
Hearing People’s Stories 

Life As Story 

 

You cannot go very far through a country, or even through just one day without hearing stories—

peoples stories, the stories of their lives, dreams, hopes, fears and concerns. Just below the 

surface of every human being is a story—a personal story of great poignancy. Everywhere we 

went in India, if you took just a little time to listen, people wanted to share their stories. It was a 

way of connecting person to person, from one heart to another, and of making friends. We did 

this all along the way. 

 

Sometimes we got to hear in-depth. Sometimes it was just for a moment and the story was told in 

one sentence, or a flash of insight like a snapshot. But I came away laden with stories—tales of 

the people, narratives of precious lives that we touched and that touched us. It was a gift. With 

openness people are willing to share their lives and stories. In many respects each story is 

somehow “heart-rending” and precious. It is clear that every human being is a “work in 

progress” and the unfolding of their lives speaks of the evolution of spirit that is taking place 

below the surface of their lives.  

 

It is clear to me that no story is unimportant. Each one is critical and dynamic. It is a teaching 

story—it will not only teach the individual who is living it, it will have something to teach the 

rest of us when the time comes to listen. And, I believe, we will listen, not now, but perhaps in 

the afterworlds—when time will not be such a factor.  

 

Here are just a few excerpts: 

 

Arif and Unie: I met these two young Kashmiris in a shop not far from our hotel in Fort Kochi. 

After some looking at their wares, and buying a shirt or two we set down to talk, and talk we did. 

They told of leaving home in the North to begin selling wares in the south of India to support 

their large, extended families. To them it seemed never-ending, that they were trapped making 

money to support relatives, and for the rest of their lives. Their life was the “shop” the selling 

and the meeting of a constant stream of new customers. They were friendly and yet wary. No one 

paid much attention to them, really. It was just all business with tourists, many of whom did not 

even really see them as individuals. I sat down for over an hour one evening and we talked out 

our stories. My part was to give them hope, and perhaps a few new angles so they could begin to 

“think outside the box” they thought they were in. Among other things, I told them to take a New 

York Times newspaper and learn every English word in it. They had time in their shop to do that 

every day, and not to waste their already considerable skills in English. Who knows where that 

might lead. We traded stories, and now we are friends, and there are now more stories unfolding. 

 

Abijith Abraham: Abijith served Ward and I food and drink at the Coconut Lagoon. I asked 

him about the village nearby, and later if he would take Ward and I through it. He agreed and we 

spent an afternoon exploring—all the while talking about his young life. He’s a Christian from a 

village in the North of Kerala. He’s excited to begin a career in hotel management. He has 

dreams and hopes. He sees a future, and he is also helping his family in the process. He lives 

with other hotel workers next to the Hindu temple that is on loud-speaker everyday. We talked 

about THAT, and how he handled the constant noise—an interesting story to hear.  

 



Yeshoy (Joy), our guide. I was intrigued by stories of his life and family as we got to know him. 

He told us about his marriage, and how it had been arranged, and how they were both happy, 

though it was a very traditional marriage. He is a hard worker and loves his family, and is hard at 

work providing for them. He worked hard for us, and I think his world was expanded by ours. I 

want to keep in touch with him, and I think we’ll see him again. 

 

Inayat Khan: This is an interesting story. When we came on the bus from Chennai to 

Pondicherry, we made a rest stop at that large gift shop that we liked and stayed in longer than 

we had anticipated. I met “Khan” there (that is the name he gave me). He showed off some of his 

things and they were beautiful. He was fluent in English, and also interested enough in us, I 

thought. When we arrived back at the Hotel in Mamallapuram for our last nights, I walked into 

the gift shop in the Hotel and there he was. We both were startled, and started immediately 

figuring out how we were now seeing each other again. Well, that undid the flood gates to his 

story. He is another Kashmiri. He is married to a young woman he truly loves and talked to 3-4 

times a day, he said. She is studying to be a lawyer, and he very much wants her to experience an 

independent life of her own—quite sincere about that. When I asked him what is dream for 

himself was, it was simply this: before they die, I want to have saved up enough money so that I 

can send my parents on the Haj. That was his dream, and he was working hard for it, and to 

support his wife and the larger family. But his dream was for his parents. I was impressed and 

intrigued. We talked a lot, and we have talked on the phone since I’ve been back. He may be 

making something out of silver for us. I learned his full name, and now call him Inayat.  

