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THE CHRISTMAS SPIRIT
Sunday, December 25, 2016 – Lodhruva (India) Jain Tempel

It is in the nature of a wish that it remains un-
fulfilled. Or, if the wish is fulfilled, it brings more 
affliction than joy. The wish is consequently used 
in literature usually to emphasise the vanity of de-
sire, or to heighten an experience, to allow it to 
be depicted it in even brighter light. «Stay, you‘re 
so beautiful,» says Goethe‘s Faust to the moment. 
The moment will, of course, not fulfill his wish – 
but that is precisely what shows us how special the 
moment must be.

Hermann Hesse, too, allows himself, at the 
start of his story, Augenlust (Records of an Indian 
Journey), to have three wishes fulfilled by an Ifrit: 
«Being healthy, having a beautiful, young lover with 
me, and having more than ten thousand dollars.» 
After making several purchases in Singapore‘s best 
stores, though, he concludes that «everything you 

can buy for money» in Asia is «dubious». On the 
other hand, «there are treasures on show everywhere 
and belong to those whose lustful eyes know how to 
find them.» And, ultimately, one can «take nothing 
back to the west except a flash in memory». 

Knowing the peculiar distress that humans 
suffer due to their desires, most religions have 
specialised in mercifully relieving people of 
them – for example, by imposing a ban on them. 
At the same time they have made themselves an 
institution, the only institution, that can help 
fulfil a wish here and there – not too many, of 
course, because uncontrolled wishes are not in 
the interests of any religion. All the more aston-
ishing is the visit to Lodhruva, the old capital of 
the Rajput rulers of the Bathi dynasty, of which 
only a Jain temple has survived.

https://www.google.com/maps/place/26%C2%B059'07.4%22N+70%C2%B048'09.5%22E/@26.9793016,70.8066633,13.14z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x0!8m2!3d26.985387!4d70.80263
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«Sir, please, look up there,» intones a voice from 
behind me. I turn around and look into the pock-
marked, sweat-streaked face of an elderly man 
standing behind me with his arms crossed behind 
his back. He wears a light gray kurta, freshly ironed, 
and over it a western jacket of wool and black silk, 
on which a pocket watch-chain dangles. My eyes 
follow in the direction indicated by his bushy eye-
brows, and look up over the pedestal, which is or-
namented by naive sculptures that I have just been 
examining, at a peculiar picture brightened by the 
sunlight. At first glance, I think it‘s a form of agave 
with strongly twisted leaves on the roof. But would 
they have built a wire cage to protect a cactus from 
the birds? It‘s only then that I realise that the ten-
drils are fashioned out of metal, which is painted a 
dark green. Can it be that I also see coloured flow-
ers and small bird-figures in the tendrils?

«This is a wish tree,» says the man, making a 
gesture to his right in a manner as if he were invit-
ing me to enter his house. «You can make any wish 
you want.» I now hear voices wafting out from 
within the sanctuary. They are high-pitched male 
voices and the men are singing a song in which 
different melodies are flowing through each other. 
They sing without pressure, in a muted fashion, yet 

it sounds a bit off-key. Before I step out of the tem-
ple into the narrow courtyard, I see some young 
men settling down on the ground before the shrine 
-- right in front of the black figure of the 23rd tirt-
hankara Parshva and the altar-plate made of silky-
shiny Gujarat marble with an artfully dynamic, 
almost fully sculpted set of figures.

«Are they working on their wishes?» I ask my 
host – and immediately feel rather stupid about 
it. But he generously spreads out his arms, declar-
ing, «Of course, everybody does! You should not 
miss the chance!» And leaves. As he disappears I 
get the feeling that I have just met a genie. I go 
around the corner, for a moment, only to find 
that he has vanished into thin air: there is no bot-
tle, there is only an empty bag of chips drifting 
through the yard.

