





Gandhi at Buckingham Palace.
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ELESA: That wasn’t his rationale at all. From what I've heard, he fasted, not
because he knew that people would stop fighting because they wanted him
to eat, although he realized that it might have that effect. Rather, it was a
prayer. It was his way of asking God to grant peace, and he believed that if
he fasted, his prayer would be answered.

RTE: And it worked.

ELESA: Exactly. People stopped fighting and laid down their arms at his feet.
I think the British were always upset with Gandhi because it worked, and
they couldn’t fathom how it was possible that this “little brown man in a
loincloth,” as they called him, could subdue the whole sub-continent.

He did it in Africa, he did it in India, he did it in England, and huge crowds
followed him everywhere. He knew that people loved him, but his fasting
wasn’t emotional blackmail because that wouldn’t have been love on his
part. He was petitioning God.

Ahimsa and Gandhi

RTE: Did your family know Gandhi?

ELESA: Yes. In the 19th century both sides of my family were merchants. In
the 20th century my maternal grandfather was a stockbroker and my pater-
nal grandfather a lawyer. My paternal grandfather was a man of principle. He
believed completely in Gandhi’s Ahimsa movement, and several members of
the family were very close to Gandhi. Ahimsa means “nonviolence,” and
comes directly from Jainism. Gandhi was a Hindu but he believed in the Jain
ideal of nonviolence; the line between Hinduism and Jainism is sometimes
pretty blurred and they often accept each other’s values and ideas.

My grandfather, the lawyer, often helped people who were involved in the
freedom fighting. His daughter, my father’s elder sister, was strongly involved
in the non-violent resistance movement and went to prison several times. My
grandfather’s way of dealing with this was, “Well, she got herself caught and
she’s in jail, and she’ll find herself a way out.” She was very clever and she did.
She is a philosopher and still tells me stories from her youth. These stories are
particularly important in understanding contemporary Hindu-Muslim vio-
lence, which has its seed in the 1947 India-Pakistan partition.
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For example, in the inner city everyone lives in gated communities, very
small communities with a big wall around a number of houses. They have
tiny streets — you can’t get a car in there — and all of the houses are rather
tall and narrow. Each community has its own temple or mosque, depending
on whether it’s a Jain, Hindu, or Moslem community. During the partition-
ing, however, when there were Hindu-Muslim riots, my aunt says that
many Muslims took in Hindus and Hindus took in Muslims. They protect-
ed each other, because they realized that this was a political battle that had
nothing to do with religion or the people living next to them. They had been
living with these Muslims and Hindus for generations, for centuries. They
were neighbors, and loved each other just as they loved their own families.

RTE: Was your family near the Pakistani border during the fighting?

ELESA: Yes. Ahmedabad is in Gujarat, and Gujarat borders Pakistan. The
city is about 200 kilometers away from the border. There was more violence
in the area of Punjab, because Gujarat’s border area is in the middle of the
desert and there weren’t many people living there. But when people talk
about the time of partition, it wasn’t really about Muslims against Hindus
or Hindus against Muslims, it was an overall political scheme, the British
strategy to divide and rule: “Divide the Muslims and Hindus, divide the
people, divide the land.”

My mother’s father also knew Gandhi. When my mother was three,
grandfather took her and her six-year-old brother in his horse and buggy to
meet Gandhi. My uncle presented him with a hand-made rope of sugar-
cane reeds; one of Gandhi’s most cherished projects was encouraging local
sustainable handicrafts. My mother gave him a mango, which he shared
with her, or at least took it, blessed it, and gave it back. The feeling that I
have when I speak with the older members of my family was that he was a
wonderful man. He had an immense love for children; being with children
was nourishment for his soul and inspired him to push forward, to save the
future for the children of India.

Not only India’s independence, but many of the social reforms we’ve made
(for instance in the caste system) were instigated by Gandhi, and people still
honor him for it. They don’t pray to him as a saint, but they very much revere
him. When he was shot, his dying words were, “Hai Ram,” which means “O
Lord!” and they've put up a little black granite pavilion on the shore of the
Ganges with “Hai Ram” inscribed on it as a memorial. His birthday, October 2,

20

FROM JAINISM TO ORTHODOXY

is a holiday in India, and people go there to pray for him and to give offerings
and flowers in thanksgiving for his life. He is very loved.

Politically, the Indians around him were also important. They believed in
Gandhi and saw him as their leader, but they were also very learned them-
selves and had the interests of the country at heart. Some say that towards
the end Gandhi was more of a symbol, and others were wielding the politi-
cal power.

RTE: But that would have been in line with Gandhi’s whole approach. His
sights were on higher things than personal political power.

ELESA: Right. He didn’t really care who ran the government as long as it was
a peaceful government and the people were happy. This is why, when the
India-Pakistan partition occurred, it broke his heart that his people were
being separated. At that point, Jawaharlal Nehru, who had backed the par-
tition, was slated to become the Indian prime minister, but Gandhi asked
him to step down and give the post to Muhammed Ali Jinnah. Jinnah didn’t
accept, however, and Nehru came to power anyway.

