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Some people leave an indelible mark on your being. It has been my privilege to have known one such remarkable person—my uncle V. Balasubramanian  (or Bala Periappa, as I fondly called him).

A great orator, he always asked probing questions and offered insightful perspectives on philosophy and spirituality;

An avid reader, he believed in as well as made me believe  in the power of my words;

A sudoku wizard, he showed me how seeing patterns in and connections between numbers can add years and meaning to life.

Call it coincidence or a divine sign, but this book is about everything that he cherished…  
And for that, I dedicate this book to him.
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INTRODUCTION
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Of Being and Believing


Iwas introduced to the idea of faith when I was a child, like everyone else. I learnt my first set of prayers from my grandparents. I understood that drawing a kolam (decorative floor art) early in the morning, ringing a bell after lighting a lamp in the shrine at home, making sandal paste, offering food and flowers were all rituals related to faith. Celebrating festivals and watching the pre-dawn kannaadi pallaakku processions (mirrorwork palanquin processions) in my native place, where small decorated idols of gods and goddesses were carried, showed me how faith brings people together and builds culture.

I recall studying a chapter on the various faith systems in school. But over the years, I have learnt more about the diverse world of faith from my friends, who belong to different communities.

I have had some memorable experiences with them, such as going to the gurdwara and savouring the karah prasad (a sacred food); knowing about namaz and learning to write my name in Arabic; singing psalms, admiring stained-glass paintings on church windows and celebrating Christmas; discussing Parsi food, attire and the Tower of Silence; walking barefoot on the cool marble flooring of Jain temples; understanding the importance of inner and outer silence at a Bahá’i temple; discovering my fascination for Buddhism, especially Tibetan Buddhism, and helpful meditation practices and much more.

I’ve understood a lot about faith because I’ve constantly asked questions, from an early age. But there is a lot that I still don’t understand about it, for that is the nature of faith. It is tough to find clear answers all the time.

The Boy with a Hundred Questions: Stories of Faith and Belief is the story of a young child who, like you and me, has many questions. His quest takes him on a journey through the big ideas that make up faith, the teachings of various belief systems, the connections between faith and science and how all of these together make us humans who we are.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Ways of Seeing


Faith is a complex subject, one that children tend to ask a number of questions about. If they don’t find any answers, they may find themselves at the crossroads of age-old beliefs and existentialism. There is also the risk of them forming biases about certain beliefs, stemming from ignorance, half knowledge or misinformation. 

The purpose of The Boy with a Hundred Questions: Stories of Faith and Belief is to provide an overview of this subject and try to answer some questions that commonly arise in young minds. The book aims to open up conversations on various aspects of faith, so I request parents, teachers and other elders to address any questions that the children may have.

As we all know, it is impossible to shrink all the belief systems of different groups and communities, the many interpretations and the varying story versions that may exist in the world into a single book meant for children. This book uses the ancient method of storytelling to help children discover the tenets, teachings and tales of eleven major faiths from around the world. 

The characters in the book’s frame story are completely fictional, and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. Care has been taken to represent them as authentically as possible, both in the text and the illustrations.

While I do not claim to be an authority on the topics covered in the book, much effort has gone into presenting the content in the book as correctly as possible. The content is based on my understanding of this subject, gathered over decades through conversations with people from various communities, personal observations and interpretations, scriptures and public literature, traditional knowledge and general information available in the public domain. I therefore request readers to view this book as an attempt at self-learning, where I share my general understanding of the subject, and excuse any inconsistencies that you may find. Sources and references are mentioned at the back of the book.

To fulfil the book’s purpose, I have had to take some creative liberties as well as oversimplify the content. 

The Boy with a Hundred Questions: Stories of Faith and Belief  is a book about the ways of life, mysteries of the natural and supernatural realms, process of self-discovery and more. It hopes to encourage children to ask questions without fear or hesitation, learn about traditional beliefs, respect and accept diversity, treat every individual and community equally, celebrate cultural co-existence, put together their own personal idea of faith and help build a peaceful world!
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From Nothing to Everything
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My name is Shunya. I know, it’s an odd name to have. Silly, even. Because it means ‘zero’!

I get teased a lot for my name at school. ‘Hey, what will Zero do when he grows up?’ Aditya asked the other day. ‘Nothing!’ replied Ketan. And then they laughed, as though it were a good joke.

