Finding inner peace: a journey through Nepal

I traveled through Nepal this past summer on a humanitarian trip. A friend of mine named Max Kaplan and I embarked on a 6-week journey living and learning. We really wanted to immerse ourselves into the Nepali culture so we continually tried to be open-minded and positive thinkers.

June 26, 2009: “Today is departure day, so as you can expect things are hectic as we are finalizing just about everything. I have a new adventure ahead of me and cannot wait for the knowledge I will gain on this journey to Nepal. As always, I'm sure I will return with some type of crazy entrepreneurial venture in the back of my mind, so be prepared to hear my ideas.”

At the moment, I am attending Miami University in Ohio, double majoring in International Studies and Journalism.

For those who are curious about how my summer started, and what has led me to be preparing for this trip, I graduated high school! I know we all are very delighted to see that I actually made it. I registered for classes and had an orientation at Miami. I went to Bonnaroo music and arts festival in Tennessee, if your curious about the bands I saw, check the roster online, a few of the highlights were Phish, Bruce Springsteen, Snoop Dogg, the Beastie Boys and many more. I also had the privilege of spending a day in the White House, where we met with Obama's staff to talk about community outreach as well as the Middle East crisis. The meeting was held in the Roosevelt room, which is infamous for presidential decision making, if my sources are correct. I must say the White House is truly an institution of American values.

June 28, 2009: “I am now in Delhi airport waiting for our flight to Kathmandu. So far the experience has been great. The flight to Delhi was simple and we got upgraded to Business class! While in the airport in Delhi, we have already met with some extremely friendly people who are from Nepal, as they also have a lay over here.

We are looking forward to arrival at Kopan Monastery tomorrow for our program to begin. The excitement of this journey has left me to get little sleep, which has turned out for the better since I landed in Delhi with no jet lag and already adjusted to the time difference.

July 8, 2009: “Hope everyone is well. We are now in Pokhara working with Ashoka

Fellow Lucky Chhetri at her agency, which works to help empower the Women of Nepal. Tomorrow we will start teaching English and first aid in a classroom setting. Also Max, will be teaching rock climbing and repelling and other various mountaineering tactics. Now I'm sure everyone is curious to know how our stay at the monastery went.”

It was such an amazing journey for both of us. I am going to have a hard time putting it into words. But I will try.

Our teachers were both "westerners" our main guru, was Venerable Namgyel who came to Kopan back in the 70's I believe and has been a Monk since. He is originally from Australia, and after getting hit by a car decided that there was more to life than materialism. Our meditation guru was Venerable Tingyel, who is an ex-Israeli soldier who found solace in Buddhism after spending time defending Israel. I will try and lay out some of the basics of Buddhism and also get into mediation. Our main focus was to realize our sufferings, and begin to the path to enlightenment so we can be a benefit to all sentient beings. What I found most interesting is that there is such a strong focus on others, there is no "I" or "me" in Buddhism, and so a large piece of the puzzle is focused on helping others regardless of how you may feel towards them. Also, Buddhism is open to advances in science; His Holiness the Dalai Lama has said that “if science proves Buddhist beliefs wrong, than so be it.” Can you see the Vatican making a statement like that?

Here are the 4 immeasurables:

1. May all sentient beings have happiness and its causes

2. May all sentient beings be free of suffering and its causes

3. May all sentient beings not be separated from sorrow less bliss

4. May all sentient beings abide in equanimity, free of bias, attachment and pain

As you can see, we really tried to make our focus others and not ourselves. Although it seems there is a focus on perfection and coming to realizations of the mind, se came to understand that these feats are achieved alone through mediation. Once one reaches enlightenment and becomes a Buddha, they can be of benefit to all others.

In our course we first started by understanding death and its causes. In Buddhism, there is a strong belief in rebirth, so they do not fear death as we do in the western world. Instead, they have come to realize that death is uncertain and can come at any time, so we must make the best of each day and be motivated to make positive change to help all sentient beings. In doing so, we must be able to find our own motivation for each day, so we can help others. 

We moved on to talk about impermanence and the precious human rebirth. The underlying principle of impermanence is that everything is impermanent, and can, will, and is currently changing. For the precious human rebirth, we must understand that being human is extremely special because we have the ability to analyze, and we also have a deep consciousness. 

