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“[A devotee] should also make friendship with persons
who are on an equal level with himselfor who have the same
understanding that he does. For adevotee, there isno point
in making friendships with ordinary persons; he should
make friendships with other devotees so that by discussing
among themselves, they may elevate one another on the
path of spiritual understanding. This is called ista-gosthu”

—Bhag. 3.29.17, purport
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INTRODUCTION

While talking recently with a senior Godbrother, he re-
minded me that Prabhupada gave us the legacy ofa mission-
ary spirit. He said thatwe “old store-frontboys of 1966 had
directly seen Prabhupada preaching, so ifwe did not set the
example of Prabhupada’s missionary spirit, how would oth-
ers know it? My Godbrother then said, “We each should
preach to our full capacity. As far as you’re concerned, you
have your writing which is like a’hotline’ to so many devo-
tees.” After hearing this and considering that “hotline”
writing was actually aform of preaching, | became more de-
termined to respond to the requests of readers. 1hope that
my writing will encourage them to preach in turn.

After that, it became just amatter of how to supply more
serial literature. The result is this potpourri of thirty vign-
ettes in abooklet. Although itis amixed bag, | took care to
make each individual vignette just as acook prepares many
items, blends them all into abalanced, nutritious meal, and
offers it to the Lord and the Lord’s devotees.

The title, ista-gosthi, requires an explanation. (The San-
skrit term literally means “desirable company or
association.”) Srlla Prabhupada introduced it to ISKCON
in 1966. His Divine Grace encouraged the devotees to meet
among themselves on the nights when he was not giving the
evening lecture, and he referred to our meetings as ista-
gosthi. He suggested that our purpose should be, “To repeat
what the spiritual master has said.” Over the years, the term
ista-gosthi has taken on different meanings. | have not at-
tempted to follow all the various usages of the word, but |
chose ista-gosthibecause | hope my vignettes will be infor-
mal, frank, and atthe same time parampara, “repeating what
the spiritual master (Srlla Prabhupada) has said.”
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By the subtitle, “Topics for Vaisnava Discussion,” | wanted
to convey that my comments are not the “Last Word,” but
that they may induce devotees to further thought and dis-
cussion. | invite readers to correspond with me in the ista-
gosthfmood, so that our Krsna conscious exchanges may be
printed in future issues.
SDG
January, 1989
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THE IMPORTANCE OF SETTING A GOOD EXAMPLE

I have been skipping my daily reading of Srlla Prabhu-
pada’sbooks inorderto think ofa“hotline” writing project.

Suspension of daily duties may be necessary on atempo-
rary basis, but it is important to regulate sadhana, as in the
daily reading of Prabhupada’sbooks. A writer may come up
with a new series, but it’s more important that he set agood
example. Even if readers don’t have constant new writing,
they can follow a good example. Besides, just to survive in
spiritual life I need to behave well. Unless we are exemplary,
Maya-devl will lure us.
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2
INNER LIFE IN KRSNA CONSCIOUSNESS

One time in England, a Catholic priest asked Srlla
Prabhupada whatwas his program to cultivate the inner pu-
rification of his disciples. Prabhupada replied with the ex-
ample of the iron rod in the fire: if the rod is kept steadily
and continuously in the flame, then eventually the iron will
become so hot that it will turn to flame. And similarly, if a
neophyte keeps himselfbusy in acts of Krsna consciousness
twenty-four hours a day, he will become steady and pure.

So the program to engage the senses in the service of Lord
Krsna may seem to preclude the need to be otherwise intro-
spective. But that is not a fact. Vedic knowledge also in-
structs us thatadevotee mustbe very thoughtful, prayerful,
and self-examining in order to successfully engage his
senses in the service of the Lord.

WAy am 1 engaging my senses? Why am | chanting? To
whom am | calling as 1chant? Why do | need to chant? The
answers to these and other thoughtful questions are given
in Srimad-Bhagavatam, Bhagavad-gTta, and Caitanya-cari-
tamrta. W ithout self-examination and awareness ofthe goal
we are seeking— either by reading, by associating with other
devotees, or by thinking on one’s own, or in prayers to
Krsna—even busy engagements can degrade to niyama-
graha, or the mechanical performance of Krsna conscious
duties.

Inner awareness doesn’t require a sophisticated or intri-
cate thought process. Simple devotion will do. Just think,
“I've been appointed to discharge this particular duty by
Krsna.” Srlla Prabhupada writes, “The very phrase ‘Krsna
consciousness’ suggests that those who are in such con-
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sciousness are living transcendentalists situated in Him
(Bg. 9.29 purport). A living transcendentalist first thinks,
then wills, and only then he acts. He serves and he prays to
serve: “O energy of the Lord, O Lord, please engage me in
Your service.”
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3
LAMENTING AND REJOICING

When to lament and when to admit with gratefulness
that one has been saved from ignorance? All genuine Vais-
navas declare themselves unqualified. But we must also ac-
knowledge that our spiritual master has rescued us. He has
pulled us like a drowning man into the boat of hari-nama,
and we are safe.

Do we dare to say, “I love the Supreme Lord, and | love
His pure devotee?” We have so little love! Ifwe loved, how
could we be so absorbed in our temporary affairs? If we
loved, why are we so slow to sacrifice on Krsna’sbehalf? And
we are disobedient. We don’t even know, “lI am not this
body.” Where is there aquestion of attaining prema-bhakti
for the likes of me?

But we love. As the philosopher Pascal said, as soon as
one sincerely seeks God that means he has found Him. The
entire process of bhakti has been likened to amango: in the
early stage it is raw, unpleasant, while in the later stages it is
fragrant and delicious (never to rot—but throughout,
bhakti isa mango. Therefore when they ask, “Who here isa
devotee of Krsna consciousness?” I'll stand up. When they
ask, “Is anyone here a Prabhupada man?” I'll promptly
reply, “I am.”

Unfortunately, I'm still at the beginning stage after many
years of practice. Fortunately, my master is expert and kind.
The Vaisnava poet sings, “l have wasted my life because |
did not worship Radha-Krsna. But please don’t kick me
away.”
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4

REASSURANCE

A sensational “True Crime” book has been published
with documented and yet fictionalized accounts of ISKCON'’s
criminal and bizarre activities of the last ten years. At the
same time, ISKCON faces losses in anti-cult court cases,
based on the charges that devotees use psychological brain-
washing to entrap people against their will.

7
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Wi ith this in mind, one devotee wrote me, “l am honestly
feeling a little depressed and dispirited on seeing that this
movementis notbeing accepted by the masses, and notonly
that but they are directly attacking us in so many different
ways. W e may lose the courtcase here and then I don’tknow
what we’ll do. Ifwe lose how can we preach? . . .When will
all the nonsense stop and we will see the golden era of Lord
Caitanya shine through? Will we actually become the prom-
inent religious movement in the world or will we always
have to be struggling just to keep ourselves separated from
the ‘cults?’ | wish it could be like it is in India where not
everyone isadevotee, but at least we are accepted as abona
fide religion.*

I know what I should reply to him. But | too tend to be-
come dispirited. So we have to keep our spirits up. And
there is much solid evidence to reassure us.

Prabhupada said we could expect to be defamed. He said
the Krsna consciousness movement would pass through three
phases. First we would be disregarded as a trifle, then the
demons would take us more seriously and we would go
through a period of persecution. The final phase would be
acceptance, and the world would turn to the devotees for
serious direction.

When we say, “The demons are attacking us,” we also
have to admit that ISKCON has spawned some of its own
infamy. For those mistakes, we are facing reactions. But
charges like “brainwashing” are absurd attacks by anti-
religionists and neo-enlightenists who think that all reli-
gious experience is in the realm of superstition.

If in our lifetime, Krsna consciousness remains a less-
than-minority in the U.S.A., we should not lament. Reli-
gions have often been mistreated. Consider the birth of
Christianity. Christ himself was crucified, and his sincere
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followers considered it a mark of their sincerity that they
would be rejected and abused by the world. From Jesus’s
Sermon on the Mount: “Happy are you when people insult
you and persecute you and tell all kinds of evil against you
because you are my followers. Be happy and glad, for a great
reward is kept for you in heaven.”

Lord Caitanya’ssankirtana movementalso went through
persecution even in the holy land of Bharata-varsa, when
the Kazi of Navadvipa tried to stop the hari-nama. Srlla
Prabhupada writes, “We must remember that such inci-
dents took place in the past, five hundred years ago, and the
fact that they are still going on indicates that our sankirtana
movement is really authorized. For ifsankirtana were an in-
significant material affair, demons would not object to it.”

Prabhupada also told us not to be afraid of bad press. At
least they’re chanting the Hare Krsna mantra even when
they say, “The Krsna sect should be stopped.” And neither
can the sankirtana movement be stopped, provided devo-
tees remain sincere. If we lose temples, we can still gather
and chant in the streets and distribute books, and that will
do more than anything else to create favorable influence for
Krsna consciousness.

| can repeat these reassuring words, yet | also worry. But
that is just what the enemies of Krsna consciousness want,
that we should worry and be dispirited. So let us not play
into their hands.
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5
DON’'T TRY TO SEE KRSNA

“A pure devotee never wants to see the Lord unneces-
sarily. The Lord isengaged in various activities and the pure
devotee does notwant to see Him whimsically, for his own
sense gratification. The pure devotee simply depends on
the Lord’s mercy and when the Lord is pleased he can see
Him face to face.”

—Bhag. 5.3.15, purport

This statement by Srlla Prabhupada occurs in the 5th
Canto Snmad'Bhagavatam, when the Supreme Personality
of Godhead appeared at the yajna before the priests of King
Nabhi. The priests were very appreciative that Lord Visnu
had personally appeared but they were extremely embar-
rassed and apologetic because they had executed their ritu-
alistic sacrifice in order to obtain a petty materialistic
boon—they wanted the Lord to grant King Nabhi and his
wife a son. Actually, both King Nabhi and the priests really
justwanted to serve and worship the Supreme Lord with de-
votion, and this was revealed in their apology to Him.

Srlla Prabhupada comments that we should not try to
draw the attention ofthe Lord from His various activities. It
makes good sense: if Krsna appears at my call and | ask Him
for something selfish, itisa misuse of His glorious presence.
He has specifically created the posts of demigods for those
who are after material goals. The form of Lord Krsna or
Visnu is for those who intentionally desire to render Him
loving service.

