
Reflections from India 
If I had to pick one word to describe my experience of what India is like, it would be 
άǊŜƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎ.έ  Think of a meal at a fine Indian restaurant: the smells are complex and unfamiliar, 
the flavors are rich and intense, the spiciness is on the hot side (and my body reacts by 
sweating whenever I eat spicy food).  
Then imagine having that fine Indian 
meal 3 times a day, for breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner ς day in, day out.  TƘŀǘΩǎ 
what our experience of India was like.  I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ really lived in India 
ǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŎǳǊǊƛŜŘ ǇŜǇǇŜǊǎ and 
spicy samosasτfor breakfast!  And of 
course it ǿŀǎƴΩǘ just the food.  The 
stimulation of all of our senses was 
relentless, from the fragrant aromas of 
spices and incense as we walked down 
the street alternating with the tropical 
mustiness and the stench of the 
overworked sanitation systems,          

to the din and 
jostling of the 
never-ending 
sea of humanity 
buying and 
selling from 
morning til long 
after dark, with 
endless rows of 
stalls piled high 
with colorful 
fabrics or 
jewelry, or tiny 
storefronts 
selling 
hardware 
appliances or a 
sidewalk shave.   
 

Then there was the incessant honking of horns and the driving beat of the Bollywood 
soundtracks we seemed to hear everywhere. 
 
 
 
 



Riding in a car was perhaps the most intense experience,  
as the crush of traffic on foot and bicycle and motor-scooter 
competed for every inch of the road with every other kind of 
vehicle, from huge ŘŜƴǘŜŘ ōǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƳŀƭƭƛǎƘ {¦±Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǎ 
and the ever-present swarms of green and yellow rickshas, 

 
with the occasional bullock cart or cow wandering 
through.  IΩǾŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ thought the difference 
between the pace of life (or at least traffic) in a small 
town in the US and the pace in a big city like Chicago is 
like the difference between a άfull stopέ at a small town 
intersection and a άrolling stopέ at one in Chicago.  In 
LƴŘƛŀΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ άǿƘŀǘ ǎǘƻǇΚέ as our driver 
barreled into crowded roundabout intersections, 
heedless of whatever traffic light may or may not have 
been there.  What would be considered harrowing 

near-misses on the roads here were a 
commonplace occurrence literally 
every few seconds there.  Traffic in 
India reminded me of a video game 
where things pop out at you out of 
nowhere every few seconds.   

 



When we talked about the ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ Ƙƻǎǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ, who have been to the US 
and Chicago many times, tƘŜȅ ƧƻƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ άƳƻƴƻǘƻƴƻǳǎέ driving in America is to them 
όǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǿƛnterΧ). 
 
Then there are the relentless extremes of 
wealth and poverty, which certainly exist here 
in the US and elsewhere, but which are more 
in your face in Indiaτfrom the children 
risking their lives dancing or selling to collect 
a few rupees in the middle of traffic and the 
families living under blue tarps along rail lines 
and even just blocks away from our 
ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ, to the gleaming indoor 
shopping malls sprouting up everywhere and 
the Mumbai skyline ς bigger and more 
architecturally impressive ǘƘŀƴ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻΩǎ ƻǊ 
b¸Ωǎ, including a 27-story single-family 
residence tower with 600 servants for a 
family of five. 
 



Every night the accumulation of fumes from diesel exhaust and coal-burning fires became 
almost suffocating for me, aƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ to think about how many beds without sheets 
I slept in or how many toilets without toilet paper I usedΧ 
 
Relentless is the word that kept coming back to me again and again.  And if I had spent the 
whole time trying to resist the relentlessness of life in India, I would have ended up hating it.  
Because as Gregory David Roberts points out in his amazing semi-autobiographical novel 
Shantaram, the only way to love India ς and perhaps the only way to let India love youτis to 
give in to it. 
 