RTE: Has the Ahimsa movement continued and does Gandhi’s ashram in
Ahmedabad still exist?

ELESA: The ashram in Ahmedabad has been turned into a museum, but
there are other communities that have taken on aspects of Gandhi’s work;
for example, the inequalities of the Hindu caste system, which has been a
horrid thing for many people.

RTE: Do Jains also have castes?

ELESA: Theoretically, no. The caste system is Hindu. Neither Jains nor
Muslims have castes, but because the Jains are usually merchants they are
relegated to the merchant class in Hinduism. We are artificially placed into
their hierarchy. But the people at the very bottom of the Hindu caste system,
the Shudras, the Untouchables, are the so-called “backward” class. This was
a huge problem for Gandhi. He could not believe that such a pious country,
with everything we teach about loving our neighbor and doing good deeds,
could treat these people so badly.

RTE: In speaking against it, Gandhi was overturning a five thousand-year-
old tradition. Was he the first to do this?
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ELESA: He was the first to have an effect. There were other people who had
voiced concern, who had tried to bring these people into the mainstream of
society, but Gandhi not only had influence, he had political weight and he
was able to use it very efficiently to shed light on the problem.

RTE: What success have they had?

ELESA: Culturally, the caste system is still in place, but it is not as bad as
before. The Shudras are no longer made to clean our chimneys or our toi-
lets, but you can tell by the last name to what caste someone belongs, and
people don’t always treat them as well as they would, say, a Brahmin. The
government has come up with affirmative action for them: they occupy
many government posts and are eligible for some of the best education in
India. We are trying to bring them fully into society, but it is a long process.

RTE: Are there Hindu traditionalists who want to see the caste system rein-
stated, or are people willing to let this integration happen slowly?

ELESA: Outward appearances are different from what people think private-
ly. For example, they will be tolerant and outwardly polite and pleasant, but
there is absolutely no question of intermarriage.

RTE: I recently met a British man who had worked for several months in an
Indian Christian school. He was appalled at the poverty, and rather nega-
tive in his views of Indian charity. He felt that “the only ones doing any-
thing” were Christians, and from his conversations with Hindus felt that
they “didn’t care.” How would you respond to this?

ELESA: I take great exception to anyone thinking that only Christians are
interested in or actively engaged in helping the poor in India. Charitable
acts are performed on a nearly daily basis and on a very personal level by
Hindus, Jains, Moslems, and Christians alike. There are also many organi-
zations that specifically attend to the needs of the poor. Much of this is hin-
dered by the general state of the economy, and there is a certain amount of
corruption that may siphon off some money allocated for the poor, but
Indians are very concerned about the poor and give according to their
means. Also, as in Christianity, acts of charity are not meant to be broad-
cast. Perhaps the people he thought of as uncaring were simply modest.
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Modern India and Hindu-Muslim
Conflict

ELESA: In speaking of India, the other thing that people often misunderstand
is that, before 1947, India didn’t exist as a nation; it was 300 separate king-
doms, most of them under the British Crown. British colonialism began with
the East India Trading Company in the mid-17th century, which extended its
influence by taking over small plots of land on India’s coasts. In the 18th cen-
tury, they began claiming weaker kingdoms as “protectorates,” and calling
themselves rulers. Finally, in 1857, Queen Victoria was proclaimed Empress
of India. The last Mogul emperor was still living at the end of the 19th cen-
tury and was imprisoned when he refused to submit to British authority.
Independence was declared in 1947, but it wasn’t until 1947-1950 that the
authorities finally went around to each separate kingdom to ask, “Will you, or
will you not join the Indian Republic.” Three said, “No, we will not,” and the
Indian army was sent in to take them by force. We had never been one united
country, and some people still feel that they were forced to be a part of India.

RTE: You were divided more by political boundaries of small kingdoms than
by ideology or religion.

ELESA: Exactly. And much of the conflict you see today is because of those arti-
ficial cultural divisions imposed by the British. As I said, Hindu-Muslim vio-
lence in India was first incited by the British as a way to divide and conquer.

RTE: So you feel that today’s religious violence is a legacy of colonial policy?

ELESA: Absolutely. One of the reasons I feel so strongly about this is that the
term “Hindu” only really came into being after the British took over India.
Before that, “Hindu” didn’t mean anything. You could be a Brahmin, you
could be a Vaishnava, you could be a Jain, but there was no such thing as
a “Hindu.” We were a group of people who had social identities depending
on which religion we followed, but nothing grouped us together in an over-
arching category. It was only when the British came and applied these terms
that people began to believe that there was a political difference, that there
was something beyond what they saw as their social identity.

As part of their colonial policy, the British had Muslim rulers fighting
Hindu rulers, and Hindus against Muslims. States that had been peaceful
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for centuries began having outbreaks of violence. The divisiveness and
nationalism encouraged by the British in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies was a breeding ground for later conflicts.

