nature in some way. America was founded by ambitious individuals, looking for economic opportunities that had ceased in their own countries, due to overpopulation or skewed and corrupt governments or royalties.

“It’s quite simple actually. You start building by first fulfilling the ‘needs’ and then once that’s done, you move to fulfilling the aspirations, then further to needs of love, esteem and finally self-actualization.”

“That’s Maslow’s hierarchy!” retorted Zian.

“See, you are interested in the definition and the name, not in the experience,” Maharaj ji pointed out. “The same phenomenon is explained in the chakra system, but there is no individual’s name associated with it. The needs are aligned with your body, starting with your lowest chakra and moving up to the highest chakra. The people who are at the lowest chakra awareness are not necessarily the poorest and the ones who are self-actualized are not necessarily the richest. Maslow’s hierarchy defines the strata with respect to their economic status. A person who is self-actualized and probably quite poor economically will get categorized in the lowest strata. But that’s not where that person belongs! The ‘ego’ is too busy defining, naming and categorizing,” smiled Maharaj ji.

“The need has to be defined by an individual. If the basic need of quenching thirst can be done by a glass of water, everything beyond that is indulgence. When ego seeps in, it leads to greed. Then that
 makes individuals or organizations sell products or services that deviate from servicing the needs to making higher profits. The further away you get from fulfilling a need and into making people believe that they need to buy certain products or services as a necessity, the more tension builds into the system. The individual
 needs to decide the basic needs, not the country or society
. When that happens, the ego builds up collectively in the system and the country,” Maharaj ji said while drawing on the ground, next to the fire.

Looking at what he was drawing, Zian’s eyes widened in admiration.

“So are you saying that Eastern civilizations are perfect? Then how come there is so much of poverty and deprivation?” Zian asked, confused.

“Well, no. Pay attention to what was said. Eastern civilizations, for example India, are several thousand years old. The most dominant period in Indian civilization was the Vedic era. The remnants of the Vedic era are still seen in the village and gotra systems. At the grassroots, India is its villages, and they have weathered a lot many cultural and military invasions. The country did not have any religion till 2,000 years ago; people followed the Natural Law or Dharma. Natural Law is very objective, once you understand it. Over a period of time, the goals and aspirations of a society as pushed down by the rulers, changed. Today, Indian society is between Taantrik, Yaantrik
 and Aantrik
 stages. The upper sections of the society are primarily in the Yaantrik
 and Aantrik
 stages; the middle sections in the Yaantrik, Taantrik
 and Aantrik
 stages while the lower ones are primarily in the Taantrik
 and Aantrik
 stages. Western civilizations are relatively immature and yet to get influenced by generational shifts. America, as a civilization, is still in its infancy.”

This was a lot to digest for Zian. Hearing the caretaker call them for dinner, he walked in the direction of the kitchen hut of the ashram. As Zian neared the kitchen, he saw the wall that had a shloka written on it, preceded and followed by a Swastika.

Om Sarve Bhavantu Sukhinah


Sarve Santu Nir-Aamayaah
 |

Sarve Bhadraanni Pashyantu


Maa Kashcid-Duhkha-Bhaag-Bhavet
 |


Om Shaantih Shaantih Shaantih
 ||

Meaning:

Om, May all Become Happy, May all be Free from Illness.

May all See what is Auspicious, May no one Suffer.

Om Peace, Peace, Peace.

Maharaj ji saw Zian looking at the shloka and said, “As an entity evolves, be it a person, city, country or civilization, it becomes aware of the all-pervasive energy that is passing through everything and everyone. The entity becomes aware of the interconnectedness of the universe. The biggest wisdom that then dawns is in wishing the well-being and happiness of all. If all are happy, the Self is happy. This is the essence of the shloka.”

The aroma of food being cooked in the wood fire was intoxicating. The warmth of the kitchen fire as they sat around the clay oven in the mildly cold weather was soothing. The caretaker had kneaded the wheat dough and was now making chapatis with his hands. Cooking on the tava on the clay oven, he tossed them one after the other over the simmering embers. The chapatis blew up with hot air. Every now and then, he would blow on the fire and the embers would glow brighter. Zian felt the pain on his arm again, as if a noose was tightening around it. However, it was a treat to witness such a simple yet fulfilling lifestyle.
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Making Sense of Religion

The lightning barely missed the Cessna 172Q, a small propeller plane, as Zian steered it through the dark clouds. Visibility was minimal and the clouds looked hazy as in a dream. It was tough holding on to the yokes and guiding the plane in this weather. Added to that, the winds were strong.

“Father, pray to God that we be saved!” yelled Zian over the noise of the engine and the angry grumbling of the thunder, outside.

What a godforsaken moment it must have been when he had volunteered to fly back Father Costanza to the island Jenny and Zian had been vacationing at. He had popped the question and she had said yes and in a spur of the moment, she wanted a proper Catholic wedding with a priest. So love-struck was he that he had offered to fly the plane himself, paying the extra money. He had simply ignored the air traffic control staff who had warned him of the imminent bad weather.

Zian pulled back the yokes thinking he would fly over the clouds and avoid the storm. It was a huge risk with a small propeller plane but this was the only option Zian could think of. He thought he could go over the prescribed limit of 13,000ft. In his panic, he had forgotten that the carburetor heater would, at such height, cool off and the engine would subsequently shut down.

“I can’t breathe, Zian!” shouted Father Costanza.

“What?” screamed back Zian, breathless, his chest heaving.

The air pressure was dipping and he seemed to be losing consciousness. The sounds grew more intense.

Zian woke up, gasping for air.

“Are you okay?” asked Maharaj ji, sitting up, concerned, looking at Zian closely.

“Yes. It was a bad dream, I think,” said Zian, gasping and still short of breath.

He peered out of the window of the mud hut. There was a thunderstorm outside.

“Strangely enough there was a thunderstorm in my dream as well,” he said, after a few seconds, his breath still ragged, his throat dry. “Why is it that I can’t breathe properly?”

“We are at a high altitude and the air pressure gets low at night due to the cold. Those who live here are used to it. You are sleeping in a sleeping bag without a pillow. This could be a reason as well,” explained Maharaj ji. “What did you dream?”

“Well, it was a strange dream as I was flying a plane. I knew everything about the plane in the dream and suddenly I don’t remember it that well. It’s funny because I don’t know how to fly one. There was a thunderstorm in the dream just like the one raging outside, right now. I was flying a priest across to an island so that I could marry my girlfriend. I don’t know why her name was Jenny though.”

“Of all the senses, the sense of sight is the least reliable. It always creates an image for you that will compel you to act so as to satisfy the needs of all your other senses. In this case, you were short of air so it created an image that made you get up with fright and breathe. You couldn’t have done that lying down. That’s also one of the reasons why all over the world, it is advised to close one’s eyes while praying,” said Maharaj ji, sitting next to the fire.

“How is that connected? Praying and closing eyes?” asked Zian.

“When praying, the idea is to focus and be one with the supreme. If one’s eyes are open, that would be distracting and not help in the prayer,” explained Maharaj ji.

“Hmmm…. How come you are not asleep?” asked Zian.

Maharaj ji smiled. Zian knew not to probe further when Maharaj ji just smiled without answering. It was a meditative and enigmatic smile that was just so calming that all superficial doubts just vanished.

Zian went back to lying down. He tossed and turned for what felt like a few hours and then couldn’t help but get up to deep breathing and spitting sounds from outside. He got up and walked out of the hut. Maharaj ji was sitting outside on a flat rock against the ashram wall. It was still dark but the rain had stopped and there were dark clouds — quite like those in his dream. It might have been about 4am in the morning. Maharaj ji was sitting upright, in Padmasana, breathing in and out vigorously in Ujjayi breath. After every four or five deep-breathing cycles, he would spit into a sand-filled earthen bowl that was in front of him. Zian went and sat next to him, on his right.

Zian couldn’t control his curiosity, and seizing an opportune moment, asked, “Why are you spitting?”

“Throughout the day, the body gathers impurities through eating food and drinking fluids. Not everything one ingests gets digested. Some of it just gets absorbed along the digestive tracts. This affects your ability to sense clearly. Yoga, exercising and daily physical chores get some of it out through the sweat glands. One can cleanse the rest of it by doing this kriya. Upavaas, which is wrongly explained as fasting, is achieved partly through this. You pull up your anus and suck in your breath without swallowing. Hold your breath and attention at the twelfth door and then you spit. Upavaas literally means ‘residing up’,” explained Maharaj ji, pointing toward his Crown Chakra. His long hair was tied up over the top of his head.

They could see the rays of the early morning light adding color to the skies from between two snow-clad mountains straight ahead in the east, from Kartik Swamy. Zian had tried the kriya he had just learnt a few times and felt light in his head. It was a sort of a concentration-and-focus exercise, he felt. It was easier to think clearly after this.

“Why did you say the sense of sight is the least reliable?” asked Zian after carefully thinking through his dream.

“How much can you trust your sight really?” came Maharaj ji’s voice from the right but from a distance.

Maharaj ji was standing next to a tree, trying to pluck a tree twig.

“But how did you…?” asked Zian, disbelief apparent on his face and in his voice.

Maharaj ji had been sitting on his left just a moment back and, yet, the very next instant there he stood, a few meters away, next to the tree. The only way he could have gone there was to walk that distance, right in front of him. Which he hadn’t done. Did Maharaj ji just teleport himself, wondered Zian, and asked him.

“As you progress in yog and dhyan, you will see that the higher levels of awareness bring you closer to your being. You will start experiencing the smallest of vibrations on your body surface. Gradually, even within your body. Then you will realize who you are. Who is it that is thirsty when you
 are thirsty? Who is it that is hungry when you
 are hungry? That
 is the state of experiencing oneness with everything. You will see that everything around you, including you, are wavelets and particles. Only miniscule attha kalapas. Everywhere. Then teleporting oneself is just a matter of a thought.”

“Then why do you travel physically, at all? Why not just teleport yourself all the time?” asked Zian, walking closer to Maharaj ji.

“I have to be in the physical world for now to fulfill my own calling. Show my students the way. But you see, the state of being is a gargantuan truth that you just can’t understand with the sense of sight. It’s too limited. And although the state of being is a colossal truth, it’s quite simple to understand as well.

“Everything you see is not what it seems. The Earth spins on its axis and the Sun is stationary but you think the Sun rises in the East and sets in the West. You think the stars are where you see them but you actually see the reflection of the light from the stars. If light travels at a finite speed, then what you are really seeing of the star is history. Indriya ateet awastha praapt karni hai
 (One needs to attain a state away from the senses) — the constant, the absolute and that has to be experienced. The way to get there is through your breath.”

“What religion is this?”

“This is not a religion. This is just a way, following the Natural Law
. Why do you want to make this a religion? Stay away from naming
 and defining
. Just experience
 and understand
.”

“But what’s wrong with religion?”

It was calm with an occasional bird chirping and a peacock screaming in the early morning hours. They were distracted by the ringing of the big bell at the entrance of the ashram. This was not a tourist destination so it was a bit unusual for people to be seen at this ashram at an early hour. As they looked in that direction, they saw a Sikh gentleman followed by a woman, probably his wife, who was carrying an infant. They were going toward the temple, ahead of the ashram on an elevation. They bowed to Maharaj ji as they passed him, as Maharaj ji raised his right hand and said, “Hari Om!”

Maharaj ji smiled and continued, “Nothing is wrong with any religion. The problem is with people. How well do they understand what the religions say and how well do they understand the Natural Law or Dharma? People across the world are the same. They have the same five senses, breathe air, drink water and excrete the same too. The same Sun rises in the East for everyone and sets in the West. The five elements exist for everyone. People in a local area will always be more similar to one another, than to someone from a land farther away. In the same way, people in the same city are bound to be more similar to each other because in addition to everything else, they also are subject to the same weather. These peoples’ experiences of the Natural Law will be more similar to each other than to someone from another city. In case you haven’t noticed it earlier, festivals are celebrated usually around the seasons. Navratras, Ramadaan and Lent, fall around the same time of the year — the winter equinox. Navratras are also around the solar equinox.”

“I’m confused. They don’t necessarily fall at the same time. Ramadaan is in June-July, Lent is February-March; Navratras are in autumn and spring; there is a winter solstice and an autumnal equinox. Isn’t it?” asked Zian.

“Do you see how examinations and vacations are scheduled in schools, the world over?” asked Maharaj ji with a smile.

“Yeah, sort of. Why?”

“In Kashmir, for example, they have a long winter break and the year’s final examinations are held in April. In the hotter parts of the country, the summer break is longer, while the winter break is quite short. Most of these schools end up closing by April. In some parts of the country, there is no winter break at all. People or schools don’t have control over the weather and the seasons. They adapt to what is conducive for the students and a bearable weather.”