And yetwe say “l really want to see You, Lord.” But ifwe
really want to sing that line, then we have to act very sin-
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cerely and attain the intense desire known as laulyam. With
faith, we may approach Lord Krsna in the arca-vigraha form
for temple Deity worship, and bowbefore His lotus feet. But
atthat time also we should approach Him for service, notfor
material relief or benedictions:

“Dear Lord, I am embarrassed to come before You with
material desires in my heart and in my mind. Please purify
me. Please grant me the association of Your pure devotees,
so that | can become like them and serve You without per-
sonal consideration.”
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6

HONORING PRASADAM

In afew minutes, adevotee will bring in cooked food on a
small plate and put it on the altar. That is for offering to
Prabhupada with prayers: “My dear Lord Krsna, | request
You to help me actually make an offering ofdevotion—just
asYou requestin the Bhagavad-gTta, with love.” The food is
offered by prayer to Prabhupada and he offers it to Krsna in
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parampara. And then when I sit to eat, | will recite the prayer
for taking and honoring prasadam. | offer thanks to Krsna
for giving such nice food. 1turn on atape of Prabhupada lec-
turing, so I may listen to him while I honor the holy repast.

Butwhen l actually eat, an animal takes over, ravishing in
sense delight and eating more than required. Communion
with the Lord is relegated to “Thanks for the chow, God!”
Then after your forgetful meal, when the belly is expanded,
you want to return to sublime prayer-thoughts? | have to
laugh, or should 1 cry?

| hope to grow out of this. In the meantime, at least “the
animal” is eating prasadam, sattvic food offered to Krsna
with prayers, and the physical strength he derives is used in
the service of the Lord. It could be much worse.
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ITSSTILL TRUE

Lastnight I spoke to adevotee who regrets all he has given
to ISKCON. “I worked so hard,” he said, “and what do |
have to show for it?” It used to be easier to answer such
doubts. We would just point out that whatever he had done
for Krsna was to his eternal benefit, so why should he regret
it just because his devotional effort didn’t bring him personal
material profit? We’d preach, “You’ve got to surrender.”

Now it turns out that in many ways ISKCON was mistaken.
At least some of its leaders and representatives were mis-
taken. We didn’t manage our money or businesses well for
example, and so it seems that many devotees’ efforts to
maintain and expand a temple went in vain. Some say they
were promised that ifahouseholder gave everything to “the
Movement” then he would never have to go out and get a
job on his own. That promise should never have been made,
and now it isbroken. Men who were busy for years training
mostly in chanting Hare Krsna and reading Snmad-
Bhagavatam, now have to compete with their non-devotee
peers in the job market; and the practicing devotee has no
vocational skills or career-oriented education.

In some cases, devotees admit that their problem is mostly
just their own change of heart: they can no longer honor
vows and promises to live avery simple, austere life in sacri-
fice to a spiritual cause. As my friend put it last night, “I
never really wanted to live in such acompletely surrendered
way. | just felt pressured.” Some convince themselves that
they were made to act against their wills. There are personal
grudges and resentments.



ISTA-GOSTHI 15

One hesitates to even write about this for fear of genera-
lizing or leaving out significant grievances. “We made mis-
takes,” I told my friend, “but we have to go ahead now. You
can’tlive in the past. Whatever you decide to do for yourself
now, you have to attempt it, and try to forgive those who
you think have wronged you.” Of course, | wanted to say
what we’ve always said: “W hatever you sincerely do as sac-
rifice for God, Krsna, is accepted by Him to your eternal
credit. It’sthe bestactyou can ever make. It will never suffer
loss or diminution, and even a little bit can save us from the
greatest fear. Even if we later wished we never did it.” It’s
harder to speak like this, because a preacher who utters
words of surrender has to live up to it himself. It’s harder to
believe. But it’s still true.
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8
ASSOCIATION WITH DEVOTEES

Raghunatha Gosvaml usually received all his instruc-
tions directly from Svarupa Damodara. But once Svarupa
Damodaratold Lord Caitanya that Raghunatha also wanted
to hear something from Him. So Lord Caitanya gave
Raghunatha advice in capsule form: Don’t mix with non-
devotees, those attached to women, or those who are simply
non-devotees. Lord Caitanya also said, don’t dress luxuri-
ously and don’t eat palatable foods. On hearing these in-
structions, Raghunatha Gosvam| was very grateful and said,
“You have saved me from the blazing forest fire of great ma-
terial opulence.” Srlla Prabhupada said similarly, com-
menting on Lord Rsabhadeva’s teaching: a householder
should not over-endeavor for material opulence, but
should live in a way that gives him the fullest opportunity
for chanting and hearing.

W hat are we to make of this today? We know we should
give some association to non-devotees, by preaching. And
we may have to associate with karmis at our work. Still, the
Vaisnava siddhanta rings like a temple bell throughout the
scriptures: “Don’t associate with the asat, the avaisnavas.”
So we must take it to heart. And that means learning to cher-
ish friendships in the society of devotees.

Who are devotees? Those who have heard and continue
to hear from the bona fide spiritual master regarding topics
of Krsna. Those who like to chant the holy names of God;
who accept and believe that the spirit survives the death of
the body; who understand that life doesn’t come from dull
matter, or “by chance,” butlife comes from the supreme life
of the Personality of Godhead. You can talk with devotees
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about eternal life and they don’t frown or smirk and say,
“What are you talking about? Are you crazy?”

O fcourse, it’s most painful when we are disappointed in
our friendships with devotees, but that doesn’t mean we
should switch over to living with the asat and the avaisnava.
Try again. Find friends of Lord Krsna. Realize your own
shortcomings and enter the association ofdevotees without
a fault-finding attitude. Aspire to follow Raghunatha
Bhatta, of whom it was said, “He would not listen to blas-
phemy of a Vaisnava, nor would he listen to talk of a Vais-
nava’s misbehavior. He knew only that everyone was en-
gaged in Krsna’s service; he did not understand anything
else” (Cc. Antya 13.133).

Is the instruction to avoid non-devotees too narrow-
minded? Thatisnotwhatthe scriptures say. Consider atiny
sampling on this theme:

“Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu asked, ‘Of all kinds of dis-
tress, what is the most painful?’ Ramananda Raya replied,
‘Apartfrom separation from the devotee ofKrsna, | know of
no unbearable unhappiness’ ” (Cc. Madhya 8.248).

“...Whether one wants to merge into the Lord’sexistence
or wants to associate with the Personality of Godhead, one
should render service to the mahatmas. For those who are
not interested in such activities, who associate with people
fond ofwomen and sex, the path to hell iswide open . . . ”
(Bhdg. 5.5.2)

asat-sanga-tyaga, —ei vaisnava-acara
'stri-sangi’— eka asadhu, ‘krsnabhakta’ara

“A Vaisnava should always avoid the association of ordi-
nary people. Common people are very much materially at-
tached, especially to women. Vaisnavas should also avoid
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the association of those who are not devotees of Lord
Krsna” (Cc. Madhya 22.87).
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9
APPRECIATING SRILA PRABHUPADA

W e are still trying to fully comprehend and appreciate
what Srlla Prabhupada did for us. We know he saved us
from rndyd and pointed us in the direction of eternal devo-
tional service to Lord Krsna. We love him for the function
which he performed in Vaisnava parampara. He empha-
sized that he was not a special person but that he was carry-
ing the message of Krsna. Scholars also sometimes say that
Prabhupada was not an original thinker, because he re-
peated the tradition rather than giving his own teachings of
the Absolute Truth. But everyone is a unique individual,
and Srlla Prabhupada is also. Therefore we appreciate him
not only as a functionary, but as an individual.

It is natural that we want to establish his glories. As stated
in the Bhaktivedanta purport, “A spiritual master always
represents himself as the humblest servitor of the Person-
ality of Godhead, but the disciple mustlook upon him as the
manifested representation of Godhead” (Cc. AdiAila 1.45
purport).

The Krsna consciousness movement which has spread
around the world in the twentieth century is filled with par-
ticular loyalty to Srlla Prabhupada and with attachment to
his vision. He emphasized that devotees of Lord Caitanya
should not keep transcendental knowledge to themselves,
but should spread the teachings to others. He emphasized
the printing and distributing of books, as he learned from
his Guru Maharaja. He wanted large Ratha-yatra festivals of
Lord Jagannatha in cities throughout the world. These are
all strictly parampara activities for Vaisnavas, and yet Srlla
Prabhupada chose (or we may say he was chosen by Lord
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Krsna) to introduce particular methods. And ISKCON par-
ticularly chooses to carry out the parampara from Srlla
Prabhupada.

Religion is taught according to time and place and per-
sons and so it can be differently adjusted according to great
acaryas. The followers of the Krsna consciousness move-
ment honor, worship and obey those adjustments per-
formed by our founder-acarya. By doing so we feel pro-
tected, and we become fixed in our humble position as ser-
vants ofthe dearya. W e also continue to study Prabhupada’s
books so that we may be fixed in his central teachings.

We should be careful not to unnecessarily interpret
Prabhupada’s teachings. In pointing out the fault of the
Vedantic interpretation of Sankara, Lord Caitanya told the
Mayavadls of Benares that Sankara avoided a direct mean-
ing and invented an indirect meaning. For example,
Sankara gave central importance to the aphorism tat Warn
asi, “You are also that,” whereas throughout the Vedas tat
tvam asi islessimportantthan omkara. Omkara indicates the
Supreme Absolute Truth, the Personality of Godhead, and
itisthe real maha-vakya, or central mantra. Yet Sankara neg-
lected the importance of omkara. Similarly, we should not
avoid the basic teachings of Prabhupada while claiming to
interpret his message for a new age.

Ifwe ask ourselfwhat did Srlla Prabhupadawant, itwill be
clear. He wanted everyone to chant Hare Krsna and regular-
ly hear Snmad-Bhagavatam. He wanted us to give up sinful
activities. He wanted us to associate with devotees, and
worship the Deities of Gaura-Nitai or Radha-Krsna. And he
wanted us to spread Krsna consciousness to others, with the
conviction that He isthe Supreme Personality of Godhead,
and His devotional service is the only way of freedom from
birth and death.
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We want to deepen our appreciation for Srlla Prabhu-
pada and we are certain that Lord Krsna will encourage us to
do so, if we remain pure and active in service to guru and
Krsna. As stated in the Svetasvatara Upanisad, “yasya deve
para bhaktir . . ., to those who have implicit faith in the
spiritual master and Krsna, all the truths of the Vedic
knowledge will be revealed.” No doubt, if we act with full
faith in Prabhupada, others will join us, and at the very least
we will be assured of pleasing our spiritual master, who is the
pure servant of the Absolute Truth.
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10

THE GOOD OLD DAYS

As ISKCON lurches through revolutionary changes, we
sometimes hear asenior disciple of Srlla Prabhupada speak
longingly of the good old days. The present, however, can
be just as good as the past; and in fact, many changes are im-
provements. Still, we old-timers like to recall, just for nos-
talgia sake, how we did things in former times with Prabhu-
pada. Without criticizing in apolitical spirit, | would like to
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fondly remember some of the things we used to do.

