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Prologue: Why India? Why the Buddha? Why these boots?

 

“They look like Frankenstein boots,” I said, looking down at my feet. They looked huge. Okay, huger than usual. In my quest for the perfect footwear for my trip to India, I had thus far ordered—and returned—three pairs of boots from Amazon.com, two pair from Beck’s, and another pair from Red Wing. And here I was in another Beck’s trying on yet another stack of boots.

“Yeah, they look monstrous, all right,” my wife Lisa agreed, frowning. “But how do they feel?”

I wiggled my toes. “They feel great.” It was my turn to frown. I lifted my foot and imagined the frightened inhabitants of a Japanese metropolis beneath it, running for their lives. “But the fact is, no matter how good it feels, there’s no way I’m going to wear something that huge, that heavy, and that hot for three months straight.”

“That sounds like a ‘no.’ Next pair,” Lisa said, handing me another box.

I sighed. The problem wasn’t just being a size 12 with an EEEE width, it was trying to imagine everything that I would be encountering in the next three months, and finding the one pair of boots that I had confidence in. And of course, my criteria were entirely based on my own fantasy life. I’ve never been to India before. All of my information is based on guidebooks and memoirs and the anecdotes of other folks, mashed into the blender of my worst-case-scenario imagination. Thus, I was holding America’s boot-makers to an impossible standard, despite the fact that, somewhere in the dim reaches of my trivia-flooded brain, I am aware that most people who actually live in India do just fine with flip-flops.

If it were just the boots, it would be tiresome enough, but it isn’t. I have been on a similar quest for just the perfect socks, just the right jacket, the perfect suitcase, thermal underwear, the best mosquito netting, the safest neck wallet, and so on and so on. The past six months have been a mad haze of research and shopping.

As I write this, I am aware that I sound annoyed—but I’m not, really. Recently I gave my Santa Clara University students an assignment to go on a date with God, and one of them astutely noted that preparing for the date was part of the date. His response reminded me of an old Native American saying, “Preparing for the ritual is part of the ritual.” Is preparing for a pilgrimage part of the pilgrimage? It feels like it. Yes.

I am gathering the proper herbs and the right stones for my medicine pouch. I am looking for signs, and searching out the proper state of mind. My dreams are filled with images of death—last night I dreamed that I found the drowned corpse of my dog Judy in our flooded garage. Usually, when my dog shows up in a dream, she represents my soul. So, that’s ominous. But I keep telling myself that these are only portents of transitions and little endings.

When I tell people about the pilgrimage, they often ask me, “Why India?” or “Why the Buddha?” These are important questions, but lately they are nearly drowned out by so many others that seem much more immediate: “Why this t-shirt, and not that one? Why this shoulder bag? Why this flashlight?” and now, “Why these boots?”

So—Why India? Why the Buddha?

Religions often speak of the exoteric and the esoteric. The exoteric is the obvious, the visible manifestation, the physical, ritual, embodied expression of a faith. And the exoteric reason for wanting to go to visit the Buddha’s stomping grounds has a lot to do with something that struck me during my doctoral studies.

I found that every time I learned about a new concept or practice in another religion, I would invariably find it in my own tradition, too (although it sometimes took some digging). Discovering these ideas and disciplines of other traditions cast profound light on my own tradition and spiritual journey. What I found again and again was that in learning about them and theirs, I was learning about myself and mine.

Of late, I have been immersed in my ongoing study of Christian theology (which has been wonderful and life-giving, too), but I miss the whiplash a-ha’s that I remember from my heady doctoral days.

So I’m going to learn from the Buddhists. Specifically, I’m hoping that they will teach me how to be a better Christian. I am going to make connections—philosophical and theological, certainly, but even more importantly, personal and emotional. I can’t just read about them. I have to meet them. I have to go there.

Another exoteric aspect is my work as a graduate school professor at a unique school, the Chaplaincy Institute in Berkeley, CA, that specializes in preparing people for interfaith ministry. Most of our students go on to become hospital and hospice chaplains. Instead of training them to work with only one variety of faith, we prepare our students to offer sensitive care no matter who they encounter, whether Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, or any other faith—or none.

And just like the people they serve, our students are all over the map. Some identify as Buddhist, some as Christian, some as Jewish, some as Hindu. But the largest group simply identify as “interfaith,” and are eclectic in their spiritualities. Learning how to teach such a diverse group has been challenging, especially since I am myself very committed to the Christian path. What I have discovered along the way is that teaching theology in an interfaith setting is a bit like learning another language—or perhaps several languages at the same time. Everyone in the room is talking about the same things, but using different words to describe it.

The Chaplaincy Institute brings people of different paths together to do theology, and to share their spiritual practices with one another. The fear and ignorance that separates people of one religion from another is dismantled, real dialogue occurs, walls come down, friendships are formed. The world is changed. And so, on this trip I am, I suppose, bringing the mountain to Muhammad. Instead of inviting a Buddhist into my classroom, my space, I am going to theirs.

The esoteric in religion is often spoken of as the inner core, the secret teachings, or the wisdom hidden behind the “clothes” (or, more pejoratively, the “trappings”) of a faith. The esoteric reason wasn’t clear to me for a long time.

It surfaced for me as my mother and I were seated together on a water taxi speeding from the island of Murano back to Venice. As we sweated in that damp, hot Venetian boat, I was discussing the pilgrimage with my Mom. She skewered me with that look of hers, the one that can pin butterflies to a spreading board. “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

My mother is a life-long Southern Baptist, and like many of her tradition, she is skeptical of the truth claims of other religions. I wasn’t sure that my exoteric answers would be very helpful. So without really thinking about it, I blurted out, “I want to get closer to Jesus, using the Buddha as a lens.”