Through Karma, our mind can be reborn as anything, and we must rejoice in the fact that we have made it to become humans. Humanity is considered the highest form of life due to our strong sense of consciousness. This means that in past lives we created positive energy and thus positive karma. Karma was our next lesson, which is quite a strange concept. Through karma, our every action and thought can become negative or positive. Hence, we must cleanse ourselves and begin to work in a work positive manner. In understanding karma, we can see "what you put out, comes back to you" so simply put, everything goes full circle. Here is a list of negative actions that will come back to bit us in the butt, in either this life or the next. 

Killing, stealing, lying, sexual misconduct, divisive speech, offensive speech, senseless speech, coveting, malice, and wrong views. 

In understanding negativity, we can help ourselves become better people, better for society and for all sentient beings.

Furthermore, we must understand suffering so we can free our mind of what causes blockages, keeping us from achieving enlightenment. Suffering comes in many forms, such as attachment, anger, and health problems, fear and so on. We must begin to let go of all these sufferings, allowing us to move forward and become better human beings. For example, just try to imagine a world without anger, or a world where our greed and need to be attached to material items is gone.  This would rid us of the necessity to go to war or make others suffer so we can achieve our own personal goals. Buddhism focuses on the mind, which is defined as clarity and knowing. So by using compassion and love, we can purify our wrong doings and help all sentient beings.

I found an interesting quote from His Holiness the Dalai Lama about religion that I would like to share. "Whether one believes in religion or not, and whether one believes in rebirth or not, there isn't anyone who doesn't appreciate kindness and compassion."

We have to come to realize that everything is empty. Emptiness is that the object doesn't exist the way we think. It is there because of imprints in our mind, and every situation is a potential. In making these realizations we can free ourselves from Samsara, which is the wheel of suffering life that we are currently living in.

To free ourselves of suffering we must explore suffering and its causes. Thus, we must come to realize delusion, a mental factor that when generated causes the mental continuum to be un-peaceful. 

Here are the

6 root delusions:

1. Desirous attachment

2. Anger

3. Pride

4. Ignorance

5. Doubt

6. Diluted views

The first 5 are non-speculative and the last is speculative (your concepts have gone wrong)

Attachment is very hard to let go of, as we care about others and our possessions. Here is a quote from Lama Zopa Rinpoche, who founded Kopan. "As long as there is attachment, there is pain." Expectation stems from attachment, and this easily leads to more suffering. Something I have found very beneficial in understanding this is that the world moves so fast that we often never have time to analyze and understand our situation. So it is good for us all too take a step back and look at the full picture before rushing into situations.

"Our communication is too fast, thus we miscommunicate"

I’m sure all this seems overwhelming, keep in mind I had 10 days to sit and mediate on it, and I am still very confused! As each day has past since this experience, it has left me to grasp a deeper understanding of the concepts in their true context to reality.

Here is a list of the 6 perfections; things that can help us all begin to be better humans. In doing so it will improve our karma, and as I explained before, our karma will come back to help us at some point, we are just unsure when that point may come.

1. Generosity

2. Morality

3. Patience

4. Joy

5. Concentration

6. Wisdom

Perfection can have many meanings, as can all of this info. Yet, the Buddhism definition of perfection holds a different meaning. 

Perfection – a mental state where we are willing to give away anything. And I stress, anything.

Now moving onto meditation. What I have realized is that all sentient beings want happiness. To get to the point of "happy" we need to free our minds. Happy has a different meaning for everyone, but the way I see it, material goods do not make us happy, they just give us short term pleasure. I have found that meditation is such a powerful tool that helps us come to realizations. Meditation can be done by anyone, and in understanding it, I have come to realize that anyone is capable of anything they want. By meditating we can really free our minds and let go of our various sufferings, helping us to be happy.

Here is my short guide to mediation:

1. Sit in a quiet place, somewhere where you can escape from the complexities of everyday life. Forget about emails, turn your phone OFF and just sit back and enjoy the silence. 

2. Try and focus on your breath for a short while - place all of your concentration on the breath. Once you've done that you can stay in that in that state and enjoy the peace of concentration, where your mind is not distracted or wandering. You can also just try and free your mind. Visualize your mind and breathing in peace and breathing thoughts out.

