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I was lost for words when I 
laid my eyes on this exqui-
sitely curated delight—a 
heavenly trove brimming 
with cheese, cucumber, and 
tomato sandwiches, flanked 
by crumbly walnut cake, 
fudgy brownies, and blush-
pink lemonade. I tucked in 
this spread, graciously sent 
to us by the Marriot Resort, 
while ascending our jour-
ney from Dehradun to Mus-
soorie, with unrestrained 
glee. And then you could 
say, “I immediately chris-
tened it the Buffet Box!” 
And since this column is 
being penned from the 
mist-veiled, rain-drenched 
climes of the hills, how 
could I not begin by tipping 
my hat to this delectable 
surprise, so emblematic of 
mountain hospitality and 
monsoon magic? Well, for 
now must put this medley 
of mountain-made treats 
aside, and drive this pen to 
meet its dateline. I have two 
topics on the top of my mind 
sparring with each other 

and so as they say, “May the 
best man win!” (Wonder 
why it can’t be, “May the 
best woman win”?!) Back to 
the duelling topics on hand 
or in head—the one on how 
NRIs reject India takes front 
seat and the other one shan’t 
bring up just now. Suspense 
is always a good thing right, 
to be sprung up at the right 
time! What, in heaven’s, is 
wrong with, by and large, 
most NRIs, especially those 
rooted in America?! Can 
speak with confidence of the 
ones that have set up home 
in the U.S. of A. since I have 
a whole brood of relatives 
living there, particularly in 
California. Well, yes, they 
do visit the country of their 
birth, the country where 
they’ve spent a substantial 
part of their lives before 
the golden ‘green card’ 
shone into their fortunate 
faces but it’s generally so, 
to attend family weddings 
which involves a good deal 
of shopping of the “lehn-
ga”, “ghainaa”, “sherwani” 

sorts (a grand incentive, of 
course!) or the other reason 
to make it to this Dharti is 
for `‘Darshan” of the Dev 
& Devis. Yes, they’ve built 
quite a few temples in their 
adopted home but nothing 
comes near to the temples 
of India! And if the above 
two don’t figure in their 
agenda, then it’s shopping 
without the reason being a 
wedding and going all tour-
isty—Agra, Jaipur a must for 
those glorious back-to-back 
pictures ! Fine. To each his 
own, you say, but then, 
somehow, early down the 
line, it does become your 
business…Whyever do this 
species, while trying on the 
30th pair of sandals, after 
giving an ecstatic nod of ap-
proval to the dozen some-
thing of footwear stacked 
on the side, and rapturously, 
jubilantly commenting on 
how cheap (read inexpen-
sive!) the party slippers 
were, and the formal office 
ones were made for feet to 
glide in them despite the 4 
inch high stilettos and the 
suede boots put one on el-
evating heights…And then 
they’ll go to the extreme of 
buying good wishes tags 
to tape on gift-wrapped 
presents (of course, wrap-
ping paper too is procured 
from Bharat!) because in the 

States, comes the prompt 
explanation, without you 
asking, the same sheet 
that costs a peanut sum of 
Rs.100 is for a burn-a-hole-
in-your-pocket ,a whopping 
$10.50! And so roll after 
roll of flowery wrapping 
sheets find themselves be-
ing peeled off the cardboard 
tubes much to the delight of 
the shop-keeper—ah, NRIs 
are always a pleasure to 
serve ,as his index finger 
dances away on the calcu-
lator. Purchases come in 
all shapes and sizes and if 
one is in Delhi, then Karol 
Bagh is the favourite mar-

ket to haunt, even if it is 
in the sweat-like-a-swine 
humid months of July, Au-
gust & September! Where 
else would you get lami-
nated tea trays patterned 
with Cherry Blossoms to 
give one the straight-from-
Japan look or tea cups and 
saucers painted with Eng-
lish Cottages letting one’s 
guests get the idea that India 
was not the only place one 
spent time in during those 
three weeks away! How-
ever, now must halt, lest 
this shopping trip leaves 
no time for other, more se-
rious, matters! Shopping 