There it was. The real reason I was going. And until that moment, I didn’t even know.

My mother scowled. “I do not understand how your brain works,” she said, simply. Then she changed the subject.

We made small talk as we bounced and rolled back to St. Mark’s Square, but the whole time I was reeling inside. The esoteric reason had been revealed—which until that moment had been hidden even from me.

So Jesus and I are going to meet the Buddha. It’s going to be a road trip, a buddy movie. We’re going to be chatting and checking in the whole way. I’ve been telling people that for most of my journey, I’ll be alone. But that isn’t true. Jesus and I are going to India together.

I’ll be asking him how the Buddha’s experience resonates with his own. There are so many parallels between Jesus’ life and the Buddha’s. They are both historical figures, they are both reformers. Neither of them wrote anything down, but both inspired massive missionary movements. They both changed the world.

So I’ll be comparing the Gospels with the Sutras, and reflecting deeply and prayerfully on the stories of my own faith as I encounter the stories of another. I expect to learn a lot about the Buddha, but I expect to learn just as much about Jesus and about myself—and about who I am in Jesus.

I know that kind of mysticism confuses some people. Oh, well. Barring the unforeseen—such as a cancer diagnosis or a capricious consulate or a plane crash—I’m going. If, that is, I can just find the right boots.

“Those look good,” Lisa said, eyeing the black leather hightops.

“They hurt,” I said. “My little toe is smashed.”

“Maybe we can have them stretched,” she suggested unhelpfully.

“Let’s try the next box,” I said, pulling off the too-tight shoes. I didn’t feel hopeful the next ones would fit, either, but I wasn’t too frustrated yet. Preparing for the adventure, after all, is part of the adventure.




 

 

 

 

 

Part One:

The Footsteps of the Buddha
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Chapter One: Going Forth

 

Travel day. My eyes shot open in recognition and alarm. I looked at the clock—5am. I breathed in deep and willed myself to relax. Then I felt Lisa’s arms close around me. As she gently rocked me, I wondered at the gesture’s meaning. Was she saying, “You are dear to me,” or “Don’t go,” or something else? I didn’t ask. Instead, I clutched her hands to my breast and leaned into her embrace, content to allow the questions to remain aloft, myriad possibilities circling in the air.

I didn’t lie there long, however. In no time, my brain was buzzing with Things Yet To Be Done, so I got up and got to work. I showered and put on what I have started to call my “India clothes.”

Every item felt weird. The pants are very lightweight—by design, as they’ll need to dry fast in the hotel room after a wash in the bathroom sink. But they also have zippers across the knees. Weird. Likewise, the compression socks my parents very kindly sent me from Alaska feel weird. The long-sleeved t-shirt (a “trekking underlayer,” according to the label) feels weird. Nothing is uncomfortable, exactly. Just…weird.

Dressed, I turned to a final packing of my bag. My entire life for the next three months is in that bag. It was not easy to pare my life down enough to fit.

As I finished packing, I was overwhelmed with a feeling of sadness. I wondered if this was the last time I’d wake up in this house. I banished the thought, but it kept reemerging in different forms. Is this the last meal I’ll eat in this house, should something terrible happen on the road? Is this the last time I’ll sleep beside my wife? Or nuzzle my dog? I felt almost overwhelmed by tragedy looming just out of sight, and an aching, anticipatory nostalgia.

In fact, the feeling was so powerful that it was hard to feel excited. Six months ago, this had seemed like such a great idea. But now that it was here….

I was strongly tempted to poke my head into the bedroom, but I resisted it. I knew what I’d see: Lisa on her side, snoring softly. Curled around her form with head on her hip would be her dog, Sally, snoring like an asthmatic Visigoth. As much as I love them, as much as I longed to gaze at them, I knew that if I did, I’d be sorry. It would just make a hard day harder.

Walking upstairs to put the kettle on, my mind flashed on a similar scene from the Buddha’s life. At thirty years of age, he was much younger and much wealthier—a prince who would someday be king. He had been blindsided by the “wrongness” of life, by what seemed to him pointless suffering. He felt called to find a way to right it, but he knew that if he stayed where he was he would never do it. So he resolved to leave behind his wealth, his palace, his parents, his wife and son, to strip himself of every worldly good in order to find a spiritual solution.

But as he stood in the door of his bedroom, about to go, his resolve nearly crumbled. He watched his wife sleeping, and his son swaddled at her side. He wavered. How could he leave everything he loved behind in order to find…what? He didn’t even know what he was looking for.

He could just stay. He could just forget all about this desperate restlessness that prodded at his soul. He could get back into bed, hold his wife close, and lose himself in the dusty smell of her hair. And he almost did. It was such a powerful temptation, in fact, that tradition says that he named his son Rahula, which means, “fetter.” Literally, he named his kid “Ball-and-Chain.”

No, he knew if he woke her it would all be over. She would plead with him, and in the end he would relent. He would stay. So he steeled his resolve and stepped away from the door. He stole down to the stables, swung onto his horse, and left his kingdom behind in search of an as-yet-unrevealed salvation.

There is a parallel story in the Christian tradition, although its setting is more cosmic. It says that Christ left his Father’s kingdom, his royal state, and his power behind to seek us out, to make his home with us, and to heal the wound at the heart of the world. As Paul puts it, “Though he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God something to be held onto, but instead he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in human likeness.”​1

Both were princes, and both were so moved by compassion that they abandoned their thrones and entered the world for the sake of those who suffer and are in darkness. Both left behind everything they knew and loved and embraced the Unknown.

I have no pretensions to savior-hood, but I, too, was leaving those most dear to me in order to seek the Unknown. The Buddha’s leave-taking suddenly seemed more poignant than it had when I read it last.