During math class, every time the teacher says ‘zero’, a few classmates look at me and grin, as if they want me to respond. I have zero expression on my face. What’s worse is that they never get tired of doing it.

I have heard all sorts of lame jokes about me: ‘If Shunya had to act in a James Bond film, what would it be called?’ someone asked one day. Someone else replied, ‘Zero Zero Zero!’ And everyone laughed. I don’t find any of these funny.

But some months ago, I got angry. Piya asked, ‘If your parents named you “Zero”, will your new-born sister be named “One” or something?’ The others giggled. ‘Stop it!’ I yelled and walked home alone. Imagine my plight when I reached home and found out that my parents were actually thinking of naming my baby sister ‘Eka’, which indeed means ‘one’. Like I said, I got angry … with my parents!

Amma is a mathematician. She loves numbers. It’s useless telling her that I get teased for my name, because she always says, ‘You should give it back to them. Tell them that zero is the most important number in the universe—it encompasses the whole range, from nothing to everything!’ I don’t argue with her because she would never understand, especially since she has a beautiful name—Kavyanjali. How poetic! Amma sees math in everything … most importantly, in the rhythms of the classical dance form that she teaches little children. So, it is hardly surprising that she named both me and my sister after a number.

Appa has a traditional name—Venkatesan. I see him only twice a day, when he comes out of his room for lunch and dinner. On some days, he comes out more often to help Amma with the baby and the household chores. Appa is an anthropologist, studying the evolution of human beings and how the world went from nothing to everything. Ever since I was a baby, he has been working on a secret project. ‘The time to reveal it will come soon!’ That’s what I have heard him say for the past nine years at least.

My paternal grandparents named their four children, including Appa, after four different gods. Venkatesan is another name for the Hindu god Vishnu. My Thatha (paternal grandfather) was a very pious man. He spent most of his time in the puja room at home—cleaning, arranging, decorating, praying and praying some more.

To me, faith was mostly about the festivals and ceremonies that we celebrated throughout the year. And the holidays we got for them. So, I never understood why Thatha did any of those things. I mean how do we know gods exist when we can’t even see them? And if we can’t see who we are praying to, why are people even praying? Whenever I asked Thatha about all this, he only laughed and gave me a cryptic response: ‘You will find answers to all your questions, Shunya. But for that, you might have to go on a quest in life!’

What is my quest in life? But before he could tell me more, Thatha passed away suddenly, early one morning.

A neighbour consoled me by saying that Thatha was in another world now, and that the gods had taken him away. ‘Why would the gods take away someone I love?’ I asked our neighbour, but she only said, ‘Shh … the gods are listening. You mustn’t ask such questions.’ I didn’t understand.

I was still quite upset, so I stopped talking to the gods … not that I spoke much to them earlier. I was angry with them. If there was one person in the whole wide world who understood me and my feelings, it was Thatha. He was everything to me. 
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I had so many questions about life, death, God and belief. But I didn’t know whom to ask. I began spending a lot of time by myself. I didn’t feel like talking much to anyone. 

There’s a tree, a peepul tree, in the garden opposite our house. I would sit below it whenever I felt sick and lonely. Amma and Appa knew that I went there. Amma would keep a watch from the window.

Sitting idly, I would draw Thatha’s face in the mud with a stick. I would draw his face over and over again. I would show him smiling … smiling back at me. The tree reminded me of Thatha. He and I used to spend hours sitting below it. He would regale me with stories of his childhood days, when he used to climb taller trees, study insects, eat wild berries, swing on branches … Sigh! How much I missed him!

Thatha always wanted me to become a writer, so I used to write down these stories in my journal. But, after Thatha passed away, I didn’t feel like writing either.
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Thatha’s best friend, Thomas thatha, visited often, to check on me. Late one evening, he came home to see me once before he left for a long stay abroad. ‘Write whatever you feel like,’ he said, handing me my journal, as we sat below the tree. ‘Your Thatha is watching you, sonny boy! He is a star now, remember? The brightest star!’

‘Umm…’ I said, looking up at the dark sky. I took the journal from him and promised, ‘Thomas thatha, if I find something interesting, I will write a book someday.’ 

I didn’t tell him, but for some reason, I began dreading the fact that my name would appear on the cover of my book in large letters for the whole world to see.

