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Churning the Milk Ocean:  

An Introduction  



. 



The pastime described in the Eighth Canto of Srimad- Bhagavatam, 

where the demons and the demigods churn the milk ocean, strikes me 

as a metaphor for my own creative p rocess. I hope that doesnõt sound 

puffed -up, òmy creative process.ó Actually, all any of us can do is to 

speak with whatever power God has given us. Anyway, I hope you 

know what I mean. If you donõt, I mean the way I use my tiny free will 

to be an instrument for Krsna. For me, that specifically means my 

writing.  

Last year I published a book called The Wild Garden. The title of that 

book came from a different metaphorñfrom the kind of overgrown, 

untended garden that grows in anybodyõs backyard in the country 

when he or she doesnõt mow the weeds down. That garden is full of 

weeds. Weeds? But what are those weeds? If you look at them, youõll 

see that they are really just different kinds of wild flowers. They 

usually have their own unsun g beauty, and in some cases, their own 

unsung poisons, but most of them are filled with life and individuality 

and usefulness. Once you look at them, you realize their value. They 

can even give you solaceñsome of those rye grasses. My free-writing is 

comparable to a wild garden because it also produces varieties of 

living, and we hope useful, things.  

Now I am thinking of the churning process. Of course, we know that 

churning milk gives us butter. That would be an example of a good 

result from churning. In t he Bhagavatam pastime, however, churning 

produced both poison and nectar. This is an intriguing concept when I 

apply it to my own <w iiiin -gr vOften when I am writing, which, after all, 

is not so different from churning, the first thing to come up might be a n 

old memory from my pre -Krsna conscious life or some other 

undesirable thought. I donõt reject it: òOkay, this is on your 
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4 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

mind. You want to get it off your chest? Go ahead, write about it.ó This 

is the poison. 

We also know that in that lila, many beautiful things were produced. 

The demigods and demons didnõt know what to expect when they were 

churning. They had a goal in mind ñthe nectar of immortality ñbut 

they didnõt know what to expect before they were successful. 

Sometimes good things resulted, and sometimes bad things. Thereõs an 

attitude or a way to deal with the things that come up, which is advised 

by Krsna in that pastime.  

Let me remind you of the details of the lila. The Bhagavatam begins 

its narration in the sixth chapter of the Eighth Canto, òThe Demigods 

and Demons Declare a Truce.ó But Iõm jump- ing ahead here. If we 

really want to trace out this lila, we should remember the earlier 

descriptions of the demigods appealing to the L ord for protection. The 

demigods and demons are always fighting. When the fighting gets too 

intense and the devotees are being harassed, Krsna descends. Thatõs 

one of the reasons Lord Ramacandra descended, and the demigods 

appealed to Krsna to descend and kill Kamsa.  

This is always going on in the history of the universe. Because the 

demigods were cursed by Durvasa Muni, they were defeated in battle 

with the asuras. When the demigods were deprived of their heavenly 

kingdom, they went to Lord Brahmaõs assembly house and informed 

Brahma of what had happened. òThen Brahma, along with all the other 

demigods, went to the shore of the ocean of milk and offered prayers to 

Ksirodaksayl Visnu.ó 

Thatõs what leads up to this next chapter. The demigods offered 

prayers to the Supreme Personality of Godhead, and He explained to 

them how to make a truce with the demons. The truce involved 

churning the milk ocean.  
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Back to my own use of this pastime as a metaphor for my writing. 

This pastime comes about because of strife between the devotees and 

the demons. I can compare this to my creative process in that my 

writing is an imperfect personõs attempt to serve Krsna. Imperfect 

means that the devotee in me is still battling with the demon in me. We 

are spirit souls and pure devotees, but our perfection is covered up 

almost entirely, especially during Kali -yuga. Prabhupada said that in 

this age, the demons are almost all within our h earts. Still, no one is by 

constitutional nature a demon. Everyone is pure spirit soul. Of course, 

some people are so stubborn and hard-core that they will not even try 

to uncover their spiritual nature for many life times. Neither will Krsna 

reveal Himsel f to such a person. 

I was rescued by Srila Prabhupada when I was twenty -six years old. 

Under his influence, and by the discipline of chant ing Hare Krsna, I 

was able to give up the sinful activities I was immersed in. Still, I 

continued to carry the impres sion of years of demoniac habits, not only 

from this lifetime, but from previous lives. Therefore, as I try to express 

myself in Krsna consciousness today, some demoniac tracesñaparadhas, 

and anarthas, offenses and unwanted bad habitsñstill block my at tempt 

to taste the nectar of the holy name and to serve Krsna selflessly. 

When I write, I become aware of the battle between demon and 

devotee, between skepticism and faith, between hardheartedness and 

love. Therefore, the Lordõs advice to the demigods on how to overcome 

the demons intrigues me. 

Here are some relevant verses from or about this pastime: 

òOf horses know Me to be Uccaihsrava, produced during the 

churning of the ocean for nectar. Of lordly elephants I am Airavata, 

and among men I am the monarch.ó (Bg. 10.27) 
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Purport: òThe devotee demigods and the demons (asuras) once took 

part in churning the sea. From this churning, nectar and poison were 

produced, and Lord Siva drank the poison. From the nectar w ere 

produced many entities, of which there was a horse named 

Uccaihsrava. Another animal produced from the nectar was an 

elephant named Airavata. Because these two animals were produced 

from nectar, they have special significance, and they are 

representatives of Krsna.ó 

One interesting point is that the creatures produced from the nectar 

are listed as identical with Krsna. When we think of them, we can 

understand their relationship with the Supreme.  

Letõs go to the Eighth Canto itself: òAlthough the Supreme 

Personality of Godhead, the master of the demigods, was capable of 

performing the activities of the demigods by Himself, He wanted to 

enjoy pastimes in churning the ocean. Therefore He spoke as follows.ó 

(Bhag. 8.6.17) 

The first thing the Lord said was t hat the demons had the upper 

hand because they were favored by time. Therefore, the demigods 

should be clever and make a truce because through this temporary 

truce, the demigods would later be able to tri umph. This is the logic of 

the snake and the mouse. Once, a snake and a mouse were both 

trapped in a basket. Snakes usually eat mice, but why eat when youõre 

trapped in the basket too? Therefore, the snake made a truce with the 

mouse and encouraged the mouse to gnaw a hole through the basket so 

they could  both escape. As soon as the mouse made the hole, the snake 

ate the mouse and escaped. 

We may be surprised to hear Krsna giving such strategic advice to 

the demigods. I identify with that advice though. I also have to make a 

truce with the demons within me . Thereõs no point struggling for 

repression or battling them into non  
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existence. Some of them may be favored by time. Instead, I trick some 

of them; I let them gnaw a hole in the basket and then I get rid of them. 

Sometimes, thatõs the only way to overcome demons. 