“Okay, and…?” said Zian with raised eyebrows.

“The basic reason for this is the changing seasons during the solar and winter equinoxes that make the human body more susceptible to illness and disease. The weather in January would not be the same in Arabia as in India or in Europe. The harvesting season would differ too. The wise and self-actualized men of the land advised the right eating habits, so that the physical human body adapted to the season while focusing on digesting food. Most people follow rituals and make it religious without understanding the underlying reasons. So for example, during the Navratras, one is advised to eat light food that is not exposed to the Sun; preferably, vegetables and fruit that grow underground. Food that is exposed to the Sun will absorb more energy, and as a result needs more energy to digest as well. The flour made from kuttu or buckwheat is consumed at this time as it is more fibrous and helps clean the digestive tract at the same time. If one follows this while in India where these vegetables, fruit and flour are available then it makes sense. If one relocates to a faraway land where these are not available and makes a fuss for these things then he or she has lost the point of the fast during the Navratras. The key is to remember the Natural Law and why these prescriptions were given. During these times, food should ideally be lower in energy and fibrous in nature. It’s the same with Ramadaan. But it becomes difficult for those who live far away from their homes to follow these prescriptions to the ‘T’. However, achieving similar results following broad guidelines is possible.

“In ancient times, when people traveled across different lands, they took time to acclimatize and understand the new weather, the culture and then they responded accordingly, and this made it possible for them to adapt easily. Moreover, along with them came their culture and traditions. Subsequently, the cultures mixed and created new norms and ways of life, yet, the common following of the Natural Law remained.

“Ancient Bharatvasis understood and followed the Natural Law. Society prospered and the overall awareness levels of people were more toward the higher chakras. The general direction of the society was determined by the self-actualized and wise of the society. Temples were built out of reverence and symbols were used to facilitate more and more people to understand the Natural Law. More importantly, to commune with the universal power or God. The wise men and realized masters across the world in mankind’s entire history have tried to explain how to achieve perpetual bliss by best adapting one’s body to the environment.”

The ashram’s caretaker had come and joined them once again. After offering some fruits plucked from the ashram trees to the ashram visitors, he had brought a few for Maharaj ji and Zian as well. Zian wiped the apple he got from the caretaker and looked toward Maharaj ji while offering the apple to him. Maharaj ji declined, saying he would first complete Nauli Kriya, then bathe and only then eat.

Maharaj ji continued with what he had been explaining, “When the Mughals invaded India, they did it purely to expand their empires without understanding the culture or the people. They plundered temples without understanding the underlying reasons and sentiments of why the temples had been built. They were doing this in the name of Islam, a religion of love that they did not follow, and did it in a society and country of wisdom that they did not understand. This led to a relationship that was founded on irreparable rifts and cracks. Perhaps it would have worked out better if wise men of that country — and not warriors — had approached their counterparts in India. Today, Muslims and Hindus coexist in the same land in India. They are more similar because they are living in the same geographical area and following the Natural Law than different because of their religious differences. Once the communities blended in, some of the best literary and art works emerged from the Indian Muslim community in the world.

“Similarly, when the British and other Europeans came to India by sea they came in as traders. After blending in, they took control of the small kingdoms and ultimately the entire country by taking advantage of the lack of unity among different regions. The biggest disservice that the British did to the world — and the Indians let them do it — was their attempt to wipe out Sanskrit and other local and regional languages. And impose English as a mode of communication. The only way to understand, keep and potentially harness and grow a place and its people is by preserving the local language and culture. That is where the context is stored. That’s where you understand how people respond and once you are able to understand and imbibe that, you can leverage that for far better spiritual, economic and social growth.”

“Wow! Such a profound explanation for why I shouldn’t question religion. True, religion is irrelevant in today’s day and age in certain geographies. With so many people displaced from their birthplaces, it doesn’t make sense to follow something under a name anymore. The more they follow what’s relevant for the locale they are in, the more in tune with themselves and nature they will be,” finished Zian.

“Despite being in India for about 200 years, the British were not able to understand the Natural Law or Dharma that people followed. They were unable to comprehend the role of the sarpanch, village pundit — and Sanskrit or the local languages as the primary language system. Since they could not understand Sanskrit despite their best efforts, they removed it and imposed English on the Indians. Moreover, they set up a parallel structure called the numberdaar or lumberdaar as it is popularly called, to the sarpanch. This was a classic Western top-down approach. The numberdaar was appointed by the British officials and was responsible for giving people numbers that they could be identified with. Unless the person had an assigned number, the person could not prove his or her existence. The test of time doesn’t spare anything. Since this system did not blend in with the basic nature of how a village was set up, the numberdaar system set up by the British is almost extinct now. The PAN card system is a new form of a top-down approach but still not very successful.”

“So the primary reason for the downfall of India is the Mughals? And then the British, right?” asked Zian.

Maharaj ji started laughing. Zian looked at him askance, wondering what had he said that was so funny.

Seeing his expression, Maharaj ji controlled his laughter and said, “No. The primary reason were the Bharatvasis themselves. You see, the path to self-actualization is the toughest. It’s a path of abstinence and, eventually, eternal bliss. Progressively, Maantrik
 or following a religion is relatively simpler and the happiness is shorter lived. Then the Taantrik
 phase is even simpler — of living in fear of a physical power. Happiness is further short-lived in this stage. Finally, in the Yaantrik
 stage individuals start living in fear of losing out on a provision of a product or service. The happiness is momentary compared to that of the Aantrik
 stage. You buy a pair of jeans and are momentarily happy. Then it becomes a thing of daily use. Now you only live in fear of losing it. The progeny of the self-actualized started treating self-actualization as a birthright without having gone through the path themselves.

“Emperor Asoka who ruled India about 2,200 years ago was one of the greatest emperors and expanded his empire all the way to Iran and Afghanistan in the north and the whole Indian subcontinent in the south. He fought the Kalinga battle in which over a lakh were killed. So great was his remorse at the devastation after this battle that he renounced his kingdom and took to following Mahatma Siddharth Gautam the Buddha’s teachings. Thereafter, the smaller kingdoms started serving their self-interests and the opportunists and the cunning made their own fiefdoms that also gave rise to the worst ills of India, the caste system. Fragmented society made it far easier for the foreign invaders to conquer India, which was now more of smaller kingdoms with local interests. In short, if the intelligentsia and the rulers had put humanitarian and national interests ahead of personal ones, they would have probably been able to preserve the greatness of the country and peaceful humanity. But like I have explained it before, this is a cycle. What goes up, comes down only to go up again and then down again. The British Empire, for instance, saw its expanse where the Sun never set, in its heydays. The law of karma always plays out, and the Empire is finally reduced to such where the Sun barely even rises. Likewise the Greek Empire, and Alexander the Great. For a country that has given so much to the world, it has been reduced to almost nothing now. A country’s wise and mighty, drive it to greatness or a fall. In a way, it was better when Asoka the Great took to the teachings of the Buddha. Had he continued on a path of bloodshed like Alexander, the fall would have been even bigger and longer-lived.

“If, today (Yaantrik
 stage), you have a virus in your computer and someone from the Taantrik
 stage offered you a sword to kill the virus, it would be bizarre, wouldn’t it? It’s sort of, like, when I say religion is in its own place. We are speaking of the most basic level of understanding and working of the Natural Law.

“Your own journey will always be unique and only known to you. It might be similar to people in your vicinity. It is, however, important to keep a check on the religious and political philosophies around you. These determine the nature and extent of your conditioning or creating boxes, as you call them. The deeper the conditioning, the further away from your life goal you will be. Finding your true purpose will have to be by getting in touch with your true Self.

“Wise, self-actualized masters anywhere in the world at any time only preached the Natural Law. Mahatma Gautam specifically said not to follow him, but only his teachings. He insisted that those following his teachings should never be called after his name. But masses want to identify. So they started calling the followers Buddhists and the religion Buddhism. The word ‘Buddha’ itself means self-actualized or enlightened. Had he not categorically specified this to his followers, they might have started calling it Gautamism or Siddharthism. The teachings, however, remained aligned to understanding and following the Natural Law.

“Similarly, Jesus Christ wasn’t a Christian, neither was Prophet Mohammed a Muslim. Religions came after messages from self-actualized masters. These were largely driven by the trading communities and started taking course of mass aggregation-based power structures.”

Maharaj ji summed up, “For your own eternal happiness, use your senses wisely. Channel them to get inputs; don’t just immerse yourself in sensual pleasures. Be aware and attentive.”


Indralok – The Sensory World

He watched her from across the canal, sitting on the windowsill of a derelict building on the other side of the road, running along the canal. She was looking away, running her fingers down a strand of her long, beautiful, auburn hair, twirling it and pressing the tips of her hair. Sara used to do that when in contemplation.

The canal water was clear blue and he could smell lavender in the air. Amsterdam was pristine as ever and everything moved like clockwork. It was such a pleasure watching the few cars go by, people riding bikes, kids playing on the inside streets and colorful graffiti on the walls. He had to walk up to a bridge to cross over to the other side. He was exhausted and felt sluggish.

Climbing up the narrow carpeted stairs, so tired, he was almost crawling up and could literally smell the carpet. She was still sitting at the windowsill, unfazed. He was sitting across her now on the same windowsill, as she looked at him. A long, blank stare that told a story of pain without a word said. He wanted to hold her and pull her close and kiss her, and make everything the way it had been, but nothing seemed to move around him.

She was still twirling her hair with her thin slender fingers, manicured nails, painted red. And then she glanced away. He always loved watching her. Eyelashes that went down and up slowly as her light-brown eyes looked away. He looked at her long slender legs as she walked across the hall to the kitchen counter. The whistling kettle was ready with hot water.

He looked across the room at his bike that was still propped up against the wall with mounting hooks. These apartments are small, it struck him, as he felt the need to be out and breathing in the open.

He remembered how Sara and he used to cycle around this beautiful city and countryside, riding alongside the canal. He was now outside, riding to the hilltop across the city on the other side. He had to cross several canals. Taking a tram or a bus might have been easier but he was cycling — and wondering how he got where he was.

And then he was at the spot from where he could clearly see the small hill on the other side. The deep-blue water of the lake below reflected the Sun that shone above, silver-golden sheets glistening on the surface of the wavy water.

This was a bit tricky as he was going to have to slide down with the bike and carefully walk up to the other side without slipping into the water. The soil was soft and the walking area was narrow. There were kids playing on the other side, on the small hill. He wondered how they had got there. They giggled and played on. He reached the other side, and now he would have to slide down again to make it to the top of the other small hill. This was going to be even tougher than the last.

Trying to make up his mind, he geared himself to slide down this one. But before he had readied himself, the soft, sandy soil started slipping from beneath his feet and he slid down involuntarily, his cycle sliding behind him. His cycle kept pushing him down, and he couldn’t do much, the soft sand giving way, his feet unable to find a firm foothold. All he could think of was to avoid plunging into the water. He knew intuitively that the water would be cold, already.

His feet barely touched the water, and it seemed to him as if he just bounced back from the water. A sigh of relief escaped his lips that he hadn’t plunged into the water. He sat down and rested awhile before making the climb to the next hill along the pond. He stood up, a strange sensation ran through him: he felt like he was getting out of water, his head breaking through the surface of the water first, the level of water coming down as he gradually got out of the lake. Am I still under water, he wondered. Well, thank god, he thought, I’m saved.

When out completely, he looked around and saw dead bodies floating around. Despite the dead bodies, there was serenity in this place. He was alive. Or was he? Was it time to wake up? It was chilly. There was a light tap on his shoulder and a voice said, “Kabir?”

Zian shook up with the strong winds blowing across. He had gone deep into meditation sitting on the flat rock. He saw Maharaj ji, meditating in the distance, on another rock, a few meters away.


Know Your Swastika – Wear Your Swastika!

A peacock was dancing with its feathers spread out, higher up on the mountain where there was still some snow from the winters. It was a beautiful view for an early misty morning. Clouds floating in the skies and Zian was sitting, taking all that in, while breathing with awareness. He had started noticing the change in perceptions and understanding of the simplest of things and happenings around, with the new-found ‘conscious breathing’. He was aware of the beauty on the outside, in nature and, at the same time, aware of his heartbeat, the grass under his bare feet, the stone bench he was sitting on and the chilly wind blowing across his face. As he felt the recurring sensation of pain on his arm, a thought popped up in his mind, “Who am I
?”