In his culture, those who left their lives behind in order to seek spiritual wisdom were called sadhus—they still are. The variety of Hinduism that the Buddha originally practiced is called Samkyha, and in that tradition, one who renounced the world underwent a ritual called pabbajja, which means “going forth.”

At church last night we had a Christian version of such a ritual, a “sending forth.” In the middle of our regular Sunday Eucharist, we paused to ceremonially release me from my pastoral responsibilities, and to install our sabbatical pastor, Carol. I had a hard time holding it together as I asked my congregation to forgive me for any mistakes I had made during my tenure there, for I could think of many. They offered their forgiveness and asked for mine. My eyes were moist and my throat caught as I spoke, but I got through it without crumbling.

After the service, the entire assembly blessed me with the laying on of hands. Their hands had no weight, and my heart was open. As Ric raised his sonorous voice in prayer, I felt my wife’s dog Sally lick at my hand. And lick. And lick. It was a big, wet, grace-filled moment.

Just now, a big black nose flipped my arm up, causing me to misspell the word I was typing. I looked down at my dog Judy and scowled. Her patrician eyebrows raised and her brow furrowed. She knew something was up, and she knew she didn’t like it. I tore myself away from the keyboard, knelt down, and hugged her close, burying my nose in her fur. She smelled of sour sunshine and dirt, the way a healthy dog ought to. My heart hurt, and I ground my teeth in anxiety.

When I’m leaving home for a trip, I am always painfully neurotic about it. My OCD kicks in, I check things repeatedly and ritualistically. I worry out loud ad nauseum to the annoyance of my longsuffering spouse. It makes me wonder—when Jesus “laid his glory by” to embrace the poverty of earth, did he rush around like a chicken with its head cut off, worrying whether the stove was off? I’m thinking not.

And what was I so afraid of, really? Bodily injury? Sure, that can happen. A spiritual crisis? That’s a possibility, even a probability. A moral injury—in the sense that I fear the conviction of my soul for the scandalously privileged life that I lead? That’s almost certain. And then there’s the Unknown.

It is, of course, what I am going to discover, but it is also what has kept my sleep at bay as my travel date crept closer. And yet, did I fear something else perhaps, something not yet cresting into consciousness? It wouldn’t surprise me, as I have a great capacity for hidden motives. If so, it remained obscure.

Of course, I don’t need to settle on one of these reasons. They can all be true. I don’t doubt that every one of them contributes to this bouncing knee and the intermittent ache in my chest as I sit on the plane typing this paragraph. I don’t need to figure out why I’m anxious to know that I am anxious. I am content to allow the possibilities to remain aloft, myriad possibilities circling in the air, even as we are now, banking for a turn to the northeast, climbing through the clouds toward Amsterdam.

Unlike the Buddha, I did kiss my wife. As we stood in the parking lot of the BART station, I pulled her in and touched my lips to hers, hoping the moment would stretch out or slow down. But it didn’t. It was a kiss, then it was gone, and then she was driving away. Then dragging my suitcase behind me, I walked up the ramp toward the BART station, headed for Amsterdam, headed for New Delhi, headed for Varanasi, headed for the Unknown.

 

* * *

 

Eleven hours to Amsterdam, then eight more to Delhi. The flights passed in an uneventful haze of cramped conditions, an increasingly sore tailbone, and unresponsive hand-held in-flight entertainment controllers. I tried to rest, but was mostly just restless. Just as I was on the verge of that not-unpleasant sleep-deprivation altered state so familiar to me when travelling, we touched down in Delhi. My seatmate, a young Indian woman, looked up from her phone. She smiled at me. “Welcome to India,” she said. I smiled back, and she returned her focus to her phone.

Stepping from the plane into the covered gangway, I was instantly struck by a strong combination of smells—cigarettes and something sweeter. Rose water, perhaps? Just when I thought I had a bead on it, it was gone again.

Following my nose, as well as the strongly running stream of my fellow passengers, I made my way to baggage claim. I passed several brightly colored posters along the way proclaiming “Festive Dhamaal: Celebrate this Season”—yet they all showed Christmas trees, presents, and Santa. I filed it under “curious,” and stepped from the corridor into a massive room, the size of a couple of football fields: the main Delhi terminal.

The Delhi Airport is a major, world-class airport, all shiny, bright, and modern. It was also amazingly…smoggy? The lights were dimmed by a clearly visible smoke that hung in the air, giving everything a noirish, cinematic, BBC WWII-era-Train-Station-in-the-Dead-of-Night quality. It was surreal.

Clearing customs was a breeze, and in no time I was rolling my bags across the street through a nippy, foggy Delhi night. I had read the warnings in the Lonely Planet Guide to India, so I was wary of scamming taxi drivers.

I particularly wanted to avoid a very common ploy: a driver will stow your bags in the trunk of his car and set off with you, but instead of taking you to your hotel, he takes you to a “government tourist agency” who informs you that your hotel has burned down. “Very sad,” the tourist agent says, but then brightens up as he informs you that all is not lost, he can recommend a “very nice, very cheap” place. When you arrive, the place is a dump, and it costs you an arm and a leg—probably because a healthy kickback is going to the taxi driver, the tourist officer, and anyone else in on the scam. Meanwhile, you’ve lost the room fee you’ve already paid to your original, still-standing hotel.

I was determined that nothing like this was going to happen to me. As I rolled my bag out of the terminal, I remembered a section from the Jain scriptures in which a spiritual master is giving a long list of admonitions to his disciple. Each exhortation was punctuated by an almost liturgical response: “Gautama, be watchful all the while!” After about five of these admonitions, the Gautama bit gets a little tiresome. Nevertheless, it was precisely that annoying phrase that echoed loudly in my brain as I walked.