RTE: Did most of the Muslims leave India in 1947 when Pakistan was parti-
tioned?

ELESA: Not at all. It was approximately a 70/30 divide. About 70 percent of
the Muslims went to Pakistan. Today, less than 20 percent of India’s popu-
lation is Muslim.

RTE: Are you able to live together peaceably in Ahmedabad?

ELESA: Not any more. Hindu nationalism has been on the rise for the past thir-
ty years and we have a fascist Hindu nationalist party that is bent on trying to
turn India into a pure Hindu state (which would include the Jains). Over the
past twenty years there have been many Hindu-Muslim riots. In 1992, a 400-
year-old mosque in Ayodhya was destroyed by Hindus who believed that there
had been a temple to the Lord Rama on that site prior to the construction of the
mosque. Whether there is any truth to the theory or not is hard to tell.
Archeologists haven’t come to a conclusion, but Muslim extremists retaliated
by destroying Hindu temples, and it has become a vicious circle. Both sides are
losing; there are no winners. A few years ago, a train carrying the wives and
children of Hindu politicians was set on fire, and everyone on the train died. It
was later learned that the Muslim arsonists had been hired by fanatic Hindus
to attack the train, so that blame would fall on the Muslims and start a riot.

RTE: What was your experience of living with Muslims and what would you
say to Westerners who have not had Muslim neighbors?

ELESA: Interestingly, when I came to the United States I assumed that every-
one knew as much as I did about Muslims. This actually wasn’t much — I had
grown up around them and knew many of their customs, but I found that
people in the West generally didn’t have even this. The reality of these peo-
ple is not only what you hear on the news. They are a living community with
their own culture and artifacts. I've not had a religious experience of Islam,
but I believe that studying the culture in general would be helpful. Art might
also be a good starting point; it is something that people can appreciate
without going deeply into Islamic philosophy or religion.

25



Ceremony of initiation into memnkhood.

FROM JAINISM TO ORTHODOXY

Growing up, we were close to our Muslim neighbors, but there was also a
distinction. In India you are always conscious of your social identity; that you
are a Jain, and they are Muslim or Buddhist or Hindu. You can have dinner
together or celebrate each other’s festivals — not as a religious practice, but
socially — but you are always conscious of the differences. In India we have
public holidays when everything is closed for each religion’s major festivals:
Hindu, Jain, Muslim, and Christian. Socially, it’s a very healthy practice.

PART II

From Jainism to Orthodoxy

RTE: Elesa, were there specific things in your Jain upbringing that laid a
foundation for becoming Orthodox?

ELESA: Although I'm unclear on the details of Jainism’s formal theology
about who or what their higher consciousness is, I've always believed in a
personal God and was opposed to idolatry.

RTE: Was that part of your upbringing or was it a personal belief?

ELESA: It was a personal belief. My family very much practices idolatry. When
I was preparing to become Orthodox, I found many parallels between
Orthodoxy and Jainism: forgiveness, tolerance, prayer, fasting, love for all.
These are some fundamental things that I find universal in almost every reli-
gion, and it was these fundamental ideas that helped me to accept
Christianity. The theological issues were a little more difficult: the Trinity, for
example. There are things that I still struggle with, but I'm trying to learn and
absorb more as I go along. Christianity is always going to be a challenge;
much of it does not come naturally and it is not part of my native culture.

SYMEON: One interesting outward similarity between Orthodoxy and Jainism
is in the depiction of our Orthodox icons and the idols of the Jain
Tirthankaras. While many Hindu idols and Buddhist “temple guardians” are
grotesque, with fierce features, the Jain representations of their prophets are
very much in the style of our depictions of saints: ascetic, otherworldly, peace-
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ful, and dispassionate. The way we portray the “gates of the senses” in
Orthodox iconography — small ears, noses, lips, but then large eyes to sym-
bolize that they are gazing into the spiritual world is similar to the Jain prac-
tice of enlarging the eyes and elongating the ears to symbolize enlightenment.

ELESA: I also find the role and conduct of Jain monks and nuns to be very sim-
ilar to Orthodox monastics. They are our models and guides. You go to Jain
monasteries in India to see what Jainism is about, to reflect on your own life.
On this pilgrimage to Serbian monasteries, I've found that this is very impor-
tant in Orthodoxy too; it’s in monasteries that you see a deeper Orthodoxy.

RTE: Did you have any contact with the Jain monastics, besides those that
came for food?

ELESA: Yes, of course. We have a tradition that on days like your birthday,
or if you need a special blessing, you go to where the monks and nuns reside
and they will bless you by putting vaskep, a yellow powder that looks like
wheat, on your head. They did this for me many times. They are very, very
kind and when you talk to them (you aren’t allowed to touch them) they are
extremely humble. They never said anything to me that was particularly
personal, but I was always touched by their humility and their peaceful
countenances. I liked being around them very much.