òImmediately endeavor to produce nectar, which a person who is 

about to die may drink to  become immortal. O demigods, cast into the 

ocean of milk all kinds of vegetables, grasses, creepers and drugs. Then, 

with My help, making Mandara Mountain the churning rod and Vasuki 

the rope for churning, churn the ocean of milk with undiverted 

attention . Thus the demons will be engaged in labor, but you, the 

demigods, will gain the actual result, the nectar produced from the 

ocean.ó (Bhdg. 8.6.21-23) 

Prabhupada writes in the purport: òIt appears that when different 

kinds of drugs, creepers, grasses, and vegetables are put into this milk 

and the milk is churned, as milk is churned for butter, the active 

principles of the vegetables and drugs mix with the milk, and the result 

is nectar.ó The nectar didnõt come haphazardly, but by first putting in 

the special ingredi ents before the churning. 

Krsna advised them not to be angry, but to agree to whatever the 

demons proposed. He said He would be with them. They had to be 

aware that when they began to chum, òA poison known as kalakuta will 

be generated from the ocean of milk, but you should not fear it. And 

when various products are churned from the ocean, you should not be 

greedy for them or anxious to obtain them, nor should you be angry.ó 

(Bhdg. 8.6.25) 

Purport: òIt appears that by the churning process many things 

would be generated from the ocean of milk, including poison, valuable 

gems, nectar and many beautiful women. The demigods were advised, 

however, not to be greedy for the gems or beautiful women, but to wait 

patiently for the nectar.ó 
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My purpose in writing is to produce the nectar of krsna- hatha, krsna-

upadesa. I may become entranced from time to time with the vividness 

of the images that come to mind or the power of expression, but the 

Lord advises that I donõt become attached to any of these things. I 

shouldnõt try to cash in on the results of the free-writing process, but 

keep going. In my case, when the nectar does come, itõs not for me 

anyway. Itõs something that I will offer to Krsna. I will take His 

remnants, and may it make me a better servant of the Lord. 

òSukadeva Gosvami continued: O King Parlksit, after advising the 

demigods in this way, the independent Supreme Personality of 

Godhead, the best of all living entities, disap peared from their 

presence.ó (Bhag. 8.6.26) The demigods thought over what they would 

do and they approached the head of the demons, Bali Maharaja. They 

sat wi th him as he was surrounded and protected by his leaders. 

Bali heard Indraõs proposition and agreed. The first task would be to 

carry Mandara Mountain to the ocean of milk, and this would take 

their combined strength.  

Although it appears that the demigods and the demons were in 

agreement, Prabhupada explains that both parties were planning on 

cheating the other. Bali Maharaja knew the demigods were weak; he 

was convinced the demons would be able to take all the nectar for 

themselves. The demigods knew that they would get the nectar by the 

grace and power and patronage of Lord Visnu. It was all diplomacy, 

but Lord Visnu was on the side of the demigods.  

Then together, the demons and demigods uprooted Mandara 

Mountain and carried it to the milk ocean. The mou ntain was heavy 

and it was a long way to the ocean. Gradually, they lost their strength 

due to fatigue and many of their party were crushed beneath the 

mountain. Lord Visnu appeared, glanced  
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over both demons and demigods, and brought them back to life. Then 

He lifted the mountain in one hand, placed it on Ga - rudaõs back, and 

took it to the ocean of milk. Garuda placed the mountain near the water 

and then Lord Visnu asked him to leave the plac e, since Vasuki was to 

be the churning rope. Vasuki wouldnõt come until his enemy, Garuda, 

was gone. They coiled Vasuki around Mandara Mountain and began to 

churn the ocean. 

òThe Personality of Godhead, Ajita, grasped the front portion of the 

snake, and the demigods followed. The leaders of the demons thought 

it unwise to hold the tail, the inauspicious portion of the snake. Instead, 

they wanted to hold the front, which had been taken by the Personality 

of Godhead and the demigods, because that portion was auspicious 

and glorious. Thus the demons, on the plea that they were all highly 

advanced students of Vedic knowledge and were all famous for their 

birth and activities, protested that they wanted to hold the front of the 

snake.ó (Bhag. 8.7.2-3) 

The Personality of Godhead accepted their proposal and He took the 

tail of the snake with the demigods following Him. It didnõt matter to 

the demigods which end of the snake they heldñthey just wanted to be 

with Visnu. All the advantages gained by the demo ns would be of no 

account in the end. 

The next problem they encountered was that Mandara Mountain, the 

churning rod, had no support. Although the demons and demigods 

tried to hold it afloat, it was so heavy that it sank into the water. 

òSeeing the situation that had been created by the will of the Supreme, 

the unlimitedly power ful Lord, whose determination is infallible, took 

the wonderful shape of a tortoise, entered the water, and lifted the 

great Mandara Mountain.ó (Bhag. 8.7.8) 
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As we hear the narration, we also hear about being on one side or 

the other, demons or devotees, and the differences. What need is there 

to cooperate with the demons? Why not have nothing to do with them? 

But thatõs not always an option. When the demigods were weaker, they 

could not simply brush aside the demons, but had to work with them in 

order to defeat them in the end. Part of the victory meant first leading 

the demons on. Risky business. But this pastime also shows that Krsna 

protects us in the face of opposition from demons. If weõre not afraid 

and face the demons while taking shelter of Krsna, Krsna will protect 

us. 

I donõt need to make a tally of each point as if it applies exactly to 

my own situation. I am taking this pas time as a general kind of symbol 

to show how the churning process can produce both poison and nectar, 

and how sometimes you have to declare a truce with your internal 

demons and then engage them to get at the nectar. It also points out 

how important it is to align yourself with the devotees, even if you 

happen to be òworking withó the demons. In the instance of writing, 

that means not taking the viewpoint of an asuric free -writer who lets 

òeverythingó come out with no regard to what it is and what its 

impli cations are. An asuric free-writer writes for sense gratification; I 

want to write for Krsna.  

So again I am saying, when I start writing and powerful things 

appear, part of me may want to go with their energies. I donõt go with 

the energy in order to become a great writer or to revel in powerful 

imagery or because I think Iõve discovered some great universal secret; 

I trust that I know what to reject and what to accept, what is favorable 

for Krsna consciousness and what is unfavorable, and I trust that Krsn a 

will protect me. I also accept that this is Krsnaõs plan for me that I work 

in this way.  
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Ah! How can I say that my churning  process is ordered by Visnu? 

The demigods were able to work confidently because they had received 

a direct order from Krsna. Thatõs probably the weak point in my 

analogy, that Krsna has ordered me to free-write. But Iõm aware of the 

weakness. Iõm always praying that Iõm doing what Krsna wants. 