Maharaj ji was sitting still, on the rock against the wall of the ashram and staring at the sky. Zian walked up quietly and sat next to him. The silence was deafening. That’s how quiet and still Maharaj ji could be. Usually, when Maharaj ji was this way, he was in another dimension and not aware of his immediate physical surroundings — at least that’s what Zian thought. Zian did not disturb him; he just sat next to him and tried to be as still as possible.

A distant temple bell broke the silence. Zian opened his eyes to find Maharaj ji gazing at him.

“You are trying too hard,” said Maharaj ji.

“Why do you say that?”

“You’ve been trying to keep your eyes closed. It was not natural. You are afraid of keeping them closed. It was forced. The energy will rise from within. Be aware and attentive, let go of your fear. The sensory world only gets you this far.”

“I think I understand the sensory world and one should not be driven by one’s senses. Rather, use them as guides. But what’s beyond?”

“That can’t be explained. Sab maya hai. Jo dikhta hai woh hai nahi, jo hai woh dikhta nahi
 (It’s all an illusion. What’s visible is not there and what’s there is invisible). Yeh adhyatmik gyaan hai
 (This is related to experience of the Natural Law).”

“But if it can’t be explained, how can it be taught?” asked Zian baffled.

“Natural Law is in being
 and experiencing
. Not in defining
 and forcefully naming
 something. What do you get when you plant an apple seed?”

“An apple tree,” answered Zian, certain this was no ordinary question from Maharaj ji.

“There is no force or power in the universe that can change that fact. You can’t even tell the apple seed anything. That small little seed knows the gigantic tree it will create that will bear millions of apples. All it needs is the right climate, the right water and soil. Even that is determined by nature. You can’t grow an apple tree at will. Can you?” explained Maharaj ji, concluding with a rhetorical question.

Zian listened quietly. It made sense.

“Now imagine, what if I try to explain the inside workings of an apple seed? Wouldn’t that be enormously confusing? If I did it anyway, you will be curious and tempted to operate on it. If you operate on it, you will kill it and ruin the seed. If you got to discover anything, then you would want to make sure that your understanding of it was not a one-off accident. You will then do this with thousands of seeds without there being enough evidence ever. The Natural Law is that you sow an apple seed you get an apple tree; you sow a mango seed, you get a mango tree. ‘As you sow, so shall you reap’,” Maharaj ji completed with a smile.

“So what can be taught then?” asked Zian curiously.

“Everything that can be done at will from the outside. You should have the maturity to let go of things that you do not control and the ability to do things you can voluntarily do.”

“How can you be completely oblivious of the surroundings and so deep in meditation when I can’t even keep my eyes closed for a few minutes?” asked Zian.

“It is purely what’s blissful to you. For you, it is the sensory pleasures for now. As you go in deeper states of awareness, you will start enjoying the real bliss or param anand of being. That’s called Satyam Shivam Sundaram: the truth, the absolute, the beautiful.”

Maharaj ji continued, “The more one tries to explain the intermediate result or the inner workings or definitions, the more misleading it becomes — as many images, as many people. That’s how religions are born.”

“I don’t believe in this. Until I can witness it, it doesn’t make sense to me. I need to see it, to believe it,” said Zian with desperation in his voice. He was exasperated now; he thought he had been making progress.

“Well, you use a laptop. Don’t you?” asked Maharaj ji, after glancing at Zian.

“Yes,” answered Zian, keeping it short, looking annoyed.

“What would be your reaction if the people here, the sadhus, saw that laptop and told you they don’t believe
 in a laptop? What if they said it is such a stupid thing to stare at a rectangular glass and tap on little square objects for hours? Why don’t such people breathe in fresh air and meditate a little? What would you tell them?”

“I’d try to explain to them all the laptop could do. Complex calculations, make spreadsheets, presentations, send e-mails and show movies and much more.”

“But they wouldn’t know how to operate it. And they don’t believe
 in it. They wouldn’t know how to program it. For them, you would have to break a mindset and get them to understand it, right? For that you need to teach them to program it. Understand different kinds of programming.”

“That’s true.”

“What laptop do you use?”

“Apple MacBook.” Zian’s voice was tinged with pride as if he had something to show off.

“That was by Steve, wasn’t it? He was here, a few years ago. He visits every now and then.”

“Really? You know him?” exclaimed Zian.

“Yes,” said Maharaj ji, nonchalantly. “Would someone whom you taught a MacBook programming be able to work on a Windows laptop?”

Surprised, and wondering how Maharaj ji knew all this, Zian replied, “I guess not. It will take time. To teach them the other one.”

“That’s sort of how religions are. Different brands, same product. Do the two laptops give you different results when you ask for two plus two?” asked Maharaj ji simply.

“No,” said Zian, getting the drift.

“But they both work on electric signals,” said Maharaj ji.

“True. And they are eventually the same,” said Zian, nodding with understanding.

“You need to understand the inner computer. Once you know how to program the inner computer, then you can get to dimensions that can’t be explained in normal language. But the basic is for you to plug-in. Plugging-in is done by breathing with awareness,” elucidated Maharaj ji.

“But I could easily say what the laptop could do. Why can’t you explain to me the different dimensions you speak of?” Zian challenged him.

“The laptop is born out of physical reality. Your imagination is born out of physical reality as well. But what if you could go to an entirely different dimension away from the sensory world?” counter-questioned Maharaj ji.

“In the West, the things, products, and experiences that you speak of with evidence, give you satisfaction and happiness in the immediate future and short term but no fulfillment in the long term. In the East, with meditation, you might not be able to see anything in the short term. You will certainly start seeing benefits and fulfillment in the long term. I can explain things in a generic manner. The lesser structure I give it, the better it is.”

“But why?” asked Zian again.

“Common people and the masses love symbolism because it is far easier and simpler than to take a wise master’s word for it. It helps them get away from the tougher path. They worship Christ on the crucifix but don’t follow Christ’s teachings. They worship Krishna’s idols but miss the life and learning. The population at large worships Ram. Not because he was a prince but because he gave up his kingdom for serving the truth. They worship him because he dealt with the toughest of life’s problems with so much grace. A bigger question is whether they were mortals or were they divine beings?” Maharaj ji said.

“But why go so far? In the most recent times, two very prominent figures that have come to the Himalayas have tried to realize and imbibe the wisdom, and to pass it on to the masses. Whether they have succeeded or not, time will tell. They certainly made big financial successes. Every time Steve comes here, discussions based on knowing the Self and passing the wisdom to the masses is routine. How does one awaken divine beings in every single member of the human populace?

“Any realized master will start with the basic questions of ‘Who am “I”?’ Then, ‘Where have “I” come from?’ and finally, ‘Where am “I” going?’

“The genesis of Steve Jobs’ innovative devices is this. The ‘i’ is small because, symbolically, any master would first get you to diminish the ego. Whether he was able to let go of the ego or not is another thing. These innovative devices themselves are deeply related to the senses of sight, sound and touch. Second, they are very personal. His basic objective though was to get the real ‘I’. The devices have definitely tickled people’s imaginations but whether he succeeded in awakening people and raising their awareness to higher chakras or further pushed it down to the Mooladhaara Chakra and Yaantrik Yug
 is something for the future,” smiled Maharaj ji.

Zian would have never imagined this connection and was stupefied by the deep correlation of the perceived outcome and what successful people actually started out to do. He wondered whether he would ever reach successes such as those and when or whether he would even find his ‘I’ or ‘i’.

“And who is the second personality?” asked Zian enthusiastically.

Maharaj ji looked up at the Sun. It was about eight in the morning.

“I will now bathe. Complete the kriya and do twenty Suryanamaskaars. Then you can bathe. We will sit after that,” said Maharaj ji getting up and ready to walk toward the tank in which rain water was stored.

Zian completed the kriya quickly. And twenty Suryanamaskaars. Perspiring but feeling fresh, he could still feel the morning chill and hear an occasional peacock screaming. He wandered off to where the caretaker was chopping wood next to the kitchen hut. Nand Lal, the caretaker, was a stout old man. He must’ve been in his fifties, well-built and had a very positive aura. Understandably so, having spent much of his life around realized masters practicing yoga and meditation.

Unable to control his curiosity, he asked the caretaker, “Nand Lal Bhaiya, who are the other famous people who come regularly to the Himalayas?”

Having overheard Zian’s conversation with Maharaj ji, Nand Lal smiled and said, “Many, Bhaiya. Musicians, celebrities, actors, businessmen and many more. Every time I go to Rishikesh, there are only firangis there. There were four famous musicians; I think they were called Beatles. I’ve seen some of their pictures in some ashrams in Rishikesh. Then one famous group had come from a movie called Star Wars
. I was young then. They even came back and showed us the movie,” saying this, Nand Lal looked at Maharaj ji who was now walking up from behind.

Zian turned around hearing Maharaj ji’s footsteps and the sound of the wooden sandals.

Smiling and looking surprised, Zian asked, “Is it true? The Beatles and the Star Wars
 team were in the Himalayas?”

“You’ve seen people from so many different nationalities here, haven’t you already? Many come here to learn but rarely do they take back the real wisdom,” said Maharaj ji.

“As in?” asked a confused Zian.

“Usually when going around in the yogic circles, a common wish is ‘Hari Om’ and when in the akharas, sadhus and rishis would often say to each other, ‘Aapko turiya avastha praapt ho
’ (‘May you achieve the Turiya state’ or ‘May the Turiya state be with you’).”

Zian looked perplexed.

“You have seen the Swastika symbol around everywhere. For a common man, it is a symbol of good luck, well-being and prosperity. It is pronounced as ‘Swastik’ and ends in a visarga in Sanskrit. English does not have a parallel to the visarga so it is written and pronounced as ‘Swastika’. However, the Swastika has a much deeper significance,” said Maharaj ji, drawing on the rough cement floor of the ashram with a soft, red stone that was lying close by.

“With the help of the Swastika, the rishis were really trying to explain the interconnectedness of the universe. They were trying to explain that well-being was in connecting with the cosmic and higher dimensions and not in physical, worldly pleasures. As you have begun to see already during the meditation sessions. For simplicity, they showed it as a four-dimensional cube.”

“What? A four-dimensional cube? How?” Zian was clearly flabbergasted.

“As you now know, evolution is cyclical. Each cycle lasts for about 5,000 years. Human evolution is linked to the awareness of an individual from Mooladhaara to Sahasraara Chakra and back. Human development and perception is limited by the five senses. The sixth sense is an ability that comes from within. Higher dimensional experiences are beyond the senses or away from Indriya lok. The advanced stages of Satyug
, in the last cycle, are still ahead of our present stage in this current cycle. So a lot of symbols, texts, stories and what we believe as mythology
 are yet to be experienced by a majority of the population. Humans exploit natural resources to their advantage without thinking of the dire consequences that will destroy the Earth. But that also is a part of evolution. As humans evolve, and get to Satyug
, most people are self-actualized and aware of their existence as wavelets and particles or attha kalapas. But the resources on Earth will dry up by that time, and the ether or Shiva unequivocally destroys the life forms to restore the natural resources. Light Beings never die. That which is alive within you, will never die. Only the physical body dies. The Universe or Vishnu re-creates the Earth or Brahma. Then human beings are formed from the same Light Beings in attha kalapas. The knowledge and wisdom is passed on via genes or these kalapas. Not every Light Being comes back on Earth. But the ones who do, bring back the wisdom. That’s how there is so much of wisdom that exists and is all-pervasive. This is how Guru-Shishya Parampara continues.

“The Swastika’s history is more than 5,000 years old. It’s less important how many years old it is. What is far more important is that it encapsulates so much of wisdom that has been completely lost. Or the human race is yet to get to it. For now, we either blindly follow the symbolism or we don’t.

“The Kaal Chakra I drew for you is a simplistic version of the Swastika. It can also be drawn as a four dimensional cube or a Tesseract. The fourth state of consciousness, Satyug
, is characterized by the air element and the dominant trait is Brahman. This state is reached from within a human being.

“This can’t be shown on a two- or even a three-dimensional space. Simplistically drawn, it looks like the present-day Swastika. Geometrically, this is shown as a dimension coming out from within. The Light Being resides in every attha kalapa or the smallest particle. The Light Being coming out of every little attha kalapa achieves the fourth dimension.

“The fourth dimension is another state of consciousness and is called the ‘Turiya Avastha’. The word Turiya comes from Chaturiya or the fourth state. The way makers of the movie, Star Wars
 understood the translation for the good wish, ‘Aapko turiya avastha praapt ho
’ was ‘May the fourth state be with you’. Explaining the fourth state to simple minds is a bit tough so they sought an easier statement: ‘May the force be with you’! It’s quite a popular one-liner from the movie. A lot of Western seekers, who come here, mention the movie and want to understand what the force really is, but they are not patient enough to realize it,” illuminated Maharaj ji.