I remember when the devotees who gave the Srimad-
Bhagavatam class would sing “Jaya Radha-Madhava” in the
same tune that Prabhupada used, and he would not go on to
sing other bhajanas or the Hare Krsna mantra. Just a few mi-
nutes of “Jaya Radha-Madhava,” bas. In the old days, a
Bhagavatam speaker would not say “please repeat after me,”
and induce the audience to repeat the translation of the
verse. And no recitation of “ndrdyanam namaskrtya,” (as if
we had an absolute obligation to repeat that verse before
each class).

I remember when no initiated devotee would ever dare
to think itwas all right to go to the movies (where would he
get time and money to do it?) — or to play tennis, golf, foot-
ball, chess and so on. And no one, unless on aspecial assign-
ment, would read other books besides the Vedic literatures,
because it would be too embarrassing to admit or explain.
“Well Prabhupada, I just thought my spirituality could be
enhanced by reading the Christian mystics.”

I remember when we used to take strictly cold showers.
And in the evening we would sitaround asacommunity and
drink hot milk and listen to the Krsna book before taking
rest at night. (Do they still do that somewhere?) And we
would look forward with enthusiasm and nervousness to
the Sunday feast—to the kirtana (not frenetically rapid)
and to the eating of delicacies which we never had during
the week, and also the sitting down beside guests and
preaching to them, maybe too didactically, but in hopes that
someone would decide to “join.”

I remember and still perform simple aratis before the
Deities, without mula-mantras, because that was the way
Prabhupada did it. | usually don’t cover my hand with a
cloth while chanting the Gayatrl mantra, because that’s how
he did it. But | had better stop talking about the old days.
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11
CALLING OUT TO SRILA PRABHUPADA

O Srlla Prabhupada, of whom Allen Ginsberg wrote in
his poem, “Bhaktivedanta Swami at desk staring sad eye
Krishna at my hopeless self-consciousness”;

O Prabhupada,-who so impressed the pious and impious
of Bombay, that hundreds still remember him and go to see
Radha-Rasabiharl in the Juhu temple because Prabhupada
is their siksa-guru;

O Prabhupada, did that subway conductor, Mr. Reuben
really sit with you and did you tell him, “I have many devo-
tees and temples, only time is separating us”? It sure sounds
like you! And Prabhupada, is there any doubt that you pre-
sided over your little flock at 26 Second Avenue and took
us to the park to chant? No, I’m sure of it, as sure as the fact
that my parents rejected me—and ever since you've kept
me busy in your ISKCON;

O Prabhupada, will we be with you again? Can we become
your children again and sit in aroom and laugh and listen se-
riously and feel great hopes for changing the world on your
behalf? And after being with you will you dismiss us saying,
“You can give me a little milk and finish business.”?

O Prabhupada, forgive my foolish questions. Let us all
follow your vanfforever, accepting all adventures as further
chapters ofblissful association with you. For you will lead us
as long as we stay true to you;

O Prabhupada, | don’t want to judge who among your
disciples isright or wrong, but I do wish you would speak to
our hearts. | understand you can do it because you have
written that Krsnaisin our hearts with all His pure devotees;

O Prabhupada, please speak to us silently in the heart so
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that we may have the courage to make the right decision in
Krsna’s service;

O Prabhupada, please let us chant and read and preach so
that we forget our bodies and forget to go home, staying
merged in kirtana with you in the center of your devotees;

Please, Srlla Prabhupada, come down to the temple
again, please sit on the vyasasana, tell us we are wrong and
what we must do. We need your strong presence or else the
rascals will take over.
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12

WAKE UP AND APPRECIATE

W e are fortunate to be able to speak before the devotees
in the Snmad-Bhagavatam class. But aswith other routines,
speaking or hearing aclass often becomes adeadening expe-
rience. We take it for granted; we fall asleep. That is usually
not the fault of the devotee lecturing, and it is certainly not
the fault of Snmad-Bhagavatam.
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Do we need to be shaken by crisis before we wake up to
the value of Krsna consciousness? W hen suddenly we find
our world changed and we are deprived of our usual com-
forts and supports, then we pray, “O Krsna, now | appreciate
the devotees and Your Lordship. If only | could hear
Srlmad-Bhagavatam again!” Butwhy can’twe remain appre-
ciative in the normal routine? It can be done. We hear that
Sudama Vipra, even after he became fabulously wealthy,
never fell into forgetfulness or sense gratification, but
thought at every moment that his wealth was due to “my
blackish friend,” and so he thanked Him and engaged in
loving service at every moment.

We don’t have to imagine it, but simply keep tuned in to
the reality—that Krsna is protecting and maintaining us at
every moment, and that the messages of His pastimes are
glorious and pleasing to hear. Let us thank Lord Krsna for
sustaining us every day. Whatever ease and comfort we
enjoy are due to His grace. He is guarding us and providing
us with everything that we count on.

Maybe it is not humanly possible to avoid complacency,
but we should strive to do so.

When it is my turn to speak in the class, | should pray to
Krsna, “Please don’t let me cheat them. | want to share
Krsna consciousness with others. Please manifest apprecia-
tion for Snmad-Bhagavatam from my speech and thought.
Please let me deliver Your message to Your dear devotees to
increase their enthusiasm and to defeat their doubts.”

And when it is my turn to hear the class, then let me stay
awake. The mind is the friend, but the mind can be the
enemy. A temple room during Snmad-Bhagavatam is not
the proper occasion for sleeping. Stand up. Pinch yourself.
Slap your face. Use awater bottle. How ridiculous, how sad!
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Once we perform a little violence on the sleepy man and
outsmart him, then our ears, which are actually eager to hear
the nectar, may begin to receive important and pleasing in-
formation from Sukadeva Gosvaml and Srlla Prabhupada.
We will not think that we are doing “the movement” a
favor, but we will appreciate. And when we fail we must
apologize, “I'm sorry | fell asleep duringyour class.” Or bet-
ter, “Iliked your class. That was agood Srimad-Bhagavatam
verse and purport.” Or do we need bombs dropping, imprison-
ment and deathbeds, before we wake up to appreciate?
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13
THE MEANING OF HARE KRSNA

Our spiritual consciousness is presently sleeping, but it
can be revived by the transcendental vibration of Hare
Krsna, Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna, Hare Hare/Hare Rama,
Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare. “Hare” refers to the
energy of the Lord and “Krsna” and “Rama” refer to the
Lord Himself. When we chant Hare Krsna, we are praying,
“O Lord, O Energy ofthe Lord, please accept me.” We have
no other prayer other than “please accept me.”

—Path of Perfection p. 144

When Prabhupada gives a “translation” of the Hare
Krsna mantra in his own words, we take itas agem of devo-
tion. We chant the Hare Krsna mantra so often every day,
that we may easily fall into familiarity and mechanicalness.
These little gems of translation may be interjected by us,
within the mind or even said outloud, along with our chant-
ing, just to remind us of what we are doing. A shortened
translation is, “Please accept me,” which actually means,
“Please accept measadevotee.” We don’twish to be merely
maintained by Krsna, but to be accepted as a devotee and
engaged in His loving service.

Here is another translation of the Hare Krsna mantra by
Srlla Prabhupada from a 1977 lecture in Mayapur:

“This is the easiest way to please Krsna. You don’t need
much money, much education, nothing of the sort. Simply
require your heart. ‘Krsna, You are my Lord, You are my
master eternally. 1am Your servant eternally. Let me be en-
gaged in Your service.” That is Hare Krsna, Hare Krsna,
Krsna Krsna, Hare Hare. This is the meaning of the Hare
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Krsna mantra: O Krsna, O Energy of Krsna, | am Your ser-
vant, somehow or other | am now fallen in this material con-
dition. Please pick me up and engage me in Your service.”

The above translation is actually a paraphrase of the
Siksastaka verse, ayi nanda-tanuja-kihkaram: “O Son of
Maharaja Nanda, | am Your eternal servant, but somehow 1
have fallen in this ocean of material birth and death. Please
therefore pick me up from this ocean of death and fix me as
one of the atoms at Your lotus feet.”

The entire Siksastaka is actually acommentary or elabo-
ration of the Hare Krsna mantra, as well as attitudes for ideal
prayer.

In addition to thinking of the meaning of the words while
chanting, one may also interject prayers of appeal to the
Lord for better chanting: “My dear Lord, please help me to
chant.” And we should not forget to thank the Lord and
Srlla Prabhupada. Although we may not chant nicely, we are
still very fortunate to have received the holy name: “My
dear Lord Krsna, my dear Srlla Prabhupada, thank you very
much for giving me this maha-mantra.”
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14

DOVETAILING FEAR IN DEVOTIONAL SERVICE

A devotee should be unafraid of material life, knowing
that Lord Krsna will protect him.

“Living beings who are entangled in the complicated
meshes ofbirth and death can be freed immediately by even
unconsciously chanting the holy name of Krsna, which is
feared by fear personified.” (Bhag 1.1.14)
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Butitisnotwrong to be afraid of maya. Neither isitwrong
to be afraid of committing offenses to the spiritual master,
the Vaisnavas or in my service to the Deity.

I recall one time, while performing a yajna in Prabhu-
pada’s presence, | omitted a few important mantras, and
Prabhupada was displeased. | am afraid of that; it is painful
to the heart. And one time | neglected to putsliced pieces of
ginger along with my spiritual master’s breakfast. When he
pointed it out, | took it lightly, and so he spoke to me again
with sarcasm. His displeasure gave me a glimpse of what it
would be like to be outside his shelter—a place | never want
to see again.

Prahlada Maharaja was not afraid of the most powerful
demon, yet he was afraid of the cakra-kala, the wheel of
time, which throws us into repeated birth and death. If we
perform devotional service, then we will be saved from
maha-baho, the greatest fear at the time of death. The sea of
birth and death is vast and fearful, but for one who takes
shelter in Lord Krsna the killer of demons, the ocean is
shrunk up to a small puddle.

A devotee is sometimes compared to a child who is
unafraid because of the presence of his loving parents. But
we all know the terror ofalost, small child. I don’twantto be
in “grown up” illusion, thinking that | can take care of my-
selfbecause | have the security of ajob, bank account, society
and nation. Those protectors cannot stand between us and
death. Only the Supreme Lord can save us, and He is called
Akincana-gocara, “one who is approached by those who
have no faith in the protection of material possessions.”