To avoid the taxi scam, the Lonely Planet guide says to head directly to a “pre-paid government taxi stand.” A bright red kiosk declared itself to be exactly that, so I rolled my bag up and showed the man behind the counter my hotel reservation. “I need a taxi, please, to my hotel,” I said, smiling in a way that must have betrayed my weariness.

The man looked at the hotel name and the address, clearly printed on the paper. He shook his head. “I don’t know where that is,” he said. “Where is that?”

I was surprised. The reviews all said it was a well-known hotel. “It’s very close to the airport,” I said, remembering its location relative to the airport on Google Maps. “I could probably walk.”

The man shook his head, and waved over a young man who had been loitering around. He handed the young man my paper, and the young man smiled encouragingly. “I will call,” he said, brandishing his cell phone. “I will find out where it is.”

Within moments he was speaking rapidly in the local language. He thrust the phone at me. “Your hotel,” he said. “Speak to you.”

I put the phone to my ear. A thickly-accented voice said, “Mr. Mahhh-BREE?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I have rented out your room. There is no room for you here. I have emailed Expedia about it. You will see the refund.”

“Wait just a minute,” I said, my pulse rate surging. “I called last night and you said you’d hold the room for a late arrival. You said ‘no problem.’”

“I am sorry, sir, I have rented the room. There is no room for you here.”

“That’s not acceptable,” my voice raised in both pitch and volume. “You can’t just strand me in Delhi in the middle of the night.”

“Good bye, sir.” The phone went dead.

I uttered something blasphemous as I handed the phone back to the young man. He gave me a very compassionate look. “Would you like me to recommend a place to stay?” he asked, helpfully. “Very good. Very cheap. I help you sir, it is no problem.”

I swore aloud and turned away from him, seething with rage. I decided I might as well just wait out my time in the terminal until my flight at 9am, seven hours hence. First, though, I checked my phone. There was no email from Expedia. I decided to call them.

I called the U.S. and, of course, was connected to someone in India—the voice on the other end betrayed the unmistakable Indian sing-song lilt. The irony was exquisite. I quickly explained the situation. She put me on hold and phoned the hotel. Then she apologized that she could not get through. “I will give you an address.”

I assumed she was giving me a new hotel for the night, but she gave me the same address as the one I had originally reserved. “Excuse me, ma’am,” I interrupted her, “they just told me there’s no room.”

“That is where your reservation is, sir,” she said.

I moved the phone away from my mouth and roared at the smoky sky in frustration. “Let me talk to your supervisor,” I demanded.

“Of course, sir,” she said. The phone went dead.

“Welcome to India,” I said out loud to myself.

It was only then that it occurred to me that it might be a scam. Could it be that the guy I talked to was not from my hotel? Was the Expedia woman in on the scam, too? I suddenly realized how conspiracy theories thrive. “Gautama, be watchful all the while!” I announced to no one. The phrase seemed a lot less annoying and a great deal more relevant.

Then I remembered that the number of the hotel was still in my phone from when I had called them yesterday. I pulled it up and punched at the number. In a moment, a familiar voice answered—it was not the voice I had been speaking to a few minutes ago.

“This is John Mabry—” I started. I quickly blurted out what had happened, but the man kindly stopped me.

“Mr. Mabry, do not worry. Your room is ready for you. Stay where you are, I shall send a driver. Do not worry.”

In his voice I heard an echo of Jesus’ favorite saying: “Don’t be afraid.” It was amazingly comforting.

“I’ll wait right here,” I said.

Twenty minutes later, the driver dropped me at a hotel that was far swankier than its $100 a night price tag should have allowed for. An immaculate room and a bathtub (!) awaited me. Too bad I only had two-and-a-half hours to enjoy it before heading back to the airport.

I had a hard time getting to sleep, amazingly. But when I finally did drop off, I slept a hard dreamless sleep and woke five minutes before the wakeup call sounded. I felt chastened by the events of the previous night. I don’t want to be so paranoid of scams that I trust no one. How the hell was I going to find the right balance?

“Gautama, be watchful all the while!”

 



1 1 Philippians 2:6-7.
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Chapter Two: Varanasi—the City of Death

 

The airport was a madhouse. All flights (including mine) were delayed due to fog, and there was hardly a spare seat in the entire domestic wing. My carry-on bag was becoming oppressively heavy, so I glanced around for a seat. I spied one.

“May I?” I asked the man next to the empty seat.

“Of course,” he said, indicating the seat. I sat.

“You sound American,” the man said. He was about ten years older than I, with a dignified, business-like manner about him. We started chatting, and I told him about my pilgrimage. “Are you Buddhist?” he asked.

“I’m a Christian pastor, actually,” I said.

“I don’t know much about Protestants,” he confessed. “I’m Catholic myself.”

“So is my wife,” I said. This led us into a great conversation on All Things Ignatian, since he had a relative in the Society of Jesus.

“You must go to Ladakh,” he told me.

It took me a few minutes of conversation to remember the place, but then I made the connection. “I thought the roads were all snowed in, and you can’t get there until spring,” I said.

“And yet, a plane leaves for there in a half hour,” he smiled, pointing to the Departures board. He opened his laptop and for the next half hour showed me photos from his latest trip to Ladakh. It looked wild and cold and ancient. I resolved to go there, if I could.

I told him I was on my way to Varanasi. He nodded knowingly. “It is a city of death.” I nodded, thinking how ironic that was, since one of Varanasi’s aliases is Kashi, which means “City of Life.” Before I could comment, though, he went on. “It is the holiest city in all of India, and so of course everyone wants to go there to die.” He smiled. “You will like it, I’m sure.” His smile faded as he thought for a minute. “It is a very poor place. It is very hard. It is like that in much of India.”