A month passed. While my attempts at finding a new topic for my book seemed infinite, my success rate was stuck at one number—‘zero’!
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The Universe Is Alive
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Thatha used to say, your universe can change overnight. It’s true. Mine did! On a not-so-important Sunday morning, when Appa flung open the door of his room, way before lunchtime, and shouted joyfully, ‘I’ve found them. I’ve found them all!’

‘All of them?’ Amma asked. Clearly, she knew what Appa’s project was about. It looked like it was a secret only for me.

‘Yes, Kavyanjali! All eleven of them!’ Appa replied. ‘The preliminary rounds are done. We are ready for the personal interview stage.’
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‘Tell me what you’re talking about! I want to know too,’ I said, feeling left out.

‘Appa has been working on a secret project…’ Amma said, but Appa interrupted her and sat down next to me. ‘Shunya, for the past many years, I have been trying to find…’ he paused for effect, and said, ‘… my doppelgängers!’

‘What are doppelgängers?’ I asked, for I was hearing this word for the first time.

‘The word “doppelgänger” is German. It comes from the German folk belief that every living being has a duplicate spirit, which is invisible. Over time, the word came to mean “look-alikes” or “human doubles”,’ Appa explained.

A few moments passed in complete silence. ‘You mean, you spent so many years searching for your look-alikes...’

‘YES! It is said that there are seven look-alikes of every person in the world. But guess what? I have found eleven!’ Appa was grinning like Ketan does when he passes the geography exam. ‘Isn’t that fantastic?’

‘I don’t know anyone who has even one doppelgänger,’ I said. ‘I don’t mean to hurt you, but if you’ve found eleven, then it surely means that you have a very common face.’

Appa’s grin vanished. ‘Dei, wait till you grow up and look like me, da. You’ll also have the same kind of common-looking face,’ he said, clearly offended.

Amma took it well though. ‘It’s not like that, Shunya. Like you just said … it is usually difficult to find even a single doppelgänger. Yet, there have been people who have found quite a few others who look like them. But Appa’s case is bizarre. He has spent years on this, and he has found eleven! He is getting ready to meet each of them and interview them, to find out more about them. If things go right, this could be a world record, a turning point in science!’

‘I don’t know. It’s really weird,’ I said. ‘Why would anyone want to find people who look like them?’

‘It’s anthropology, Shunya,’ Appa said. ‘Earlier, it was believed that people who looked alike, but were not related, only shared similar facial features. But now, research says that such people can even behave in the same way and have other common traits.’

‘Imagine finding connections with people you don’t even know, but who look like your Appa! It’s a wonder, really!’ Amma said.

It started making sense to me. ‘Sounds cool! I want to see photographs of these eleven wonders,’ I said.

‘Oh, but you will be meeting them in person. You are accompanying Appa on this trip,’ Amma said. ‘Your vacations begin soon. It will be difficult for me to take care of you and Eka, alongside my work and the dance class. Also, Appa needs an assistant.’

Appa rolled his eyes. ‘She’s joking, Shunya. I’m taking you along because I want to show you my years of work,’ he said. ‘Until I am ready to share it with the world, this will be our secret quest, okay?’

I wasn’t really keen on going on this trip, but when I heard the word ‘quest’, I realized that Thatha must have known about Appa’s project too. Maybe that is why he had foretold that I would go on a quest someday! My head was full of questions, but I just asked Appa where we were going first.

‘To begin with … Maasai Mara, Africa!’ Appa said.

‘Maasai Mara!’ I jumped up in excitement. ‘Okay, so I’ll come with you only if you take me on a safari there!’ I told Appa.

‘Sure, Your Highness! Your wish is my command!’ Appa said, sarcastically.

‘Yayyyy!’ I shouted.

That evening, I started reading up about Maasai Mara and the fantastic beasts and birds I would get to see there.

The days passed quickly, but not as quickly as I wanted them to. The agency that was funding Appa’s research arranged for our visas. They got special permissions since I was to accompany him. Appa had made it clear that all my expenses would be taken care of by him.

And so, my two-month-long vacation began. I had quietly slipped a passport-sized photograph of Thatha into my bag. That was my way of taking him along on this trip. I also carried my journal, for some reason.