W e should notbe so reckless as to indulge in breaking the
regulative principles or chanting less than the prescribed
number of rounds. Without strictly following Krsna con-
sciousness, on what firm ground are we standing that we



ISTA-GOSTHI 33

should smirk and joke? W hat about the earthquake? The
plane crash! What about the fire of annihilation? You don’t
think it will happen? Can you stand before the Universal
Form, when even Arjuna quaked to see Him? “There is no
one in creation who is not afraid of the rage of the
Almighty” (Bhag 1.1.14). Let the fools laugh at meek
behavior. | will bravely take my place, falling down before
the beloved Personality of Godhead and His representa-
tive, and crying like Uttara, “O Lord of Lords, Lord of the
universe! You are the greatest of mystics. Please protect me,
for there isno one else who can save me from the clutches of
death in this world of duality” (Bhag. 1.9.9).
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15
CALLING OUT TO SRILA PRABHUPADA

O Prabhupada, the ability to remember you and speak of
you isitselfablessing and solace— please inspire us to recall
you wherever we are and to seek out the company of those
who thirst for Prabhupada nectar;

O Prabhupada, when we turn to you again we remember
your strict standards and we want to obey; when we turn to
you we realize that pure Krsna consciousness needs no
supplementation from outside disciplines, and we desire
again to practice it the way you wanted;

O Prabhupada, who did not own a car or real estate, or
anything, because he lived as a renounced mendicant, and
therefore when he left this world whatever he had belonged
to ISKCON for the benefit of his followers and to be shared
with the whole world,;

O Prabhupada, whose personal paraphernalia is kept
now in museum cases, showing us that for himself he mostly
used humble things like a cheap tongue scraper, a saffron
winter coat patterned and sewn by a disciple, cheap canvas
shoes, a sadhu’s kaupin, plain wool sweater, Vrndavana
svamf’s hat—all ofwhich he used while directing the spend-
ing of millions ofdollars foramarble temple in Bombay, and
for temples in Mayapur and Vrndavana built with as much
as he could afford although he wanted to spend much more;

O Prabhupada, whose essence is beyond time and space
in the activities of the Supreme Lord in the spiritual world,
and who continues to teach the readers of his Bhakti-
vedanta purports exactly how they may transform their
thinking so that they can understand the Absolute Truth as
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Irthe supreme friend and lover, whose form is inconceivably
i spiritual and personal;

O Prabhupada, please stay at home with us, sit in your
favorite chair with your slippers on our heads, and listen
along with us as we replay your lectures—and travel with us
in the van as we drive to the city for hari-nama;

O Prabhupada, be pleased as we survey the farm; be
pleased asyou sing D asavatara; be pleased asyou behold the
lunch-hour business people crowding into your Govinda’s
restaurants; be pleased as the pious Indian immigrants be-
come your staunch and learned disciples, giving up their
Hindu impersonalism and telling their friends and relatives
that Prabhupada is the way;

O Prabhupada, be pleased that we have rectified some of
our biggest mistakes that were hampering your Movement,
and especially Prabhupada, please accept our sincere re-
grets, forgive us for our offenses and help us not to commit
them again.
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16
PRAYING FOR THE LORD'S SERVICE

“You mustalways ask the Lord’s grace to make you in the
right position. It is not for your sense gratification, it is for
the Lord’sservice. For the Lords’s service we can ask for His
grace and mercy a hundred times, but for our sense
gratification, we cannot pray or ask anything. That is pure
devotion.” (Letter to Pradyumna dasa, 29 April, 1970)

Aswe begin to practice prayer, we notice thatwe are mak-
ing many petitions or requests, and we may think that this is
abotheration for Krsna to hear. We become aware that we
are like a lusty child with his list of toys for Santa Claus.
There isalso the example of King Nabhi and his priests who
felt embarrassed when the Lord appeared in answer to their
material requests. But Prabhupada says that you can ask a
hundred times for help to serve the Lord: “O Lord, O Ener-
gyofthe Lord, please engage me in Your service.” Thatkind
of asking is all right, but not asking for things for ourselves,
either material or spiritual. We have to understand the
distinction.

Sometimes we are in the grip of the material nature, and
we can’t help but call out for material relief from our
dearmost friend and protector, the Supreme Lord. Thus,
Gajendra’s call for relief from the jaws of the crocodile is
described by Prabhupada as partly a cry of helplessness.
Commenting on the Gajendra episode, Prabhupada says,
“Unalloyed devotees have nothing to ask from the Su-
preme Personality of Godhead. But Gajendra, the king of
the elephants, was circumstantially asking for an immediate
benediction because he had no other way to be rescued.
Sometimes, when there is no alternative, a pure devotee,
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being fully dependent on the mercy of the Supreme Lord,
prays for some benediction. But in such a prayer, there is
also regret” (Bhag. 8.3.21, purport). A similar regret is ex-
pressed by the pure devotee, Sudama Brahmana: “The
brahmana saw that there was no need to ask any material
benefit from the Lord SrT Krsna, but he was induced by the
repeated request of his wife.” And commenting on Queen
Kuntl’srequest that the Lord sever her tie of affection to her
kinsmen, Prabhupada says, “A pure devotee of the Lord is
ashamed to ask anything in self-interest from the Lord. But
the householders are sometimes obliged to ask favors from
the Lord, being bound by the tie of family affection.”

W e should not become silent or fail to address the Lord
in our hearts. But we should be constantly trying to purify
the prayer. Pure prayer is to ask to be engaged in Krsna’slov-
ing service.



38 ISTA-GOSTHI

17
A TIME FOR HEARING

W e may forget the necessity of saving time for chanting
Hare Krsna and hearing Vedic knowledge. But the subject
matter is so sublime, and our need for it is absolute. Our
need is desperate: ifwe don’tchant and hear, we will perish
in the ocean of ignorance.

If our minds and bodies are sold out to Maya as in the
mining song, “l owe my soul to the company store,” then
how can we understand the meaning of Sri Caitanya
Mahaprabhu? It requires association with devotees, time
taken in a sacred place (sacred at least within the mind) —
for learning and relishing the mysteries of transcendence.
And we also have to act in devotional service. By Srila
Prabhupada’s grace, anyone can do this even while living in
a city and even while working at a nine-to-five job. Thus
Prabhupada has said, “There are many members of the In-
ternational Society for Krishna Consciousness who work
very hard in their office or in afactory or some other place,
and whatever they earn they give to the Society. Such highly
elevated souls are actually sannyasis and are situated in the
renounced order of life” (Bg. 18.11, purport).

But the worker must also save time to hear about Krsna.
Early morning is preferable because it is unusually quiet—
the beast of commerce and sense gratification is not yet up
and roaring. In asanctified mood we can best sitand hear at
the feet of the previous acaryas.

Let us consider one short, sublime section from Cai-
tanya-caritamrta, AcLi-lila Chapter 7. Krsnadasa Kaviraja is
describing the Panca-tattva. He has already established in
previous chapters, by evidence of sastra and by logic, that
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the Supreme Truth is Lord Krsna, the cause of all causes.
And he has also established that Lord Caitanya is the com-
bined form of Radha and Krsna. Now again he is asking us to
appreciate how Lord Caitanya appears with His associates
in order to relish the mellow of transcendental conjugal
love. We are asked to consider that, “Sri Caitanya
Mahaprabhu, who is the Supreme Controller, the one Per-
sonality of Godhead, has ecstatically become adevotee, yet
His body is transcendental and not materially tinged” (Cc.
Adi 7.10). In his purport, Srlla Prabhupada comments that
although Lord Caitanya is Krsna Himself, because He ac-
cepted the ecstasy of a devotee, one should not misunder-
stand His pastimes and place Him in exactly the same posi-
tion as Krsna: “While Caitanya Mahaprabhu was trying to
enjoy as adevotee, one should not disturb Him by address-
ing Him as the Supreme Personality of Godhead.”

Now, how is it possible to think over this subject matter
and to feel itas relevant and to act on it, if one is in the grips
of ignorance and passion? It’snot possible. We have to hear
in the mode of goodness and be elevated to suddha-sattva,
pure goodness, wherein Lord Krsna appears. We may have
duties as a father or mother of children, as awage-earner or
temple administrator or whatever, but that is not the all-in-
all. Activities of economic development and burdens of
management are not everything. Man lives not by bread
alone. Ifwe work hard but save no time and space for hear-
ing about Krsna, then at death, all our work will be deemed a
failure, and we will be unable to remember the Lord.

It’s up to each person to realize the practical implications
of what this means. For one, it might be relatively easy and
just mean setting his alarm clock to rise an hour earlier, or
deciding not to stay up late watching television. But for
some, it might mean moving away from undesirable associ-
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ation, or changingjobs, accepting alower standard of physi-
cal comforts, becoming an object of scorn . . .W e have to
pray to Krsna to give us the strength to pay the price
(laulyam) so that we may buy back our own life-time for the
purpose of hearing and chanting. We should think with
great concern, “How has this happened, that 1have lost my
own self-interest? Who and what has cheated me in this
way? | must get it back!”
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18
PURITY IS THE FORCE

My secretary Madhu-marigala dasa and | were discussing
the use ofradical innovations in the attempt to popularize a
new religion. Madhu said that he was attracted to Prabhu-
pada, Bhagavad-gita As It s, and the Hare Krsna mantra, and
to those who set a pure example in following Prabhupada.
He said he would have seen through “popularization” as
another gimmick or watering-down— exactly the kind of
thing he was trying to avoid in his search for the truth.

One could say that Prabhupada himself innovated in
order to make Krsna consciousness more accessible. But he
never “sold out” to gain allies and he never admitted mate-
rialistic desires into his movement.

Now may not be a time in which very large numbers of
persons can acceptaway that demands much surrender. But
regardless of the time, Krsna consciousness will always at-
tract those who are looking for the truth, and who are delib-
erately avoiding purveyorswho offer easy ways and who mix
sense gratification with promises of heaven. If in the at-
temptto popularize, we actually compromise spiritual prin-
ciples, and thus lose sincere souls, that is the greatest loss.
Even the numbers thatwould be gained at the cost ofwater-
ing down truth, would only be temporary. Therefore, one
would lose all around by making changes which betray the
clear orders ofthe previous spiritual masters. These changes
would putone in the position of the exasperated brahmana,
who out of hunger ate at an outcaste’s home, but was not
able to get enough food to appease his hunger. “Alas,” the
fallen brahmana lamented, “I have lost my caste for eating
with an outcaste, and still I'm hungry!”
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A sign of unnecessary compromise: to concede that
Krsna consciousness is mostly Indian, and therefore much
of it is disposable. Thus one interprets the Hare Krsna
mantra as a Hindu mantra, no better than other prayers and
mantras. In this mood one could also drop the regulation of
chanting sixteen rounds which Prabhupada insisted on, by
considering that not enough people can do it.

Those who radically change can easily over-estimate
their own powers. The real power comes in the parampara.
Ifwe go ahead only on our own strength, we have to face the
strength of Maya, which is insurmountable within this
world. If we attempt to popularize, we may easily become
more concerned with making money and followers, which
are death-traps for the purity of spiritual leaders and move-
ments. And doesn’t “popularization” sometimes occur be-
cause the innovators find it too difficult to follow their
vows, and so rationalize that itwould be better for everyone
to do less?

