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America has emerged from these trials rich
and forward-thinking yet predominantly
materialistic and spiritually ambivalent.
India is still plagued by poverty and strife,
yet remains spiritually vibrant and perhaps
more in sync with the abstract realities
described by modern science. It has often
occurred to me that each country could use a
taste of other’s medicine.

My parents were devout Hindus, disciples of
the great  nineteenth-century  gury
Ramakrishna who was himself a devotee of
Kali. Every morning and evening , my mother
retired to an area of the hut set aside for
Aradhana—the daily rituals and offerings of
her faith. There, she medicated in an
atmosphere redolent of incense, flowers and
flickering candlelight, a faded photograph of
the deceased guru before her. (It is a
common misperception in the West that the
faithful actually see the gilt-framed photos
and statuettes of Hindu worship as Gods,
when in fact they serve more as focusing
tools for the discipline of meditation; it is
easier for most people to relate to a holy man
or an icon that is to the abstraction of

Brahmin.)
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As little else could be done while devotion
were in progress, 1 remember sometimes
creeping up to watch my young mother in
her quietly ecstatic embrace of the divine. My
grandmother, never far from my side, both
encouraged my interest and admonished me
not to disturb my mother. I had no idea what
she was doing, chanting mantras in a
language no one spoke and appearing utterly
removed from the world outside our hut. In
that world, children suffered for want of a
cup of broth and colonial police enforced the
rule of the Raj with iron-fisted brutality. Yet
here was my mother, blissed out despite it
all.
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