3. From there you can think about various things concerning your life and the lives of others. It can be anything from death, impermanence, your aspirations, and emptiness. Virtually anything goes.

The best mediation position is however you feel comfortable. I sit cross-legged, my eyes half shut with my hands on my knees, back straight. A position where you can allow your chakras to be clear and positive energy to flow. I found that through mediation the mind figures many things out on its own. If you come to think of concepts or ideas that's great.

That is my 2-minute recap of the first 10 days in Nepal, well just the learning aspect of it. This experience in Nepal as been quite a journey, as words can hardly describe the magnificence

July 8, 2009: “Mom, I know that you've been aching about if I've been eating my vegetables or not. The answer is yes. In fact we have been on a completely vegetarian diet, until lunch today where we had chicken momo. Momo is the equivalent of pot stickers or dumplings; we even have been eating vege-burgers. The food at the Monastery was fantastic, and I had no trouble adjusting to the non-meat diet.”

July 8, 2009:  “We are enjoying Pokhara. It is very hot here, but it is absolutely gorgeous. The Himalaya are surrounding us and it is magnificent. The monsoon season has been very light here, and seems to be causing some problems for the farmers, as they are not getting the rain they need. Global warming has taken full effect, and is truly damaging lives. I know we don't realize it in the west, but people depend on weather patterns that are ceasing to exist. Society must make a conscious effort to bring about some change! The time is now.”

It must say it is hard to understand all of this material. It is true that our brains can and will overflow with info. Take some time to soak all this up.

A great teacher once told me that "the learning never stops" This proves to be very true, make the most out of everyday, learn a lot and laugh a lot too!

I would like to share with you a dedication. It is one that is His Holiness's favorite, one that we recited often at Kopan.

May all beings everywhere

Plagued by sufferings of body and mind,

Obtain and ocean of happiness and joy

By virtue of my merits.

May no living creature suffer,

Commit evil or ever fall ill.

May no one be afraid or belittled

With a mind weighed down by depression.

May the blind see forms

And the deaf hear sounds.

May those who bodies are worn with toil

Be restored on finding repose.

May the naked find clothing

The hungry find food;

May the thirsty find water

And delicious drinks.

May the poor find wealth,

Those weak with sorrow find joy;

May the forlorn find hope

Constant happiness and prosperity.

May there be timely rains

And bountiful harvests;

May all medicines be effective

And wholesome prayers bear fruit.

May all who are sick and ill

Quickly be freed from their ailments

Whatever diseases there are in the world,

May they never occur again.

May the frightened cease to be afraid

`And those bound be freed;

May the powerless find power

And may people think of benefiting each other.

For as long as space remains

For as long as sentient beings remain

Until then, may I too remain

To dispel the miseries of the world.

July 18, 2009: “We are having an awesome time in Nepal. Tomorrow we leave for Jomsom, where we will begin trekking around the Annapurna Mts. Our trek should last about 7 days, as we are walking from the Northern Part of Nepal (Jomsom/Kagbeni) back down to Pokhara. It should quite an extravagant journey. We will stop at hot springs and I’m sure will see some gorgeous views of the snow capped Himalayas. We are planning to go trek up to the world peace pagoda soon.”

We had an outstanding time volunteering in Pokhara. Our English classes as well as First Aid classes ran smoothly. It was such an eye opening experience. Although we were teaching, the entire process was a learning experience. I must say, after spending a week teaching, I have much more respect for teachers and the work that they do. Our students were all women trying to make a better life in Nepal. Most of them were older than us; most of the women are in there 20's. Seeing the joy and happiness in every one's face when they mastered a sentence or even pronounced a word correctly was quite the experience. Watching and being involved in helping others succeed is very empowering. Just by taking these few days to teach basic English and first aid skills, I believe, has dramatically changed the lives of these women for the better.

What I had noticed about the lifestyle in Nepal was that people do not need massive amounts of material goods to be happy. In fact, I would say that the people there live happier lives than some do in the western world. With our complications and over-exaggerations about the little things, we find ourselves worrying about a burden of mundane things. Thus, to reach a happier place we may find solace in taking a step back to enjoy our surroundings, spending less time with the hustle of everyday antics. This would leave us to enjoy the journey of life versus focusing on a specific outcome, which in fact may never come. 