We can note Srlla Prabhupada’s unwillingness to com-
promise in his talk with Allen Ginsberg in April 1969. As a
friend, Ginsberg helpfully suggested that the Hare Krsna
mantra could never fulfill the Americans’ need for a
unifying spiritual movement. Ginsberg said that he and
Gary Snyder had been searching their brains to come up
with a simplified spiritual practice for all people, and he
wondered if Prabhupada would help join in this search. But
Prabhupada said, “Krsna consciousness is not possible for
everyone.” He admitted that by keeping pure, the move-
ment might stay small, because after all, itisnotan easy thing
to understand Krsna. “It is not that everyone will come,”
said Prabhupada and he gave the example of Calcutta Uni-
versity which offered serious philosophical courses, and
had to pay high salaries to the professors, even though few
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people enrolled in those courses. “Still the classes were to
be maintained,” said Prabhupada, “because the ideal must
be there.”

Ginsberg countered this by stating that there was a thirst
by many people for an alternative to materialism. Prabhu-
pada replied that if they, are actually thirsty, then there is
really no problem for them to adopt Krsna consciousness.
In other words, the chanting of Hare Krsna and Krsna con-
sciousness as introduced by Prabhupada, is really not inac-
cessible, but if many people think it is too difficult, “then |
am not going to change my philosophy to suit the Ameri-
cans.” How grateful we are to Srila Prabhupada for keeping
the purity intact!

It is nice to think that the followers of Prabhupada will
continue his “stubborness” against any popularization
which is actually a reduction of the full potency. By the
devotees keeping it pure (whether as householders,
brahmacans, or sannyasls), and by their remaining im-
mersed in Krsna consciousness, then people who are thirst-
ing for God consciousness, will be attracted like iron filings
to a a magnet. And they will not be cheated.
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PRAYER

O Lord who holds up Govardhana Hill,
O Lord of most attractive pastimes,
who is known as God the Controller
who is worshiped as Sri Visnu

by the devotees of South India,

O Father of Christ,
Orh, Allah-Akbar, the Nirvana—

Please guide me today,

please guide us all,

please be merciful,

give us the nectar of Your pastimes,

let us hear them with attention

and let us appreciate even a moment’s association
with Your pure devotees.

Please allow us to use our time

thinking of You—pleasing You

with services in parampara.

We want to offer our will and love this day,
but only if You bless us

can free love flourish

from us to You.

Making this appeal

with a sigh at Your lotus feet,
“Please pick me up very soon

and let me go back to Your place.”
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20
PLEASE HAVE MERCY ON THIS SINNER

“l am a shameless cheater. Indeed, | am sin personified.
What am | in comparison to the all-auspicious chanting of
the holy name of Narayana? | am such a sinful person, but
since | have now gotten this opportunity, | mustcompletely
control my mind, life and senses and always engage in devo-
tional service so that I may not fall again into the deep dark-
ness and ignorance of material life. (Bhag. 6.2.34-35)

In his purport to this verse, Prabhupada states that we are
all in aposition similar to Ajamila: we have been saved from
asinful life ofintoxication, meat-eating, gambling and illicit
sex. We do not wish to indulge in recalling these episodes
from our “past lives,” but it is not wrong to remember that
we were very recently immersed in sin. In this way, we will be
less likely to think, “l am a pure brahmana, and so | don’t
need Krsna so desperately as asinner does. | am now a good
person, not like a karmu" Rather, in the mood of Ajamila,
we should remember that we are being saved by Krsna con-
stantly, from a fallen condition.

Unless we have acontrite heart, there isevery chance that
maya will bring us down again in our continuing battle to
progress back to Godhead. Feeling regretful and remem-
bering that we were shameless cheaters and that we are sim-
ply being saved by the holy name, will help us to feel the
need to pray. We will beg the Lord, “Please keep me as a
devotee. Actually I am not areal devotee, although eternally |
am so. But now | am in a very dangerous position, so please
engage me as a particle of dust at Your lotus feet.”

This isnotartificial humility, because even Lord Brahma,
who is the supermost brahmana, is afraid of fall-down. He
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also prays to the Lord for protection. Prabhupada writes,
“Unless one issufficiently protected by the Lord, he may fall
down from his spiritual position. Therefore, one has to pray
constantly to the Lord for protection and the blessings to
carry out one’s duty.”

Recalling our basically fallen nature creates a very
desirable need to pray. It brings prayer out of the realm of
mere formality or recreation. A sincere devotee will be
afraid of rndyd and seek the Lord’s protection and special
blessings. Although the Supreme Lord is automatically
maintaining us, it is only His special mercy given to the
devotees, which enables them to become free of the
material energy. In seeking that mercy, and in seeking the
association of devotees, a devotee has to personally ask the
Lord for special mercy. And not just once, but regularly.
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SINCE PRABHUPADA'’S DISAPPEARANCE:
WHAT HAVE WE LOST?

A Godbrother recommended a book on the theme of
total obedience to the bona fide representative of God. It
was The Cost of Discipleship by Deitrich Bonhoeffer, the
Protestant theologian who was executed for his faith by the
Nazis. The thing that had interested my Godbrother was
Bonhoeffer’sdiscussion of the unity offaith and obedience.
God and His representative (Jesus Christ, or the bona fide
spiritual master) calls us to become His followers, and we
must respond by obedience. Reflecting on this, my
Godbrother wrote, “We may object and say that we don’t
have the necessary faith yet to take the step of following the
representative of God. Thus our lack of faith justifies our
lack of obedience. This is nonsense—we will lack faith as
long as we are disobedient. Krsna asks us to surrender to
guru and ifwe don’t, we are disobedient, and thus there can
be no question of faith.”

After reading a chapter of The Cost of Discipleship, |
wrote to my Godbrother as follows:

“What | would like to discuss is my own experience of
loss in the quality of absolute obedience towards any living
authority in the Krsna consciousness movement. The ques-
tion has been in the back of my mind for some time, but it
came up more clearly while reading the first chapter of
Bonhoeffer.

“Bonhoeffer describes how Jesus Christ called his first
disciples to him. He says the important thing isnot so much
the disciples’ contemplation about joining the Master, or
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the quality offaith, or the voluntary submission of the disci-
ple—butthe main thing is thatlJesus has the authority to call
and to demand obedience, and so the disciples are simply
responding to the call by obedience. He quotes this passage
from the Gospel of Mark:

‘And as he passed by he saw Levi, the son of Alphaeus, sit-
ting at the place of toll, and he saith unto him, follow me,
and he arose and followed him.’

“This reminded me how | and others joined Prabhupada
in the beginning. Certainly the real thing was Prabhupada
himself. Our obedience to him came before we had really
developed faith or knowledge. And also, because of
Prabhupada’sbeing who he was (comparable toJesus Christ
for us) we were prepared to leave whatever we were doing
and follow him. So at least during Prabhupada’s presence,
many of us seemed to be genuine disciples—the important
thing was notso much our voluntary following, but Prabhu-
pada’s force or authority which we obeyed.

“It occurs to me that something of that authority left
when Prabhupada left the planet. The zonal dearyas tried to
totally assume it, but falsely. I can well remember those re-
centyears and the heady feeling of demanding absolute au-
thority. It wasn’t only we dearyas, but the authority was also
supplied by the ISKCON direction in general. Ifthe acarya
or “system” demanded that all devotees should collect
money by selling paintings, or by sellingBT G ’s, or whatever,
there was a greatcompulsion to do so under the law of God,
and there was also much enthusiasm. In asimilar way, we ac-
cepted the position of maha-bhagavatas, and accepted wor-
ship on that level.

“Now so much of that has been cleared away and it is a
great relief to ISKCON. | am not saying anything here that
any careful observer has failed to notice when | say that au-
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thority has waned. | am just making apersonal expression of
it to you. For example, | find myselfnow more and more not
demanding absolute obedience from others. | try to avoid
directing my disciples’ lives too much; | mostly tell them to
chant Hare Krsna and follow the rules, and I set the example
myself.

“Furthermore, I don’tsee an absolute authority that I can
follow. Being a submissive, agreeable person, and wanting
to follow Prabhupada’s vanl, | follow the directions of the
GBC, but even when I follow, it is not with heart and soul
and with the feeling of following the Absolute. Even myfob
lowing of Prabhupada lacks the submission that | used to
have when in his presence he could tell me to do anything he
liked.

“In making this argument for obedience and the ne-
cessity for genuine discipleship, Bonhoeffer describes how
Christ recruited some of his other disciples, and how he
would not allow them to take arelative position. One man
said that he would like to follow Jesus, butJesus warned him
that ifhe did, he would be following “one who has nowhere
to lay his head.” A second man said that he would like to fol-
low but he would first like to bury his father. And a third
man said that he wanted to join but first he wanted to take
care ofsome matters at his house. Bonhoeffer states itasfol-
lows:

He wants to follow, but he feels obliged to insist on his own terms.
Discipleship to him is a possibility that can be realized only when
certain conditions have been fulfilled. This is to reduce discipleship
to the level of human understanding. First you must do this and
then you must do that. There isa right time for everything. A disci-
ple places himselfat the master’s disposal, but at the same time re-
tains the right to dictate his own terms. But then discipleship is no
longer discipleship, but a program of our own to be arranged to suit
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ourselves, and to be judged inaccordance with the standards ofara-
tional ethic. The trouble with this would-be disciple is that at the
very moment that he expresses his willingness to follow, he ceases
to want to follow at all. By making his offer on his own terms, he al-
ters the whole position, for discipleship can tolerate no conditions
which might come between Jesus and our obedience to him.

“1 can probably supply some answers to this dilemma in
terms of ISKCO N s present relative situation, but | wanted
to hear from you. | don’t find any all-consoling answers to
the problem. Perhaps it is nothing more than a test of ma-
turing to understand that Srlla Prabhupada’s vani is even
more important than his vapuh, and that there is no scarcity
ofabsolute authority as long as we follow him in his form of
personal teachings. But although one knows these teach-
ings, still, 1 often find myselfin difficulty trying to decide for
myselfhow to obey Prabhupada and it is also difficult to sim-
ply submit oneself to Godbrothers and accept their inter-
pretation of how we should obey the absolute authority of
Prabhupada.

“l suppose my question might be framed, ‘Is genuine
discipleship possible now in ISKCON since the disappear-
ance of Prabhupada? Is anyone actually qualified in the
name of spiritual master to force his disciples as did Jesus
and Srlla Prabhupada? And if no one is qualified, then what
do we have in place of genuine discipleship and what have
we actually lost?’
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22

THE COST OF D1SC1PLESHI1P,
A GODBROTHER’S REPLY

My Godbrother replied to my letter as follows:

“Like you, | have observed that the ‘atma-nivedanam’
mood in myselfhas been replaced by something else, some-
thing more influenced by my own reasoning and experience
than anything else. But how can it actually not be like that?
Yes, it’'s true that when Srila Prabhupada was here, we cer-
tainly displayed a spirit more like true obedience. But that
must have been because he made us thatway. It was more his
power than our own. He actually held us in the palm of his
hand and lifted us up to alevel which in away may not have
been our own, but which made it possible for us to actually
render the important service that Krsna and Prabhupada
wanted done. Without that initial ‘artificial’ lift, | don’t
think we would be where we are today, and I don’t think the
movement could have grown so strong as to survive Srila
Prabhupada’s disappearance.