 

The Fisherman on the Beach: Ward had met him first the day before. On our last day, before 

we left for the airport, Ward and I made one last foray down the beach, and we saw him again. 

He’s the one who told Ward to pay attention to another woman who had been on the beach all 

day and had not sold a thing. It was poignant for Ward. When we met on that last day, and sat on 

the sand, I asked him about his life. He said that his boat had been destroyed in the Tsunami and 

now he was selling silk-paintings. Business was slow, and he was not making much either on the 

beach or in his small shop which we visited. It was a short exchange, but very heartfelt, and we 

touched something beautiful in him, and Ward and I were so glad. 

 

Mani: Last but not least is my friend Mani. It’s a much longer story, and I will shorten it. But on 

our tour through the granite carvings in Mamallapuram, he was one of the crowd of stone carvers 

who besieged us. He was not pushy but present, and I only really encountered him when I started 

giving away the small gifts I had brought for the kids. I was thronged, of course, and toward the 

end, he took the bag I had the toys in and held it and said to me, if you want I will take these and 

give the rest to some “gypsy children” in the village, and if you want you can come with me. I 

said yes, immediately, and we made a plan for me to go by motorbike into the village, which we 

did... and sure enough, we met the kids, then went to his stone carving teachers, and then went to 

drink beer, and visit some temples, and all during that time I heard his story. He was living with 

his two brothers and his grandmother and grandfather. His parents had both died. His mother 

recently, and he was trying to take care of them through carving. He was learning to carve, and 

scraping along, and not unhappy, but uncertain if he could make it. After some thought, I 

realized this was no mere coincidence, and some ideas and plans for Mani’s life emerged. I hope 

to set him up in a business of carving ancient Persian crosses that we found while there. He is 

excited to try it, and I’m so happy it might happen. It is an unfolding story, and I am glad I heard 

it, and am now part of it. I feel blessed and lucky.  

 



 

 
 

Though the Infinite One is without color, 

He colors the entire universe; 

Though immortal, 

He is born, and lives, and dies. 

He becomes the woman, the man, 

He becomes the blue butterfly, 

The green parrot with red eyes. 

He becomes lightning, the seasons, 

The endless sea. 

Beyond all time and space, 

He is the One from whom 

All the worlds are born. 
—the Upanishads (Hindu scripture) 

 

 

 

 

O n my recent trip to India, there were many wonderful 

discoveries. One was the depth of spiritual wisdom inherent 

in Hinduism. 

 

 

Everywhere one goes there are idols to a pantheon of gods, 

sacred cows, sacred trees, sacred rocks and holy monkeys. 

Every person is a sacred being and is greeted with a prayerful 

bow, and the words, “Namaste, the god in me greets the god 

in you.” Once an old woman who was sweeping the street 

stopped as I passed, put her broom aside, pressed her hands 

together and bowed, greeting me though not knowing me 

with “Namaste,” before resuming her sweeping. 

 

 

A Westerner is rather shocked at first. It appears so contrary 

to our Judeo-Christian understanding of the transcendence of 

God. For a Hindu, God is everywhere, manifested through 

everything, animate and inanimate. Hindus see God 

wherever they look, in everything and everyone.  
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It feels as if their world is alive with this unseen force. If it 

weren’t for the many spiritual teachers that have come out of 

India, one would be tempted to stop at the surface, seeing 

only idols and animals and trees, but this would be unfair. 

The Hindu scriptures, the most ancient of all sacred texts, are 

pointing to a much deeper truth, the wisdom India holds out 

to all of us, inviting us also to find it. 