I am not saying that we should not have goals, but perhaps we should put less focus on the goal itself, realize that things do change and our goals may never actually come to be. Furthermore, by spending so much time focused on outcomes, I believe, we fail to recognize the greatness of what is directly in front of us.

July 18, 20098: “Our time in Nepal continues to be extremely inspiring and is helping me to grow more compassionate, while I find more joy in life. Not only is the landscape absolutely stunning, but also the people are friendly, always with a smile on their faces. It is clear that this country has its developmental problems, considering the UN Human Rights Watch vans that we see passing through constantly. Yet, based on the welcoming and friendly attitude of the people, one could easily assume that this place is full of happiness and is no need of "western development" I am by no means am suggesting that we should not try and help others, but I am simply saying that the people live happily regardless of the 3rd world conditions.”

From seeing the world in this view, I hope everyone finds peace and happiness. Remember, compassion is a beautiful thing and something that all humans crave. Don't hesitate to be polite or to appreciate the work of others. Try your best to make some positive change around you. Love and joy are infectious! 

July 28, 2009: “We have just finished trekking, and are back in Kathmandu, after spending a few days relaxing in Pokhara. Our trek was absolutely fantastic. The Annapurna Himalaya region is stunning. Although it was difficult carrying 30 lbs. on my back, it was well worth it.”

Our trek started in Jomsom, where we then walked to Kagbeni. The next day we started walking south to Marpha, then to Kalopani, next to Tatopani and finally to Beni and back to Pokhara. If you are interested in looking at that on a map, it is the west side of the Annapurna range. In total our trek lasted about 5 days. Walking through the Himalayas really allowed for me to reflect on my own thoughts. Through trekking, I found that walking had become an art, and was quite soothing. We would wake up early in the morning to see the breath-taking snow capped mountains. Then sit down for breakfast and some tea to prepare for our typical 6 hour trek to the next village. 

It is unbelievable to see how the simple mountain villages function. Through trekking I have really seen how important the tourist industry is for this country. Almost everything is based around the tourist industry and most things are built to appease westerners. The people are very simple and their lives are focused around harvesting various plants. Corn and rice, based on what I've seen, are the major cash crops. 

In the northern most part, the land was rocky and desolate, once we started heading south (as well as down, from the higher altitude) we saw more plant life, in essence it was like walking from the desert into the jungle. The whole process was simply breath taking.

July 28, 2009: “I have been thinking about mediation and what it means to just observe. It seems that meditation can help bring us to a place of happiness and peace. Once in such a place, our bodies seem to forget about our worries and our anger. Since this state of peace is so essential to our general well being. I have found that it gives us the opportunity to observe without reacting. Even if our observation is something simple such as observing a small area of the body like the nose, we can begin to come to realizations regarding that specific area and its relations to others. Simply observing gives us to ability to stray from harsh reactions and unnecessary emotions. By observing, I believe, we can begin to see more deeply into others and ourselves. Allowing us to benefit others and ourselves in a more beneficial and positive way. 

July 28, 2009: “Observation can translate into other meanings as well. For example I see that observation can help us find solutions. Not only will these be solutions, but perhaps reasonable and practical solutions. Moving on to observing opinions; if we learn/observe an opinion before we make one, than we might just be better off. It never hurts to learn a new point of view!”

July 28, 2009: “In other news, I have spent a fair amount of time talking with some of the locals, who are my age, and will continue to do so. But in speaking with youth who live "half way around the world" from the US, I have been more than inspired and filled with hope for the future. What I have found is that my generation, as we continue to grow up, are becoming more and more dedicated to solving issues. The issues can be small or grand in scale, but in the end we are all focused on the same goal: Benefiting humanity, and ending suffering and its causes.” 

Seeing that youth around the world are actually care enough to make sacrifices (financially, socially, etc) in order to help their countries or the globe to find peace is very reassuring. It helps me make motivations for my actions each day, leaving me and us all to see the benefit of investing in human capital, versus what we are taught to consider as "capital" in economics.

I have come to realize the action of traveling as a phenomenon. By this, I mean that traveling allows for us to free our minds, and learn from our surroundings. As I see it, humans are a product of their surroundings, which directly affect them now, and which have affected them in the past. So through travel, we can come to visualize the surroundings of others, helping ourselves to understand the value of what we hold for ourselves, in comparison to what people around the world hold for themselves. 