“ldon’t mean to say that Srila Prabhupada is not helping
us now, but I think we are more back to our own standard.
Atleast for me, | forsee alife-long struggle to become atrue
disciple— it isagoal, an inspiring goal. But if the process to
learn to obey (now more based on actual self-realization) is
so much harder, then the reward will be so much sweeter. |
remember two incidents in connection with Srila Prabhu-
pada that have colored my spiritual growth alot, and I think
that both are connected with this question of obedience.”

(My Godbrother then told two incidents in which he felt
he had failed in being completely obedient to Srila Prabhu-
pada’s presence.)
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So real obedience | feel is something we have to
work on all our lives to achieve. But | have my goal— I want
to be ready next time Prabhupada calls; ready to really relate
to him, to come up to the standard of mental and physical
obedience only achieved after transcending the false ego.

“Thus I don’tknow ifthere was more obedience, ie., less
false ego, in the earlier days than now, although externally it
may appear that way due to the incredible power of Srila
Prabhupada. His disappearance has made the question of
obedience take on a new dimension.

“ .. .1 guess we were ‘forced’ to advance by the sheer
power of Srila Prabhupada—although his demands were
never absolute. But he saw what surrender a disciple was
able to do while he was present here. Now comes the real
work, the work to become a disciple based on my own de-
sire. What have we lost? 1feel 1lost a golden opportunity to
relate to Prabhupada as a genuine disciple when he was
actually present. Now | have to struggle so hard to attain the
goal of absolute obedience I should have displayed while he
was here— how much more I could have done. But my life is
not over yet, maybe | can still be one of those moons he
desired. To hope against hope, to reach the practically
unattainable—the genuine discipleship.”
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23

CONVERSATIONS WITH SRILA PRABHUPADA

Reading the newly published volumes of
Conversations With Snla Prabhupada requires patience,
but it soon gives a reward of great nectar. As the editors
state in their preface:

Srlla Prabhupada’s conversations reveal the nature of a pure devo-
tee of Krsna. They are an amazing record of a personality absorbed
in Krsna consciousness, who is at the same time completely com-
mitted and involved in this world. The key to this dual nature was
Srlla Prabhupada’s dedication to preaching. He was fearless, tire-
less, and at the same time sympathetic to all.

Srlla Prabhupada is certainly the most important preacher of the
modern age. He was always willing to discuss the philosophy of
Krsna consciousness with anyone seriously interested.

One can discover the truth of these statements by reading
or hearing recordings of the conversations. Moreover,
those of us who witnessed Srlla Prabhupada on a daily basis
can attest that he was always speaking in live encounters, in
lectures, walks, and room conversations. (In those days, we
didn’t refer to informal meetings with Srlla Prabhupada as
“darsanas.”)

W hen | say that hearing Prabhupada’s talks requires pa-
tience, I refer to the fact that there is much repetition in the
subject matter, and that it is heavily philosophical or theo-
logical. These very characteristics, however, are part of the
greatness of Srlla Prabhupada asaconversationalistand lec-
turer. He never concocted or wandered into prajalpa. And
neither did he have to prepare any of his talks. Whoever
heard him received direct connection to krsna-katha, and
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to the Lord’s pure devotee. In appreciating the faithful
quality of Prabhupada’s conversation, George Harrison re-
marked:

.. JAtfirst,Ihadn’tbeenabletotellwhathewassayingandlwasn’t
sure if Ilwas too worldly to even be there. But later I relaxed and felt
much more at ease with him, and he was very warm towards me. He
wouldn’ttalk differently to me than to anybody else. He was always
just speaking about Krsna, and itwas coincidental who happened to
be there. Whenever you saw him, he would always be the same. It
wasn’t like one time he would tell you to chant Hare Krsna mantra
and then the next time say, “Oh, no, | made a mistake.” He was al-
ways the same.

—SPL, Vol 4 pp. 60-61

Srlla Prabhupada’s own disciples sometimes grew restless
while sitting in on his extended talk of krsna‘hatha. Those
who could hear Srlla Prabhupada without satiation, were
the truly advanced souls. Srlla Prabhupada himself was a
great hearer of krsna-katha, as he comments in relationship
to his own spiritual master, Bhaktisiddhanta SarasvatT
Thakura: “. . .because | was serious for hearing, and there-
fore now | am serious about kirtana” (Room conversation,
May 10, 1969).

Srlla Prabhupada was aware that he spoke the same
things, “As | have several times said...the same example.”
But he never considered inventing novel concoctions, “ex-
periments with truth,” or “commercial” entertainment for
the light-minded. His duty was to repeat the teachings of
Krsna as he had learned itinparampara. And he loved speak-
ing on behalf of Krsna. Prabhupada went on talking about
Krsna despite all inconveniences, such as speaking to unruly au-
diences (as in New York City and San Francisco, 1966—
1967) and despite the rigors of constant, wide travel. Even
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after Srlla Prabhupada’s Bhaktivedanta Book Trust began
to regularly produce his books, Prabhupada did not say,
“My writing is influential enough, so what is the purpose of
exerting myself to speak personally to a handful here and
there?” No, Prabhupada always thrived on such talks. Even
when he saw that the audiences were uninterested, he did
not give up the dutiful practice.

Although he was dtmdrdma, self-satisfied, Prabhupada
felt something was lacking if days went by without his meet-
ing people. Talking gave him life. That is why Srlla Prabhu-
pada did not retire, although his disciples suggested nice
places to write, and rest. As Prabhupada remarked late one
night in Mexico, after a full day of conversing without eat-
ing, “This is our life, to serve Krsna. Work all day for Krsna
and take a little prasada at night.”

All glories to Srlla Prabhupada’s talk, which is like the
talk of Sukadeva Gosvaml, sweet and capable of liberating
its hearers, and bringing them to pure love of God! May we
go on hearing and appreciating Prabhupada’s strong dis-
courses, and may we also receive atleastadrop of hisenthu-
siasm to speak krsna-kathd to whomever we meet.
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24
PRAYING TO HEAR WHAT GOD WANTS USTO DO

He Leadeth Me, isthe story of WalterJ. Cizsek, aCatholic
priest who was imprisoned in Russia for over twenty years.
He often speaks of turning to prayer, for example, when he
was trying to make acrucial decision whether to enter Rus-
sia. He says that because he was evaluating so many intellec-
tual pros and cons, he “could not hear the voice of God.”
This account reminded me that when we pray, we are actu-
ally hoping to “hear” from the Lord in the heart and from
Srlla Prabhupada. Tesam satata-yuktdndm: He gives the in-
telligence how to come to Him. Prayer is not your one-
sided outpouring, but listening and praying for the reply of
His direction. Cizsek says you know this in faith by symp-
toms such as joy of heart and peace of the soul. But this also
has to be ajoy in His will, not your own desire alone. So we
have to acton Krsna’sdirection, and not merely by our reas-
on and intellect.

I cannotclaim to be guided in thatway. But here at least is
a direction for my prayers: Ask Srlla Prabhupada and Lord
Krsna to tell you what they wantyou to do. Ask them to let you
know a sign when this is happening. Then, especially at
times when you very much need to make adecision, you can
be practiced to this prayer.

Please tell me whatYou wantme to do. Let me Hear it; let
me know in faith and let me be willing to sacrifice to carry it
out.

As Srlla Prabhupada says in Dialectical Spiritualism:
“Through prayer one becomes qualified to understand
God, talk with God, and receive His direction.”
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POISON PRAISE
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“You are a genius, an artist
and a pure devotee,”
writes an aspiring disciple.
“You are a hypocrite,”

is closer to the truth.
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But | keep thinking, “Genius?
Why did she call me that?”

During darsana of Radha-Damodara
| tried making it a jest—

“I'm a genius for staying in maya.”
But it continued to work,

“A genius, an artist, a pure devotee.”
Someone should tell them

to stop praising like that!
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26

JAPA REFORM:
CALLING OUT FOR MERCY

The heart is granite, the mind distracted. There is almost
no praying or calling out to the Lord. But | don’t give up.
Every little chip | make against the stone isnoticed by Krsna,
and is absolute. He will help you. My Godbrothers are ad-
vancing by braver acts, but if | can at least persist in vows,
prayers, and preaching, Krsna will help. Don’t give up, even
in the face of your granite-like japa.

Bhaktivinoda T”/akura says, “Alone | find | have no
strength to chant the holy name ofLord Hari.” He means we
must receive the mercy of Lord Krsna and the spiritual mas-
ter to chant. This is the art and science of surrender.

Turn to your protectors with mind, intelligence and
heart— “Please accept me, please help me to chant.”
Bhaktivinoda Thakura says, “I beg you therefore please be
merciful and with a particle offaith, give me the great treasure
of the holy name of Krsna.”
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27
GRATITUDE IN ILLNESS

Friends give me well-intentioned advice, to pray to God
for relieffrom illness. One says, “You are always worshiping
in the temple and serving Krsna. So why not pray to Him for
relief?” | am tempted to do so. But devotees don’t pray for
good health because we know “you’re not supposed to.”
Yet we remain somewhat morose, and we are certainly not
thankful to Krsna that we experience pain and inconve-
nience in our activities.

But the scriptures advise us to be happy and grateful in
whatever Providence wills for us. That is the vision of the
pure devotee. In a lecture given in September 1966, Srlla
Prabhupada said that the man who prays to God for material
relief is pious, but he’s also foolish:

Because he does not know that God is in my heart. He is sitting
along with me. The soul and Supersoul, both of them are sitting to-
gether and God knows everything about me. So 1 do not require to
pray from God to get me out of this distress. He knows everything.
Why shall I pray? He (the pure devotee) leaves everything to God.
He does not pray. He prays!—he prays to glorify the God!—how
great You are. Not for his personal interest, “O God, give me my
bread, give me my dress, give me my shelter ... "

Even if the pure devotee is distressed he thinks, “O Lord
itisYour kindness. You have put me in distress just to recti-
fy me. | would have been put into thousands of times more
distress but You are giving me only a little. That is Your
mercy.”

A similar view is expressed in a thoughtful statement by
Thomas Merton in his 1964 journal, A Vow ofConversation:
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Sometimes a call to spiritual solitude and liberty may come to us
masked as a humiliating sickness or weakness. One’s weakness or
incapacity can itself become that liberty in so far as it humiliates
completely. But we do not have the courage to see or admit it, thus
we deprive ourselves of that joy. How good God has really been to
us and yet we are ungrateful.