Zian just sat there, dumbfounded.

“The seekers and leaders who come with good intent don’t necessarily end up taking away the right message. Enlightenment is destructive. It destroys your conditioning. It destroys mindsets and, most importantly, makes you unlearn what you have learned so far. Some seekers want to be enlightened, yet want to hold on to their illusionary worlds as well. Woh chahte hain insaan ban jaaye, kintu bandaron mei naam bhi bana rahe
 (They want to become human but still want to remain popular among the monkeys),” Maharaj ji joked.

“Hitler was one such person who came as a leader and was fascinated with the wisdom of the saints and the symbolism of the Swastika. However, his knowledge remained superficial. If you understood the Swastika and truly achieved the turiya avastha, then you would be detached from physical possessions and far from killing humans; you wouldn’t even want to harm a plant.

“The Nazis adapted the symbol of the Swastika as a show of power to reveal their understanding and proof of their Aryan descent and connection to a higher power. However, they looked at it from a different perspective and that’s why, while they still called it the Swastika, it is tilted. Merely adopting a symbol doesn’t make anyone wise. For example, if someone liked the tools of a surgeon, and then used these tools to harvest human organs? Then trade them illegitimately while displaying a doctor’s symbol with his name, that shouldn’t malign the surgeon’s profession or symbol. It is misused symbolism. You will understand and realize this better as you go deeper into meditation.

“Similarly, the six-pointed star that depicts the divine female in the middle is also a variation of the Swastika. The star symbolizes the divine union or Shiva-Shakti. It is the same as the six-pointed Jewish star.

“It is best to show the way and not define the destination. Everyone will experience a satya ka sakshaatkaar
 (witnessing the Truth). The ultimate realization is that we are a part of the whole and no matter what we do, how we go, what evidence we have or not, we still are a part of the whole and we are miniscule, insignificant. We do not determine or control anything until we are connected to the Supreme Will. The sooner one realizes this, the better and more fulfilling life one has. That does not mean you just sit here and do nothing. Leading a life of awareness is ideal. Whatever you do, be aware. Whatever you see, wherever you go, be aware,” completed Maharaj ji.

“Brilliant! I didn’t know that!” Zian could barely contain his excitement, as he sat there, looking at the drawing on the floor, listening to Maharaj ji. His curiosity about Maharaj ji and how he knew all he did, despite being in the Himalayas was growing in leaps and bounds with each interaction he had with him. But Zian didn’t ask for fear of annoying him, as Maharaj ji never answered anything personal.
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Everyday Miracles

Now back at the Vedic ashram in Guptkaashi, it was dawn and the vibrant sounds of the mantras chanted by the students woke up Zian. Exhilarating as always, the sound of the mantra chants almost touched a deep chord within Zian, reminding him of Maharaj ji’s explanation of the temple bells.

Tuned into his senses, breathing mindfully and aware of his surroundings, Zian walked down the graveled path, to the river ghat, to take a dip in the holy river. Feeling the rounded pebbles beneath his bare feet, he remembered the time in Varanasi, when they used to take a dip in the Ganga and call it Ganga-Jamuni Tehzeeb where everyone, regardless of the religion they followed, took a dip. About a few hundred meters away, downhill from the ashram, all the sadhaks came down there as well. Two sadhaks lingered at the riverbank now, as most of them had gone back to the ashram for the morning session. The couple of remaining students didn’t notice Zian coming from behind them. These were the naughty ones who would create all the mischief and would know everyone’s secrets at the ashram. The tall, lanky one, Gopal, was now tying a knot on his tuft of hair, at the back of his head. The stout one, Krishna, was wrapping his dhoti and complaining to Gopal; one could tell from the tone of his voice. As Zian approached, he overheard them talking about Maharaj ji and how he had not been spending time with them of late. Maharaj ji was a favorite among the students, as he was a kid with kids and an adult with adults.

Zian couldn’t hold back his curiosity now and segued in with a question, “So how long has Maharaj ji been at the ashram?”

“He has been here for a very long time, Bhaiya,” answered Gopal, turning around to face him.

“How many years?” Zian persisted.

“About thirty years,” replied Gopal.

“Really? So where was he before that?” asked Zian curiously.

“We have heard from Maa that he was in America working as a nuclear scientist.”

“That sounds like a long time. How old is he then?”

“He was a freedom fighter before that. He is 110 years old.”

Zian’s eyes almost popped out as he reacted, “Wow, and he can do all the things that I barely can, at better speed and more efficiently.”

“Yog and dhyan are the secrets, Bhaiya.”

Both the students were fidgeting by now and in a hurry to get back to the ashram as they had missed the first half of the morning session already. They turned and rushed off when Zian nodded his thanks.

Zian immersed himself in the river with the silvery blanket of the first rays of the morning Sun, feeling truly blessed to be a part of Maharaj ji’s favorite students’ group. He still couldn’t believe Maharaj ji was 110 years old. Not in a lifetime would he have been able to guess his age! Deep down he was euphoric, to be taught by Maharaj ji, the Yoddha (Yoda), the old master. Everything said with experience made it a lot more credible. Not that he had doubted Maharaj ji for even a second. More so, because Maharaj ji wanted every student of his to experience rather than take anyone’s word for it.

On his way back, walking uphill, he wondered why such a simple message would get distorted. It’s Natural Law. You reap as you sow. Breathing with awareness and tuning into one’s senses. Then why are people so lost, and why is there so much unrest in the world. Shouldn’t people be following the Natural Law, anyway?

“People like instant gratification and greed takes center stage when they do not breathe with awareness,” Maharaj ji was explaining to the sadhaks seated in one corner of the large terrace.

Gopal and Krishna were in the last row, nodding attentively, to show they had grasped everything, probably because they were late. Seeing them, Zian smiled as he passed by. On overhearing Maharaj ji, he could immediately relate to the power of serendipity. Things are happening around us and we are a part of it. We need to just be aware and respond to situations, reflected Zian as he walked to his room in the ashram. He thought he would join the rest of the sadhaks once he had changed into fresh clothes. Bathing in the attached bathroom was always an option, but bathing at the river ghats was pure bliss. As he headed to open the door, he could feel a searing pain on his arm again. He wondered what it was, as he opened the door.

Zian stepped out of his room, into the corridor. Looking over the parapet wall, on the ground floor below, to the left, he saw Bhagwun sitting on a pedestal in front of a crowd. He had missed a large part of the morning session that the sadhaks had had with Maharaj ji, so he decided to skip it altogether and join Bhagwun downstairs instead.

This was the area to the right when Zian had come to the ashram for the first time. There was still the smell of wet cement and watered bricks. The structure without walls was a large area that could easily house over a couple of hundred people, standing. It had six pillars that supported the shed and there was a large pillar in the middle. There were four large havan kunds in every quadrant of the rectangular hall. Every pillar had a Swastika etched on it. Bhagwun was sitting at the opposite end of the hall from where Zian had walked in.

There were many holy men, sadhus — a few of whom were naked and covered in ashes — and some fakirs. Among them were also Sikhs who were on their way to Sri Hemkunt Sahib. When Bhagwun saw Zian, he smiled and gestured, asking him to come and sit next to him on a mat that was placed on the floor. Zian went near Bhagwun and leaned over to Chanakya, who was attending to Bhagwun.

He asked Chanakya in a whisper, “What’s going on?”

“All those on pilgrimages pass through this way and are hosted by us, Bhaiya. This happens for more than eight months in a year. So they are just bhikshus and passers-by. Bhagwun ensures no one goes hungry from here. Each pilgrim is given a blanket, a set of warm undergarments and some money for their journeys ahead. Maharaj ji had also come to the ashram like this, one day, along with the other pilgrims. It’s said that his charisma was so strong that once Bhagwun and he started talking, Bhagwun requested him to stay back. Bhagwun was an ascetic for a long time and had lived in caves and wandered in the forests until he was asked by his guru ji to serve humanity like this. Maharaj ji continues to be an ascetic, that’s why he doesn’t live under a roof. He lives under the staircase on the outside.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask that for a long time but have been a bit uncomfortable asking it. Thank you for telling me that,” said Zian and started observing the proceedings.

Bhagwun had raised both his hands close enough to make a namaste gesture, yet held them slightly apart. His right palm had a Swastika made on it. As sadhus, fakirs and Sikh sadhus walked up to him, he would greet each with a ‘Hari Om’, and place a package with due humility to the individual, who would then return to the gathering with it.

Curious, Zian again leaned over to Chanakya and asked, “Shouldn’t Bhagwun be giving these to the sadhus by walking to them instead of the sadhus and fakirs, walking up to Bhagwun? Isn’t the purpose of giving lost?”

Chanakya smiled, his ever-so-young-and-radiant-with-wisdom face aglow, “No, Bhaiya. This has become a ritual now. Even if Bhagwun wanted to, he wouldn’t be able to change it. These pilgrims have been coming here for so many years that paying their respects to Bhagwun has also become a sort of a pilgrimage.”

Zian patted Chanakya on the back, appreciating why Chanakya had been given the duty of attending to Bhagwun so often. He was just a brilliant kid and quite wise for his young age.

Once the alms were all given out, the sadhus and fakirs sat on the mats lined-up in parallel, horizontal lines with a few meters left vacant at the center. They were served food on banana leaves. As they finished their meal and got up to leave, Bhagwun stood at the entrance of the ashram to see them off. Just as they were leaving, there was a loud clap of thunder and it started to rain heavily. Everyone stopped and looked out of the shed. There were barely any clouds in the skies till a few minutes ago and now this sudden downpour was surprising. In the distance, they could spot a bus coming uphill. The sadhus and fakirs would have to take this bus to get to their respective destinations in time, else they would have to spend the night somewhere. There wasn’t enough room for that many people to stay at the ashram. Everyone was looking at Bhagwun, when he looked outside and then at the bus and then at the pilgrims. Bhagwun looked up at the skies, closed his right fist, put it to his lips and muttered some mantras. Then he blew into his fist, opened it and motioned as if throwing something out in the air. Lo and behold, the rain stopped. Zian was shocked. He ran out, laughing at the same time. The clouds were still there but the rain just stopped as if someone had simply turned off a faucet.

The sadhus and fakirs all bowed in respect, saying, “Hari Om! Hari Om! Hari Om!” and started to walk out.

The bus halted at the stand on the opposite side of the road; all of them boarded it to reach their next destination.

Just as they boarded the bus, it started to pour again. Zian couldn’t believe his eyes. He turned around to see if he could go and speak with Bhagwun but Bhagwun was gone. He looked around to see if he could find Chanakya, but Chanakya too was gone. Things just don’t cease to amaze, thought Zian. Yet another query he will have for Maharaj ji at some point.


Dharma or True Nature

As Zian stepped out of the hall and hurried over to the staircase leading to the terrace of the first floor of the ashram, a few drops of the downpour fell on him. His arm was still writhing in pain as if a noose was being tightened around it.

Running across the terrace, he entered the kitchen and asked for Maharaj ji. Busy stirring the vegetable stew with a ladle, Vibhu ji motioned with his head that Maharaj ji was at the back.

Zian walked along the shade of the kitchen awning, and to the back. He smiled as he spotted Maharaj ji, sitting with the laborers, who were taking a break because of the sudden downpour. Seeing them sipping steaming hot tea, Zian wished he too could have some. Just then, the cook patted his back and handed him a glass of tea. The aroma of ginger and cardamom filled his nostrils. There were just magical happenings all around, thought Zian and wondered what made the world go around. Whether actions followed thoughts or thoughts followed action or was it all happening simultaneously. And that was the illusion.

The magic of conscious breathing was quite an enchanting one as he still pondered on his thoughts from the morning. If happiness is really as simple as conscious breathing, then why do people not do it?

Sipping his tea, Zian went forth and quietly sat next to Maharaj ji.

“How did Bhagwun make the rain stop for a few minutes, Maharaj ji?” asked Zian, finding it hard to hold on to his curiosity any further.

“Did the rain stop? It has been raining non-stop for the past hour or so,” replied Maharaj ji.

“I swear! I saw it with my own eyes,” insisted Zian.

Maharaj ji smiled and said, “Sab mithya hai. Jo hai woh dikhta nahi, jo dikhta hai woh hai nahi
 (Everything is an illusion. What’s real is not visible and what’s visible is not real). For a true seeker, everything is a miracle. For a true believer, who has let go of the ego, performing miracles is as normal as breathing. When you surrender to the Supreme Will, you make the power of your thoughts supreme. Agar samadhi pusht ho, aur yog pakka ho toh aisa karna saral hai
 (If the intent is pure, one’s yoga and meditation are deep and strong, and one has lived a life of penance and abstinence, this is a very easy thing to do). Bhagwun has completely surrendered to the Supreme Will. Hari Om!” said Maharaj ji as he looked up at the sky, with half-closed eyes and smiled again.