Paradise, well and good, 
but then why screw up 
your nose as if a terrible 
stench had infiltrated your 
entire being, not only the 
nostrils; this while walking 
in the neighbourhood of the 
brother or sister or whoev-
er of the NRI. Good Gawd, 
however, do you live here?! 
Cows, people, rickshaws, 
inhabiting the same lane, 
the thumbs-down face de-
manding to know…Haven’t 
they heard of seamlessly 
peaceful co-existence?! Of 
the melting pot, the salad 
bowl, America, proudly 
since forever, has hailed it-

self as?! And need the per-
son have to be reminded 
that not too far back, that 
it was not another lifetime 
back, one had been most 
comfortable, quite oblivi-
ous really, of the smells that 
now made the nose scrunch 
up and the only way one 
could duck for cover was 
not to move out at all…Of 
course, here in this brood’s 
defence must say that what 
is experienced is quite real…
Hillock-high garbage piled 
in chaotic corners with flies 
swarming overhead, and 
rats and vermin having a 
field day, fumes of smoke 
from different kinds of ve-
hicles mixed with wafts of 
oil, frying foods from “pa-
koras” to “jalebis” besides 
many colliding odours from 
mismatched fare oozing out 
of jumbo-sized cauldrons 
from this or that shop, min-
gled with more of more…
Yes, true they had grown 
unaccustomed to these ro-
bust odours, to these ear-
splitting visuals but in the 
same breath, must ask, how 
is it that a sudden amnesia 
takes permanent hold of 
them and their reactions 
are those of a virgin queen?! 
(There is a difference be-
tween altered persons and 
transformed ones, right?!) 
And once “back home” 

they don themselves in their 
fancy ethnic wear and with 
a gusto that would give a 
16- year old belle a run for 
her money, dance away the 
night—age no bar— cel-
ebrating Diwali ,Holi and 
simply partying with no 
occasion to hang on to, with 
their All-Indian friends!

An observation: these 
NRIs, for the most, are doing 
exceptionally well career-
wise, but still haven’t truly 
amalgamated there…they 
may have mastered the sys-
tem in their fresh homeland 
but what about truly, sin-
cerely embracing the people 
beyond the work-space?! 
They—again I say mostly—
remain in their comfort 
zone amidst their own, 
discussing Hindi movies, 
serials and the latest OTT 
offerings, and all other lat-
est happenings of the coun-
try of birth while savouring 
desi appetizers that’ll be fol-
lowed by a lavish dinner of 
dal makhani, shahi paneer, 
butter chicken etc., etc. with, 
but obviously, the latest Bol-
lywood music blaring in the 
background! Nothing is too 
cacophonic, too noisy now. 
Nothing is more deliciously 
comfortable than being an 
Indian in America with Fel-
low Indians for Friends tied 
together by US citizenship!

The NRI paradox: Partying there, shopping here

M
ost people 
do not ar-
r i v e  a t 
religion 
through 

inquiry but inherit it—
through tradition passed 
down by parents, neighbors, 
and priests. They often put 
sacred texts on a high shelf, 
calling them holy, but hardly 
examine them with genuine 
curiosity. Conditioned to 
superficially respect them 
without digging deeper, they 
miss out on the rich wisdom 
those pages truly hold.

As a result, rituals are fol-
lowed without understand-
ing, and beliefs are held 
without critical thought. 
Across cultures, from Africa 
and Europe to China and In-
dia, religious expression ap-
pears diverse. The symbols, 
ceremonies, and stories 
vary widely. Though the 
language and practices dif-
fer, the common underlying 
intention remains the same: 
the pursuit of material pros-
perity, security, and comfort. 
In this model, good and bad 
are defined not by ethics 
or deeper understanding, 
but by how well they serve 
individual desires. The di-
vine is often reduced to a 
provider, rituals become a 
means of transaction, and 
people begin to expect re-
wards or consequences as 
outcomes—turning spiritu-
al engagement into a subtle 

negotiation. Much of what 
passes as religion today has 
become a culturally accept-
ed means for securing mate-
rial benefits—often rooted in 
fear, driven by longing, and 
quietly serving the ego’s ap-
petite for comfort and con-
trol.