It was a looooong flight. I had never been on such a long one before. I listened to music, asked Appa many questions, slept a lot, and yet, the flight journey went on and on. At last, when I thought I might end up spending the rest of my life in that aircraft, we landed in Nairobi (Africa). We had to then sit through a long car ride to Maasai Mara. The time difference and the travel had confused me so much that I no longer knew if it was still the same day or the next.

I was tired out by the time we reached. There, we first met Pallavi aunty, who has been working with the Maasai tribespeople for years. She is a wildlife conservationist. She was the one who had written to Appa about coming across someone who looked like him. We rested that night at Pallavi aunty’s camp.

The next day, we met Koinet—Appa’s first doppelgänger! My jaw dropped when I saw him. He was tall, really tall. He wore a bright red shawl-like robe. Apart from his height, another major difference was that Koinet was bald. But he had the same expressive, deep-set eyes as Appa, same thick eyebrows too. He couldn’t stop chuckling, because he too had noticed the similarities.

Appa had prepared a detailed questionnaire to help him note down the similarities and differences between him and the doppelgängers. First, he would record these interviews. Then, he and his team would try and match DNA samples to check how closely the doppelgängers’ faces matched Appa’s and if they shared any genetic combinations. I learnt these big words from Appa.

If there was one thing that Appa did as well as me, it was asking good questions. The interview was fascinating. Just like Appa, Koinet too had lost a tooth in his childhood, when he once fell while playing. It was the exact same tooth!

Since it was the very first interview, it took Appa almost two days to put things in place. We took a day off on day three. And on the fourth, Koinet and Pallavi aunty took us on a safari.



Everything Has a Spirit

Koinet knew the grasslands well. He had been helping Pallavi aunty’s conservation team by keeping a watch and protecting the wildlife from poachers.

‘Tell us about your tribe,’ Appa said to Koinet.

‘I … we are cattle herders,’ he said. Then, pointing towards the sky, he uttered something in his language. 

‘The tribe’s main job is to care for the cattle that Enkai sent from the heavens,’ Pallavi aunty explained, on his behalf.

‘Who is Enkai?’ I asked.

‘Enkai our god,’ Koinet said, looking at me through the rear-view mirror, as he drove the jeep cautiously. 
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I had never heard of Enkai. I was so used to hearing the names of the gods whom Thatha prayed to that I didn’t realize others might pray to different gods. There must be so many gods we won’t know about until we meet someone from another region or country. Which means we can never really know all the gods that the world believes in!

‘Do you believe in God?’ I asked Koinet, slowly fishing out my journal from Appa’s knapsack.

He was so zapped by my question that he halted the jeep suddenly and turned to look at me. ‘Everyone believes. You don’t?’ he asked.

I didn’t answer, but instead asked him, ‘Why do you believe?’

‘Why I believe?’ he repeated, and began driving again. Clearly, no one had ever asked him this before. He looked away into the distance, as our jeep moved across the grassy terrain. While he was lost in thought, Pallavi aunty explained, ‘Shunya, the belief in an unseen power goes back to early humans. In those days, people had zero idea of how the universe worked. There was no scientific explanation for why certain things happened. So, they connected everything that was happening around them to an unseen force. When they saw the sun rise and set, they thought an unseen force made it happen. When seasons changed, rainbows appeared, flowers bloomed, they thought a greater force was at work. Not just nature, early humans believed that this greater force could control their lives too.’

‘But what made humans think that they are being controlled by a greater power?’ I asked.

Before Pallavi aunty could say something, Koinet replied this time, ‘Because people fall ill. People not know how sickness come, so they think powerful being send sickness.’ He spoke in broken English, slowly stringing words together.

‘Umm … I still don’t understand how the unseen force controlled everything,’ I said.

‘Powerful being give food and water, protect good people. Powerful being send earthquake, floods, drought and sickness, punish people who bad. Powerful being give life to people. Powerful being also take away people’s life spirit,’ Koinet said.

That’s when I understood why my neighbour had said that God had taken Thatha away.

‘If people believe that God can take life away, then why does everyone pray to God?’ I asked, wondering why people weren’t upset with God, like I was.

‘Why we pray?’ Koinet scratched his head and looked thoughtful again.

‘Out of respect and quite a bit of fear, Shunya,’ Pallavi aunty answered.
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