Zian looked visibly surprised and in awe.

Looking at him, Maharaj ji continued, “The sensations in a person’s body are like monkeys. Constantly jumping around and not focused. You are sitting and talking to a friend, and a good-looking girl or boy passes in front of you. You are filled with carnal desires and suddenly your awareness has gone to the lowest chakra. Now you are not in the conversation that you were enjoying so much, but focused on that beauty. A far more attractive girl or boy passes in front of you, and this girl or boy distracts you even further. The human mind is like that. If in that moment, you breathe with awareness you will come back to yourself and get centered. It sounds easy, yet it is tough to do — but it is possible with practice. Live in the here and now.

“All humans develop an ego. Those who are unable to control their ego, are controlled by it and in turn end up believing that the only way to lead a successful and happy life is to overpower others by force, physical (Taantrik
), mass movement-related (Maantrik
) or technology-related (Yaantrik
).”

“It sounds quite simple and easy to understand, and if it is beneficial, then why wouldn’t they do it?” asked Zian, perplexed.

“Imagine a village with a farmer, a trader and a shopkeeper. The farmer gets seeds and plants mango trees. He lovingly tends to these saplings, protects them from being eaten by cows, goats and from the rains and storms. Waters them, puts manure and when the tree bears fruit, he ensures that birds don’t eat the fruit either.

“When the fruit is ripe, he plucks them, makes a deal with the trader who then sells it to various shopkeepers after keeping his fair margin. The shopkeeper then sells it to the customers, after adding his margin.

“The reason the farmer, the trader and the shopkeeper do what they do is either because they were born into a family that does it or they were deeply attracted to such work. So far they are working for the love of the work they do. They love the rhythm, the activities involved and the end results and everything that goes with it. This will remain so long as they breathe with awareness and enjoy the deed they do. The moment they lose awareness, they are distracted by various temptations outside. The most overpowering temptations will take over their aspirations, and society will consider only those persons successful that succumb to that temptation. It could be a product, service, more money, anything. To acquire the aspirational object, these people will get greedy. If the shopkeeper sells the mangoes for more than they are worth, the customers will leave him. If he pays less to the farmer, the farmer will cut down on the quality of manure or seeds used and the mangoes will be of an inferior quality. In anyway, any greed from anyone will affect the whole system, including him or her. The shopkeeper will lose customers in the long run and more. You get the idea?” confirmed Maharaj ji.

Zian nodded. “That’s what the controls are meant for, and regulators do their job.”

“That’s the problem. You have controlling layers over layers to check people, and then who checks them?”

“But that’s how markets work!”

“That’s how the society has got them to work,” Maharaj ji pointed out firmly. “Checking of morality needs to come from within. By breathing with awareness, working from the Heart Chakra. If you are about to kill even a mosquito and at that moment you just pause and breathe with awareness, you will not feel like killing it. That’s the power of awareness. The further away humans go from their awareness, the more they get away from themselves and the worse it gets for humanity and the world.”

“What exactly is breathing with awareness? I thought that’s what I’ve been doing all along here.”

“Observe your nostrils. The air that passes through these is what you will feel. While you breathe involuntarily, continue to do that. But now, only observe; just observe. Don’t try to breathe harder or softer. Just observe the air going in and out. That’s it. And you can continue with whatever you were doing. This will keep you in the moment and be completely into whatever you are doing. Greed goes away by itself.

“All the Pranayam that we do in the morning helps us to open up our nostrils and bodily pores that help in awareness. ‘Pran Ayam’ literally translates to ‘Pran’ and ‘Ayam’. Eating right as per the weather and the locale is beneficial as well.”

Zian had noticed the transformation within himself. That’s what got him back to this place to begin with. He nodded in agreement.

“‘Do unto others as you’d have others do unto you’ as the Bible
 says, can be practiced only in complete awareness. The answer to what are the acts that qualify will come from within, not from asking around. If you were aware, you wouldn’t harm anyone because you wouldn’t want anyone to harm you. When in complete awareness, one does the right things. That is true Dharma. Everyone has his or her own Dharma. Water is wet and makes things wet. It’s not water if it doesn’t. That’s water’s Dharma. What’s yours?” Maharaj ji finished with a smile.


Essence of Ramayana – Ram Rajya

Sounds and bodily sensations were not distractions anymore, Zian noticed. He was a lot more aware of the happenings around, yet neither disturbed nor distracted by any of it. With consistent practice of yog and dhyan, he was much more centered. Reacted less, responded more.

Sitting still in Padmasana, at the banks of the Ganga, he was at peace. A tingling sensation at the back of his spine, a scratching sensation on his calf, light vibrations on the top of his head and a cooling effect on the forehead. Tickling on the cheek as if an ant was crawling on it, a prickling on the right shoulder, a general shiver ran down his body as he just sat there, blissful in meditation. He could hear the furiously flowing river gushing over the rocks and the water hitting hard against the mountain on the other side while a frog croaked under the rock that Zian was sitting on. He could hear the birds chirping in the distance and a dog barking — perhaps at cows passing by. It was as if he was one with the universe. He knew everything in that moment, from the Earth’s rotation, the blood flowing in his veins, the air circulating in his body, why a clock went clockwise, his childhood, the first drop of water he had drunk, and the pain from his falls as a kid to his first sexual experience. He was in pure awareness of everything. Experiencing all his own bodily sensations and the sounds and happenings outside, via his senses, he seemed to be witnessing all of it and yet was not affected by it.

He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder, and slowly opening his eyes, saw Maharaj ji sitting right behind him.

“When did you come here, Maharaj ji? I didn’t even hear you coming,” asked Zian, thinking he should have heard Maharaj ji’s wooden slippers.

Maharaj ji smiled. He seemed so in unity with the whole that he seemed to be fluid enough to just float around with no friction or resistance with anything.

Seeing his reflection in the water, Zian was suddenly reminded of the tragedy of September 11.

“I wish everyone could be in this state of oneness. It would make the world a more peaceful and content place,” Zian observed solemnly.

“The world is ever-changing. Don’t expect to make it perfect. Make yourself perfect, in the way you respond. Nothing has changed in you except your way of perceiving and responding. Earlier you looked at the world through a colored glass, and your reaction was based on your conditioning. Now, you are in the here and now,” explained Maharaj ji.

“So I change nothing? Do nothing?”

“Yog and dhyan are like a spring door. So long as you hold them, you are in the here and now but the moment you let go, you go back to the same old, conditioned lifestyle. It’s a practice you continue. Don’t get complacent. This is neither a degree, nor a certificate. You do not get to show this to anyone. The best proof is you, yourself. Things around you will start changing as a result of changes within you. Your perceptions and pre-conceived notions will change as a result. Take up a vocation that you really enjoy and which you can be one with. Something that can be so engrossing that even sensory distractions don’t bother you. Help people who are at the lowest level of awareness. Help the poor and marginalized of the society because they are always the ones who will be judged. By poor I do not mean economically poor. Gareeb wo hai jo adhyatma ke abhaav mei hai
 (Poor are those who lack wisdom). Punyaa arjit karo
 (Accumulate good karma). When you raise awareness in those who are in darkness or in those who lack wisdom, you do genuine good to the society and the world in general,” Maharaj ji reinforced this by reciting a shloka:


Om Asato Maa Sad-Gamaya
 |


Tamaso Maa Jyotir-Gamaya
 |


Mrtyor-Maa Amrtam Gamaya
 |


Om Shaantih Shaantih Shaantih
 ||

Meaning:

Om, Lead us from the illusory world to the truth of Eternal Self,

Lead us from the Darkness (of Ignorance and lack of Wisdom) to the Light (of Spiritual Knowledge),

Lead us from the Fear of Death to the Knowledge of Immortality.

Om Peace, Peace, Peace.

“That seems like a solution for world hunger. It is overwhelming. How do I know my true calling?” asked Zian, feeling helpless.

“Does an apple seed know it has to grow into an apple tree or does a mango seed know it has to grow into a mango tree? No, they don’t. It is Natural Law. They are a part of the whole. Your true nature will surface when you calm down your inner Self,” assured Maharaj ji. “Once you realize your true nature, realize your purpose, the right people and things will get attracted to you. This is an inner journey. Understand your inner computer, and program it so it attracts the people and things you need to fulfill your purpose. An apple would have fulfilled its destiny, if someone who really needed an apple to satisfy her hunger, ate it. Not if it just got wasted, lying around. But an apple doesn’t have a will. You do. Make sure you exercise that after realizing your true nature.”

“What is free will?”

“The ability to use your senses wisely as well as using your arms and legs in your circle of influence is free will. If you do that in awareness, your actions will be right.”

“That’s very simple. But I can do so much more with my free will. For example, I can even call my friend in Japan and get her to send something to another friend who stays in Brazil. That’s free will!” exclaimed Zian.

“But you still use your senses and arms to make that call, don’t you? That is all that’s in your control and free will. Once that’s done, the call itself whether made or not, whether your friend will do it or not, etc, is all out of your control,” explained Maharaj ji.

“When you explain it, you do it so well. I’m afraid I don’t even remember it but that’s why it is great to be here with you, under your guidance.”

“Try to understand the core and it will be easier to remember. Bharat or India as it is popularly called now, is an interesting country with a long, multi-cultural, multi-civilizational history. Thousands of years ago, the rishis tried to convey this simple message in many ways. They tried to explain this through the Vedas. The Vedas explained in very intricate detail what the different yugs are like. The Aantrik, Maantrik, Taantrik
 and Yaantrik Yugs
 are explained in great detail in the Rig Veda, Som Veda, Yajur Veda
 and Atharva Veda
, respectively. Instead of imbibing, the masses preferred memorizing, intellectualizing, debating and discussing. In today’s terminology, when a computer manufacturer and technician tells you to keep your computer clean by installing antivirus software, you understand what they mean. Those who are not familiar with the terminology, might clean the outside of a computer daily with diligence but a software virus continues to affect its performance. Then they blame the manufacturer or the technician wrongfully. No one is wrong, just that the right message didn’t get communicated or wasn’t understood.

“The Upanishads were another attempt to convey a simple message of living in awareness that would lead to rightful living. But once again, these scriptures were not successful in sending the right message to the masses.

“So, Rishi Valmiki wrote the Ramayana
. On one level, it is a story of a heroic prince, Ram of Ayodhya, who wins over an evil king, Ravan of Lanka. On another level, it is a story of a person who has Ram, Ravan, Sita and all the characters of Ramayana
 within. It is the same person.

“India has a unique geographical position, and a unique shape too. One task was to make sure people live in harmony and identify with each other. The whole subcontinent was mapped onto a human body,” said Maharaj ji.

“In the undivided subcontinent, the upper north — which is now Kashmir — was the head, the western and eastern sides corresponded to the arms and the rest of the subcontinent, the torso. Ayodhya, where Prince Ram belonged, is about the same place as the Heart Chakra. Now with Bangladesh as a separate entity, it is not so any more but at that time it was. It was almost the center. The Lankan kingdom was all the way down toward the bottom of the torso or the Mooladhaara or the lowest chakra.

“Similarly, the awareness in breathing can be understood with the hot and cold breaths. The cold breath comes via Ida or the left channel. It is white, feminine, cold, represents the Moon and is associated with the Ganga. It originates in the Mooladhaara and ends up in the left nostril.

“The hot breath is via Pingala or the right channel. Pingala is red, masculine, hot, represents the Sun and is associated with River Yamuna. Originating in Mooladhaara, Pingala ends up in the right nostril.”

Zian was trying the Pranayam while listening to Maharaj ji just to be sure he was getting the Ida and Pingala right.

“Sushumna is the central channel and is associated with River Saraswati. This river is symbolic of wisdom and knowledge. No actual river is present on the ground.

“The new-age medical symbol that you see with two serpents entwined around a staff is a close resemblance to the Ida, Pingala and Sushumna around the spinal cord.

“Ram stood for Conscience; Sita for Energy or Awareness. When awareness is stolen by evil thoughts of lust, as symbolized by Ravan, Ram has to focus and gather all the energy in the body to go and take control. Ravan had ten heads, and each head symbolizes a vice: Kaam, Krodh, Moha, Lobh, Mada, Maatsarya, Manas, Buddhi, Chitta, and Ahankaar. The various sensations in your body are like monkeys. Instead of getting distracted and being led by them, Ram gathered the energies and focused all those monkeys’ energies, to conquer the evil of Ravan or the desires.

