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We know that 3 factors contribute to the expansion of mind and all-round physico-psycho-spiritual development of the individual: namely physical clash, psychic clash, and longing for the great.

I would' like to relate a little of my experience of a particular force which generates powerful physical and psychic clash and cohesion, and that is the coming in contact of an individual or group of individuals with another culture. This is more true I feel of meetings between East and West than of any other cultural interchange. I spent some of my WT (wholetimer) training (as a yogic nun) in Kathmandu with brothers and sisters from all corners of the western world, or countries dominated by present western trends and values. The cultural interchange was refreshing, but not so powerful as the next months which I was to spent in Benares with 14 other Indian sisters, mostly Bengali speaking.

For a westerner, such things as change in climate, diet, shortage of space, water, no private bathing conveniences, lack of mod-cons, no lack of mud, dirt, flies, and mosquitoes, are just some of the factors which can contribute to physical clash. I say physical clash, but actually all 3 levels are so much mutually interrelated. The ability to adjust to big changes in external environment necessitates firstly mental adjustment, a certain amount of spiritual force, or surrender, and this effort in turn, generates rapid expansion of the mind! The above physical clash can also pertain to Easterners coming to the West, but perhaps to a lesser extent.

But on the psychic level, the main ingredients are cultural differences, custom and habits, different collective psychology and of course language difficulties. On must cast aside any kind of position of cultural arrogance, and have an openness of mind, and willingness to experiment with new ways in order to fully benefit from such an interchange. Of course the sadhana Baba prescribes has given us, will continue to give us, more feeling of universal sisterhood and brotherhood, more of a 360 degree angle of vision, more openness of mind, but there's nothing like direct contact and confrontation for lending extra speed to this process.

I learnt much in the way of how to utilize such precious resources as mud, the water, fuel, food, paper, and space to maximum. The amount of careless wastage in the West really struck hard. I learnt how to clean pots with mud and grass, how to survive on one set of clothes because it was rainy season and everything was always wet, how to perfect ruti (Bengali-style bread) and how to cook on a fire or coal stove, the do's and don'ts of food-preparation, and hygiene, and lastly, how to communicate with an inadequate grasp of each other's language-through love, sharing, and service.

I felt a special, unique quality of strong sisterly unity amongst these daughters of Baba's which is sometimes lacking in the West. Through sadhana and the WWD (Women’s Welfare Department) programs Baba has given, we are all becoming closer and closer, but still there are some imposed collective cultural samskara's (reactions in their potentiality) to overcome. In the West there has been more emphasis on male-female relationships, whereas in Indian society the friendship relationships between people are more exclusively sister-sister and brother-brother. Perhaps its because in the West we tend a little more towards independence and individuality, possibly leading to selfishness-such as demanding our own space, and a room of one's own. Where as in India a huge population and large families demand that one utilizes to the maximum every square inch of space.

When living with many people (we were 15 sisters eating, cooking, meditating, studying, and sleeping in the one small room), one is forced to consider others needs continuously, have much patience and tolerance, work together in a united and systematic way, sacrifice much of one's own time and needs, and develop a certain amount of detachment. In Benares Ladies TC (Training Centre) there is not one square inch one can claim as one's own - clothing was kept collectively in one place, books in another, and were constantly being tidied and re-arranged. Shoes and pens were in short supply and thus collectively shared, and collective bath in full sari at the local tap was all the rage. Can you imagine how quickly the ‘I-feeling’ and mine-psychology is pulverized in such an environment? Perhaps also it was their youth and zest and complete absence of the imposed conditioning (that many teenage girls in the West have) to compete with one another for men's attention.

At any rate, all these things contributed to a strong feeling of love and unity amongst all sisters. Sometimes we were strong, sometime we were weak; sometimes we were nursed, sometimes the nurse, sometimes we were teacher, sometimes the student - but together we were a strong, cohesive unit, a family. 

"That the fortune of each and every individual has been wreathed together will one day have to be admitted by all humanity." – BABA (Shrii Shrii Anandamurti) 

