Letter to Rafique, my first grandchild'
Nurdin M. Kassam

December 31, 1999

My dear Rafique,

They tell me that I am your ‘Nanabapa’ and that you are my grandson. Now, I have never been a
Nanabapa before in my entire long life. I have no on-the-job experience. But I have lots of
experience of being a friend. So, I suggest that we start by being friends first. We will worry about

the Nanabapa bit once I have more experience in that field.

There is another good reason why I think we will be better off starting as friends. In the short while
you have been here, I notice that you have a passion for life and its multifaceted mysteries. I like
that. I have found life to be fascinating. I feel sad for people who are bored. It does not matter how
many problems one has in life, whether they be money-related, or work-related, or love-related.
Your zest for life will enable you to wade through life with a strong sense of joy and passion
because life is bigger than the sum total of all the so-called problems one encounters in life. I can
say this with confidence because I have lots of experience in that area. In my life, I have
encountered so many, so many problems. At this point, you have no idea how many! Oh no, I
forgot — you also have your problems, the major one being that your Dad and Mum want you to
sleep when you want to be with your friends like me and play and explore things around you! I
think that this is a legitimate quest that you have. You see, the trouble is that they think that you
are a little child who does not know what he wants. How wrong they are! The fact is that you are
the only one who knows what he wants! The rest of us keep going around and around the bend,
not knowing what we want. You see, your parents go to Ottawa, and then to Scotland, and then to
Saskatoon, and then to Nijmegen, and your Mum keeps going to England with the IIS, and then
apply for PhD somewhere, etc. They do not know what they are doing.? So, between us, we know

it is them that do not know what they want. But we must not tell them that. You see, amongst

! The letter is directed at Rafique, my first (and then only) grandchild. I dedicate this to all grandchildren. On the last day
of the century, this letter was the last thing I did before I left the office that evening.

2 Don’t take this too setiously. I am just trying to pull their legs a bit. They do know what they are doing. You will find out
when you grow up how difficult it is to move from one place to another, particularly when you have to worry about
an active child like you. They are doing their best to do the best for you. That is why they are trying out all these new
places.
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grown-ups, we have this crazy idea that we must tell our friends and loved ones only those things
that they want to hear (nice things), irrespective of whether they are true. You may tell me that this
is stupid. Maybe! But that is their problem. As long as you and I can tell each other how we feel
about each other (which includes telling ‘bad’ things) and know that it takes more love to tell ‘bad’

things’ than ‘nice’ things, we will have started our relationship on a sound footing. Agreed?

Now coming back to your problem of having to sleep when you want to be awake. You know
what? I think that you have very loving parents and between you and me, they are also very good
people. So, I think that you should forgive them for this little misdeed. Of course, if the matter gets
out of hand, you can always let me know and I will send them a lawyer’s notice reminding them
of the Children’s Human Rights Commission. But I know them well enough to know that this
won’t be necessary. As time goes on, I am sure that you will be able to mediate and obtain more

concessions from them!

I just realized that I got diverted. I know that you don’t mind that. In fact, I know you well enough
to know that you love diversions. You actually thrive on them! But I have to be responsible
(Grandpa talking). I was talking about the many problems I had in life. I want to tell you how I
dealt with them or at least the majority of them. Many times, when I was in the midst of some of
these huge problems, I never lost faith to either solve them or befriend them and live with them
happily. If you befriend a problem, it becomes your friend and ceases to be your enemy. It does
not become a constant irritant in your life. It is like befriending an enemy. He/she then ceases to
be an enemy. You see, there are some problems that we can solve and others that we must learn to
live with joyfully. It may sound difficult, but I have found this to be very practical and fulfilling.
In fact, these problems became my teachers. I have learnt a lot from them. I have grown from
them. In any case, can you think of a life which has no problems? It would have no challenges, no
growth, no joy. The only two entities that I know who (I think) have no problems are God and a

rock. And who knows... even God may have His peculiar problems!

In our society, when a grandson (or granddaughter) is born, Grandpa (and many others, of course)
are supposed to give a gift to the grandson. Now, while I like the idea of giving a gift, I believe
that gifts are given not only at birth or on birthdays, but all the time...every second of life. Nature

gives gifts all the time and it gives of itself. By that token, I want to tell you that the essence of me
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will permeate your life forever and ever and ever — as long as I live and beyond. It will transcend
our physical lives. If I were to wish for a gift for you, it would be that you may inherit from my
essence all my ‘good’ attributes and discard all my ‘bad’ attributes (being in the autumn of life
does strange things. One even has to admit to one’s ‘bad’ attributes! You have been around for

only 7 months and see what you are making me do?!!)

Talking about the autumn of life, if [ were to give you one message that I have learnt from my 65
years of rather hectic life, what would it be? That is a difficult question that I have asked myself —
particularly when I know that life has taught me a lot of enduring lessons, which I would want to

pass on as messages. But now that I have asked the question, answer it I must. So here goes....

When things go wrong in life, take responsibility. On such occasions it will be very tempting to
find fault with others and blame them. That is the surest way to continue to have things go wrong.
Every ‘wrong’ that happens to us in life brings with it a message. Most people on such occasions
find ‘Jafferali-bhais’ to blame. Others take responsibility by owning the wrong, knowing that
unless you own your failures, you can do nothing about them except repeat those failures. The
choice is clear. Either you own your failures and empower yourself or find the Jafferali-bhais of
the world to blame and become a victim. Victims are, by definition, powerless. They have been
‘hard done by’ or ‘cheated’ by someone. Hence, it is only someone who ‘did it’ to them who can
then ‘undo’ it. Believe me, they will have to wait a long time — forever and ever — before Jafferali-

bhai will ‘undo’ it, if at all. Refuse to be a victim. It will disempower you.

I think that the last paragraph was the Grandpa role. I am getting more experienced now. I just
realized that while I was talking about gifts, I forgot to tell you that I am sending you herewith a
cheque. Technically, the money is for you, but in reality, it is for your Mum and Dad. Let’s be fair.
They have spent a lot of money on you, to bring you here so that we can physically meet. I think
that it is fair that you and I reimburse them for at least a part of it. I know at this point in your life,
doing ‘poo’ is more important to you than earning, but when you grow up and want to attend my
seminars, you will need money, my friend. So partly, I am giving you an advance discount by
paying you part of it now because by the time you are ready to attend my seminar, [ will be charging
about $2000. (Your Mum and Masi will say, “Another exaggeration!”) I am warning you now

though, do not tell me then that you want another discount. Knowing how focused and persistent
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you are, if you decide to attend the seminar, I know that you will twist my arm (which will probably
be more fragile by then) and get your discount. I can tell you that it will be nice to have you in my

seminar. We will laugh a lot.

Today is the last day of this century. It is no accident that I have been chosen to write this letter to
you on this day. When you grow up, you may tell someone that you received a letter from someone
dated in the last century! When I learnt how to use the computer, I wrote my first letter to your
Mum. At the time, I did not know how to make paragraphs, etc. Today, I am writing to you my
last letter of the century (with neat paragraphs and all!) to wish you well and a very, very robust
and all-embracing life with lots of joy, fun and, needless to say, lots and lots of problems as well.

But that is life. Never allow the problems of life to overtake life.

With lots of love from your friend/Nanabapa....Oh, I remembered, Nanima tells me that I must
always give her love to you as well — and in your case, you have two Nanimas...Why? It is too
complicated for you at this point to understand — someday, I will tell you all about it. But, in the
meantime, rejoice in the fact and accept love from two Nanimas. Lucky you! Some people don’t

even have one.

God bless....

Bapa
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