The voices of the men swell to an evoca-
tive chant, obviously headed for a climax. Surely 
this is the right moment to wish for something. 
Only what? Health and a long life? Naturally! 
But wouldn‘t that be something selfish? Peace on 
earth? Clear! But why should I, of all people, give 
up my wish for something that would be in every-
one‘s interest? The well-being of my neighbour? 
Or a tool with which different wishes can be ful-
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filled? A never-ending bank account, for example? 
That seems a bit materialistic to me. Of course, 
the Kalpavrikshas, as the wish-fulfilment trees are 
called in Jainism, are not there to fulfill any wish-
es. To put it simply, there are only about ten such 
trees and each one can only supply specific things. 
One tree donates nutritious drinks, another food, 
a third light, a fourth musical instruments, dishes, 
fine clothes or fragrances. Pretty tangible things in 
the final reckoning. I decide to wish for something 
quite pragmatic for the time-being: namely, that I 
should soon be able to pounce on food with pleas-
ure, without fear of immediate repercussions. For 
three days I have been plagued by severe diarrhoea; 

everything that I‘ve fed my body as solid food has 
been ripped out of it within minutes as a great gush 
of water.

The Wish Tree has no ear for me. I notice this while 
trying to nurture my body with a banana a bit lat-
er. So I celebrate Christmas Eve with salt water and 
sugared tea – all alone on the rooftop terrace of my 
Jaisalmer hotel, surrounded by a serene, dark night. 
I do not attach much importance to the festival of 
Christ – but Christmas has a way of creating itself. 
Even without a tree, without songs, without lights, 
without presents, and with no faith in the story, 
Christmas has never gone by without touching 
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me. Moreover, in recent years, I have always seized 
the opportunity to cook something special during 
Christmastime – and benefited from the fact that 
things that are not available during the rest of the 
year are on offer at this time. For example, two 
years ago, I stewed a wild duck, in the  previous 
year a capon, in 2012 a whole dove. I remember 
the two lentils-filled pigeons that I had prepared in 
2002. It‘s one of the first recipes I published and 
one of the first dishes I photographed with my first 
digital camera. My girlfriend at the time had fall-
en ill just before Christmas with a severe intestinal 
flu. I had nonetheless gone ahead and cooked with 
great fanfare, and she had not had a bite of it. I 
had, of course, described to her in vivid detail the 
mystical aroma of the lentils infused with blood, 
spices and liver, just as one would describe a gar-
den to a blind person. She had hit the sack before I 
tackled the second little bird.

Naturally, I still remember the Christmas din-
ners of my childhood. Every 25th of December 
we would visit my mother‘s parents. Granny‘s 
treat used to be what we call «Milkenpastetli» – 
Vol-au-vent with pastry and veal. It was the culi-
nary highlight of the year for me, because I loved 
the crispy-fat puff pastry, the velvety flesh, the 

winey, lemony, sour-bitter flour sauce – and the 
luscious way it all got mixed up in my mouth: 
how the puff pastry was pervaded by the sauce 
but still made itself felt until it was swallowed. 
Year after year, I had devoured tonnes of patties. I 
think my record was thirteen pieces. I can still see 
the disbelieving eyes of my younger brothers, the 
small glow of pride on my grandmother‘s face, 
who was not a prodigious cook, really, and defi-
nitely not a person who consciously indulged in 
a sense of pride.

While I am cruising through my memories of 
Christmas feasts, a loudspeaker crackles to life a 
couple of streets away. After a couple of preliminary 
drumbeats, a male choir begins to sing, much like 
the one had done on that afternoon in Lodhruva. I 
can make believe that they are singing to the rhythm 
of my bubbling belly – or vice versa. Suddenly, I re-
alise I‘m feeling a certain sense of satiation, although 
I have not partaken of anything except tea and water. 
The Jain tree has not fulfilled my desire for recovery 
but, who knows, by bringing alive memories of ear-
lier Christmas feasts it has enabled me to pounce on 
food with relish – even if only in my thoughts.

The two boys, who were helping out at 
the hotel during the day, now come up. They 
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spread a mattress on the floor of the terrace, 
wrap themselves in blankets, and lie down – 
their faces gleaming blue in the darkness, illu-
minated by the screens of their mobile phones, 
sending out their latest news to the world. I 
think it looks somewhat biblical. That‘s my 

cue: It‘s time to go to bed. As I grope my way 
through the dark corridors to my room, I won-
der what I will wish for the next time I come 
across a Kalpavriksha.

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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