Somehow or other I am churning, so I pray to Krsna that He will guide 

me and protect me and that in the end, He will be pleased by the nectar 

that results. Krsna has not exactly appeared in my writing to enjoy His 

li las with His devotees, but I am just one tiny, crippled servant who has 

found a method to write and who wants to serve Him with it, although 

it produces both poison and nectar. My whole life is based on the 

principle of trying to serve Krsna and my spirit ual master. Therefore, 

when I serve, I have to apply my energy to serve. Whatever passion is 

in me comes out. Whatever ignorance is in me comes out. Whatever 

goodness is in me comes out. Then the transcendental nectar will also 

come and I will offer that to Krsna. Krsna will help me.  

Aside from this specific image, the Vaisnava deary as have given 

evidence that when we perform devotional service, weeds grow 

alongside the bhakdAata. Lord Caitanya painted that image for us in His 

explanation of anarthas and aparadhas. When we perform devotional 

service, side by side with the auspicious spiritual growth of our 

devotional creeper, inauspicious weeds grow up. If weõre not careful to 

protect ourselves by distinguishing the weeds from the devotional 

creeper, we could allow the weeds to choke the creeper and fall down 

in spiritual life.  

Becoming famous as a devoteeñand attached to that fameñ is an 

example of a weed growing with the bhakti'lata. But letõs examine how 

it comes. The devotee applies his energy to performing devotional 

service and there is some immediate result 
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in this world. People may praise his piety or give him money. He may 

see other devotees with more facility and envy them. He may grow to 

like being worshiped, or to expect to be wor shiped. Those desires were 

not part of his original intention to serve Krsna, but they are by -

products of his activities. All devotees have to learn how to deal with 

these unwanted desires. Krsna gives us the process by which we can 

learn devotional service, and it is filled with these kinds of tests: can we 

distinguish the weeds from the creeper and can we stay fixed on our 

watering of the creeper without being deviated by our love for the 

weeds? By Krsnaõs grace, we can. 

Iõm satisfied that even though this metaphor is not a perfect 

description of my own situation, it speaks to me. Letõs hear more of the 

actual lila. 

The churning went on and on. It was hard work. Both the demigods 

and the demons became tired. Lord Visnu then entered into them 

according to their mode of nature. He entered the demons in the mode 

of passion, the demigods in the mode of goodness, and Vasuki in the 

mode of ignorance. 

Mandara Mountain was so tre mendously tall and heavy that Lord 

Visnu took yet another form and appeared on top of the hill with 

thousands of hands. In this way He helped bal ance the mountain. 

òThe demigods and demons worked almost madly for the nectar, 

encouraged by the Lord, who wa s above and below the mountain and 

who had entered the demigods, the demons, Vasuki and the mountain 

itself. Because of the strength of the demigods and demons, the ocean 

of milk was so powerfully agitated that all the alligators in the water 

were very muc h perturbed. Nonetheless the churning of the ocean 

continued in this way.ó (Bhag, 8.7.13) 
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The participants were scorched by Vasukiõs many fire- breathing 

mouths. The Lord then appeared on the sea and brought rain and 

breezes with Him to give them all relief.  

Still they churned. Despite so much endeavor, however, no nectar 

was produced. Thatõs what itõs like. I write and burn and get some 

relief. I feel Krsna is with me, so I keep at it, although the nectar 

doesnõt come immediately. 

Then the Lord appeared in yet another form, as Ajita, and took part 

in the churning. Because He joined in the churning, everyone was 

assured of success. 

òThe fish, sharks, tortoises and snakes were most agitated and 

perturbed. The entire ocean became turbulent, and even the large 

aquatic animals like whales, water elephants, crocodiles, and timirigila  

fish [large whales that can swallow small whales] came to the surface. 

While the ocean was being churned in this way, it first produ ced a 

fiercely dangerous poison called halahala.ó (Bhdg. 8.7.18) 

Everyone was very much afraid of this poison as it began to spread 

out. You can just imagine it doing that, like an oil slick from some 

super-tanker. Out of fear, the demigods and demons asked Lord Siva to 

protect them. The acarya commentators on Srimad'Bhdgavatam explain 

that Lord Siva is the representative of Lord Visnu. Itõs not that Lord 

Visnu couldnõt save them Himself, but He wanted Lord Siva to do this 

service. 

Lord Siva was in a magnanimous mood. He told them all that he 

would help them. Then he turned to BhavanI, his wife, and said, òMy 

dear BhavanI, just see how all these living entities have been placed in 

danger because of the poison produced from the churning of the ocean 

of milk. It is my duty to give protection and safety to all living entities 

struggling for existence. Certainly it is the duty of the master to protect 

his suffering dependents. People in general, being bewildered by  
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the illusory energy of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, are always 

engaged in animosity toward one another. But devotees, even at the 

risk of their own temporary lives, try to save them.ó (Bhag. 8.7.37-39) 

This is characteristic of the Vaisnavaõs mood. Seeing people 

performing crazy activities that lead only to repeated birth and death, 

the devotee wants to save them. That is why Lord Siva stepped 

forward ñfor the benefit of humanity. These are wonderful preaching 

verses. 

òMy dear gentle wife Bhavani, when one performs benevolent 

activities for others, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, Hari, is very 

pleased. And when the Lord is pleased, I am also pleased, along with 

all other living creatures. Therefore, let me drink this poison, for all the 

living entities may thus become happy because of me.ó (Bhag. 8.7.40) 

My response to these verses is this: let me churn my own òocean of 

milkó through the writing process, not so that I can taste the nectar and 

become immortal, but so like Dhanvan - tari, I can give the nectar to 

others who are ill due to their identification with the material world. 

Again, as I do this, there may be a danger that first I will churn up 

something useless or even dangerousñold memories or whatever. 

Those things inevitably appear when I am trying to write as honestly as 

I can. I face them, knowing that if things get too bad, Krsna will pick up 

the churning rope and help me.  

But what do I do with the òpoisonó that is churned? I canõt distribute 

it, obviously. Should I swallow it? At least I can say that I risk working 

through whatever poisons come in order to get to the deeper level of 

sweetness. 

Lord Siva symbolizes this risky stage of swallowing the poison for 

the benefit of others. òThereafter, Lord Siva, who is dedicated to 

auspicious, benevolent work for humanity, compas  
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sionately took the whole quantity of poison in his palm and drank it.ó 

(Bhag. 8.7.42) He was so great that he was able to take the entire 

quantity of poison and shrink it to fit in the palm of his hand. The 

poison then made a blue mark on Lord Sivaõs neck. That mark, 

however, is accepted as an ornament, and not a disfigurement. òIt is 

said that great personalities almost always accept voluntary suffering 

because of the suffering of people in general. This is considered the 

highest method of worshiping the Supreme Personality of Godhead, 

who is present in everyoneõs heart.ó (Bhag. 8.7.44) 

In the purport to thi s verse Srila Prabhupada quotes Krsnaõs 

statement in the Bhagavad-gita that one who preaches the message of 

the Bhagavad-gita is the most dear to Him and no one can excel that 

devotee. Give them Krsna consciousness, the thing that they really 

want, that th ey have been wandering life after life for and which they 

have been unable to find. Krsna is in their hearts, but they donõt know 

it, theyõre so blind. A devotee is kind to raise them to the devotional 

level. Just imagine how pleased Krsna is when His devotees deliver 

enlightenment to the ignorant and deliver the jivas through bhakti, even 

at great risk. Krsna becomes very pleased. This is what Lord Siva did 

and this is what I aspire to do, in a tiny way, through my writing: I 

want to teach devotional servi ce and to exemplify devotional service in 

my own life.  