The world is a unique place. It is beautiful and stunning. Landscape is not the only beauty here on this earth; the planet is full of life. And although the Buddhists believe we are living in Samsara (the circular wheel of suffering life) we can certainly learn to appreciate and love what we have available to us now. Because, yes, life is that precious! 

Furthermore, to comment on some Buddhist beliefs (as I add my own twist). I have been struggling with my own concept of imperfection. In Buddhism they believe in impermanence. So my argument becomes this; If everything is impermanent, than perfection is also impermanent. Thus, perfection is imperfect as it is impermanent. I am not stating that imperfection is bad or wrong, but perhaps imperfections are what make life perfect, as well as beautiful?

July 28, 2009: “On that note I will leave you with one last comment regarding the word "Namaste" Yes it is the typical way to greet here in Nepal, it means hello and goodbye. But it has a deeper and more beautiful meaning (as do many things) Namaste directly translates to "I see the god/Buddha in you".

August 4, 2009: “After a hectic turn of events, we are still in Nepal, and plan to leave tomorrow. We were scheduled to get home on Aug. 4, but some shenanigans have left me to be admitted to the hospital on short notice. Unfortunately, as I hate being the bearer of bad news, late last night a friend (who we met in Nepal) and I were mugged and beaten. I ended up losing consciousness so I am not sure of the exact details. From what I understand, as we were walking in the street a group of Nepali's came and began to harass us. As all would make sense, I had a glass bottle broken over my head and have some pretty bad bruises down my back, as well as a puffed up cheek and black eye. And some fairly large scars down the side of my face my friend had some lumps on his head, a swollen right eye and some nasty cuts up his right leg and butt cheek from the broken bottle. I hope this info does not scare anyone, or keep him or her from traveling. Please understand that I am safe and recovering. Regardless of being physically beaten, I am still emotionally strong and will continue to travel the world, meet people and help others.”

As many of you know, life throws curve balls at us, and when this happens we just have to deal with it. So as life throws turns at us, the question remains, are we strong enough to keep moving? I say yes, every human has the will power to rise above disaster and from it we become better, happier individuals. Although I am still in slight pain, I was lucky considering I woke with zero brain damage and just a few scrapes and bruises. The great thing about the human body is that it heals!

Now to the important part. The Nepali culture is one of vast diversity and deep meaning. It is deep rooted into the community, and when looked at properly can be extremely fascinating. Regardless of recent experience, the people here are super friendly and quite lovely. They are willing to help and for the most part enjoy your company. Through this culture I have seen some amazing things. It is socially acceptable for men to hold hands, even to interlock fingers. Also the weddings are quite fascinating, yet slightly reminiscent of high school dances. Boys sitting on one side of the room, women sitting on the other side, with only women tearing up the dance floor, and enjoying every minute of it. Watching the people smile and enjoy themselves to the fullest is defiantly a spectacle. Although the culture and customs are very different than western standards, people still love life. 

Who is to say that our ways (western ways) are the right ones? People around the world are vastly different, yet it seems that this difference is what makes the world a beautiful and shimmering place. A palace full of diversity and varying philosophy, each piece to the puzzle is gorgeous within itself.

One thing I had noticed to be extremely strong in Nepal is the tourist industry. In fact, my assumption is that since Nepal's economy is so focused on tourism, it has become the "cash crop". What I'm trying to get at is that based on the structure of the industry, it seems that it is all about sucking money out of the white folk. In terms of discrimination and fairness, just about everything including things with marked prices at convenient stores need to be bargained for since the price significantly rises if you are not of Nepali decent. If you are white, and even if you speak the local language, it is insisted that you pay more. It has been an interesting journey experiencing this. With Nepali's putting their fingers in your face and saying "you cannot pay less, you are not Nepali, this is the white person price." it is an extravaganza, and makes staying here (for extended periods of time) a bit difficult, as it is hard to adjust to prejudice.

Regardless of any craziness that I had experienced, the country is absolutely stunning. The people are fantastic and the food is amazing. Its funny the affect travel has on you, I have been eating like a king, and still have lost about 7-9 pounds. Not only does travel affect your weight but your mentality about the world as well. I have found that I am much more willing to listen before speaking, as well as more willing to give a helping hand to others whether or not I like them.

August 23, 2009: “Closure.”