“I’ve heard there’s a lot of compassion fatigue here,” I said.

“It is very real,” he agreed. “Eventually, you just see through people.”

“I have a hard time with that, as a Christian,” I said.

“I have a hard time with it, too, as a Christian,” he agreed. His face fell. “And yet, I do it.”

“I do it too,” I confessed. “We have homeless people in California.”

“It is nothing like it is here,” he said. “You’ll see.”

The flight was over in no time, and before I knew it I was climbing down the steps to the tarmac. As we approached the terminal building, a bold blue sign read “Lal Bahadur Shastri International Airport,” except that the “International” part was a different color blue, as if it had been added later, as an afterthought.

Stepping out into the still-foggy street, I was met by several people holding signs. One of them said, “John Mabry” and I pointed to the man holding it and smiled. He snatched my suitcase out of my hand, uttered a curt, “This way, please” and made for the dusty, unpaved parking lot.

The hour-long ride into Varanasi was a carnival of terror. The first thing I noticed was that lane divisions are merely suggestions, not rules by any means. The next thing I noticed was that one two-lane stretch of road—with traffic going in opposite directions—held cars, buses, motorcycles, scooters, bicycles, and auto-rickshaws (tiny, unlikely vehicles that look like covered mopeds with passengers—also known as “tuk-tuks”).

Many of these vehicles travel at different speeds, which means that veering over into oncoming traffic in order to pass happened several times every minute. And of course traffic coming in the other direction is doing it, too. It seemed like a massive, continuous game of chicken.

The first time an oncoming car comes speeding straight at you in your own lane, it’s heart-stoppingly terrifying. The 49th time it happens, it’s merely alarming. I willed myself to relax, to see the crazy game of dodge-car as an interesting cultural artifact, a distancing technique that I did not expect to work, but to my great surprise actually helped a little.

Everywhere you looked there were whole families piled on top of a single motorcycle. Usually, a man was driving, and behind him was a woman sitting side-saddle. Often between them were one or two small children. None wore helmets, and all of them were riding along through this terrifying traffic with unconcerned, even placid expressions.

I took inspiration from this, and I started to look less at the road, focusing on the buildings we were passing. The main street looked very much like buildings I had seen in other developing countries, like Costa Rica or Mexico. It seemed to me that we were speeding down a main street that stretched on for nearly twenty miles, with precious little beyond it except for green hills and open land.

The storefronts were made of what looked like crumbling concrete, and yet they were often painted bright colors. Men sat in front of their shops in the kind of plastic lawn chairs you get at Wal-Mart, sipping chai from tiny clay cups. I noticed several shops here and there about the size of a refrigerator box, set up on short stilts. On each of the 4x4-foot platforms a man sat cross-legged, working away at something I couldn’t discern.

Children smiled and ran, playing alarmingly close to the traffic. Stray dogs wandered everywhere, but even more numerous were yak or water buffalo, chained in place directly outside many of the shops, chewing placidly in the sun.

And then there were the cows. Every couple of blocks or so, there were one or two of them. They weren’t tied to anything, they were just wandering, some of them feasting on a patch of garbage alongside a goat or two. (Wait a minute—who put the soccer jersey on that goat? And why?)

As we approached the main city, the cows became more numerous. Entering a busy roundabout at breakneck pace, I noted that navigation was complicated by the fact that two cows had decided to lie down near the center of it, blocking about half of the lane. Cars swerved to avoid hitting them and each other. I held on for dear life as we missed scraping a truck by less than an inch.

“Why haven’t those cows been selected out of the gene pool?” I wondered aloud. My driver seemed not to hear. Once firmly in the city, the traffic continued to be scary, but it was slower. People took outrageous chances to cross the street. A gaggle of policemen, each clutching at long staves moved into the midst of traffic, executing what looked like a stylized dance involving hitting both one another and passing children with the staves. And yet, they did so slowly, so as not to hurt anyone. I turned my head to watch it as we passed, trying to figure out what the hell I was seeing. I still have no idea.

Eventually, my driver pulled over, and a teenager put his head near my window. “There is your boy,” the driver said. “He will take you to your hotel.” The teenager smiled. Grabbing my suitcase from the trunk, he set out down an alley, not looking to see if I was following. Within minutes, I was hopelessly lost.

These were not streets as we think of them in the US. In fact, they were barely alleys. At some points they were so narrow that I could put my hands on each of the buildings on either side. The streets were lined by tiny shops, each made of rusted iron and crumbling concrete. Posters announced a slick-looking guru coming to town. Women held veils over their mouths, more to protect their breathing from pollution, it seemed to me, than from Islamic modesty. Dogs slept curled up under wooden steps or on unevenly cut marble landings. A man sat cross-legged on the stoop of a building, selling chai in plastic cups—a booming business, it seemed.

Every half a block we’d have to dodge a motorcycle or a bicyclist, all the while being careful not to step into a pile of excrement. As I hurried to keep up with the boy with my bag, I was powerfully reminded of the Old City of Jerusalem or the tangled maze of alleyways that is the city of Fez, in Morocco.

One thing about Jerusalem that I remember vividly was the preponderance of cats. There were cats everywhere, lounging on steps, staring down at you from rooftops, or roving in pairs. Jerusalem may have been God’s city, but it actually belongs to the cats. Yet so far, I have seen no cats in Varanasi. This city belongs to the cows. Along these tiny little alleyways, too narrow for three people to walk abreast, there are at least one or two cows every block or so. They shuffle languidly in random directions. A couple of times we had to flatten ourselves against a building to edge around one of them.