RTE: Are the monastics also divided into groups of idolaters and non-idol-
aters?

ELESA: Yes, the one group will not engage in idolatry at all, nor do they wear
clothes.

SYMEON: The ideal here is poverty, of not owning a lot of possessions, and
this group considers owning clothes to be too much of a luxury.

ELESA: The idea behind this is that to really humble yourself you should not
be ashamed of your body. They see shame as self-consciousness, a kind of
vanity.

SYMEON: Also, in Indian culture the clothed monastics always wear white,
while in ours, they wear black. But the symbolism is the same, because in
Jainism, white is a symbol of mourning. Everyone wears white to funerals
and widows wear white for an entire year.
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RTE: Do Jains pray for the dead?

ELESA: Yes, they do. On the anniversary of my father’s death every year we
have what we call aarti where a prayer is said for him in the temple and then
a bell is rung a certain number of times. This is done annually for everyone
in our family who has died. Our family is associated with a particular tem-
ple near our home where the prayer is always sung.

RTE: Is there any form of confession?

ELESA: We don'’t practice confession in the Christian sense; however, if there
are things that trouble us, secular or religious, some Jains will go to the
monastics about it.

In Jainism there is also a day when we ask forgiveness of everyone, like
our Orthodox Forgiveness Sunday. You go to everyone you know, even casu-
ally, whether he is a Jain, Hindu, Muslim or Christian, and you bow to him
and say, “If T have ever offended you knowingly or unknowingly, please for-
give me.”

Another outward similarity I've noticed between Jainism and Orthodoxy
is the Serbian practice of having family saints, called Slavas. For the Serbs,
these aren’t saints who are picked anew in each generation, they are saints
who were given as protectors to a particular group or tribe the day they were
baptized centuries ago. Serbs pray for all of their deceased relatives back to
that point of that original baptism. In a similar way, Jain families have a
kuldevi, usually a goddess that the family considers to be their patron. What
I mean by a goddess here is very different from what we would think of as a
female equivalent of God. We have many minor prophets and some of them
were women; they were human beings who became enlightened, their births
were foretold by prophets.

On a Jain family feast day, like a Serbian slava, food is prepared for weeks
in advance, and the doors are thrown open to anyone who wants to come.
The small lanes of the gated communities are covered with awnings or
branches to provide shade and lined with carpeted platforms for people to
sit on. Servers come by giving out food until you burst. It is not only for fam-
ily or friends, but for anyone who comes off the street.

RTE: Wonderful. Speaking of praying to the kuldevi, did the Christian ven-
eration of the Mother of God pose any difficulties for you?
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ELESA: No, the idea of venerating a holy mother has an analogy in Jainism.
We honor the mother of Mahavira, the 24th prophet, who had a vision that
she was to conceive a child and that he would be the enlightened one to
guide his people. Although Mahavira was not God, the idea of venerating
Mary, the Mother of God, was easy for me to accept, because I already
believed in a personal God. Most of the Ten Commandments were also very
familiar, because they are implicit in Jainism. Also, some of the Gospel
parables are similar to stories of Jain saints and their ethical teachings.
Much of Christian belief already seemed familiar to me.

RTE: Mother Theresa felt that the West was spiritually impoverished. After
growing up in India, do you feel this also?

ELESA: Definitely. I feel this about America in particular. Unfortunately, as
we Indians have become westernized, many of our traditions are also being
corrupted by individualism and acquisitiveness. In attitudes and actions
people are beginning to break away from what they followed as social
norms for centuries.

RTE: Can you give an example?

ELESA: Yes, for instance, in marriage customs. The dowry used to be clothes
and jewelry that would be handed down for generations, and sometimes
perhaps money, but now more substantial things are expected, cars or other
huge gifts. Some people see it as an opportunity to acquire wealth. Some
Hindu brides who didn’t meet the in-laws’ expectations have come under
tremendous pressure, and a few have even been burned to death. This
would not have happened in the past.

RTE: So the dowry goes to the bride’s in-laws?

ELESA: Today, yes. You would think that it would be something for the bride
to use in her married life, but it actually goes to the groom’s family. The
mother-in-law feels completely justified in taking it, because her own dowry
went to her mother-in-law. Often the groom’s parents will write out a list
and say, “This is what we want,” and if the bride’s parents aren’t wealthy
enough to provide it, the marriage won’t take place.

RTE: It must be difficult for Indian parents to see their son marry an
American or European woman who has no intention of giving a dowry.
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ELESA: Yes, it is frowned upon to marry a foreigner, or someone from anoth-
er caste. My mother’s family is more liberal, but on my father’s side you are
even expected to marry a person from the same Jain sect.

SYMEON: Although western values are creeping in, I was amazed at how reli-
gion still completely pervades the Indian culture. In the United States we
believe that we are quite religious and have the freedom to express it, but this
is much more true in India. Although the religions are intensely varied, every-
one freely expresses their belief when and where they choose. Any store you
walk into will have a statue of the family deity or, if Muslim, some verses from
the Koran. Along the street I came to a small building that I thought was a
fast-food kiosk. Instead, it turned out to be a little temple where passers-by go
in to pay homage to the idol. Religion is a very visible part of their lives.