This stands in stark con-
trast to the timeless spiri-
tual wisdom found in the 
highest expressions of hu-
man inquiry such as the 
Upanishads, Bhagavad 
Gita, Taoism, the teachings 
of saints like Kabir Saheb, 
etc. To see why this divide 
came about, we first need to 
look at how religious ideas 
evolved historically. Let us 
consider the Vedas, among 
the oldest scriptures known 
to humanity.

Timeless Insight 
Versus Time-Bound 
Tradition
The early Vedas brim with 
offerings, rituals, and 
enunciation of set respon-
sibilities. The ritual-based 
sections of the Vedas, 
known as karmkand, reflect 
an early and important 
phase of spiritual develop-
ment, when people sought 
meaning through symbolic 
acts, repeated ceremonies, 
and age-old stories. As the 
journey deepens, Vedanta 
emerges as the culmination 
of Vedic wisdom, moving 
beyond commandments, 
rituals, and even the wor-
ship of deities. Eventually, 
it turns inward, asking the 
essential questions: Who am 
I? Why am I suffering? What 
brings lasting peace?

Similarly, large portions of 
many other religious scrip-
tures across the world—
from the Abrahamic to the 
Chinese—are dominated by 
descriptions of beliefs, and 

commandments governing 
behavior.

Not every part of a scrip-
ture may necessarily offer 
timeless guidance. Some 
parts are clearly tied to the 
time in which they were 
written. A statement like 
“The great travel on horse-
back” would hold only 
historical and symbolic 
meaning today. However, 
teachings that speak to lust, 
greed, anger, envy, pride, 
and illusion still resonate 
across generations. These 
inner struggles have been 
part of humanity for as long 
as we can think back, and 
it’s this core conflict that Ve-
danta works to shine a light 
on. Ritual-oriented texts 
may hold historical or liter-
ary significance, but they do 
not offer the liberating in-
sight that Vedanta provides 
as a philosophy. Religious 
texts that emphasize rituals 
or belief-systems may still 
hold cultural, symbolic, or 
literary value today—but 
unless they point toward 
inner transformation, they 
cannot be taken as genuine 
spiritual guidance.

The Gita’s Radical 
Rejection of 
Ritualistic 
Worship
To make this contrast be-
tween ritual and true re-
ligion plain, Shri Krishna 
offers a striking image in 
Bhagavad Gita, Verse 2.46: 
If the entire earth were covered 
in water, what need would there 
be for a small pond? That is the 
relative worth of the ritual-
istic parts of the Vedas. To-
day, many of these traditions 
may still hold historical or 
cultural value, and thus 
belong more in museums 
than in the life of a sincere 
seeker, while the true teach-

ings of Vedanta, which lead 
to self-realization, remain 
both timeless and urgently 
relevant.

When investigated closely, 
most rituals are anchored 
in the promise of reward. 
Ask what a particular act 
signifies, and the answer is 
usually, “Do this, and you 
will receive that”—with the 
reward almost always tied to 
material or emotional gain. 
Temples, mosques, riv-
ers, and hills become sites 
where people submit their 
wishlists to the divine. Verse 
2.46 and the previous verses 
2.42 to 2.45 of the Bhagavad 
Gita reject this bargaining 
and offer a sharp critique 
of cultural piety. They chal-
lenge not just superficial 
traditions but the very foun-
dation of organized religion. 
In verse 2.42, Shri Krishna 
says: O Arjuna! Those of lim-
ited understanding, driven by 
desires and attached to Vedic 
rituals for pleasure and heaven, 
get deluded by flowery words. 
True knowledge of the self does 
not arise in such minds. And in 

verse 2.45, He says: The Vedas 
deal with the three gunas; Ar-
juna, transcend the three gunas.  
Here, He explicitly rejects 
the ritualistic sections of the 
Vedas that focus on material 
rewards, describing them as 
practices driven by desire 
for Prakriti, the ego and its 
objects of interest. Arjuna 
is urged to rise above such 
pursuits and free himself 
from the grip of the ego and 
the imagined world it fab-
ricates through perception 
and yearning.

