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by Jacob 


Although the brothers talk of the mountain, I can no longer see it. But I can hear and feel the fierceness and howling of the Himalayan wind and smell the sweetness of the blossoming jasmine.  I remember how dark the green blades of grass at this time of year lined up like an army of warriors ready to face the enemy. 


The wind began howling louder and louder, and then I heard an unsteady gait of a stranger hobbling up the stone steps. Soon came the sound of a loud knock at the front door. The other brothers of the monastery were in the next room and I was alone.  


“If there’s someone in there, please open the door,” pleaded the weak voice of a man with a crisp British accent, as the words gripped the cool morning air.


“Guide me, Brahman. Is a man lost? Is this a sign from you?” I waited for an answer and then something compelled me to let the stranger in. I grabbed my stick and tapped my way over.


When I opened the door I made out the dark silhouette of a man, the only thing my eyes would allow me to see since my vision had been stolen from me.


“Enter, my friend.”  I led the stranger in while the door was swept closed by the cool winds.  “Sit down,” I offered.  “Come to my table.”  He did as I asked with an unsteady step, without a word exchanged. 


As we sat down, I steeped some round tiny jasmine buds in a steaming kettle of hot water and asked the stranger to pour a cup for each of us. I could hear the trickle of the water as it poured into each metal cup. While waiting for it to cool, I could sense the discomfort of the man in the silence of the moment. I could sense the discomfort in myself as well.


“What brings you to these deserted parts? From the sound of your walk I can tell you are injured,” I ventured to say. 


It took time for the stranger to answer. I heard him take a sip of his tea. Then he spoke.


“I know it is difficult for you to help a British soldier, but I need your help.”


 I kept quiet.


“I see your vision has abandoned you, but I am badly hurt and I need to bathe my wound.”


I took my first sip of tea. This stranger and I were on opposing sides of the rebellion.  I had been struck by the anger of a bullet from the gun of one of his army’s soldiers, which took my vision with it. But as a being with peaceful instincts I still felt the necessity to help this poor injured man.

***

Having bathed the wound, we continued our conversation near the small pond behind the monastery. We sat down on two stone benches facing one another, surrounded by the sweet scent of musk rose and the familiar hum of honeybees.


 “Friend,” I said. “It is sad that your people and mine are at odds. But my people value their freedom just as I’m sure your people do too.  Am I wrong?”


The stranger sat strangely silent. I wondered what made him so quiet.


“Does any man want to go against his beliefs?” I asked. “Does one man ever want to be ruled by another?”


I heard the soldier clear his throat and break his silence. “The British were meant to rule the weak and uncivilized,” the soldier said strongly despite his frailty. “I believe in the power of England.”



A blast of thunder so strong could suddenly be heard.  Perhaps Indra, our god of war, was provoked by the soldier’s contemptuous words, as I was too. But with the help of the peaceful and compassionate energy of Tara, goddess of peace, I stayed calm. Yet I had to respond.


“How do the weak and oppressed benefit from your wicked power? We, the people of India, work like slaves, while you get rich on our backs. Answer me, my friend. Are not all men brothers? Are we not all equal?” 


I could hear the soldier stir.


“In the name of Queen Victoria,” the soldier began. 


I listened as his voice grew louder. 


“The world is a better place with the command of the British and your cooperation,” the soldier said resolutely.


A chill ran up my spine, not only because of the thoughtless words, but also because of the wicked tone.


“It is only with your cooperation that you can be free,” the soldier said gruffly.


Those words! They seemed to have unlocked a memory I chose to forget. It all came back to me:


“I refuse to shoot this rifle at my brother,” I said.

“Then I shall do it for you, you uncivilized animal! Bottoms up!” 


The words and images clearly flashed through my mind. I remember that moment. Before I knew it, my younger brother was dead, killed by the sins of a depraved murderer.  I remember going quickly for the soldier’s bayonet, but he was quicker than I. In an instant, I felt the pain of a bullet. My last glimpse of the world was that of the wicked soldier along with the sound of his evil words: “I told you, it is only with your cooperation that you can be free!” Those words!


For months I cried myself to sleep thinking about my brother and the cruelty of the British. I thought about how the sun never sets on the British Empire, but also how the sun never rises for the people they rule. I knew I had to live in a more peaceful way. It was then that I decided to move to the monastery. “Why does one man have to kill another?” Indra sent another crash of thunder sending a jolt through my body, bringing me back to the stranger next to me.


“You might think I have lost my sight, but in fact my vision has grown even stronger, perhaps more than yours.” I tried to contain the anger that seemed to reawaken in me. “I sacrificed my eyesight and I lost my brother at your bloodthirsty hands. So now, tell me this, why does one man have to kill another?”


The thunder clapped louder. I felt drops of water stream down my skin and my robe became drenched. I realized how cold I felt. I gripped my walking stick and tapped my way into the monastery with the scent of jasmine and the uneven gait of the stranger trailing behind. I sensed the darkness around me.

***


The next years passed as the scent of jasmine came and went at the monastery, but the sun always sets before a new day arises. As I lay dying, preparing to leave earth, I thought about the soldier. I took my last breath of the sweet scent of jasmine and spoke my last words. “Dharma considers the verdict of his courts of justice. I never should have killed him.”
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