As I reflect on this, I can begin to understand that actually
much spiritual gain can be made from illness. Surely Krsna
had this in mind, that I should take advantage of debilitating
circumstances. Let it humble me and all “my” plans for serving
Krsna. Letitdrive me within to deeper thoughts of surrend-
er. And let me thank Krsna for minimizing the reactions to
my sins. “How good God has really been to us and yetwe are
ungrateful.”
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28
GOING FORWARD TO MEET KRSNA EVERYWHERE

I tend to take the “poetic verses” in the seventh and tenth
chapters of the Bhagavad-gita as aids for beginners. But
there is a profound mysticism taught by Krsna here, and in
the most accessible method.

Guided by the examples in these chapters, we can see
Krsna at all times in the most ordinary, daily experiences.
Prabhupada especially liked to speak on the verse where
Krsna says that He is the taste in water, the light in the sun
and the sound in ether. Prabhupada would plead with his
audiences, as if expecting every sensible man and woman to
agree on the spot and begin to see Krsna at once. Who
doesn’t see the sun every day? And who doesn’t benefit
from the ultra-violet light of the sun which is very good for
health?

Everyone drinks water, and Krsna is the original taste.
(And who can forget Prabhupada’s most lenient invitation,
“l'will invite even the drunkard when he drinks his wine, to
think of Krsna.”) Whatever sound we hear is also Krsna.
Prabhupada invited his audience to include even the
sounds from Second Avenue in New York City as Krsnha,
“the sound in ether.”

Neither Krsna nor Srlla Prabhupada intended these
verses to be only rhetorical flourishes. They are meant to be
put into simple practice. For example, when we see some-
one exerting strength, we can understand that there are dif-
ferent degrees of that strength. | have a certain amount of
strength but there are stronger men. And there are men who
are even stronger than that, world champions and so on. At
every point, the different degrees of strength including the
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ultimate bala, or supreme strength of God, can help usto re-
member God.

The examples given in the tenth chapter are justasample.
Wi ith this principle in mind, that Krsna is everywhere, we
can expand our contact with Him in each and every in-
stance, day and night. Krsna is always there, in the elements,
in the persons that we meet, and in all situations.

Butitisnotenough tojustacknowledge God; we must go
forward and meet His will favorably. For example, Lord
Krsna is kama, or sex desire. But we have to approach kama
in a favorable way, according to religious principles. Al-
though technically speaking, illicitsex isalso Krsna’senergy, it is
not a favorable participation or union with God. All these
vibhutimat manifestations can be found easily, but only
when we look for them in a favorable way. In the Tenth
Chapter, Krsna acts as our guru to give us some examples.
The application is up to us, guided by Vaisnavas, and out of
our own sincerity.

In problematic situations we think, “How can | see Krsna
here?lt seems so ungodly.” Butwith faith we should look for
God’s signs and appreciate, “Yes, here tod He is present.”
And when even these primary lessons in the all-pervading
nature of God seem to fail us, we can remember, “O f sacri-
fices, I am the chanting of the holy names (japa) ...”
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29
THE NEED FOR ISTA-GOSTHI

I remember the old-time ista-gosthis at 26 Second Ave-
nue—we “devotees” talking in the storefront, while
Prabhupada sat up in hisroom. We used to divide the meet-
ings in half: business and philosophy. As the secretary, |
would type up the notes and then bring them to Prabhu-
pada, who would sometimes make annotations in pen. One
night, the devotees had been talking about how Krsna con-
sciousness could be spread to different cities. After the
meeting, when | went up to Prabhupada’s room, he asked,
“What were you speaking on at the ista-gosthi?”

| replied, “We were discussing our plans.”

Prabhupada replied, “Our plan is to surrender to Krsna.”

Srlla Prabhupada never tolerated speculation, either in
lectures or in ista-gosthis. Our conclusions must agree com-
pletely with the sastric siddhanta. But how easy it is to fall
into arole of know-it-all and think that we can be indepen-
dent of guru, sastra, and sadhu! Fortunately, Prabhupada is
still “upstairs,” and we may also consult with Godbrothers,
so we can be corrected.

One time at an ista-gosthi in Boston, a new boy started
making up “pastimes” of Lord Krsna. He somehow thought
that itwas all right to take acreative approach to what Krsna
had actually done and said. W hen he spoke that way, all the
initiated devotees knew that it wasn’t right, and so we
patiently explained it to him. That in itself is a significant
step inour advancement: ifwe can learn to detect the ring of
Vedic truth in contrast to concocted sounds.

One time atan ista-gosthi, adevotee asked about the phi-
losophy of the Mayavadal, Rama-Krishna. Pradyumna dasa
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gave areply and we sent the minutes off to Prabhupada. He
wrote back approvingly, and made along elaboration on it.
This gave us much pleasure, knowing that Prabhupada was
hearing and approving our talks, and giving us more nectar.

But the objection mightbe raised: if the sastra is the per-
fect standard, then what need is there for devotees to meet
and discuss things? Better to just read from the scriptures
outloud, or alone silently, and make no comments. After
all, our comments are likely to fall into error.

Silent reading, or reading without any comment, is cer-
tainly a valid form of smaranam, but Srila Prabhupada also
wanted us to learn to speak. Therefore, one reason for ista-
gosthis is for the training of the devotees.

W e have to be living representatives. This means some-
times sitting together and discussing what the spiritual mas-
ter has said. We may not always give the precisely right an-
swers. In that case we have to go back to the books and con-
sult again. And we have to admit it when we cannot live up
to the standards ofVaisnavabehavior; but keep trying. Lord
Krsna kindly gives us new opportunities to pick up where
we left offin Krsna consciousness, and the devotees will also
give us new opportunities, provided we are sincere.

The beauty of hearing and discussing the Absolute Truth
is that it can solve all relative problems. Yasmin vijnate
sarvam evam vijnatam bhavati. As Lord Balarama said to
Rukminl, when she was distressed about material problems,
“Due to false notions only one becomes unhappy, but this
unhappiness is immediately removed by discussing the phi-
losophy of actual life. Be happy on that platform only.”

If we take part in sincere ista-gosthl, we’ll become re-
solved to arrange our lives for more regular hearing of the
topics of Krsna. And for thatwe will seek out the association
of desirable company.
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30

nimAi DASA and the mouse

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Like other ISKCON writers, | have deliberated on
whether to attempt Krsna conscious fiction. The most sig-
nificant precedent is Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s novel, Jaiva
Dharma which some consider to be also his masterpiece of
philosophical dissertation. My Godbrothers Tamala Krsna
Goswami and Nrsimha dasa Adhikarl have already written
novels. Others are working on fiction or “just about to”
make serious efforts. Mathuresa Prabhu has written suc-
cessful fictional satires which have appeared recently in
Back to Godhead. So | have decided to join them.

A fable is a particular type of fiction, in which the make-
believe content is explicit and obvious to the reader. One
variety of fable is the bestiary, in which animals speak like
humans. Usually fables tell an instructive moral or in-
spirational message along with the fantastic tale.

There is a precedent for fables in Vedic culture. The
Hitopadesh is an ancient Sanskrit collection of stories, usu-
ally involving birds and beasts speaking, and filled with wise
counsel in politics, religion and morality, similar to the
sayings of Canakya Pandita. Apparently, the Aesop’s Fables
is based on the Hitopadesh.

There are also a few fables in the Snmad-Bhagavatam.
Snmad'Bhagavatam is mostly not fable, and when “animals”
like Hanuman, Garuda and Gajendra speak, we understand
that they are actual devotees in advanced spiritual con-
sciousness. But in the Eighth Canto King Yayati tell a fable
of a he-goat and a she- goat. He says, “The best of the he-
goats, attracted by the many she-goats, engaged in erotic
activities and naturally forgot his real business of realiza-
tion.” There isasimilar story told by abrahmana in the Elev-
enth Canto, about afamily ofbirds. The male bird returned
home to the tree and found that his wife and children had
been captured by a hunter. At first he thought to try to save
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them, but then he decided not to enter the trap. While tell-
ing this story one time, Prabhupada said, “And so the male
bird thought, ‘Let me take sannyasa.” ” The devotees were
charmed to hear Prabhupada tell it thatway, and no one was
dull enough to ask, “But Prabhupada, how could abird take
sannyasaV

There is even afable of a mouse who approached a sage
and asked for benedictions. (Punar musika bhava, “Again
become a mouse.”)

My story about a devotee and a mouse is not as short as
most fables, and it is not so pointed in its didactic moral. It
is—

NIMAI DASA AND THE MOUSE

Nimai dasa was very surprised when the mouse began to
speak to him in perfectly good English. At first he couldn’t
believe it. But in this strange material world anything is pos-
sible! And there was no doubt about it: the mouse had spo-
ken.

Actually it was Nimai dasa who had spoken first to the
mouse. He had been feeling dejected when he came up to
his attic room. When the mouse appeared, Nimai blurted,
“Hare Krsna! W hat are you looking for? PrasadamV’

The mouse, who was small, gray, and nervous in its move-
ments, had replied in a small squeaky voice, “What’s
prasadam?” Nimai was startled; he looked around. Usually
he had the room to himself. Had someone heard him speak-
ing and answered as ajoke? But no, the room was empty as
usual.

Nimai sat down expecting the mouse to flee. The audi-
tory hallucination, or whatever it was, had snapped Nimai
away from his dejection. For the time being he forgot that
Bibhu dasa, the temple president, had just told him that he
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would not recommend Nimai as a husband to any of the
brahmacarims. Bibhu said that Nimai was too irresponsible
to become a grhastha. When he heard that, Nimai had
walked away without aword, and come up to the little attic
space above the brahmacan asrama . . .

The mouse squeaked again, “W hat’sprasadam?” and looked
up to Nimai with an earnest face.

Nimai felt astirring desire to preach. Despite the absurdity of
the situation, he thought that he should answer what seemed
like a bona fide inquiry.

“Prasadam is food that’sbeen offered to Krsna,” said Nimai.
And he added, “The Supreme Personality of Godhead.”

“How is it that you can talk?” asked Nimai. Nimai was now
sitting on his sleeping bag on the floor and the mouse was
poised respectfully, a few feet in front of him.

It twitched its whiskers, and sniffed at the floor replying, “I
don’t know.”

Nimai flashed on the idea that maybe this mouse, which was
after all aspirit-soul ina mouse body, had some unusual karma,
and was therefore living in Radha-Damodara’stemple in the as-
sociation of devotees. Maybe . . .

Suddenly there were heavy footfalls on the stairs, the door
swung open—and the mouse ran for shelter through acrack in
the boards.