Eventually, we found the hotel. I tipped the boy and was shown to my room. It was a double, as I was expecting my friend Donna, on her way from Nepal, to join me for a few days. But she would not arrive until the next day due to the fog in Delhi. I dropped my bag and went out to explore the hotel.

As I stood on the rooftop terrace I gained my first glimpse of the Ganges, the holiest river in India. Night was falling, and boats lit by candlelight glided by. Several more were moored at the ghat that adjoined the hotel. The world’s filthiest river was also the most beautiful, especially at sunset on a foggy night.

 

* * *

 

The next day I went out to see the city. I walked north along the ghats in a constant state of mild horror. All along the water, men were bathing in the foul, holy water. Women were washing clothes, and spreading them out in the sun to dry. Holy men, their ribs protruding in a frightening fashion, sat stoking fires near tiny temples large enough for only one person at a time. Other, more corpulent holy men were seated by the river underneath makeshift tents, performing ceremonies and collecting cash in exchange for their blessings. One ghat seemed to be the sole possession of barbers and I nearly had to beat away a succession of men eager to give me a shave or a massage.

Eventually I smelled the smoke. Looking up I saw piles upon piles of firewood, arranged in stacks two stories high. There were several levels of concrete structures descending down to the water. As I tried to make sense of what I was seeing, a young man approached. “It’s the burning ghats,” he said. “People come from all over India to die here. No pictures, please, or it makes the families upset.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“You see up there?” he pointed up the hill toward the old city where I saw a large, three-story building. “This is the hospice, sir. Every morning I go out into the city and find old people who have no home and no money and are ready to die. We bring them here and we bathe them and give them medicine and make them comfortable until they die. Then we burn them.” He smiled at me, as if this was the most natural conversation in the world.

“It is okay, you can come down here,” he waved me down, but I stood where I was. It seemed disrespectful, somehow, to venture onto such holy ground simply to gawk. “No, it is okay, sir. As long as you don’t take pictures, the families will not mind.” A cow walked past him, and pushed at a tangle of wire by a pile of wood. “It is good that you are here,” he smiled. “Where there is burning, there is learning.” He waggled his head, proud of his quip. “We are glad that you are here to learn about our culture. Where are you from, sir?”

I told him, but was immediately distracted by a procession coming down one of the alleyways from the old city toward the ghat. Several men—pallbearers, I realized as they got closer—were carrying a stretcher on which a body had been covered by a bright orange silk sheet, upon which red, orange, and yellow flowers had been meticulously arranged. About a hundred half-inflated balloons completed the adornment.

They carried the body to the water, and lowered it into the river. When they pulled it up again, the silk was soaked. It dripped as they carried it back up the hill. “The Ganga is holy,” the young man told me. “It washes away all sins, so we can go to nirvana, to heaven. Now they will put it on the fire. Low castes down here,” he pointed to where the cow was still pushing at the tangle of wire, “middle castes there,” he pointed toward a pyre that seemed ready for a body a few yards up from the river, “and high castes on the other side of that temple.”

I nodded, trying to take it all in. “Can non-Hindus go in the temple?” I asked.

“Yes, of course, sir,” he said. “That temple there is the Shiva temple, where they smoke the ganja.” I had never put together that the word for marijuana, ganja, might be etymologically linked to the river I was standing by, the Ganges. “And the larger temple next to it is the Durga temple. But they don’t smoke the ganja there,” he looked disappointed as he said it, as if he was certain I wouldn’t be interested in a temple that had no intoxicating sacraments.

“So would you like to make a donation to the hospice?” Ah, there it is, I thought. I knew he wasn’t paying me all this attention just to be friendly. As I gazed at the ghat, it struck me that it was simultaneously beautiful and horrific—the one did not negate the other.

I turned to walk up the steps of the ghat toward the old city. I reflected on how Varanasi proudly displayed much that the Buddha recoiled against in the Hinduism of his own day—cruel austerities, the injustices of the caste system, and charlatan priests.

There was a frenetic, menacing quality to the city. I wanted to be inspired by it, but instead it was all I could do to keep my composure together. I pulled out my phone and looked at the time—Donna should be arriving shortly. I turned right down another impossibly narrow street, and began to pick a meandering path back to the hotel through the City of Death.

 

* * *

 

I heard Donna’s voice in the lobby, and rushed out to see a very welcome, very friendly face. I gave her a quick hug and left her to finish the check-in ritual at the front desk while I made a quick sweep of the room to make sure it was roommate-ready. Donna and I had met about fifteen years ago. We were both students in the Mercy Center spiritual direction certificate program, and we have been good friends ever since. To be honest, however, my feelings for her are more brotherly—we are twins of a common mother, the Southern Baptist Convention, from which we are both estranged. We have had parallel spiritual struggles in many ways, over which we bonded all those years ago.

When Donna finished at the front desk, she took in the room. “This is an awesome place, John,” she said. Donna’s Texan accent has been softened by her decades in California, but it is still discernible. I could listen to her read the phone book.

“It’s not much on atmosphere,” I complained.

“It’s immaculate, though, and that’s all I care about,” she said. She placed a hand on her hip, and looked me in the eye. “You would not believe some of the places we have stayed in the past two weeks.” She had just spent the past couple of weeks volunteering for a relief organization, working among the poor in rural Nepal.

Soon, we were winding our way along the ghats, following roughly the same route I’d taken that morning. I now had a general sense of the layout of things and was able to guide us with a minimum of backtracking.

“Did the ride here from the airport just absolutely terrify you?” I asked.