Of course, I am not Lord Siva. Therefore, how can I drink the poison 

that is produced from even such a small event as my own churning 

process? I canõt. I turn to Krsna, to the supreme powerful, and He helps 

me. 

I donõt know if thatõs the proper attitude to take. I need help in 

dispensing the poison and not becoming overwhelmed by it, but I canõt 

get rid of it all myself. I donõt want Krsna to become 
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my order -supplier or worse, my garbage cleaner, my poison- drinker. I 

want to offer Krsna nice foodstuffs, not poisoh to hold in His throat. As 

Lord Siva did, I ask Krsnaõs direction: òPlease, Lord, give me some 

instruction on how to deal with the poison. You sent Lord Siva to take 

care of that poison, so please give me the intelligence to deal with this 

poison so I donõt become contaminated by it.ó There are so many 

thoughts that come automatically to the mind that can poison our 

devotional meditation ñlust, fear, greed, and envy. Perhaps we can 

meditate on Lord Sivaõs compassion and take courage from his 

example. Krsna, please give us the intelligence. 

After the poison, nice things were produced. òUpon Lord Sivaõs 

drinking the poison, both the demigods and the  demons, being very 

pleased, began to churn the ocean with renewed vigor. As a result of 

this, there appeared a cow known as surabhi.ó (Bhdg. 8.8.1) 

This is how it works. First the bad, and if we bear with it, then the 

good. We donõt have to be afraid and run from our own devotional 

churning. We should simply go on with the process no matter what 

appears, with faith that good will be the ulti mate result. By going 

through the whole process, we will learn how to recognize auspicious 

things that can be offered to the Lord and to reject whatever is 

inauspicious.  

The demigods, knowing the value of cows, took possession of 

Mother Surabhi. The demons didnõt contest it. (We will also produce 

some things which we will know are nice, even thou gh others donõt see 

their value. Thatõs okay. Use them in Krsnaõs service.) 

Next, the elephant Airavata was generated. Then more elephants, 

then gems, then the Kaustubha gem, which Lord Visnu took. 

Something so valuable and beautiful was produced  
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from the churning that even Lord Visnu stepped forward and claimed it 

as His own. This gives me hope. 

(I know Iõm audacious to keep making this comparison. I hope that 

whoever is reading this doesnõt misunderstand.) 

Itõs a fact that the creative process produces something independent 

of its creator. For example, a writer may produce a book from his 

internal churning, and it may be a personal book, but once it is 

produced, it has its own life. The writer may  have an opinion of it, he 

may feel that itõs part of his life, but once it has been produced, it has 

an independent existence. People will take it and make their own 

interpretations of it. Some will like it; others will not.  

Similarly, the demonsõ and demigodsõ churning was being rewarded 

by Krsnaõs will and according to the scientific process established at the 

beginning. Remember how they threw cer tain ingredients into the 

ocean before they began churning? This would bring about the 

appearance of certain beings. 

In our case, weõre not the supreme controller. We throw in our 

ingredients and then express ourselves according to our level of 

creativity. Something may be produced. It may be great or it may be 

poisonous. Weõre not in control. Krsna rewards us in His own way. The 

creative process is a powerful thing. It releases forces beyond our 

limited selves. Thatõs why people become so enamored by it. Lord 

Brahma wants to be a creator. Creators sometimes think they are God. 

How else could they manifest so many products that suddenly take on 

an independent existence? But the devotee is intelligent enough to 

know that heõs working for Krsna, as service. He hopes to produce 

something so nice that Krsna will want to step forwa rd and claim it for 

Himself.  

Then the apsaras appeared, then Rama, the Goddess of Fortune, who 

is absolutely dedicated to the Supreme Personality of 
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Godhead. There is an extended description of her personal beauty and 

how everyone desired herñdemigods and demons alike. She is the 

source of all opulence. Everyone wants what Laksml -devI can give, but 

few people want to possess her so they can offer her to Krsna. Thatõs 

what happened when she appeared. They didnõt think, òHereõs another 

jewel to put on Krsnaõs chest,ó but, òLet us enjoy her.ó 

She was so powerful that nobody could take her, although everyone 

tried to worship her and gain her favor. Thereõs a description of how 

sages came forward and performed an abhi- sekha for her appearance, 

the demigods played music for her pleasure, and the elements 

themselves came forward and offered her presents. She then moved 

among everyone there as a princess examining the princes who have 

attended her svayam- vara. Aft er looking everyone over, she saw that 

none of them was supreme. Some had good qualities, but lacked other 

qualities. No one possessed everything. òSomeone who has undergone 

great austerity has not yet conquered anger. Someone possesses 

knowledge, but he has not conquered material desires.ó (Bhag. 8.8.20) 

Indirectly, she indicated that she was looking for Krsna. When we find 

that person who has all qualities, that is Bhagavan, God. 

Finally, she approached the Lord, who was there in several forms. 

He was there as Ajita, He was there as the tortoise, He was there as the 

thousand-armed form on top of Mandara Mountain. She went up to 

Lord Mukunda, the Supreme Per sonality of Godhead, and wanted Him 

to be her husband. She placed a garland of lotus flowers on His neck. 

òThen, expecting to get a place on the bosom of the Lord, she remained 

standing by His side, her face smiling in shyness.ó (Bhag. 8.8.24) 

We can learn from this part of the pastime. If any fortune appears in 

our churning process, we shouldnõt be among the 
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fools who try to enjoy her as their own. We should be among the 

devotees who bring her as quickly as possible to her eternal Lord. The 

demigods were happy about her choosing the Supreme, and they 

chanted mantras to glorify Krsna. It became a real festival. As a result, 

however, the demons became morose. They couldnõt relate to the 

demigods being jubilant to see Rama with Visnu at all.  

Then more people were producedña girl named Varu nI, who was 

captured by the demons. Sheõs good for controlling drunkards. And 

finally, a wonderful male person appeared, Dhan - vantari. He was 

holding a golden pitcher filled with the actual nectar that was the goal 

of the churning.  

t this point, I would like to review some of the points. As I have 

said, the metaphor as it applies to me (us) is not perfect, but I would 

still like to use it. First, though, I would like to say that there is another 

equally valid use of the word òchurning.ó That is, when we hear of pure 

devotees churning the topics of Krsna. In that sense, itõs not that the 

churning is being done by opposing sides, but by two devotees who 

want to discuss krsna'katha. I think of someone like Srila Prabhupada 

churn ing, for example, or the Six Gosvamis of Vrndavana, or even us 

when we actually sit down and discuss krsna'katha. 