 

 

More boldly than all other traditions, Hinduism reminds us to 

find God present in all of life, something almost lost to us in 

the West. In agreement with the Western mystics, the 

Upanishads boldly declare that where we are looking, on the 

surface of things, God cannot be found, but rather in the 

depths, at their core, beyond the mind and physical 

appearance. 

 

 

 

 
 

It cannot be seen nor grasped, 

It cannot be contained. 

It is beyond all expression and beyond all thought. 

It is indefinable. 

And yet, “Dwelling in every heart …  

it above all else, should be known.” 
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IIII ndia is a beautiful, exuberant, alive and welcoming 

land. I went there expecting it to seem quite 
“foreign” and exotic. It was exotic for sure, but 
somehow it did not seem foreign at all. Instead I 

found it to be some kind of homeland of my own. I felt at 
home there right away, and the poverty was not near so acute 
as I had imagined it to be, and so I was pleasantly surprised.  
 
How warm-hearted, welcoming, open and without guile the 
people were. It was easy to fall in love with them—and I did 
over and over again. Also I was really surprised how much I 
respected (and even liked) the tradition of Hinduism after I 
began to understand it better. Also I was so surprised to 
“find” Thomas there. I felt I really connected with HIM as a 
person in some strange 
way that was different 
from what I knew of 
him before. Especially 
when I entered the 
cave on the Mount 
where he was 
martyred, I somehow 
felt him there… and I 
said out loud inside it, 
“You are here.” I felt 
that way, that we had 
really connected there 
from over the 
millennia. And I also 
felt that way about the 
spirit of Oriental 
Christianity; though it 
has been hugely 
compromised and 
colonized by the West (in all of its manifestations both Latin 
and Syrian) something of it comes through all of it in various 
ways. It confirmed so strongly my sense of what Oriental 
Christianity is (or could be) which existed more acutely at the 
beginning (less so now, of course). 
 
I felt I had begun to detect something that I had had hunches 
or even theories about, but this was a direct experience of—
and an inner confirmation. Here’s what I mean: suppose that 
what we experienced directly in India everywhere was some 



larger collective spirit—the “soul of India” coming through and touching us—and we felt it, 
all of us. Suppose that India itself is some kind of collective entity and all Indians of 
whatever religion are broadcasting or manifesting that deeper inner layer of Reality (or 
perhaps “higher” Reality). I think, now, that somehow this is true. It confirms a Jungian 
idea about the collect “unconscious” – but maybe it is not an unconsciousness at all, but 
supra-consciousness which permeates everything and manifests everywhere. To me it had a 
particular “fragrance” (a kind of perfume like Sandalwood or Jasmine).  But it raises all 
sorts of other questions about Hinduism and about egregore (if you know about that term) 
that I now need to think about. 
 
What I loved most was the spiritually of south India—its extravagant, exuberant, child-like, 
sincere, sweet, innocence. I felt it everywhere in the people. They are working so hard to 
survive, but they maintain hope even in the face of what for us would be extraordinarily 
difficult lives and against overwhelming odds. 
 
To continue to be a loving presence in a country (as Hermann Vigil said) supersaturated 
with people, and to maintain it consistently when tired or even irritated by something was 
often a challenge—but Indians themselves seems to be better at it than we were. They are a 
peaceful people. For me to look past the plastic trash that lies almost everywhere now (the 
bane of modern existence—because it WILL NOT BIODEGRADE) to the beauty which is 
also everywhere was a continual challenge. The village-like conditions of bare dirt floors and 
paths and humble houses in many places does not bother me in the least—I could live in one, 
but the plastic trash bothered me. I have since fantasized about how something could be 
done with it.  
 
What I learned most about myself from this trip was that I can indeed learn to embrace 
everything as gift, but it is not the “I” of “me” who is to be doing this, it is the I AM of the 
Universe in each of us BEING what it already is—all compassionate. I can learn to flow with 
that… constantly. To be in India was good spiritual practice.                                                     
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