We started out trying to find our way on foot around Mumbai the first day, and we did pretty 
well ς ǳƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ and started getting frustrated.  A 
man on the street saw me looking around and checking my map and ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜΣ ά/ǊŀǿŦƻǊd 
aŀǊƪŜǘΚέ  When I said yes, he pointed to a decrepit-looking building across the street, touched 
my the arm, and started wading into the snarled sea of traffic like Moses heading into the Red 
Sea.  We quickly had to decide whether to trust himς not only with our itinerary, but in some 
sense with our lives, as he led us directly in front of vehicles which were mostly but not entirely 
stopped.  But follow him we did, and when we got to the Market he showed us his badge 
proving he was a legitimate market ambassador.  He led us around to various stalls where we 
saw the caged animals and touched the ripe 
fruit and smelled the powerful spices and felt 
the smooth silk scarves.  It was wonderful, 
and we would have missed it ƛŦ ǿŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ 
down our guard just a bit and given in to 
India.   



The next day we decided to take our 
chances with a taxi driver named 
Mahindra who offered to drive us 
around Mumbai.  When we did, he took 
us to some wonderful places of respite 
from the relentlessness of it all.  First we 
had to let ourselves drink the chai he 
offered in small glasses from a hole-in-
the-wall tea stand, and again I had to let 
him gently take my arm or my hand and 
lead us around.  But when we did, he led 
us to places like Baganga Tank ς this big, 
ancient, sacred pool in the middle of 
Mumbai, created, according to legend, 
by RamaΩs brother Lakshmana shooting 
an arrow into the earth and bringing 
holy water from the Ganges River 2000 kilometers away for people to bathe in.   

 
We got to wander around the 
narrow streets of the dense but 
quiet neighborhood around it, and 
take our shoes off as we visited a 
couple of the dozens of nearby 
temples.   
 



Most meaningful to 
me, we got to visit 
Mani Bhavan, 
DŀƴŘƘƛΩǎ aǳƳōŀƛ 
headquarters, on a 
quiet residential 
street on what is 
now tony Malabar 
Hill, and see his 
simple room, with 
nothing but a thin 
mattress and a 
spinning wheel, from 
which he plotted 
strategy to bring 
down the British 
Empire in India and bring about swaraj ς self-determination ς for 300 million Indians. 
 
TƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ a letter on display in which he wrote to Adolf Hitler in 1939: 

ñIt is quite clear that you are today the one person in the world who can prevent a 

war which may reduce humanity to a savage state. Must you pay that price for an 

object however worthy it may appear to you to be? Will you listen to the appeal of 

one who has deliberately shunned the method of war not without considerable 

success? Any way I anticipate your forgiveness, if I have erred in writing to you.   

Your sincere friend,  M.K. Ga ndhi .ò 

 
tŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ DŀƴŘƘƛΩǎ naiveté, and even of the futility of 
nonviolence in the face of radical evil.  Gandhi himself was apparently somewhat torn about 
how to deal with Hitler, but his letter was perfectly consistent with his approach, which 
psychiatrist Nassir Ghaemi argues was rooted in a form of insanity.  ¢ƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ DƘŀŜƳƛΩǎ ōƻƻƪ 
about Gandhi and other great leaders is A First-Rate Madnessτthe kind of madness which is 
the source of genius.  SǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƘŜΩǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴƛŎ-depressiveness 
which, he argues, can increase four specific qualities of genius: 1) realism ς suffering through 
the negative experiences of depression can burst the illusions that most of us live in and give 
one a more accurate picture of reality; 2) resilience ς going those negative experiences and 
coming out on the other side can give one a sense of resiliency; 3) creativity ς which is often the 
result of manic, divergent, out of the box thinking; and above all 4) empathy ς the kind of 
radical empathy which is at the heart of nonviolence, ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ 
ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛǘΦ 
 
Gandhi displays this radical empathy when he writes: 
άΧƛǘ ƛǎ contrary to my nature to distrust a single human being or to believe that any nation 
ƻƴ ŜŀǊǘƘ ƛǎ ƛƴŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴΧ .ȅ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŀȅŜǊŦǳƭ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎŜŀǎŜŘ 
for over forty years to hate anybodyΦ  L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ŎƭŀƛƳΧ  I can and do hate evil 
wherever it exists.  I hate the system of government the British people have set up in India.  



L ƘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘƳŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀΧ .ǳǘ L Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 
domineering Englishmen as I refuse to hate the domineering Hindus.  I seek to reform them 
in all the loving ways that are open to me.  My non-cooperation has its root not in hatred, 
ōǳǘ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜΦέ 

 
Elsewhere he writes: 
ά¢ƘǊŜŜ-fourths of the miseries and misunderstandings in the world will disappear if we step 
into the shoes of our adversaries and understand their standpoint. We [may not always 
agree with them when our ideals are] radically different.  But we may be charitable to them 
ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅΧ  hǳǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜm 
that they are in the wrong, and we should do so by our suffering.  I have found that mere 
appeal to reason does not answer where prejudices are age-long and based on supposed 
religious authority.  Reason has to be strengthened by suffering, [because] suffering opens 
ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦέ [emphasis added] 

 
TƘŜ ƳŀŘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ DŀƴŘƘƛΩǎ ƎŜƴƛǳǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƴŀƠǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ,  though surely no 
more naïve or mad than the politics of war and violence are at times.  And he was by no means 
perfect; he was sometimes far less kind to his wife Kasturbai than he was to Hitler.  He was at 
his worst when he lost the balance of being both principled and loving, but he was at his best 
when he found that balance and kept his sense of humor rather than taking himself and his 
principles too seriouslyτwhich is probably true for most ƻŦ ǳǎΧ 
 
DŀƴŘƘƛΩǎ ƴƻƴǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƎŜƴƛǳǎ ǿŜ saw in India, and spicy food and traffic 
ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǘǊƛǇ.  We did an unfortunately too-low-
budget tour of the Golden Triangle ς Delhi, Agra, Jaipur ς and the succession of incredible 
palaces and mosques and tombs and forts was relentless in its own way, and exemplified more 
of the genius of India in its art and architecture.  For example, the 

vǳΩǊŀƴƛŎ ǎŎǊƛǇǘ inscribed 
around the arches of the 
Taj Mahal is smaller at the 
bottom and larger at the 
top, perfectly proportioned 
so that it all looks exactly 
the same size when viewed 
from ground level.  The 
four pillars surrounding it 
are tilted four degrees to 
the outside so that in case 
of an earthquake, they will 
fall away from the Taj and 
not destroy it.  The extŜǊƴŀƭ Ǿŀǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ !ƪōŀǊΩǎ ǘƻƳō ŀǘ 
Sikhandra are so acoustically perfect that you can hear a 
whisper from one corner to the other, while the internal 
vault can carry an echo for 14 seconds.  



¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƴƛǳǎ 
evident in the architectural history.  First there was the brute 
force of the giant pillar at Qutub Minar, where 1000 years ago 
the invading conqueror Mohammed Ghori destroyed 27 Hindu 
and Jain temples and built a mosque with the broken pieces; you 

can see remnants of cows and other figures 
from those temples in the columns of the 
mosque.  I thought about the discussions we 
had in seminary about how Unitarians 
sometimes take bits and pieces from other 
religions and misappropriate them into our 
own religious schemaǎΧ   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
But then 500 years later in Indian history, there came a 
more enlightened approach.  The conquerors realized 
they ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƻǊ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ defeat their 
religious opponents, so they did the politically expedient 
ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 
political and religious union is reflected in the wonderful 
Indo-Islamic architecture of so many Indian palaces, 
where perfectly geometric Islamic designs and arches 
blend harmoniously with the Hindu lotus flowers above.  
 
 

 
 
Then at Laxmi Vilas Palace in 
Vadodara ς the relatively small 
town of 1½ million where our 
daughter is living ς there's a blend 
of Indian and Italian architecture, 
with classical Indian arches and 
ornate marble carvings blended 
with bronze sculptures and ceiling 
frescos in a huge pillar-less 
ballroom reminiscent of the 
5ƻƎŜΩǎ tŀƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ±ŜƴƛŎŜ.   