In order to get along in our pluralistic western societies, we have privatized
our religion and it is becoming socially unacceptable to say anything about it
in public. If you mention your religion, people often feel that you are prosely-
tizing, even in academic circles. In my experience, we aren’t pluralistic, we are
outwardly almost atheistic, because we simply aren’t allowed to talk about it.

ELESA: I also have to say that I've never come across an atheist in India. I'm
sure there are some, but I haven’t met one.

Islamic Studies, Christian Belief

RTE: Elesa, you said earlier that you went to America to study medicine.
How did that change to Islamic art?

ELESA: There are numerous doctors in my family. Every second person is a
doctor and almost every specialty was covered except neurology. I thought
that perhaps this was my niche, so I began my studies and did one of my
bachelor’s degrees in neurophysiology.

At the same time, as part of my core education, I had to take a humanities
course in art history. My course was on Western art from 1300 to the pres-
ent, and in one sense it was my first real exposure to Christianity. I had
never read the Bible before and I was fascinated with the art, the history,
and the whole idea that there was a culture out there about which I knew
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very little. So, I took a second art history course, then a third, and finally a
course in Islamic art. I'd grown up around Muslims; Islamic culture was
familiar to me, and I immediately found that I had a connection with it that
went beyond the beauty of Islamic art — the whole idea of these Muslim
communities working together to erect mosques, medresi, and caravanserai
— places for people to pray, to rest, to eat was fascinating to me. I also found
it very interesting that Islamic spirituality is expressed through architecture
without figural imagery. As you know, Christian art (as with Hindu and
Jain) is almost completely figural: paintings, frescoes, icons, statues.

As T was exploring art history, I was also taking pre-medical courses and
found it incredibly competitive; there was a lot of back-stabbing and unhealthy
reasons why people wanted to get into medical school. I decided that I didn’t
want my life to be filled with that kind of anxiety, that I'd rather do something
different, so I left pre-med to study Islamic art at a graduate level.

RTE: How does that work with being Orthodox?

ELESA: People have asked me before how I reconcile the two. I don’t. The one
thing doesn’t have anything to do with the other — one is my religion and the
other is a course of study. I study Islamic theology as part of art, but it is not
my belief. Orthodoxy has immersed me in Christian culture and belief; I
haven’t experienced Islamic spirituality. However, I am very interested in
the confluence of cultures, such as the Christian and Islamic cultures, and I
realize that many Islamic traditions came from Byzantium, from what
already existed in the Christian world. That was their template.

RTE: Weren’t many of the famous Islamic structures built by Byzantine
Christian artisans?

ELESA: Absolutely. The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem is the foremost
example. The mosaics there are said to have been created by Byzantine
mosaicists who were sent by the Byzantine emperor at the request of the
caliph. Also, most of the texts on Islamic art history are by western authors,
and some are very good, but they lack the personal experience of growing up
in the culture. I'm grateful that I had Muslim neighbors and have a living
sense of their community life.

RTE: You've grown up close to, but outside of, both Christianity and Islam,
which gives you a unique vantage.
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ELESA: Yes, I began studying Islamic art before I became Orthodox, so I find
myself trying to understand both sides when it comes to history, conflict,
and art. I really try to stick to the Orthodox ideals of tolerance, love, and for-
giveness. Atrocities have been committed on both sides, but all you can do
is pray and forgive. We can’t see the acts of a minority of Muslims as a reflec-
tion of the culture as a whole. The community at large is not like that, and
Muslims are caught in a bind of having to defend their faith, which the
whole world seems to be attacking.

As to how I express myself culturally, I cannot be anything other than
Indian, and that does cause conflict. When I am in the United States, I try
very hard to express my Indian side. When I am in India, I do the opposite.
I feel that I don’t completely belong to either culture. The same goes for
Islam. I am protective of Islam, but I'm also protective of Orthodoxy, which
is my faith. When I hear someone speaking negatively about Orthodoxy or
in ignorance about Islam, I try to correct it as best I can; not to impose my
beliefs, but to offer an explanation.

Orthodoxy and Marriage

RTE: Do you remember your first encounter with Christianity?

ELESA: Yes, I went to a Catholic school in Ahmedabad, and although we
weren’t required to attend Catholic religion classes, we all said the “Our
Father” together each morning and evening. We didn’t mind this, because
there is always a morning and evening prayer in Indian schools, and we were
used to praying in common with other students. There were a few Catholics
there, but most of us were Hindus, Muslims, or Jains. We weren’t pressured
about Christianity, and if in school we incidentally learned anything about a
religion that wasn’t ours we just ignored it. In India you don’t learn religion
in school. You learn it at home, at the temple, and from the monks and nuns.

RTE: How did you become Orthodox?

