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Yakub Mathew

For every Indian, attending a 
Kumbh Mela is a significant 
milestone in life, but only a few 
of us have been blessed enough 

to be able to join the sea of humanity 
that congregated at the holy city of 
Prayagraj to celebrate the Maha Kumbh, 
which occurs just once in 144 years. 

To be able to participate in a 45-day, 
$740 million holy ritual attended by 450 
million people from around the world, 
starting from the Pausha Purnima 
(January 13) and culminating on Maha 
Shivaratri (February 26), is nothing less 
than a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 

From my childhood, I have been 
fascinated by the Kumbh Mela – more 
for the human drama that unfolds there 
than for the divinity. The images of 
ash-smeared sadhus and hundreds of 
thousands of devotees, their faces aglow 
with faith, taking the holy dip at the 
confluence of the Ganga, Yamuna and 
the lost river Saraswati have stayed with 
me for all these years, even as my life 

took me from India to the Philippines 
and the Middle East, and brought me 
finally to my home, New York City. 

As my journey of life progressed, I 
had bookmarked the Maha Kumbh as 
a rite of passage I wanted to experience. 
So, when the opportunity presented 
itself, I lost no time in grabbing it and 
felt compelled to share the experience 
with my dear close friends. 

Coincidentally, my Maha Kumbh 
experience also marked the completion 
of my 60th trip around the sun. But 
I was still unaware of the incredibly 
special and rare nature of what I was 
about to be a part of. 

The significance of the Maha Kumbh 
dawned on me only after I arrived at 
Prayagraj, which had been transformed 
into a city of more than 1,50,000 tents 
to accommodate the ceaseless flow 
of pilgrims, from Steve Jobs’s wife 
Laurene Powell and British rock band 
Coldplay’s co-founder Chris Martin and 
his girlfriend, Hollywood actress Dakota 
Johnson, to India’s who’s who, starting 
with Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 

I realized that no human being 
alive on the planet today had ever 
experienced it, nor would anyone who 
joined the wave of humanity gathered at 
Prayagraj, be around for the next one – 
144 years from now! 

This realization left me feeling not 
only privileged, but also overwhelmed. 
I was overawed by the knowledge that 
the 12-year cycles of the Kumbh Mela 
are based on astronomical calculations 
made accurately millennia ago by our 
forefathers. It is as much a gift of India’s 
greatest soft power – its scientific spirit 
– as it is a symbol of the enduring faith 
of its people in the transformative power 
of a holy dip in a blessed river. 

Nothing, though, could have 
prepared me for the over-powering 

energy of this mammoth gathering of 
the faithful. The Maha Kumbh was a 
melting pot of ascetics, householders, 
curious tourists, believers, seekers 
– all brought together by a force  
beyond themselves. 

The images I had seen in my 
childhood had now come alive in front 
of my eyes and they left me with the 
humbling feeling that I was just an 
insignificant speck of dust on the soap 
bubble of the universe. It was a reality 
check that all of us need at some point of 
our lives. There’s a universe much vaster 
than we can ever imagine.

(Extracted from ‘Seeking the Infinite: 
Maha Kumbh 2025’ with permission from 

the author)

An excerpt from Yakub 
Mathew’s book Seeking 
the Infinite captures the 
awe and humility of 
standing amid the 
world’s largest spiritual 
gathering — the Maha 
Kumbh of Prayagraj
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The greatest gathering on Earth 
— and the smallness of self

Yakub Mathew is a global 
financial leader and 
transformational thinker 

with a career spanning over 
three decades in banking and 
wealth management. A 
product of St. Stephen’s 
College, Delhi — where he also 
captained the basketball team 
— Yakub also holds an MBA 
from Asian Institute of 
Management, Manila.

“I’m not an author but an 
accidental writer — this book 
is truly a work of grace,” 
Mathew says in an exclusive 
interaction with Life and Style.

“I haven’t had an easy life, 
but with this book, I feel a 
seeker’s journey has come full 
circle. My father passed away 
when I was just three. My 
mother, a young widow and a 

cancer survivor in her early 
40s, taught at St. Xavier’s 
School, Delhi,” he recalls.

Mathew credits several 
eminent figures for shaping his 
worldview. “I learnt the power 
of love from Mother Teresa, a 
dear friend; the art of business 
from Nusli Wadia, a well-
wisher; and from L.K. Advani 
— a mentor — I learnt about 
politics and relationships. My 
uncle and role model, Dr. P.C. 
Alexander, taught me the 
importance of integrity in 
everything one does,” he says. 

A Spiritual Odyssey
Seeking the Infinite is a deeply 
reflective and visually 

captivating chronicle of a 
once-in-a-lifetime spiritual 
journey undertaken by Yakub 
Mathew and his wife, Shilpa, 
during the Maha Kumbh Mela.
What began as a celebration 
of Mathew’s 60th birthday 
with Shilpa and 17 close 
friends evolved into a 
profound collective 
experience, ultimately 
inspiring creation of the book.

A Quest for Meaning
As the journey unfolded, 
Mathew and his companions 
were drawn to life’s timeless 
questions: Who am I? What is 
the nature of consciousness? 
What is the purpose of 
existence? The book brings 
together voices of over fifty 
global thought leaders and 
enlightened individuals — 
from spiritual masters and 
artists to entrepreneurs, 
royals, and scholars — each 
offering a unique reflection on 
the Infinite and the way the 
Kumbh connects us all to a 
greater truth.