“Upon conquering and defeating Ravan, Ram and Sita return to the Heart Chakra. The idea of ruling from the Heart Chakra is called ‘Ram Rajya’. If we can build this up in every individual, then society will function as it should and the state too will function in a way that benefits one and all.”

Zian, who had been listening with awe couldn’t help blurting, “How are the mind and intellect evil?”

“Both are cultured by the external conditioning and can go either way. Let’s walk to the Vasishtha Gufa. There’s much to learn there,” suggested Maharaj ji, getting up.


Vipassana – A Special Vision

“There was once a king, with a kingdom so affluent and abundant with riches that prosperity saw no bounds. His palace was plated with gold and silver, and bed made of gold, studded with diamonds. He had the most beautiful queens in the whole world and whatever material wealth he wished for, he got. Yet he fell prey to an incurable disease. Vaids, Neem-hakeems and doctors were summoned from far and wide but no one could diagnose the disease, let alone cure it. Time passed and the king got unhappier. He wanted to lead a happy life yet could not achieve it with all his material wealth.

“A rishi was passing through his kingdom and the king’s men thought that they had tried everything for the king and yet their efforts had all been in vain, so they might as well request the rishi. Hence they approached him, beseeching him if he would be so kind as to halt his journey, see the king and check his illness, the reason for it. The rishi agreed.

“After meeting him, the rishi told the king that the disease he had contracted was indeed a grave one. Nothing in the world could cure it except one thing. The king and his men were immediately attentive. They would do anything to cure their king from his affliction.

“The rishi then said that the king could be cured if whatever the king saw, was green. If the king saw any other color, his condition would only progressively worsen. The rishi then left, assuring them that he would return in a month to reassess the situation.

“The entire staff and more men were called from the kingdom to ensure that whatever the king saw was painted green. Now the king lived in a green palace that was plated with gold and silver underneath. His golden bed was painted green and so on. Everywhere he went, the staff was sent first, to ensure everything was green.

“True to his word, a month later, the rishi returned and passed through the same kingdom. He saw what he had feared. The entire kingdom was painted green. The king’s situation had worsened and he was upset with the rishi. He blamed the rishi for the advice that he had given, which he had followed, and landed in this green jungle.

“The rishi knew that now the king was ready to listen to the real problem that had caused his disease. So he explained that the actual problem with the king was that he was unhappy and dissatisfied with everything because he was satiated. The king constantly looked for happiness outside, in the material world. Even though he was such an intelligent man, he didn’t think of a simpler solution. All he had to do was wear a pair of green glasses. But he was so outwardly focused and full of ego that he didn’t think he had to change anything within, leave alone the way he saw things. The king understood and begged the rishi to take him as his student and teach him the art of living. The rishi then taught him Vipassana.”

The tale came to an end just as they reached Vasishtha Gufa, and Zian took off his shoes near the mouth of the cave. Maharaj ji gestured that they first walk to the Ganga ghat. It was customary for sadhaks to take a dip first, in the holy river, before entering Vasishtha Gufa.

They walked over the large rocks that had been smoothened with the heavy flow of water over the years. The water levels had rescinded, rendering the sandy river bed visible. As they approached the gurgling river, they saw a couple of sadhus bathing in the holy river. The sadhus were naked. Visibly very young, probably in their twenties, the two sadhus had long dreads and dark beards. Well chiseled, lean bodies, too. Zian couldn’t help but notice that both of them had prominent metal rings at the base of their penises.

Curious yet ignoring the metal rings on the penises of the sadhus, Zian smiled and said, “I’ve heard these kinds of stories before. But they are folk tales. So what?”

“They are folk tales and they tell you a lot. As funny as it may sound, this is happening today as well. Religions were taking over in the Dark Ages. Consumerism is taking over the world by coloring it green today. Instead of looking within, you look for solutions and happiness on the outside. You also hear of men in some societies holding women and their choice of clothes responsible for the lascivious and sexual thoughts that arise in their minds. So they
 want women to wear clothes that will ‘hide’ them. But the control needs to come from within; one can’t blame others for their own shortcomings. You see the metal rings these sadhus are wearing on their genitals?” Looking at the bathing sadhus, Maharaj ji continued, “They are new to the order of the sadhus in their akhara. They have to wear a ring on their penises. The ring has small protrusions on the inside. After spending time in seclusion, they need to spend time among ‘normal’ people in the society. They are humans just like everyone else, and are bound to get lustful thoughts. But they cannot blame external factors for their sinful desires. One of the most important things a sadhu needs to control is his or her thoughts. These rings help them focus and control. They channel the energy and drive it up to the Sahasraara Chakra.”

On entering Vasishtha Gufa, Zian saw that there were a few steps going downward and then an upward slope toward the right. Although it was noon by then, it was pitch-dark inside the cave. They had to walk along the wall of the cave as their eyes adapted to the darkness. Maharaj ji reached for a natural shelf on the cave wall, and drew out a candle and a match box. He lit the candle. As the light from the candle filled the cave, Zian looked around.

“This is the original Vasishtha Gufa. The one down by the Ganga is for tourists. This is where Rishi Vasishtha meditated and wrote Yoga Vasishtha, Vasishtha Samhita
 and many other works including some of the Rig Veda
. Very few people know of this cave. This is where serious and dedicated yogis come to meditate.

“As I’ve told you before, the rishis experimented and researched the true nature, both of the Self (Sway-gyan) and of the environment (Vi-gyan). Sway is of the Self and Vi is of the outside. Gyan is knowledge. Over a period of time, after a great deal of analysis and observation, both outside and within, they realized that the basic reason for happiness or sadness in humans was simple. It was either attachment or repulsion, to or from external things, living or non-living. People like to believe that the reason for happiness or sadness is outside. For example, if their spouse changed their behavior or they bought the latest car or they had a bigger house and so on, they would be happier. Eventually, they realized that the real reason was not external. It was the association of that external object with an internal attachment that created the feeling of happiness or sadness.

“This is how it has been over many thousands of years. The eventual goal was peace and happiness, all along individual and societal evolution. After having gone through the Yaantrik, Taantrik
 and Maantrik
 stages, and evolving finally back to the Aantrik
 stage, they concluded that too much time and resources were invested to achieve the external goals, or in trivialities on the outside. They then decided to not invest anymore in frivolities of incremental happiness, but get to the root cause of permanence of happiness and removal of sadness on the inside.

“The first step, then, was to focus and control or channel the mind. The human mind is like a monkey; constantly jumping around. After careful examination and introspection, the rishis realized that the mind goes only to four places. To the future and the past, and with each the memory is either happy or sad. So the four places are then happy future, sad future, or happy past or sad past. The problem was to focus the mind on the ‘now’ so that they could focus on the activities in their bodies in the ‘here and now’. There are several ways of focusing one’s mind. This would also mean taking control of one’s senses or Indraasan grahan karna
 (Taking Lord Indra’s seat). One could use a drug, but that would be unnatural. One could recite a mantra constantly, and, over a period of time, the mind becomes very sharp. Again, that would only focus the mind and possibly still not be able to get to the deepest subconscious mind. After further investigation, they succeeded in focusing the mind by using one’s breath. The breath is perfectly natural, universal and constant as long as the person lives.

“So they started with the nostrils, observing the air going in and coming out of the nostrils. Then gradually reducing the area to a point, on the tip of the nose. Once the mind is focused and really sharp, one could govern it to go to different parts of the body and notice the sensations on that part. For example, you are sitting in this calm place with no wind blowing and you get a tingling sensation on the tip of your upper lip, as if there was a really tiny butterfly fluttering on the tip of your lip. The first reaction is to scratch it. Don’t! Just observe it. The fluttering sensation will die out by itself. Slowly, over a period of time, as one observes, sensations will arise, stay and die out. The only constant is change.

“They also noticed that negative thoughts like anger or hatred, or thoughts of vice like promiscuity, lust, etc, disrupted the smooth flow of breathing: the breath grew ragged, heavy and uneven. Moreover, thoughts also triggered physical sensations on the surface of the skin that matched the thought. If one reacted to the sensations by scratching or acting on the sensation, then the sensations would increase and support that thought.

“Similarly, as a reaction to an external stimulant, let’s say a word, the sense of hearing would come into play and then the subconscious mind would interpret it with the conditioning of the society. If the word was pleasant, the sensations generated would be pleasant and if it were an abuse, the sensations would be unpleasant and so on. The immediate reaction of a ‘normal’ person would be to retaliate with an equally offensive word. But the rishis realized that if they merely observed the sensation, it would eventually go away and the thought associated with the reaction, weakened. Over a period of time, the reactive thoughts would completely die out and one would rationally respond to a situation. Most importantly, this resulted in inner peace.

“For example, if someone loudly abused you. It would result in unpleasant sensations on your body and something deep within will tell you to react. With awareness, you would listen to the abuse and think rationally as to why the person said what he did. There could be three reasons. One, the person is crazy. Then there is nothing to worry. Probably reach out and help the person in some way. Two, if the person did it because you hurt him, then there is corrective action to be taken at your end. Make things right and move on. The third is that the person did it by mistake. There is nothing to worry here. If you don’t respond, the person might even come and apologize to you.

“This kind of observation will develop only if the person practiced conscious breathing in a controlled environment until he or she became adept at it. So they prescribed the Yam Niyam
 or the eight-fold path. The eight points are,” Maharaj ji continued, counting these off on his finger, “Yam, Niyam, Asana, Pranayam, Pratyahar, Dharna, Dhyan, and Samadhi. About 2,200 years ago, Mahatma Gautam the Buddha also prescribed the eight-fold path as Sheel, Samadhi and Pragya. Of these, Sheel had three parts: right view, right thought and right speech; Samadhi too had three: right behavior, right livelihood and right effort. Pragya had the remaining two, right mindfulness and right meditation.

“The above two paths showed a way but not an absolute outcome. For example, right action can be one thing for one person and something else for another person. A person with a knife cutting open another person’s stomach can be right, wrong or ignorant. If the person with the knife is a surgeon and the other person a patient, then the action is absolutely right. If, however, the person holding the knife is an ignorant child playing out of naivety, then the action is out of ignorance and so on. If the person with a knife is a thief then the action is wrong.

“Following these paths is entirely dependent on the sadhak or the follower under the guidance of a guru or master. There is enough room for interpretation but lesser scope to lose the way as long as one is breathing consciously. The eventual guide is the breath.

“The people who practiced these paths were called Arya. Arya, in Sanskrit, roughly translates to ‘Nobleman’ in English. Again, English is a limiting and simplistic language so this is the best it can get. The person or clan of people that would follow this path would then be Arya (Aryans in English) or Vipassis.

“Gradually, as the rishis were able to see the sensations arise and subside, their minds became sharp as they observed their breathing and they were able to observe the minutest activity in their bodies. They realized that the human body is made up of nothing but particles and wavelets that keep forming and subsiding. The smallest particle that the body was made of was attha kalapa or the smallest particle that is made up of the four elements: Vayu, Jal, Agni and Prithvi and each with their respective characteristics. Attha means eight. These attha kalapas were then joined to each other via poles made of Akash. The rishis observed that not only were their bodies made of these attha kalapas but the entire nature and everything around them was made of the same attha kalapas. One’s realization that one’s body is made up of the same sub-atomic particle as the rest of the universe and, in effect, it is one with the universe is self-realization. This is the first stage of realization. Bhautik jagat ka yeh antim satya hai
 (This is the final truth of the physical world).”

Zian, who was listening carefully with awe, said, “But the atom and the atomic structure was only discovered in the 19th century. How come the rishis were able to see it?”

“See, you don’t listen. The rishis arrived at the reality by self-discovery and realization. You can too. If you focused and led an Arya life, you would eventually realize that you are made up of the same attha kalapas,” explained Maharaj ji.

“But how come then no one knows about this? Where is this documented?” asked Zian curiously.

“It’s all documented in the Vedas, Upanishads and in miscellaneous story formats. But to get to the real original texts, you need to know Sanskrit and Pali. The biggest disservice the British did to mankind — and the Indians let them do it — was to cut Sanskrit from common usage. Maybe it was the insecurity of the British to patent everything in their name or just complete inability to understand the gravity of the texts that this was the way to achieve and keep World Peace — by showing the people a path to self-realization and let each to his own. Or maybe they didn’t want World Peace to begin with because that would mean lesser power for them. Whatever the reason, it was an immature act. However, the Natural Law works its way and this wisdom was passed on through Guru–Shishya Parampara.”