ELESA: My first brush with Orthodoxy, although I wasn’t yet conscious of it as
areligion, was when I was ten years old. At our home in Ahmedabad, I found
some Reader’s Digest condensed books that my father had bought when he
was alive. He had a huge library and as I was a very fast reader, I read every-
thing that came my way. One day I came across a biography of the lives of
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Elesa Dalal and Symeon Branson.

Tsar Nicholas and Tsaritsa Alexandra of Russia. The story stuck with me. At
the time I felt, “There’s something special here.” T had no idea that it had
anything to do with Orthodoxy, I just thought of them as the rulers of Russia
and marveled over their lives. Later, I lost the book at one of my aunt’s hous-
es and mourned it for a long time. It was more than losing a book; it was los-
ing a piece of myself. I had an inexplicable connection with them.

I was introduced to Orthodox Christianity through Symeon. We met when
I was administrating an archeological dig for the University of Maryland at
Caesarea Maritima in Israel. Caesarea Maritima is Herod’s city, and we were
excavating the temple to Augustus and Roma. Symeon had come as a volun-
teer from the University of Oklahoma and we ended up going to a lot of
churches together, the Holy Sepulchre and others that I had studied as part
of Byzantine history. They were interesting to me because of their history,
but I didn’t have a conscious spiritual connection with Christianity.

Once we became more involved, I understood that Symeon could not be
with someone who was not Orthodox. I decided that before I made up my
mind that this relationship couldn’t go anywhere, I would at least see what
Orthodoxy was about. I didn’t want to reject it without making an educated
decision. This wasn’t something that Symeon asked me to do; I just picked
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up the Washington, D.C., Yellow Pages and found St. John the Baptist
Russian Orthodox Church.

SYMEON: I was hoping, of course, that she would become interested, but I
didn’t push it. I had already talked to my priest, and he had basically said,
“Orthodox Christians don’t try to force their religion on others. Pray about
it, but don’t push her into anything. If she converts to Christianity, it has to
be from her heart, not as a condition for your relationship.” Although I did-
n’t want to push, I'm afraid that I did end up talking to her quite a bit about
Orthodoxy. I tend to do that...

ELESA: (Laughing.) Non-stop. Even now, anything we talk about comes back
to Orthodoxy.

So, I e-mailed Fr. Victor Potapov, the priest, and said, “I'm not a Christian,
but I'm interested in learning. What do you suggest?” He said, “Come to
liturgy.” The next weekend I met Fr. George Johnson, the church’s English-
speaking priest, who said that he would be interested in catechizing me on
Sundays after liturgy.

RTE: Were you already thinking of becoming a catechumen?

ELESA: No, I wasn’t. Fr. George was wonderful, though. He was very inter-
ested in what aspects of my background would work well with Orthodoxy
and it actually went rather quickly. For the first month and a half I just went
to Vespers and Liturgy, learning about the services. After coffee on Sunday
we would sit and talk for an hour or two about Orthodoxy, and then I would
drive home and call Symeon, who was now at Notre Dame, and say, “This is
what I learned today.” I was excited about it, and it felt good, because I was
learning on my own.

At the time I told Symeon, “If I do this, it will be of my own volition. I don’t
want to ever feel that you forced me into it. If our relationship is to contin-
ue, I don’t want to someday come and say, “Look, I did this for you....” That
would be totally unfair.

After those first weeks, Fr. George suggested that I become a catechumen.
He said, “You know, becoming a catechumen doesn’t mean that you are
Christian, but it does mean that you are being prayed for in the Church.” So,
I became a catechumen, but I didn’t tell Symeon until later.

While this was going on, a problem arose in my relationship with my
mother. My mother could not accept that I would even think of converting.
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Because Symeon was a Christian and was white, she also could not believe
that T would marry him. I first visited St. John’s in October, and in January
the problem really surfaced. Every step was harder, but Fr. George encour-
aged me to keep going rather than to stop and take a break. He felt that this
was a temptation in preparation for baptism, and that no matter when I
came to this point, the temptation would be the same or even stronger. I
kept on, because I wanted to keep learning. Of course, it was also bringing
me closer to Symeon, and I understood that if I didn’t participate in
Christianity in one form or another, there would be a huge chunk of his life
that I wouldn’t have access to.

RTE: Had anything connected for you at this point between your early fasci-
nation with Nicholas and Alexandra’s story and your catechesis?

ELESA: I did think it interesting that I'd ended up in a Russian Orthodox
Church with Russian services. Only later did I learn about the concept of
passion-bearers and the Tsar being killed as the anointed head of the coun-
try, the physical symbol of Russia’s Orthodox church and people. I began to
read about the family again, and one of the stories that really struck me was
when Tsar Nicholas tried on a newly designed soldier’s uniform and hiked
all day with a full pack to see if the uniform was comfortable enough to
march in before it was issued to the troops. I thought, “If that wasn’t a lov-
ing tsar, I don’t know what is.”