I remember, in fact, that the night before Prabhupadaõs dis-

appearance festival in Vrndavana, the temple president asked the 

devotees, especially those who had association with Pra bhupada, to get 

together and discuss Prabhupadaõs pastimes. He called that program, 

òChurning the Nectar.ó One person after another would start right in 

with nectarean stories of 
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Prabhupadaõs pastimes. In this way, the nectar was churned. I wanted 

to include this point in my essay because we should acknowledge that 

by staying on topics of Krsna or the pure devotees, the nectar gets 

churned and everything becomes more and more wonderful.  

My us e of this pastime as a metaphor does not necessarily describe 

that type of churning. I chose it because the churning is being done by 

opposing elements. In the pure nectar churning, we have all good 

elements and we get only rare, wonderful jewels. In the other kind of 

churning, both bad and good are produced, and the good elements 

have to face the fact that the bad elements exist. Not only face the bad 

elements, but defeat them. The good elements canõt simply ignore the 

bad. In fact, the bad elements are often stronger for the moment, even 

among those of us who are practicing Krsna consciousness. Therefore, 

this pastime can teach us how to confront our demons and to overcome 

them. 

Where do we get these bad elements in the first place? We are 

products of Kal i -yuga. That is our conditioning. If we had been bom in 

Satya-yuga, we would have had good conditioning. In that sense, our 

conditioning wouldnõt limit us. Rather, it would have been favorable. 

Instead, weõre shaped and confined and contaminated by the influence 

of the age in which we live.  

For example, how many of us began eating meat practically at birth? 

How many of us learned from childhood that we were our bodies and 

that life was meant for sense gratification? All values are reinforced by 

the family a nd society into which we are bom. They become part of our 

subtle make-up. Only when we go through intense pain and suffering, 

or we get the association of pure devotees, do we recognize our Kali -

yuga condi tioning as poison and desire to reject it. Still,  that purging 

doesnõt happen overnight. It takes time. Seeing his situation, a 
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devotee may approach the Lord and ask, òCan I churn myself whereby 

these things will come out? Will You protect me?ó 

We shouldnõt think that itõs invalid to create a metaphor out of one 

of Krsnaõs pastimes in order to gain something in our Krsna 

consciousness. Krsnaõs pastimes are deep. They have many layers. 

Seeing them metaphorically does not imply that they are mythical or 

allegorical. Itõs just another layer of His pastimes. For example, Krsna 

kills demons for His own sport and to delight His friends in Vraja, but 

Bhaktivinoda Thakura has seen how devotees can learn lessons from 

the killing of the demons and apply that killing to the demons within 

us. Kaliya symbolizes the tendency to speak negatively about others. 

Certain demons personify deceit or envy or lust or gluttony. Krsna and 

Balarama can kill them all.  

Krsna will also protect us. Krsna will cheat the nondevotees and 

favor the devotees. But the first thing that happened was that poison 

was produced. Immediately, things appeared to be out of control. It 

looked bad for everyone. We may also lose heart when we start 

something in our service and come face to face with our anarthas. 

Most people newly coming to Krsna consciousness donõt look at 

their anarthas. They right away think they have become pure devotees. 

Everything else has been left behind. Many of us even become a little 

dramatic about this. We leave behind our apart ments, our girl friends 

or boyfriends, our record collection, our art or writing or career. We 

just walk away from it all and move into the temple. I did that. I 

walked out of my wretched apartment on Suffolk Street on the Lower 

East Side. The place was so wretched that the landlord didnõt even 

bother to collect the rent. As you walked in the building, water would 

drip on you from the ceiling. Even my friends wouldnõt visit me there. 

I left it all behind, I was in such a renounced mood.  
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It was external and too extreme, although it did get me to 26 Second 

Avenue and to Prabhupadaõs lotus feet. I left behind a valuable stack of 

long-playing records that I could have sold. I abandoned my cats  in the 

hallway. I never went back.  

We all do that, and itõs important too, to step through the door of 

the material world into the spiritual world and to enter a new phase of 

life.  It becomes a milestone in our devotional career. Even the theatrics 

with which we do it are important. They underline it for us. They make 

it serious and irrevocable. They tell us that we have burned all our 

bridges. We act like that to ensure we wonõt go back. 

However, there were still these things in us that didnõt get burned. 

We donõt always see them right awayñweõre too taken up with our 

new direction. But then there they are. We all notice them eventually. 

Thatõs where the churning comes in. Churning means facing who we 

really areñpeople with con viction to be devotees but who are still 

carrying around some material attachments. It means facing that we 

didnõt leave all of our old selves behind. 

That can be an overwhelming discovery, just as the demigods and 

demons both so much feared the poison. But Krsna will protect us. He 

will see us through to the beautiful things. In the milk ocean pastime, 

those beautiful things, the horse, Uccaihsrava, and the elephant, 

Air avata, are considered manifestations of Krsna. 

At that point, we will have to deal with other problems. The 

question of proprietorship will be raised. Who will possess these 

strange, exotic, useful, and beautiful products of their own churning? 

Should we possess them ourselves? Can we claim credit for their 

appearance? Will people recognize us as the creator of beautiful 

things? No, they are simply to be used in Krsnaõs service. Krsna 

Himself may come forward and possess 
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something or He may not, but we will continue to offer the results of 

our devotional service to Him and not claim them for ourselves.  

Then DhanVantari will eventually appear, holding the nec tar. 

Dhanvantari is described as a plenary portion  of a plenary portion of 

Lord Visnu and conversant with the science of medicine. When He 

appeared, He gave no indication what He was going to do with the 

nectar. In the famous ISKCON painting, Dhanvantari is holding His 

hand in the mudra of benediction. As soon as He appeared, the demons 

unceremoniously snatched the pot of nectar and ran off with it, leaving 

the demigods morose. 

Like children, the demigods approached the Supreme Lord. He told 

them, òDonõt be aggrieved. By My own energy I shall bewilder the 

demons by creating a quarrel among them. In this way, I shall fulfill 

your desire to have the nectar.ó 

This is how the Lord deals with demons. The original quar rel was 

between the demigods and the demons; now the Lord will incite the 

demons to quarrel  among themselves because each of them wants to be 

the first to drink.  

In his purport, Srila Prabhupada says that this is typical of whatõs 

going on in the world today. Almost everyone is a demon and they are 

all competing with other demons for supremacy ñone country against 

another, one terrorist group against another, splinter groups, super -

powers, big nations, small nations, the United Nations ñitõs all 

confrontation of one group of asuras with another.  

I like to think of this part of the story because it shows me how the 

Lord has everything under control, even when the de mons are in 

possession of what is actually meant for the devotees. 
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Then the Lord assumed the form of an extremely beautiful woman, 

the Mohinl -murti incarnation. In that form, She cheated the demons 

and rewarded the devotees. Krsna will protect us.  