The Marketplace 
of Ritual and 
Reward
In the Bhagavad Gita, spiri-
tuality is not about keeping 
the ego intact but about see-
ing through its illusions. 
While popular religion al-
lows the ego to flourish and 
camouflage under religious 
attire, the Gita demands its 
complete dissolution. One 
may chant mantras in the 
morning, act unethically 
during the day, and return 
to evening prayers, without 

ever confronting their dis-
honesty or inner contradic-
tions. But the inner person 
stays the same, still led by 
selfish urges, now disguised 
as devotion.

Many cultures quietly 
accept shows of faith with-
out genuine inner change. 
Mainstream religion, or lok-
dharma, often reinforces this 
pattern by offering social 
approval in place of critical 
thinking and introspection. 
It is unfortunately operating 
like a marketplace, where 
people seek emotional or 
material fulfillment, treat-
ing dharma as something to 
consume or perform rather 
than a path to transform. 
This is why institutional 
religion has become one of 
the most enduring and prof-
itable enterprises. With no 
physical product to sell, it 
offers stories the ego is eager 
to embrace. Those searching 
for meaning, influenced by 
confusion and inherited 
beliefs, readily buy in. The 
Gita dismantles this model 
entirely, challenging the 

foundation of desire-driven 
faith and replacing it with 
radical self-inquiry.

Act Without De-
sire: The Path of 
Effortless Action
When you strongly want 
something, it begins to 
shape your behaviour, even 
without your knowing. 
Your actions start to revolve 
around it, hoping it works 
out, while quietly fearing 
that it won’t. In contrast, 
when action flows from a 
clear mind unclouded by 
personal motives, it unfolds 
without resistance and be-
comes spontaneous and ef-
fortless.

Organized religion says, 
“I act because I want 
something.” The Gita says, 
“When I see clearly, right 
action follows on its own.” 
This is the central teaching 
of the Gita: Nishkamna or 
desireless action. It is action 
flowing from clarity, where 
the sense of being the doer 
fades away. Like a driverless 
car in motion, action flows 
naturally, without the sense 
of “I am doing this.” Such 
teachings unsettle the foun-
dation of popular religion, 
which is built around the 
ego’s need to consider itself 
the doer of actions.

As a result, we often tend 
to worship only those as-
pects of the scriptures that 
reassure the ego, while 
ignoring the ones that de-
mand inner transforma-
tion. That is why many are 
more drawn to the Krishna 
of the Puranic tales—adored 
for his charm, divine play, 
and accessible emotional 
appeal—while the radical 
teacher of the Gita, who 
speaks of self-inquiry and 
ego-transcendence, is often 
overlooked.

Breaking Free 
from Inherited 
Religion
Within us lies a mind that 
first generates desire and 
then imagines a divine fig-
ure to fulfill it. Around these 
imagined deities, we con-
struct customs, often with-
out understanding their 
symbolic meaning. When 
rituals arise from such a 
foundation, they become a 
veil over reality. Instead of 
dissolving the ego, they of-
ten end up reinforcing it.

What we need today is 
not merely more temples, 
nor the unthinking rep-
etition of ceremonies that 
may please or entertain 
but fail to awaken inner 
honesty. What we need 
is the courage to question 
the practices that keep the 
mind entangled in surface-
level performances. Those 
who truly live by Krishna’s 
teachings are often seen as 
revolutionaries, almost as 
if truly understanding the 
Gita is some kind of rebel-
lion. But the real question 
is: Why remain loyal to 
just rituals he so clearly re-
jected? Only when cultural 
sentimentality, folklore, and 
fear-driven conformity are 
discarded does true religion 
emerge—where rituals end, 
and honesty begins.
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The Gita’s Revolt Against Ritualism
The Gita challenges ritualistic religion, urging inner transformation, self-inquiry, and desireless action over 
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