Seeking the Infinite is both 
memoir and meditation — a 
celebration of the unity of 
humanity, the power of faith, 
and the enduring wisdom of 
India’s spiritual heritage. 
Scheduled to be launched in 
New York City on November 
16, 2025 by Sadhguru and a 
galaxy of global spiritual 
luminaries and thought 
leaders, the book stands as 
both a personal offering and a 

universal invitation — to 
pause, reflect, and begin (or 
continue) one’s own journey 
toward the Infinite.

“Life is a beautiful gift that 
must be lived in the moment 
— impactfully, joyfully, and 
meaningfully,” says Mathew, 
Managing Director at Wells 
Fargo Advisors in New  
York City.

In India the book is being 
released on January 15 , 2026 
at the Jaipur Literary Festival, 
while the Delhi release 
celebration is scheduled for 
March 1, 2026. The book then 
goes on for global releases in 
Dubai, London, Vatican and 
Washington DC in early 2026.

A banker’s path to 
inner wealth

Navdha Chaturvedi

At seventeen, I stumbled 
across Norwegian Wood by 
Haruki Murakami. I had no 

idea what I was getting into, but by 
the end, I realized this wasn’t your 
usual novel, it was an experience. 
The kind that feels like lying under 
a tree and watching the clouds 
drift by. Quiet, contemplative, 
and deeply personal, it wasn’t just 
about the story but about the spaces 
between the words, the mood, the 
feeling of time slowing down. 

I’ve always sought to elevate my 
literary experiences, knowing that 
navigating through a few less-than-
stellar books is part of the journey 
to finding the truly exceptional 
ones. Japanese literature, I soon 
discovered, is a realm unto itself, 
characterized by a slow, languid pace 
that can either enchant or frustrate.

But my exploration of 
Japanese literature didn’t end 
with Murakami. The genre is rich 
with other authors who share 
this characteristic style of slow, 
elaborate prose and melancholic 
undertones. Yasunari Kawabata, 
for example, is another master of 
this literary form. His Nobel Prize-
winning novel Snow Country 
offers a stunning example of how 
Japanese literature can use sparse, 
lyrical language to evoke a profound 

The quiet rush of Japanese prose
Why the world’s gentlest storytelling style keeps winning hearts

The images I had seen in my childhood had now 
come alive in front of my eyes and they left me with 
the humbling feeling that I was just an insignificant 
speck of dust on the soap bubble of the universe
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For quiet romance & melancholy:
•	�Norwegian Wood — Haruki 

Murakami
Love, loss, memory — a coming-
of-age tale that lingers long after 
the last page.
•	�Snow Country — Yasunari 

Kawabata
Sparse, poetic, aching in its 
beauty; a meditation on longing
Gentle magic & time-travel 
emotions:
•	�Before the Coffee Gets Cold — 

Toshikazu Kawaguchi

A tiny café, a cup of coffee, and a 
chance to revisit a moment — 
simple, tender, unforgettable.

•	�The Housekeeper and the 
Professor — Yoko Ogawa

Love, numbers, memory — a soft, 
mathematical symphony of 
human connection.

For crime lovers who also love 
stillness:
•	�The Devotion of Suspect X — 

Keigo Higashino
A murder mystery that unfolds 
like a quiet storm — restrained, 

brilliant, emotional.
•	Out — Natsuo Kirino
Dark, psychological, unflinching 
— for readers ready to go deeper 
into the shadows.
For healing & hope:
•	�Days at the Morisaki Bookshop 

— Satoshi Yagisawa
Books, healing, second chances 
— a comfort read for tired souls.
•	�Strange Weather in Tokyo — 

Hiromi Kawakami
A tender, understated love story 
that feels like evening mist.

L&S Exclusive

tender moments of regret and love. 
It’s not about the sci-fi 

mechanics, it’s about human 
connections. Although I can’t help 
but wonder how a group of Indians 
would behave in this café. They’d 
probably order chai instead of 
coffee, turn it into a buzzing adda, 
and debate time-travel theories 
before the story even began.

Japanese literature, however, 
often moves beyond whimsical 
musings to explore deeper themes 
of healing and rediscovery. In Days 
at the Morisaki Bookstore, a dusty 
little shop becomes a sanctuary 
for healing, a celebration of books, 
second chances, and the magic of 
slowing down. 

Of course, this style isn’t 
everyone’s cup. Readers who 
crave action or rapid-fire dialogue, 
Japanese literature can feel 
maddeningly slow, like waiting for a 
kettle to boil.  But for those who get 
it, there’s no going back. For those 
who fall under its spell, the slow, 
poetic drift of Japanese literature 
is a literary escape unlike any other. 

Once you’ve developed a taste for 
this subtle storytelling, it becomes 
irresistible. You start appreciating 
the pauses, the quiet beauty of the 
mundane, and the emotional depth 
buried in simplicity. 

(Author’s Instagram: @houseofreads)

sense of longing and isolation. 
Keigo Higashino, known for his 

crime fiction, also contributes to 
this slower, more reflective style 
of Japanese writing, though with a 
different twist. In The Devotion of 
Suspect X, Higashino masterfully 
builds suspense with a deliberate, 
methodical pace. 

While his novels are plot-driven, 
the unravelling of the mystery is 
infused with a contemplative quality 
that mirrors the introspective nature 
of his characters. The slow burn of 
Higashino’s storytelling is not just 
about solving a crime but about 
exploring the human condition and 
moral dilemmas. Soon, you’ll find 
yourself judging Western thrillers 
for moving too fast. “Where’s 
the poetic description of that 
sandwich?”

Japanese books often mirror 
their way of life, anchored in 
philosophy and simplicity, with a 
respect for imperfection and small 
joys. Before the Coffee Gets Cold by 
Toshikazu Kawaguchi, for example, 
uses a time-traveling café to dwell on 

READING LIST: A gentle entry into Japanese literature
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