On Genre 





LJ remember when I was in college, one of my English pro fessors 

taught Oscar Wilde. He pointed out to us that Wilde wrote in several 

genres. He wrote an outstanding drama (òThe Importance Of Being 

Earnestó), some significant poems, a novel (A Portrait Of Dorian Gray), 

and a confessional, philosophical book (De Profundis). My professor 

wanted to impress upon us that Wildeõs diversity was a sign of his 

opulence as a writer and that such opulence was unusual. 

Other scholars and critics appreciate authors who write within a 

particular genre and who donõt stray from it. Robert Frost has been 

called a òpure poetó because he didnõt venture beyond poetry into 

prose. Emily Dickinson didnõt write novels. Some critics think that these 

authors expressed their literary opulence by dedicating their lives to 

one genre and working it for all it was worth.  

Thus there are two approaches: a writer can range out into many 

genres, or write within one genre. Psycho-physical nature, talent, and 

other factors, all come into the decision each artist makes to either 

confine him or herself to one form or to explore many forms.  

In Western literature, especially in the 19th and 20th centuries, 

authors began to break away from the criticsõ restrictive definitions and 

create new genres. Samuel Johnson, writing in the 18th century, 

declared that it was an illusion to think that an author could create new 

genres. He said that the classical genres had already been developed, 

and that an authorõs task was to write excellently within them. This 

statement 

* 

The word genre simply means òkind, sort, style, or classification.ó In its 

artistic sense, it means a particular type of performance, such as the novel or 

symphony.  

27 
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opposes the more romantic idea of an artist forging his own  

genres and finding for himself the full expression of his art.  

Such an artist would respect and admire the legacy of the past 

great writers, follow them in essence, but search for a more 

personal method of expression, establish new genres, and pass 
 ˓

those genres on to future writers.  

The English language is a particularly flexible language. It allows for 

the invention of words and phrases, and for the in clusion of idiomatic 

speech in serious writing. The modern age lends itself to 

experimentation. Ar tists want to break out of stifling, traditional 

models and defy the categorization of their work. All this has helped 

artists develop genres that are meaningful to them.  

I like to think I am developed in my own structures and genres. Of 

course, whatever a devotee does, he wants to glorify Krsna and express 

the parampara, and that is a devoteeõs ultimate ògenre.ó Srlla 

Prabhupada approved of diversity and fresh expression in Krsna 

consciousness. He called it òputting old wine in new bottles.ó In his 

purpo rt to Bhagavatam 1.5.16, Prabhupada writes that Lord Caitanyaõs 

followers show great dexterity in presenting Krsna consciousness in 

dynamic ways for preaching. Therefore, I feel that developing writing 

forms 

* The genres of English literature are derived f rom classical Greek theory. From 

the Renaissance to the Romantic period (16 -19c), the classical genres were regarded 

as fixed and virtually part of the natural order of things, with boundaries that 

should not be crossed. Later, this was considered restric tive. The growth of the 

novel (an entirely non -classical genre) challenged the assumption that new genres 

could not be developed. One scholar writes, òLike grammar, genre is held to be 

more descriptive than prescriptive. Though probably deficient in some r espects, a 

descrip tion is likely to aid attempts to talk and write intelligently about 

literature.ó 
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outside the traditional Sanskrit  style has a place in Krsna 

consciousness. I am a Westerner and expressing myself in the Western 

idiom. Although Vaisnava literature is most often written in Sanskrit 

according to the grammatical rules of that language, the acaryas 

expressed themselves with diversity. Rupa Gosvami, Jiva Gosvami, and 

Visvanatha Cakravarti all wrote dramas, philosophical works, poetry, 

and songs. Srlla Prabhupada also wrote newspaper articles and poems 

as well as his Bhaktivedanta purports and summary studies.  

Although the mo dern age, and certainly the West, is full of defects, 

and its literature has certainly become degraded, there is the blessing of 

freedom. A poem no longer has to rhyme or be metered. A writer no 

longer has to confine himself to the classical definition of  tragedy or 

comedy or drama or satire. Au thors are free to discover themselves as 

artists as they write.  

I do not accept Samuel Johnsonõs judgment that original writing is 

an illusion. Does that classify me as a òromanticó? I believe that if an 

artist has no hope of expressing himself as an individual, why should 

he bother to write at all? If all writing means is filling in a generic blank 

in a predetermined struc ture, then it becomes more clerical than 

artistic. Writing should be creative.  

It is true, however, that no one can write without being in fluenced 

by the whole tradition of great writers. Serious writers study othersõ 

writing models, try to imbibe them, and then go forward as 

individuals. Prabhupada said about writing for Back to Godhead that we 

should assimilate Krsna conscious philosophy from his books and then 

òmake a literary career.ó 

Srlla Prabhupada did not want us to merely parrot the phi losophy. 

He wanted us to speak the philosophy in our own words. Taking up a 

literary career, therefore, may include learning to write in our own 

idiom, in our own voice, and not in  
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imitation of Srila Prabhupadaõs voice. It would be superficial to think 

that original or creative writing cannot represent the parampara. For the 

first time in history, Krsna consciousness is being spoken by people 

raised in the West. These people naturally have new angles in their 

expression of Krsna conscious realization. By their making those 

expressions, the parampara philoso phy is simultaneously honored and 

expanded. 

What does this mean in practice for a devotee-artist? T. S. Eliot 

writes, òIf you examine the words of any great innovator in 

chronological order, you may expect to find that the author has been 

driven on step by  step in his innovations, by an inner necessity, and 

that the novelty of form has rather been forced upon him by his 

material than deliberately sought.ó 

A devotee-writer is not a slave to tradition as much as he is a 

servant of the essence of tradition. A devotee-writer also allows his art 

to be formed by tradition ñas it works upon him and drives him into 

the depths toward his personal expression of tradition. A devotee -

writer works from his inner necessity, not from any externally applied 

constraints. Thus, an American-born devotee may find himself writing 

in American English rather than the flowery language of the Gaudiya 

Math. He may find himself writing without following the strict 

grammatical structures of Sanskrit drama. He may write free verse 

poetry instead of rhyming couplets. And he may find that his 

American -born audience more readily iden tifies with his words than if 

he had kept to the letter of the generic law. 

Of course, the devotee-artist is interested only in glorifying Krsna. 

As Krsna expresses Himself in a variety of ways, so the devotee may 

also. The goal of the devotee-artist, therefore, is to glorify Krsna with 

heartfelt expression. 



Writing Sessions 





Introduction 

Writing sessions are my daily bread, my writing staple. Writing 

sessions are rough-hewn free spirits. They are rich, like a forest filled 

with trees and undergrowth and wildlife. They are my òwild garden.ó 

They are my way to òchurn the milk ocean.ó They are my exercise for 

the spirit, my way to relax, my prime writerõs duty. They are my way to 

fill notebooks. Itõs practice. 