There wasn’t a certain moment when I knew it was time to be baptized.
There wasn’t a point at which I felt I was done; baptism was just the next
step. Becoming Orthodox is a process. I have a wonderful priest now in
Minneapolis and a very warm community, and this is important to me. If I
hadn’t found that warmth and welcome at St. John’s when I first approached
the Church, I would have turned my back on Orthodoxy altogether.

Symeon and I had already been engaged for a month before I was bap-
tized. Frankly, my baptism was the worst day of my life. I put my mother
through so much pain that day. She was aware I was planning to be bap-
tized, but that morning we had a huge fight.

RTE: In a Jain household that must have been particularly painful.

ELESA: To have her be upset with me to that degree was heart-wrenching. I
was so torn that there were a couple of times that morning that Symeon
said, ‘You know, maybe you should just wait,” but I said, “No. This is some-
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thing I have to do and I don’t want to ever go through this pain again.” I
knew if T put it off, the next time would be even harder. It ripped my moth-
er and me apart though, and although this was March, our relationship did-
n’t begin to heal until the end of August. For her, it was a real blow. Not only
was I leaving the faith I was brought up in, I was leaving behind my social
identity as a Jain, I was marrying someone not of my own culture, and I was
her only child. T understood this, and I wanted her to feel that I loved her
deeply in spite of these decisions.

To understand the enormity of this you first have to understand that my
mother is incredibly important to me — there is no way I can describe how
important she is. This is something that Symeon also had to come to under-
stand, that I could not be with anyone who couldn’t share my mother’s
importance to me and who didn’t want to participate in the way I wanted to
take care of her. Without the support I got from Symeon in this, I would
have just broken down.

RTE: Symeon, how did you heal your relationship with your mother-in-law?

SYMEON: Throughout the whole ordeal she was always perfectly polite and
kind to me. It was obvious that it was devastating, but she never took her sor-
row out on me. At some point though, it all turned around and she decided
that this was going to happen and that she would have to live with it. We have
a fantastic relationship now. I think of her as I do my own mother. And much
to our surprise, she did come to the wedding. Many of the family in India
couldn’t come because it was right after September 11th and they couldn’t get
visas, but Elesa’s family members in the United States came from all over.

ELESA: It has been a tremendous sacrifice on her part, and Symeon and I
should never forget that. I very much want to be with her, to look after her.
She will be with us for the rest of her life.

SYMEON: It will be good to be together as a family. Children and grandpar-
ents have a unique relationship.

ELESA: My mother is my hero. She has been through many tragedies; losing
her own mother at the age of three, losing my father when I was eighteen
months old, a very difficult second marriage, and a long fight with cancer,
but through all of that she has never had a bad word for anyone. She is full
of self-sacrifice, and she’s the most wonderful person I know.
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Living Orthodoxy

RTE: Elesa, how has your inner life changed since you became Orthodox?

ELESA: One very large difference was that as a Jain there were no scriptures
easily available to me. Jain scriptures are in Sanskrit, and although I read
Sanskrit, they are very difficult and one would have to go to the nuns and
monks to understand them properly.

RTE: Do Jains regard these scriptures as revealed, or is it more of a com-
mentary on the philosophy of Jainism?

ELESA: It is usually philosophy and commentary on the lives of the
Tirthankaras, the guides: what they taught, what they said we need to do to
obtain enlightenment. The precepts I was talking about earlier — loving your
neighbor, forgiveness, patience — all of that became more concrete to me
when I converted to Orthodoxy, because I was able to read examples from
the Gospels, from the lives of saints. I like knowing what the ideal is and how
far I have to go to come up to it. It has been refreshing to have that clear-cut
in Christianity.

RTE: In the West, much criticism is leveled at Christianity for being “too
structured, too rigid, too moralistic, ...” but this is something you value.

ELESA: My affinity towards things like the Ten Commandments is probably
because I'm a person who loves structure. I suspect that in Jainism there is
a deeper structure that I wasn’t aware of as a child nor asked to follow,
because structure is implicit in Indian culture.

While Jains don’t have a caste system, we do have ritual: for example, to
bathe and fast before you go to the temple to worship. This is religious struc-
ture; people tell you what to do, and you follow it. Had I been given some-
thing to read, something more theologically concrete, Jainism would prob-
ably have had a greater impact on me than it did, but this clarity is what I
appreciate in Orthodoxy.

RTE: Obviously, it is important for you not to feel psychologically divided.
How have you been able to fit your Christianity into your cultural identity as
an Indian?
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ELESA: Not very well. In that sense, I'm like many Americans in that I keep
my religion private from my life at large. The few Indian friends I have in my
department at the university are the only ones with whom I can interact as
a Christian Indian. I cannot do this with my family and friends in India nor
with other Indians in the United States. My religion is more my American
part; culturally, 'm a Jain.

RTE: That sense of cultural division is common to many Orthodox who grew
up in other religions. When I asked Fr. Daniel Byantoro from Indonesia how
he dealt with his Christianity within his extended Muslim family he said,
“We don’t. We simply don’t talk about it.” How about your inner identifica-
tion as a Christian?