“Are you kidding?” she responded, “I just spent two weeks driving through Nepal. This was nothing.”

“Really?” I said. “Scared me silly.”

“For one thing there were no thousand-foot-drop cliff faces between the airport and here,” she said. “I thought I was going to die so many times. I swear to God, John, I am lucky to be alive.” We walked past a man openly peeing on a wall. “Although that does scare me,” she said. “I must have seen twenty incidents of public urination in that one hour driving here from the airport.”

I looked up and saw an enormous structure by one of the ghats made of huge round pillars. It was impossible to tell what the building was, or what it was for. Only one thing gave it away, and that was the handful of workmen applying bright pink paint to it. “Have you noticed that all of the temples are painted Pepto-Bismol pink?” I asked. Donna laughed. We stepped up onto anther ghat where a good number of people were assembled, but I had no idea for what. We made for the far corner, and passed by a holy man with only one foot. Seated directly in front of him was an enormous white cow. The man was stroking its back affectionately. “A boy and his cow,” I threw over my shoulder at Donna. “It warms the heart.”

I was amazed at how different it felt walking along the ghats with Donna. Previously I had felt assaulted. In the company of a friend however, I felt safer. I was no longer in survival mode. I was having a good time. I stopped resisting the experience and relaxed into the surreal carnival atmosphere that was everyday life in Varanasi. It almost seemed like a different city.

Soon we reached the burning ghat, and it was a lot more active than it had been earlier. Just as had happened to me before, a man walked up to us and started talking about what we were seeing. His script was almost a word-for-word match for the one I’d heard earlier, beginning with “No pictures, please.” I realized that although his goal was to secure a donation for the hospice, his function was to operate as a sort of docent for the museum of human cremation. “We do between 150 and 300 cremations here every day,” he said proudly. “Come closer.”

Donna followed, so I did too. I picked my way through the milling crowd of spectators, grieving families, mud, ash, cow shit, and of course, cows. Our guide stopped at a place where at least half a dozen wood pyres were blazing away.

On one of them we could plainly see the upper torso and face of a corpse, a corpulent man of about sixty years. His head was tilted back, and flames licked away at his lower parts. One foot stuck out from the pyre, black and misshapen from the damage of the flames.

My lungs screamed from all of the soot in the air. The docent invited us up onto the balcony of one of the temples. “A very good view,” he said. On the way there, we passed a handful of men sitting cross-legged on the stones, rolling what looked like balls of dough with black speckles in it. They worked slowly and deliberately, and I watched as one man carefully placed a finished ball—about the size of a racquet ball—off to the side with several others. “What are they doing?” I asked, feeling like Dante questioning Virgil regarding the inexplicable activities of the damned. “Many people, all over India, cannot come to Ganges to die. They are burned at home, and then their ashes are brought here. These men mix their ashes with chappati. Later, a priest will put them in the Ganges to…” he fished for a word.

“To dissolve,” I finished. He smiled. “Come,” he said. When we finally reached the veranda, he spread his hand out as if to say, “Is this not a glorious view?”

It was at that point that our Virgil began his pitch for donations. Donna gave him two hundred-rupee notes. Then he turned to me. “She’s paying for both of us,” I said, hoping to play on his perception that we were a married couple. “She has contributed to her own good karma,” he countered, “not to yours. You must provide for your own karma, sir.”

“Let’s go,” Donna said. I agreed, but the man followed us, continuing to spout dim auguries about my eternal fate should I fail to fork over some cash. After a couple blocks of badgering, I finally gave him a hundred rupees just to get rid of him. It was worth two bucks to see the last of him.

Donna ducked into a clothing store and tried on a few things. I waited with an entire family who seemed to be in the shop for no reason I could discern other than to make jokes that I could not understand, tease one another, and pose for pictures with me. Then they all got up en masse and left with no explanation. Very odd.

Donna ended up not buying anything, and I was getting worried about navigating the narrow streets in the dark. Twilight was upon us and Varanasi was scary enough in the daytime. We resolved to make no other major diversions until we had reached our dinner destination.

The Lonely Planet guide had praised the Dolphin for its wonderful terrace dining and quality food. It was the closest thing to a decent sit-down restaurant that I had seen in the city thus far. “This looks good,” Donna said, scoping the place out.

“Way better than the place I ate at yesterday,” I said, referring to the Shiva Cafe and German Bakery. “It was a slab of concrete, with lamps that were so caked with dust that you couldn’t discern their original color.”

“Weren’t you scared to eat there?” Donna asked, mock horror on her face.

“I was, but it was dark and I was hungry. Believe me, I ordered vegetarian.”

Donna ordered a beer and I asked for a mango lassi. They informed me a few minutes later that they were out of mangoes. I ordered a salt lassi instead.

Donna’s face screwed up. “Salt lassi? That doesn’t sound good.”

I laughed. “It kind of isn’t. The mango lassis are so delicious that I drink them down in one gulp. It’s like Nestlé’s Quik—you can’t drink it slow. But a salt lassi doesn’t taste nearly so good, so you drink it slow. It has more of a…grown up flavor. An acquired taste.”

We ordered a rice biryani, chicken korma, and a mixed veggie dish. But the mosquitoes had begun to invade. “Are you taking malaria medication?” Donna asked. I was. She wasn’t, so we moved inside. There were still mosquitoes, but fewer of them.

As we waited for our order, Donna told me more details about her trip to Nepal. When the food finally arrived, we dug in with gusto. The mixed veggie dish was weird, but good. The chicken korma did not, in fact, have a korma sauce, but one that was fluffy, white and far too sweet. We both gave up after a couple of bites. For the rest of the night I was worried that I would wake up at three in the morning with food poisoning. I resolved to eat vegetarian from now on, if not for the peace of my tummy, at least for my peace of mind.