Writing sessions return to the same themes over and over. In that 

way, they represent my life and they a re true to that life. Writing 

sessions are the matrix from which other things may come. I keep 

returning to them, heeding the little voice in my head that says, òIsnõt it 

about time you get to working on writing sessions again?ó 

Writing sessions cannot really be defined in terms of genre. Having 

said that, I will give a simple and stark definition of what they are: they 

are timed (usually one -hour) writings in which I write whatever comes.  

Here are some other statements about them that I have culled from 

the sessions themselves: 

òI am performing this [writing session] for myself, for my betterment, so 

that I may come to praise and serve guru and Krsna one day, and not for my 

selfishness.ó 

òA desire to think over alone what has happened.ó 

òDonõt write to explain yourself to an objective reader so that no one will 

misunderstand you. Thatõs a bore. Youõre not in a court of justice. Just speak 

as the flute blows.ó 

òYou mean you go on writing even when you donõt have sober intent of a 

Krsna conscious topic in mind?  

òYes, because the loss of control helps me to get access to material 

without the censor -editor.ó 

33 
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òEvery sentence proclaims a sorrow that I am not Krsna conscious and 

that I have to die and that all these people are here ... we donõt seem to be 

doing what we should, not enough. Canõt say it. Canõt feel it. Canõt even 

dream it.ó 

òIf you ask me what I think of something, I say, ôI donõt know. Iõll have 

to do a writing session to find out.õ Thatõs a joke, but thereõs truth in it.ó 

I began the journey toward my present writing around 1977 when I 

read Writing Without Teachers, by Peter Elbow. He taught òfree-writing,ó 

something I later discovered wa s being taught by a whole generation of 

writing teachers. In 1977, despite its popularity among writing teachers, 

free-writing was still a challenged concept. Now it is taught across the 

writing school curriculum.  

òFree-writingó means writing whatever comes to mind with in a 

certain time limit. As a method, it is meant to free a writer from writerõs 

block. Writerõs block paralyzes a writer when it makes him unable to 

write and stifles him when he gets stuck on the surface, writing with 

competence but no heart.  

Therefore, free-writing was intended as a warm -up to other writing. 

Elbow suggested a writer give himself a time limit and then write 

without concern for grammar, punctuation, spelling, or coherent 

communication. He said that the free - writer shouldnõt stop to think at 

all, but should write whatever comes to mind, even if that means 

writing repeatedly, òI canõt think of anything to say.ó 

He said that free-writing should not be used to produce pub lishable 

writing but should serve only as a warm -up. He also said that an author 

would write some of his best lines during a free -write session, but that 

it would be laziness or even cheat 
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ing to scoop from those lines to develop a finished piece. Then he 

described how although he was once interested in what his free-

writing produced, now he simply throws it in the trash.  

I remember when I first started free -writing, I was living in Los 

Angeles and working as editor -in -chief for Back to Godhead magazine. I 

was interested in the technique because I was trying to improve my 

own writing. At that time, I was trying to write a book on varnasrama to 

fulfill Prabhupadaõs request that I write something called, òAll Things 

Fail Without Krsna.ó At Peter Elbowõs advice, I started to use free-

writing as my warm -up. But I didnõt find it satisfying. It seemed too 

roundabout and I couldnõt get to the point. I thought I couldnõt 

discover what it was I wanted to say simply by writing and writing 

and writing abou t it.  

Free-writing didnõt have a real impact on my writing until almost 

ten years later when I read Natalie Goldbergõs book, Writing Down the 

Bones. Goldberg calls free-writing òwriting practice,ó and she gives it 

rules: keep the hand moving, donõt think, go for the jugular (go for 

whatever is filled with energy), donõt be logical, use first thoughts. Her 

emphasis on how to be free of the internal editor, her dedication to 

writing practice as a way of life, and her definition of writing practice 

as somethi ng more than journal -writing were all helpful to me in my 

own writing.  

Thatõs when I coined the phrase òwriting sessionsó for my free-

writing. Not long after that, I wrote Shack Notes. (Shack Notes contains 

definitions of what writing practice is to me. If  you would like to read 

those definitions, theyõre gathered in the Introduction to that book.) 

Writing Shack Notes was exhilarating. I wanted to see whether 

expressing my feelings in a relaxed way throughout many sessions 

during a concentrated writing time  would help  
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me discover myself. I wanted to know whether the actual per son I was 

was different from the person I knew I was supposed to be according to 

institutional expectations. It was one of the first t imes in my twenty -

five years as a devotee that I allowed such release from the strictures 

and asked myself whether I wanted to be a devotee of Krsna. 

We are often afraid that if we let our guards down, we will fall into 

may a and leave Krsna consciousness. We have all seen devotees who 

have maintained their guards fall down suddenly. Itõs almost as if they 

discovered some latent or repressed desires. I wanted to know whether 

I really wanted to be a devotee, whether I was spontaneously attracted 

to devotion al service. Writing sessions were a good way to carry out 

that internal search. 

I wrote the Shack Notes sessions at different times of the day, starting 

at one oõclock in the morning. I would write for more than an hour 

before stopping and then go on with my morning sadhana of hearing 

and chanting. Later, I would go out in the shack behind Samlka Rsiõs 

house and write again, and then again in the afternoon. During that 

time, I was writ ing for about five and a half hours a day.  

When I first began free-writing in earnest, I spent a lot of time 

battling the inner censor and critic. These internal voices ordered me to 

stop free-writing, to stop writing at all. The censor tried to convince me 

I wasnõt writing devotionally enough. The critic had a slightly different 

angle. He said I wasnõt writing anything valuable. It took a lot of 

energy to fend these voices off. I dialogued with them, argued back and 

forth, and tried to kill them off for good, but they are still there, always 

ready to attack. I doubt Iõll ever be free of them forever, but I no longer 

mount such bloody, frontal attacks that  
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consume entire writing sessions. Just by writing regardless of their 

opinion is triumph enough.  

Baladeva Vidyabhusana dasa was helpful in getting me through 

those initial attacks. He helped me to divide my writer -self from my 

editor -self by suggesting I designate someone else as the editor. Then 

to remove myself from the censor, I stopped reading what I had 

written.  

When Shack Notes was published, I received a letter from a devotee 

who questioned the process: òThis sounds dangerous, as if you are 

allowing even the non -Krsna conscious side of yourself to come out 

and speak whatever it wants. I thought devotees were supposed to 

discipline themselves. If we allow ourselves to think anything, wonõt 

we meditate on illicit sex, intoxication, meat -eating, and gambling? 

Isnõt that why we practice vaidhi'bhakti and do exactly what the 

spiritual master wants us to do?ó 

I responded to that letterñI donõt remember my exact words right 

nowñbut I told that devotee that I donõt suggest they allow themselves 

(nor do I allow myself) a license for nonsense. When I write, and at all 

other times, I follow the regulative principles , chant at least sixteen 

rounds, and try to live the life of a devotee. I donõt break rules in the 

name of freedom. We attain freedom through discipline. On this, we all 

agree. 