ELESA: Because I've always believed in a personal god, that aspect of
Christianity wasn’t difficult to accept. On the other hand, the idea of the
Trinity has been and continues to be difficult. I'm not even certain of what
my problem is — I can’t put a finger on it. Symeon and the priests I know
have explained it in many ways, but it hasn’t quite come home yet. It is one
of the things I end up discussing a lot.

RTE: Not many of us do understand the Holy Trinity deeply. I think it comes
with time, and maybe even only in the next world.

ELESA: Perhaps there is something for me in that. Sometimes, as I'm read-
ing, I'll think, “What if Jesus Christ is not God, what if He’s just a man and
I'm on the wrong path?” Fr. George would say this is just a temptation, but
I have an absolute certainty that I am going to be judged, and I occasional-
ly have thoughts like, “What if I'm really supposed to be Buddhist?”

RTE: What do you do then?

ELESA: I go to the Gospel to read something that will reaffirm what I believe.
If I'm not in a place where I can read, I say to myself, “OK, I need to think
this through, ” and I focus on the things about Christianity that I really like.
“If my conscience is my guide, and it tells me that these are the things I
should be doing and this is what Christianity teaches, then I can whole-
heartedly follow it even if I don’t have answers to all the eternal questions.”
I realize that we cannot fully understand God.
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RTE: Also, you are from a vastly different culture and have only been
Christian for three years. After you've prayed and received the sacraments
for a decade, it will look different.

ELESA: I hope so. Sometimes I just look up and say, “Help me!” I try hard to
be as honest as I can about my beliefs and doubts. If I'm not honest, the only
person I'm hurting is myself.

RTE: Yes. Do you think that Orthodoxy would appeal generally to the Indian
mind and culture? Except for the Thomas Christians in southern India,
most Indian Christian converts have been either Catholic or Protestant.

ELESA: It seems to me that Orthodoxy has a stricter “code,” if you will, and
more ritual and tradition. I have an idea that you don’t so much convert to
Orthodoxy as that Orthodoxy converts to you. That’s an ambiguous state-
ment, but what I mean is that Orthodoxy adapts to whichever culture it
finds itself in, and this would be very acceptable to Indians. Having been
under colonial rule for so long, which included forms of Christianity that
tried to convert us culturally, to hold to our “Indianness” is important for
us. Orthodoxy allows this.

SYMEON: Orthodoxy doesn’t do violence to the cultures it goes into. It tries
to take the best of that culture and transfigure it. As I've learned about
Indian culture, I've found that a lot of it makes sense to me in a way that it
wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been Orthodox. For example, the way Indians
receive blessings from their elders is much the same way that we receive
blessings from priests, or as parents in the Bible blessed their children by
putting their hands on their heads. Indians also have a hierarchy, within the
family and the community. If Protestantism has gone over well with
Indians, it isn’t because they feel a cultural affinity; it lacks the outward
expressions of reverence that are part of the culture.

RTE: Elesa, is there anything you would like to say to Christians at large?

ELESA: One thing I would urge Christians to do is to take the idea of for-
giveness and tolerance to heart and not dismiss people of other religions
because they are not followers of Christ. Make an attempt to understand
them. When you understand them you will realize where the similarities
are, and you will be able to accept the culture and the people. This is a very
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Christian thing to do, and is the only way people of other religions will ever
be able to hear about Him.

Although Indians, Chinese and Africans are generally not Christian, I
believe that most of them have had some experience of Christ, some real
contact with God, and that it is unjust on our part to dismiss that. We don’t
know how God is reaching them. I am not saying this to be politically cor-
rect, but one shouldn’t try to make Orthodox truth dependent on another
religion being bad. Orthodoxy can stand on its own.

SYMEON: Some of the Church Fathers speak of the Sibylene oracles who fore-
told Christ’s coming, and say that some of their revelation was authentic.
Also, an Alaskan native I met said that their shaman had prophesied that
one day the Healer would come into the world. Later, they told the people
that the Healer had come because they had seen His star. They were just
waiting for someone to come and tell them about Him.

There is a temptation for many people to think that any non-Christian reli-
gion is unconditionally bad. It seems obvious that it doesn’t have to be this
black and white. We believe that Orthodoxy is the truth and that to whatever
extent something deviates from Orthodoxy it is less full, but we don’t have to
say that it is utterly worthless. No one who has grown up in another faith and
has experienced the good elements of it could take that seriously.

ELESA: If my Indian values are the same values that Christians follow, and
that similarity was what attracted me to Christianity, how can Jainism be
completely wrong?

SYMEON: I don’t think the Holy Fathers would have said so. St. Paul began
his preaching to the Athenians by pointing to their temple to the Unknown
God and saying, “I can see that you are very religious people.” Then he
talked about the fulfillment of that idea. He began with something positive,
something they could understand, and so should we. +
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