“But surely these texts can be translated?”

“Many have tried but weren’t able to capture the essence. Sanskrit is an evolutionary language. The letters and sounds are from the primordial or basic sounds that are heard at a kalapa level. That’s why most Indian languages find their roots in Sanskrit. European languages find their roots in Latin, and that is defined by how it sounds to the physical ear. So translation is tough. Imagine, you were never taught the subject of mathematics. You were never told about numbers. You would have no idea how to add, subtract, multiply or divide, let alone carry out more complex calculations.”

Then writing on the ground, Maharaj ji explained, “What if I wrote ‘2+2=?’, you would understand this as ‘Two plus two is equal to question mark’, right? You would probably start debating the grammatical correctness of the sentence and the point would be completely lost. This is when I say, not only are you not barking up the right tree, you are in the wrong forest,” finished Maharaj ji as Zian smiled, understanding. He loved Maharaj ji’s humor.

“A simplified version to understand is from the Bhagwad Gita
, Chapter 7 on ‘Knowledge of the Absolute’:

BG 7.1: The Supreme Personality of Godhead said: Now hear, O son of Prtha, how by practicing yoga in full consciousness of Me, with mind attached to Me, you can know Me in full, free from doubt.

BG 7.4: Earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, intelligence and false ego — all together these eight constitute My separated material energies.

BG 7.8: O son of Kunti, I am the taste of water, the light of the sun and the moon, the syllable om? in the Vedic mantras; I am the sound in ether and ability in man.

BG 7.9: I am the original fragrance of the earth, and I am the heat in fire. I am the life of all that lives, and I am the penances of all ascetics.

BG 7.10: O son of Prtha, know that I am the original seed of all existences, the intelligence of the intelligent, and the prowess of all-powerful men.

“Krishna is consciousness. Once a person is self-actualized to the level of the atomic level of consciousness, it is a part of Krishna or universal consciousness. The Bhagwad Gita
 explains from a sub-atomic, conscious-level perspective in Satyug
. Similarly, Schrodinger’s equation explains the duality of matter in Kalyug
. The wisdom from Bhagwad Gita
 is experiential. The knowledge from science is physical and perceived by the senses but not experienced. Eventually, human conquest is always the same: eternal happiness.

“The taste of water is experienced but can’t be explained in words. This is the real difference between the wisdom from the Satyug
 and knowledge from Kalyug
,” Maharaj ji got up and started pacing, as though in deep thought.

Spellbound, Zian said, “So it is basically from which angle we are looking at the same truth, right? This is amazing! One can be all-powerful if the truth is experienced, and completely dependent if understood from the outside.”

“Yes. The rishis noticed, over time, that as they went further and kept observing the truth of the smallest particle of nature and its constant formation and destruction, they could achieve a state that was away from the sensory world and that state was a constant. Essentially, from being a karta or experiencer to being a drashta or observer to being a saakshi or witness. The true nature was really ‘That’. This state was away from the ocean of sub-atomic particles of which the perceived human body or the bag of sub-atomic particles or manas is made. So a phrase was coined, ‘Bhav sagar paar karna
’ (Crossing the ‘ever becoming’ ocean), since the kalapas are like bubbles that keep forming and disintegrating. Almost like an ever-becoming ocean but never really completes.

“These are advanced stages and the more I describe it, the more confusing it will be for you. So it’s time for you to start doing Vipassana. The reason it is called Vipassana is because it is a special way of seeing your own Self. You observe and arrive at the truth so it is a special vision. It has nothing to do with your physical eyesight. You arrive at it over a period of time that you have spent in seclusion and followed the eight-fold path by living it. It is no good if you just memorize the eight-fold path. You will benefit only if you lead it. When you become proficient in this, you will arrive at the fourth dimension yourself and notice the real meaning of the Swastika. So you are noble — Arya — because you follow the virtuous path; you get to realize the fourth dimension and hence the meaning of the Swastika. Not the other way around. Aryan is not a race. Anyone can be Arya regardless of his color, creed or race.

“I always thought the Aryans were from Europe!?” said Zian, nonplussed.

“No. It’s a term used for people who followed the virtuous path,” clarified Maharaj ji.

“But there is documented proof of it,” protested Zian.

Maharaj ji smiled and started, “Some people tell me that there is SPOGA now, also known as Spanish Yoga. And there is documented proof of it. It is just yoga. This is the problem with Western thinking. When I say Western thinking, I mean the thinking of opportunists. ‘Western’ is not a race or religion. Since they are in the Yaantrik
 stage, they bring in the human ego and want to own, patent and copyright things to eventually derive monetary benefit. Eventually they lose. The one thing that people with the Western, explorative mindset need to learn is to treat or regard the world as a family or ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’ and look at the larger good so they don’t suffer later. That’s a gradual evolutionary process. The good news though is that the West is now embracing yoga and meditation. They are progressing toward the Aantrik Yug
 or the age of self-actualization.”

“This is so objective and scientific, it’s mind-blowing! Then how and why do people get lost?”

“Because humans like the easy way. They’d rather take someone’s word for it than do it themselves. In the Yaantrik Yug
 or the age of machines and technology, people would rather take a machine’s word for it. This is what leads to ego. When one arrives at the eventual truth with one’s own realization, the ego vanishes. Imagine a mother’s love and care for a child whom she has given birth versus a scientist who prepares a test tube baby.”

Zian was speechless, and ready to immerse himself into Vipassana.


Channel Your Energy, Find Your Way

“Once upon a time, a restless young boy was curious about the essence of life, so he ran away from home, and went to a forest. He roamed around for a few days, eating whatever fruits and vegetables he could get. Then he was too tired and wanted to go home, but he had lost his way and after wandering around some more days, he fainted. A rishi found him and took him to his ashram. When the boy regained consciousness, the rishi asked for the boy’s parents and where he had come from. The boy told him and confessed that he didn’t want to go back, but was curious to know about the mysteries of the universe.

“The rishi, sensing a lot of unbridled energy in the young boy, took him under his auspices. Over the next few years, the rishi taught him yog and dhyan and the essence of letting go the ahankaar. He explained to the young boy the reason behind why young sadhaks were asked to shave their heads. Hair is the most important and treasured beautification that people consider for themselves. When you start with surrendering that to nature, you take the first step in letting go. The second-most important practice was to go out to nearby villages and ask for alms. When one asks for charities, one has no choice and the donor gives whatever he or she can without any obligation. So when asking for alms, the one who asks has no choice and hence no ego. The donor has a choice and hence the entire ego. However, Natural Law plays out only when one gives water or some liquid to quench a person’s thirst — it is only then that positive energy or karma is accumulated. If the bhikshu needed water and the donor donated a blanket, then sensitivity would be lost and it would just be a transaction. So, while in the material world a donor would have a higher status, by Natural Law, a bhikshu has a higher status. The key to accumulating good karma lies in fulfilling the need of the beneficiary.

“Yogis and saints meditate and raise both awareness and energy, and benefit the whole society, explained the rishi to the young boy. Finally, he set him out on his own and asked him to do dhyan and tapp alone in the forest under a tree or in a cave. Someplace where he would have no possessions and all he needed to do was raise his awareness.

“So the boy — now a young man — sat under a large banyan tree and started meditating. He used to go out for alms to a nearby village every now and then. Since he was alone, he could not eat or consume everything. He left the leftovers lying around while he meditated. Soon there were mice that often disturbed his meditation. On one of his trips to the nearby village, he got a cat so that it would scare the mice away. Soon the mice were not a problem and he could meditate in peace. Now the cat had to be fed so whatever food he got as alms, he fed to the cat as well. But the cat needed milk. But since he was not supposed to ask for a choice of alms, he could not get milk always. One day, he was given a cow in alms and he brought it back to the forest. But now he needed a place to tie the cow. So he made a shed. Now he was at peace since the cat kept the mice away and the cow gave milk that could feed the cat. The milk produced was enough for both him and the cat. Increasingly, he felt that looking after the cow was taking too much time away from meditation, so on one of his trips to the village, he got a homeless woman to the shed to take care of the cow. Now things seemed in place. The woman took care of the cow while the cat kept the mice away and the yogi could meditate in peace. Soon, with the woman taking care of the cow, the cow started producing more milk than before. She suggested that she go and sell the excess milk in the village, which seemed like a good idea to the yogi. Besides if she did that, she could buy supplies from the proceeds and now the yogi wouldn’t have to go to the village for alms. The yogi could devote all his time to meditation. With the excess milk and now selling part of it in the village, the supplies increased from fulfilling needs and must-haves to good-to-haves. The woman caretaker was overworked and expressed the desire to get a helper from the village. Considering the situation, the yogi agreed. Gradually, they had a nice little ashram, the caretaker looking after the ashram, few helps and newly enrolled students who had come along with the caretaker woman, on her various visits to the villages.

“Walking around one day, the yogi felt proud of what he had accomplished in a span of few months. Maybe this was the objective of all his efforts, he thought, and went to his guru, the rishi. Proudly relating his accomplishments to the rishi, he thought he would get a pat on the back and the rishi would teach him advanced techniques of meditation. But he got a hard slap instead. The rishi explained to the yogi that that wasn’t what he had gone to the jungle for. He had gone there to raise his awareness, energy and for self-actualization. If he wanted to accumulate material wealth, he could have just stayed back with his parents.

“Determined with the newly learnt lesson, the yogi now sought out a cave, sat there and meditated and meditated. He came out only when absolutely necessary. Watching his breath, focusing his thoughts and raising his energy was all that he did. One day, he was meditating under a tree when a crow dropping fell on his head. Angry, he looked up at the crow. The energy he had developed and focus over the period was now channeled in his anger. When the yogi looked at the crow with anger, the crow fell dead on the ground.

“The yogi thought that the time had come when he should go and inform his guru of the power he had achieved: that with a mere stare he could make things fall dead. The rishi’s ashram was far away. On the way, the yogi was tired and thought of stopping by at a village to ask for alms. He knocked on a door and could see a lady busy with her household chores. She spoke from inside the house and requested him to wait for a few minutes until she finished her chores. But the yogi was in a hurry. He knocked again and felt that since he was a yogi, he should be attended to immediately. She shouted from within the house and said she was just finishing up her daily chores and would attend to him shortly. Now the yogi was absolutely livid. He shouted out as the lady stepped out. And he stared at her with anger. She, however, sensed his anger and said that if he wanted alms he should ask for it with humility. If he were to show that attitude, she wouldn’t give him anything. The yogi glared at the woman but nothing happened. He was shocked and surprised. How could that be? The crow had dropped dead when he had looked at it with fury but the lady of the house was fine. Forgetting his hunger and anger, he headed to the guru’s ashram.

“Upon getting there, he told his guru about the events pertaining to the crow. The guru just nodded. The yogi couldn’t hold back his curiosity, so he now related the incident with the lady and asked his guru how was it that she was completely unaffected. He got another hard slap from his guru. The rishi had already seen all that had happened through his divine eye. He then explained that the lady of the house was faithfully following her dharma, which was that of a home-maker and a wife. So her yog was complete and her awareness was at the right place. The yogi had misplaced himself. He was there to raise his awareness and ask for alms, without ego.

“And this is how yog is not just about leaving everything and sitting in a forest. So long as you are completely dedicated and honest to your Dharma, whatever it maybe, you will still raise your awareness. For example, Lakshman in Ramayana
 follows Bhratra Dharma; Ram follows Pitra Dharma, while Sita is a pati vrata woman. You can have multiple relationships but in whatever you do, be completely dedicated and devoted to the relationships you keep. This is a very deep subject and one that comes with an understanding of the Natural Law.” Maharaj ji stopped as he came to the end of the ancient Indian folk tale that he had been relating to Zian.

Zian was almost asleep. Maharaj ji had a way of telling a story to completely absorb the listener into it. Zian was lying on the ledge of the ashram wall. He fell asleep.

Zian fell, and could not control himself but suddenly realized he could fly. Was this all happening with the focus and meditation he was doing, he wondered. He could see the buildings on the side as he flew through the city. Surprisingly, there were no people in the buildings; they were all empty. Looking harder, he realized he was underwater so he tried to let loose and get to the surface. As he reached the surface, he came to the edge of a building terrace. The city was flooded, he realized. He saw his friend Mimi in America, sitting and crying at the edge of the terrace. He pulled himself out and went up onto the terrace. He could feel someone tapping him on his shoulder as his old friend in America, Mimi was saying something to him. He tried hard to hear her but couldn’t make out what she was saying, wondering at the same time where he really was.


Mythology, SciFi and Age of Selfies?