We ate extravagantly, ordering drinks and dessert willy-nilly. Our final bill was about twenty-three dollars. We walked down the five flights of steps out into the night. It was only a short walk to the ghats, where there seemed to be a major party happening.

The manager at our hotel had told me there was a ritual every night on a nearby ghat. I figured that’s what we were seeing now. A massive crowd of people was lined up along the buildings, while on the edge of the piers a line of performers held them entranced. The Ganges was thick with boats as about half as many people watched from the river. Here and there candles floating on the river winked and bobbed, lending the scene a nautical fairyland quality.

Donna and I navigated to an improbably empty step, which afforded us a decent view. She took pictures while I studied the performers. There was a line of about six of them, each with an altar at their feet. In Hindu worship, called puja, a camphor lamp is waved before images of a deity. To see it in the context of authentic worship can be deeply moving. But this was something fundamentally different. To an ear-splitting Bollywood soundtrack the line of performers swung gigantic flaming lamps in synchronized motion. It looked like a cross between a puja and Britney Spears’ backup dancers. It was certainly impressive and entertaining. But was it prayer? I wondered how the grieving families who had burned their loved ones that day were responding to it. I’m sure the tourists were loving it, but the families? I cringed.

“How would you feel about this, Jesus?” I asked. Immediately, I thought of the verse where Jesus said, “When you pray, speak to your Father in secret.” This was definitely prayer-as-entertainment. My heart sank as I thought of other examples that were equally problematic: the slick showmanship of our own televangelists and even the mega-churches came to mind, as did the whirling dervish dinner shows that charge an arm and a leg in Turkey.

On the other hand, no one charged us admission to this. Who is paying for this huge production? I wondered. Just then an orange-garbed priest approached me, carrying a silver tray. He touched his finger to a pile of bright red powder on the tray, and then reached up and touched me in the middle of my forehead.

“Now you give money,” he bowed, with an obsequious smile.

“I don’t think I do,” I said. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

“You have been blessed. It is very bad karma not to give. I do not want you to carry the burden of your bad karma.” He smiled and held out the silver tray.

I rolled my eyes and dug into my pocket. I extracted a ten-rupee note and dropped it on the platter.

“That is not enough,” the priest said, as if chastening a child. “Your karma is very bad.”

My karma is going to be a lot worse if you don’t keep your sacraments to yourself, buddy, I thought. I gave him a hundred-rupee note, and he smiled, bowed, and turned to the next mark. I seethed.

Approaching our guest house again, Donna and I kept going and explored the ghats in the other direction. Soon we came across what looked like a bonfire. Lots of people were milling about, and the air was thick with smoke and a festive vibe. Up the steps a group of drummers was frenetically banging away, providing a fitting soundtrack to the scene. Donna and I both snapped a few pictures, when a man came up behind her and touched her on the shoulder. “No pictures, please,” he said kindly.

“What? Why?” I asked.

“Burning ghats,” he said. “It is disrespectful to the families.”

“I thought the burning ghats were up there,” Donna said, pointing downriver.

“Those are the Hindu ghats,” he said. His face was beatific in the firelight, patient and kindly. “This is where we burn the other people—Buddhists, Jains…” he trailed off.

Christians, too… I thought, but didn’t say it.

“See there,” he said, pointing to one pyre where a young man was prodding at the burning wood. “You can still see the torso.”

“I’m so sorry,” Donna breathed, horrified. She put her camera away.

“It is okay,” the man smiled with compassion.

“No, I mean I’m really sorry,” Donna said again. The man waggled his head.

“Look,” he said, with a note of pride in his voice. “Those fires down there, that is where we burn the poor people.” He pointed to the three fires closest to us. Then he indicated a slightly elevated part. “Here we burn the middle class, and there,” he pointed to a concrete slab that was elevated by about three feet. “That is where we burn the rich.”

I felt anger rise up in me as he talked. Dalits and other low-caste Indians often found in Buddhism and Jainism—and Islam and Christianity, too, for that matter—a means of escape from the oppressive caste system so central to traditional Hinduism. And yet here it was being imposed on them again after their deaths—only this time in socio-economic rather than racial terms.

Back at the hotel room, Donna and I discussed the likelihood of food poisoning from our dinner. “I reckon we’ll know by morning,” I said.

I turned in about 8 o’clock, still not adjusted to Indian time. Around two in the morning, I was awakened by a screaming dog. The dog wasn’t howling, it wasn’t barking, it was full-tilt screaming. And it didn’t stop. I laid there in the dark and listened to it wail and cry in agony. I thought about how dogs always represent my soul in my dreams. This dog, wherever it was and whatever was happening to it, seemed to represent the soul of this cruel place. It went on for hours.

I felt sick, and I don’t think it was the chicken korma.

 

* * *

 

The next morning was Donna’s last in Varanasi—that afternoon she’d head for home. As we awaited breakfast, Donna and I leaned over the railing of our guest house terrace watching the foggy Ganges. “Look there,” Donna pointed at a nearby rooftop. A little girl of about five years was prancing joyfully, performing Bollywood dance moves with abandon. She seemed completely oblivious to the fact that anyone was watching her. My heart sang to see her. In the midst of such desperation, poverty, and brutality, there was also innocence and beauty and joy.

There was also fluidity. Although her movements were imprecise copies of the elegance she was striving for, there was nevertheless a flexibility that adults can only achieve through dedicated practice. It was already becoming painfully obvious to me how much I would need some of that flexibility to survive my journeys.
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Mudras adorned the walls of the New Delhi airport.
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A sadhu on one of the ghats in Varanasi.