“Hey Nimai!” itwas Bhlma dasa. “l heard thatBibhu dasajust
gave you the sauce, huh?” Bhlma dasa patted Nimai on the
shoulder. “W hat’s the matter? You look like you saw aghost or
something.”

Nimai thoughtoftelling Bhlma dasaaboutthe mouse, but he
decided not to. Who would believe it? They would just laugh
and call him crazy. In fact, they already did. They called him
Nimai the Gnome, and “eccentric” and, someone had said,
“He is a sincere devotee, but a little strange.”
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“Just be patient, Prabhu,” said Bhima dasa. “Smaller than a
blade of grass, more tolerant than atree, right? Ifyou can’tfind a
wife, thatcould be Krsna’sblessing.” Bhlma then suggested that
it was getting late and they should take restin order to get up on
time for mangala-drati.

After Bhima left, Nimai kept the light on looking to see ifthe
mouse would come back. But when nothing happened for ten
minutes, he turned out the light. Whatever had actually hap-
pened, he still had to get up at 3:00 A.M. to start his japa and
morning duties.

When Nimai dasa woke the next morning he wondered
whether he had actually spokenwith amouse. Nimaiwas not an
initiated brahmana, but he assisted the pujaris in preparing the
plates for Radha-Damodara, before mangala-drati. He then at-
tended the arati kirtana with the other devotees, although as
usual, they could not induce him to dance. He stood with his
hands in the pockets of his hooded sweatshirt, and reverently
looked upon Their Lordships.

During the japa period, his mind was filled with distractions,
especially the temple president’srejection of him asacandidate
for marriage. Neither could he forget the squeaky voice,
“What’s prasadamV* While circumambulating Tulasl, trying to
chantjapa, Nimai prayed, My dear Lord Krsna, my dear spiritual
master, in a state like this, how can | pay attention to Your holy
names?

That morning the Bhagavatam class was given by a visiting
sannyasu In the course of his lecture he mentioned that Lord
Caitanya could induce even the lions, tigers and elephants to
chant Hare Krsna. When the sannyasT finished and asked for
questions, Nimai dasa raised his hand.

“Maharaja,” Nimai asked, “Is it possible for an animal to be-
come Krsna conscious?” Nimai had a reputation for asking
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“mental” or odd questions, although they didn’t seem odd to
Nimai.

“Yes, in extraordinary circumstance,” the sannyasi replied.
“Lord Caitanya once blessed a dog that had also been favored
by the Lord’sdevotee Sivananda Sena. And thatdog soon went
back to Godhead. There is also the example ofasnake living in
the cave of Haridasa Thakura, to whom the Lord in the heart
spoke, and then the snake left the cave so as not to disturb
Haridasa.”

“Can | ask more?” Nimai asked hesitantly. “Your examples
are of a great devotee blessing an animal. But could an animal
take birth, say in a temple, and have remembrance of living in
that temple before?” Some of the devotees in the audience ex-
changed looks, indicating that Nimai was up to his old tricks.

“Yes, that’s possible,” the sannyasi answered soberly.
“Prabhupada has said that those people who live in skyscrapers
and try to “lick them up” in sense gratification, may be born
next life in the same building, not as humans, but asrats! He has
also said that people who are very attached to the country, and
who want to be Americans next time, may take birth in this
land, but as cows to be slaughtered."”

“But is it possible,” asked Nimai, “that the soul could con-
tinue his higher consciousness even in the animal’s life?”

“Only if he was a great soul,” said the sannyasi. “The promi-
nent example is Maharaja Bharata, who had to take birth as a
stag, butwho keptthe higher consciousness and associated only
with sadhus.” The sannyasilooked around the room for other
guestions, but Nimai spoke out again.

“Just one more question, Maharaja,” he said. A few of the
women tittered, and other devotees smiled tolerantly, abitem-
barrassed that the visiting sannyasiwas getting such afull dose of
their Nimai dasa. “W hat if,” Nimai asked, “asoul was born in a
animal’sbody because he deserved thatlower species? Would it
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then be possible for him to have any relationship with ahuman
devotee?” Devotees burst out laughing. Nimai blushed.

“ldon’t think | can answer aquestion like that,” the sannyasT
said. “W e should not be so interested in animals, Prabhu. Our
duty is to preach Krsna consciousness to the human beings.
Those human beings who are like hogs, dogs, camels, and asses
don’t listen to the Bhagavatam message, but we have to preach
to them. We can give them books. We should try more to dis-
tribute Prabhupada’s books, and this would be better than
speculating about the position of animals.”

This remark brought a responsive ulaya\X from some of the
men, and Nimai took itasanother digat him. He suddenly real-
ized how foolish he must have sounded.

During the rest of the morning program, Nimai received a
few more jibes for his unusual questions. In reply he nodded si-
lently, although smiling. Hewas thinking, “There isanotherref-
erence in the Bhagavatam about this.”

After breakfast he went up to his attic room and took down
the Second Canto where he seemed to remember something in
the catur-sloka about animals receiving Krsna consciousness.
Wasn’tthere apurportwhich described Krsna consciousness as
so liberal, that all creatures in the universe can take to it? He fi-
nally found this:

Therefore the devotional service of the Lord with perfect knowledge
through the training ofabona fide spiritual master is advised for every-
one, even ifone happens not to be a human being. This isconfirmed in
the Garuda Purana as follows:

kua-paksi-mrganam ca
harau sannyasta-cetasam
urdhvam eva gatim marvye
kim punar jndnindm nmdm
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“Even the worms, birds and beasts are assured of elevation to the high-
est perfectional life if they are completely surrendered to the transcen-
dental loving service of the Lord, so what to speak of the philosophers
amongst the human beings.”

—Bhag. 2.9.36, purport

As Nimai closed the book and sat back thoughtfully, the
same mouse came forward from the floor boards and crept
slowly before him.

It squeaked, “Who is Krsna?”

Nimai was thrilled. He felt a rush of compassion.

“I'll tell you,” he said. What Nimai had asked in class, and
what the sannyasi had replied, seemed theoretical, compared to
this moment. To Nimai, it no longer seemed urgent to know
“who” the mouse was, or why it was able to talk. It had asked a
glorious question, and Nimai dasa felt obliged to reply.

Nimai said, “You have asked avery wonderful question. Itis
stated in the scripture Snmad-Bhagavatam, that to answer this
guestion isthe perfection ofspeaking and hearing. lam notvery
qualified to answer, but | can tell you what | have read in
Prabhupada’s books, which are the perfect source of informa-
tion about Krsna. So try to listen with attention.”

The mouse positioned itselfcomfortably on ithaunches, and
tried to compose the movements of its claws and tail. Its ears
were perked outward.

Although the mouse directly asked, “W ho is Krsna?” Nimai
dasa thought itbest to begin with the Lord’s teachings in the Se-
cond Chapter of Bhagavad-gita, regarding the identity of the
self. This would be particularly relevant for the mouse. Nimai
was eager to use the verses he had memorized, beginning with
dehino 'smin yatha dehe . . . And so he proceeded logically, de-
scribing the transmigration of the soul through the different
species. With preacher’s instinct, Nimai dasa tried to catch the
mouse’s attention and observe whether it was hearing submis-
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sively. Nimai gave the analogy of a person changing garments
thatwear out, but then he thoughtthe mouse mightnotbe able
to relate to that. So he stressed that all living beings are spirit
soul, and all are equal. Only due to karma do we have different
situations where someone isin abody ofa human, someone in
the body of a dog and someone in the body of a mouse.

After about halfan hour, the mouse lost its power of atten-
tion, and began twitching its nose, and running back and forth
like an ordinary mouse, as ifforgetting the purpose oflife. Nimai
dasa was alarmed at these symptoms. He wanted to nurture
whatever trust he had already developed, and so he gendy ad-
vised the mouse that they should end their discussion and take
it up another time. The mouse did not speak further, but
seemed to nod in agreement. Nimai then suggested that they
could meet for half hour intervals twice a day, morning and
night.

And so in the days that followed, they continued to meet as
before. The mouse appeared regularly and was always submis-
sive and attentive, as far aswas in its power. It continued to ask
guestions which were short and simple, and yet with a pure and
penetrating manner. For example, at the start of the third ses-
sion, the mouse asked Nimai, “But how can asoul become free
of the body’s demands?”

Nimaiwas accustomed to being the lesser in his relationships
with people, and he took well to the fact that the mouse was
subordinate and dependent on him. He tried to treat it kindly.
By patiently inquiring, Nimai dasa gradually learned some per-
sonal details of his new friend. The mouse told him thathe was a
male, relatively young, and that he came from alarge family. He
would not say where he lived exactly, except “somewhere in
the temple.” The mouse had no interest in the subject of his
previous lives, and nor did Nimai care much about it. Nimai
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thought of past-life research as Shirley Mclaine stuff and any-
way what did it matter? Whatever this soul had been before, it
was how in a mouse body, and now he was interested in Krsna
consciousness.

The mouse was reluctant to talk about his family and home
life. Butwhen Nimai inquired about his eating habits, he admit-
ted that most of their food came from the temple kitchen.
Nimai then explained the principle of eating prasadam, rather
than bhoga. The mouse was impressed, and squeaked with joy
when Nimai said that he would personally supply prasadam for
the mouse. Since the mouse’s relationship with his family
seemed delicate, Nimai did not pursue the idea that the mouse
might bring prasadam to his family members.

Within a few days, the mouse was chanting Hare Krsna.
Nimai even gave him a name, Chota dasa— “So | can call you,”
Nimai said.

Nimai kept the relationship a secret, but the devotees no-
ticed agreatchange in him. He was usually morose and irritable.
Butnow he wasbrightfaced and jolly. He even began dancing in
the kirtanas and one time, when one of the brahmanas was ill,
Nimai volunteered and gave the Srimad-Bhagavatam lecture.
He became enthusiastic to describe the glories ofthe holy name
and the philosophy of Krsna consciousness. While working at
his temple duties, or cleaning the grounds, he would sponta-
neously say to other devotees, “The glories ofthe holy name are
so great, we can’t even imagine! Krsna has such power to liber-
ate us! We should all preach His glories!” This behaviorwas cer-
tainly surprising because Nimai had areputation for being awall
flower. He never liked to go out on hari-nama, and usually
found some excuse to avoid it. He also avoided going to college
lectures, or to speaking to guests who came to the temple. If he
did speak to a guest, it usually turned out unfavorable, with
Nimai becoming irritable and argumentative.
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But now he was a changed man, an asset to the community.
Bibhu Prabhu asked Nimai how he had become so inspired.
Nimai smiled and said, “It’s just Krsna’s mercy.”

Bibhu said, “Ifyou keep on progressing like this maybe | can
recommend you to get married.” Nimai laughed with shining
eyes: “If 1 keep up like this, maybe | won’t have to get married!”

(To be continued.)