As Kabir turned around, he saw what might have been a cloudburst or a dam break; the colossal wave coming toward him was probably a hundred feet high. The Kedarnath Temple was already engulfed in it. Before he could think, while talking on the phone and act, the wave swept him off his feet, and he fell from the cliff. The large wave was still carrying him along with other objects, thatched roofs, logs of wood, drowning people, slippers, shoes, wooden cots and many more. Kabir was in a dizzy, still reeling from the phone conversation.

Now Kabir was in a free fall, a few kilometers down. It seemed like a waterfall from a distance, only these mountains were dry and the river was flowing down below. A raft-like thing, probably a thatched roof of a shop, made of bamboo and ropes that had been swept away, was just beside Kabir. There was an inflated tire-tube hanging off it; probably a part of a tire-puncture repair shop for delivery vehicles. Somehow, in the free fall, Kabir’s arm got entangled in the perimeter rope of the thatched roof and he got pulled onto the raft-like object. As he was falling, a log of wood struck his head and he passed out.

The thatched bamboo roof with the inflated tire-tube was falling with Kabir on it. It toppled and turned several times spraying the icy cold water on Kabir and, finally after a few minutes, hit the furiously flowing Ganga at the foothills, and sunk deep inside, with water gushing over it. Then it popped out with equal force due to the inflated tire-tube attached to it, and bounced several feet up in the air and then back again in the flow. Kabir’s left arm was now tightly entangled in the rope and his right leg got intertwined in the perimeter rope as the now-a-raft to Kabir’s body, passed over a rapid. They surged and overturned while still flowing. Kabir was tightly tangled by this time; however, his dungarees got caught on a sharp rock as he was under the overturned raft. The fabric of the right leg of the water-resistant orange dungarees tore, and Kabir’s right leg was bare. The current was strong and the raft overturned, the right side up again, with Kabir firmly ensnared in it by now and the perimeter rope tightly tied around his left arm.

The water was cold and the raft passed over the temple cities. Debris could be seen flowing in the flood along with puja flowers. Some jasmine and lavender were on the raft lining that fell on Kabir’s face as Kabir turned over with the flow, his bare right leg on the inflated tire-tube. The flow was strong and the raft was going steady.

Every time a strong current swayed the raft, the rope would tug tighter on Kabir’s arm. The raft was now approaching what was a dam — and which was now overflowing. It went over the strong flow and plunged into the water several feet in the bone-chilling water and came over several hundred feet ahead and got caught in the barrage, in Rishikesh.

There were a lot of bodies trapped at the barrage and rescue operations were on. One crane operator spotted the thatched-roof raft with a body in it. As the crane pulled out the raft, Kabir’s body came hanging with it. He had swallowed a lot of water and his stomach was bloated. The tightened rope had, by now, cut through the skin of his left arm, and it was bleeding badly, and his entire arm was numb because of the pain. The rescue team untangled him from the ropes and a paramedic attended to him by putting his cheek next to his nose and mouth and then feeling his pulse. He laid Kabir on the back and performed a mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Eventually, Kabir coughed out the water and came to his senses. His eyes were bloodshot-red and he was dazed.

The paramedic spoke to another saying, “It’s a miracle that this man is alive. We have hardly got any survivors.”

Kabir heard the sounds but the words didn’t make sense to him.

As they put him on a stretcher and carried him to the ambulance to be taken to the local hospital for immediate emergency care, the nurse walking along side gently tapped Kabir on his shoulder and asked him, “Sir, what’s your name?”

Kabir had a blank expression on his face. He heard the words but didn’t understand a thing and while he tried hard, nothing was making sense. Still half-asleep, half-awake and dazed, he wondered why this nurse reminded him of his friend Mimi in America. He looked around to recollect how he had got there. His head hurt as did his arm and legs. He was cold.

“Sir, what’s your name, please? I need it for our records,” the nurse asked him again, gently.

“Zian…” he said and then blanked out again as he heard his own voice.

“No, wait, it’s Kabir,” said Kabir as he came to his senses.

He slowly recalled, mostly in bits and pieces quite like a jigsaw puzzle which eventually fell into place, where he was standing and the phone call he had got while still on the cliff top; it was from his friend’s widow, Zoya. He had told her while leaving the US that he would be in the Himalayas. Zoya had been friends with Zian and Kabir since college, and then they had all been together again in the US. Kabir and Zian had been childhood friends and had shared the same hostel room during their college life in India. And then lived together in the US like brothers, spending every moment together. Bachelor life had been so much fun. He remembered the intense discussions they used to have around business, religion, spirituality, politics and the world in general. And their heated discussions on the conspiracy theories around religion and world domination. How religions, over a period of time, were in essence, becoming a hurdle for people in experiencing the Divine. It was while they were in the US that his friend’s liking for Zoya grew stronger: Zian had fallen head over heels for Zoya, and Kabir had played the matchmaker.

Then Kabir remembered the evening when Zian wasn’t feeling right and was quite uneasy for some reason. He had to go for an interview at the World Trade Center the next day, September 11, 2001. Kabir had convinced him to go, by telling him the fear was unfounded and that he must not miss such an opportunity. Kabir had reminded Zian of the time they used to act in plays and just play a character. The interview, he had said to Zian, would be just the same. And then, jokingly, he had reminded him of what Felix used to shout at Kabir, and he had playfully mimicked it, verbatim, replacing his own name with Zian’s.

“You’re just not getting it right, Zian. Think like the character, talk like the character, walk like the character. You should be so much into the character that you even bloody dream like it. You get it? Even dream like the bloody character
. Now go, rehearse!” nudging Zian, seeing him finally relaxing and breaking into a smile.

A chill ran down Kabir’s spine as the day of 9/11 flashed in front of his eyes. He had taken the subway to ground zero to witness loud noises, sirens, screaming and people running amok. It had sunk in slowly that that was reality. He saw dead bodies lying everywhere. Blood and body parts all around, had made him sick. He had searched for his friend in that mayhem, and finally saw the familiar face of Zian, brutally scarred and bloody. What could trigger such hatred for people to commit such crimes was unfathomable. Everyone got hurt regardless of the faith they followed. People lost their lives. A bomb didn’t have a religion and an explosion, no faith.

“Hello…” Kabir had said. “Hi, sis, how are you?” recognizing Zoya’s voice.

“Hi Kabir, hope you had a good journey there. Do give my regards to Maharaj ji,” Zoya had replied.

“Yes, I did. Zian would have been so happy here with me. Say ‘hi’ to Ari…” said Kabir, remembering his friend while greeting his son. It had been over a decade but the memories were still fresh.

“Zian…” was all Zoya had been able to say, and Kabir knew she was crying. She missed Zian deeply.

And then there was the explosion and the rest was just a haze. The name and images stuck in his head as he fell. His deep friendship, the gory, tragic loss and guilt for having convinced Zian to go for the interview were still tender memories. The pact Zian and Kabir had made in college to explore the pilgrimages together, and Kabir’s desire to introduce his late friend to Maharaj ji, almost made him become Zian as he fell down the cliff, facing his own death.

In the hospital where Kabir was admitted, the doctors gave him precautionary medicines and kept him under observation. A few hours later, Kabir felt much better. It truly was a miracle to be alive after having fallen and floated down the Ganga all the way down to Rishikesh. It was incredible that all he had learnt from Maharaj ji in the last six years had flashed in front of his eyes and he was able to re-absorb and relive it via his friend’s eyes in the deep trance-like dream. There were parts of the dream that were hazy and the parts with Maharaj ji that were crystal clear. It was almost as if a deep-down desire of making his friend Zian meet Maharaj ji had been made to come true by his subconscious. Or was it the super conscious?

Now feeling a lot better and rested, Kabir’s thoughts drifted to what Maharaj ji had said, and he realized that the world as he knew it was really an illusion. He couldn’t actually place a finger on what was real and what wasn’t. Looking at his left arm he saw the bruises from the tight rope around his arm. He recalled that it had got entangled in the rope of a thatched roof-like object that had fallen beside him, and had floated alongside. Half the right leg of his orange dungarees was torn and his leg was bare. Now it started making sense. He felt the wound on his head. When he had passed out and in deep slumber, he had relived all the moments he had spent with Maharaj ji. The shock and the images flashing in front of his eyes, right before the fall and his deep desire to relive those moments with his best friend, had practically made him act out Zian, like a character in a play. The fall down the mountain coincided with the bodies falling down on the car from the skies after the planes’ collision, and Kabir was driving in Zian’s dream. Zian’s desire to reach out and pick up the baby fallen by the wayside in the airplane crash in Kabir’s dream, was probably a father’s love wanting to be with his son. In effect, it was Kabir’s dream within a dream.

Something inside his shirt felt ticklish. He put his hand inside and pulled out a few petals of jasmine and lavender. It reminded him of the hazy parts of a dream within the dream, of the time he had spent with his ex-wife Sara, and Yamini, his girlfriend. It was weird because while the girl in the dream was Sara, he and Sara had actually never lived in Amsterdam, only traveled through. These were images created due to the sensations on the surface of the body, Kabir realized, recalling how Maharaj ji always called the sense of sight the most deceptive one. Funny, how the mind ‘makes’ images to suit what the senses feel. The fragrance of the lavender perfume in the dream surely smelled like the petals he had on his shirt.

Then he remembered the time in the dream he had spent in making love to Yamini and how his right leg felt the warmth of her calf. It seemed quite strange that during those times, it was he, as himself and probably in a half-awake state. Maharaj ji had often told him the mind wasn’t the brain in one’s head, but that the entire body has a mind. The smallest particle in the universe was made of all the four elements (attha kalapa) and that
 made all things perceivable that we notice. When his right leg felt the warmth of Yamini’s calf, the image was made in his ‘head’. He didn’t need eyes to see it. The complexity and grandiosity of the universe was beyond definition, but the best way to begin understanding was to start with oneself. Clearly, that had happened with Kabir.

They had lost Zian in 2001, which was way before Kabir had even met Maharaj ji, in 2007. But Maharaj ji’s entire teachings of over six years had flashed in front of him, in those few hours that he was floating down the river. Then he remembered the different levels of consciousness that Maharaj ji had taught him about, over the years. The time in the waking state was much shorter than in the dreaming state and the further down one went in a dreaming state, as in a dream within a dream, the proportion of time extended further. These states are also the Maheshwar, Vishnu and Brahma states as Maharaj ji had explained to him. Maheshwar ka ek pal, Vishnu ke sahastra saal, Vishnu ka ek pal, Brahma ke sahastra saal
 (crudely put, when a person is dreaming, a day might pass whereas in reality only a split second has passed).

The universal learning of ‘What you think, you become’, ‘What you feel, you attract’, ‘What you imagine, you create’ just seemed to have proved to Kabir all the evidence he would have looked for before meeting Maharaj ji. For, Kabir had been thinking of his friend and the tragedy when Zoya had called; he had wanted to visit the Himalayas and with Zian — and all this had manifested in his turiya state, when he was flitting in that gray zone, between waking, dreaming and dreamless states.

As excited as he was to be alive, he wanted to share his experiences with his mother, his friends and on social media. He found it funny that the Aantrik, Maantrik, Taantrik
 and Yaantrik Yugs
 that Maharaj ji taught him were playing out in today’s day and age.

There was a time when God had played God; then religions had played God; and then armies had defended religions. Now, Kabir thought, technology is defending armies while individuals are busy clicking selfies. Is this the Age of Selfies segueing into the Aantrik Yug
, he smiled as he mused. In the last decade, a big home and a big car were status symbols, and inviting and having people over was a show of power. Now the world had gotten smaller and people more connected. Everything spreads within moments of the deed. It’s not important to have a big house so long as you have a great Internet profile; not important how one looks on a daily basis, so long as the display picture on social media has a thousand ‘likes’. People are more connected, yet they are further away. They are gradually going from Yaantrik Yug
 to Aantrik Yug
 and getting self-absorbed while being aware of the outside world, simultaneously.

It was after all that learning that Kabir had quit his job as an investment banker and started working with the poor and the marginalized sections of the society. The learning from Maharaj ji was so clear and deep-set now that he had begun to live the Natural Law, with mindfulness. Life had been full of miracles ever since — and he had just lived through the latest one. He had truly experienced the power of the senses in creating reality as well as illusions.

Kabir enquired, as a nurse stopped by to check on the patient next to him, as to what had happened.

“We have witnessed the biggest cloudburst in recent times in Kedarnath. The casualties have crossed over a thousand. You are lucky, sir,” said the nurse as she answered him and then walked down the ward hurriedly.

He had to get up and find Maharaj ji now and assist in the relief efforts of the flood victims. Everyone probably hadn’t been as lucky as him.
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