In the writing world, however, I need freedom. There is a famous 

purport where Prabhupada says that freedom is the pivot of all our 

activities in devotional service. Devotion to Krsna doesnõt come by 

living a mechanical life, but when we reach a stage of expressing 

ourselves freely, with love. Mechan ical Krsna consciousness is not 

attractive to Krsna. He is more attracted to affectionate, free expression. 

If I see that my free expression is tending toward may a, I steer to 

Krsna. This expression, òsteer to Krsna,ó is an impor 
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tant inner signal for me, and when I give it to myself, I immediately 

and deliberately try to do just that. In that sense, it could be called 

editing while writing, but actually, it is my spiritual survival instinct. I 

do want to be a devotee, and therefore I live withiri certain boundaries. 

My desire to be Krsna conscious is a gut feeling and I always respond 

to it.  

One of the things I discovered in Shack Notes is that I donõt want to 

be a madman. I donõt want to take drugs to stimulate my writing as I 

did  in the past. I donõt want to write page after page of nondevotional 

thought. I donõt want to be a writer for its own sake, but as my 

devotional offering. I want to write in Krsna consciousness and I want 

to share Krsna conscious writ- ing with devotees. For me, that means 

not only direct recita tion of the perfect philosophy, but showing how a 

person sincerely tries to live the perfect philosophy in his life. When he 

attempts that, it doesnõt always come out just right. He cannot be 

perfect, although he tr ies. Thus writing sessions have good preaching 

potentialñshowing people that devotees are honest and are not simply 

parroting what they have heard the parampara teach is good preaching. 

The writing session commits me to this honest life.  

Peter Elbow said that a writer shouldnõt expect free-writing to bring 

final results, and that statement has continued to intrigue me. How 

could he advocate freedom in writing and then suggest that the results 

of that freedom have no purpose other than to loosen up the writi ng 

hand? I understand his point, of course, but I donõt agree with it. 

Goldberg didnõt take such a direct stand on this point. She 

encouraged her readers to use what they learn in writing prac tice to 

write anything they want. She said the writing practice  could become 

the basis of stories, novels, or essays, but the writing practice itself 

would be something separateña base to 
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which writers can return when no other forms of writing present 

themselves. 

When she spoke about rewriting, for example, she said that writing 

practice could bring out the information we need from ourselves to 

complete the rewriting. If someone were writing a novel and saw, in 

rewriting, that he or she wanted to explain more about  the characterõs 

hat, the author could say, òOkay, go for fifteen minutes and write 

about the hat.ó The author would do the writing practice, following the 

rules Goldberg laid down: keep the hand moving, donõt think, go with 

first thoughts, and so on, and then use that material in the novel.  

Of course, I am only interested in using these techniques in Krsna 

consciousness. I donõt believe in writing for writingõs sake. Writing has 

to be done for Krsna. Thatõs what it has become for me. In that sense, 

writing  sessions do not represent for me what they represent for 

Natalie Goldberg.  

For me, the writing session comes before all genres. It is not merely 

one of the genres being featured in this book, but ele- mental writing 

itself. The essence of it is devotional service. The writing session 

method is good for me because it allows me to write the best material 

of which I am capable. Thus it is fitting that we begin this book with 

writing sessions, because they are the basis of all the other writing. 

Another point I should mention is that I donõt like to rewrite. My 

unwillingness to rewrite is firmly rooted. Not all writers rework their 

pieces endlessly. One writing teacher suggested that the best way to 

improve writing is to write better in the next piece. Some cr itics, 

however, consider that sloppy. Some of them even say that free-writing 

is avoiding the actual work of writing. Writing to them means 

rewriting. I donõt think that improving draft after draft is a productive 

use of my time or will necessarily make me  a better writer. My  
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discipline is to write as much as possible, to lead a life dedicated to 

writing, to omit pieces that arenõt worthy, to take a humble attitude 

toward  writing and life, and to keep going.  

I have been writing like this now since 1986, and over these nine or 

ten years, the writing sessions have gradually become their own genre 

in my life. They have become part of my life and a way to keep in touch 

with my self and my writing art. They are written with very little 

structure. I usually write for an hour and donõt think of them as 

publishable. They are writ ing practice. Later, I select from the sessions 

and publish what I think is worthy to share.  

I have come a long way from Peter Elbowõs description of free-

writing as a private warm -up. Iõm sure he wouldnõt dream of his free-

writing being collected and published. But why not? If itõs good, if itõs 

the best an author can do, then why not publish it? I have been 

publishing whole writing sessions in òAmong Friendsó to honor their 

natural and organic shape. 

I have always been interested in the writing process itself. Questions 

such as òWhy do I write?ó and, òWhere does inspiration come from?ó 

are intriguing to me . You could say that these are philosophical or 

aesthetic questions and not the usual stuff of story-writing. Still, I like 

to explore these questions and use them in my writingñthe story of the 

man who wants to be an artist, how he struggles with the mund ane 

world, his desires for happiness, and how he frees his spirit.  

Another product of the writing session has been what I call òtimed 

books.ó (None of these books appear in Churning The Milk Ocean.) A 

timed book is a free-writing book which starts on a par ticular day and 

has a predetermined date upon which it will end. I havenõt published 

any of my most recent timed books, but writing them has helped me to 

be more in touch with myself as a writer and the writing process. 

Although someone  
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could look at a timed book and think it is simply a collection of writing 

sessions, it goes further than that. Timed books enter deeper into 

exploration than individual sessions.  

A few years ago, I wrote What Shall I Write?, a timed book about 

writing. I went through various stages in writing that book and in 

exploring the topic of what it was I wanted to write, but at one point, I 

accepted various assignments. I am not a commercial writer and I 

accept assignments only rarely, but I used the assignments to help me 

frame a structure that didnõt confine me. What Shall I Write? was 

intended as a book. It was groping and painful work. I felt like a soul 

in darkness begging Krsna for help. Eventually, I threw of f the 

assignments and went back to the elemental writing session. I realized 

that this was my genre. This was the assignment and the structure that 

I would accept.  

Since that time, writing sessions have become my writing base. 

Whenever I am finished with o ther writing, I return to them.  

Writing sessions are not deliberately communicative. I donõt write 

them focused on my audience as a hunter sights an animal along the 

barrel of his gun. I focus on myself. This is a different form of 

persuasive writing, wher e the author shows himself, his real self, and 

is able to do so because he is not writing for an audience at all, but for 

his own purification. Krsnadasa Kaviraja writes that self -purification is 

the real reason for an author to write.  

Therefore, writing s essions have become part of my Krsna conscious 

bhajana. I know this process will lead to better and better things. I am 

writing process -centered rather than production oriented pieces, and 

thatõs part of the excitement. I donõt know what will come out as I 

write. I simply take my pen and tap my inner resources.  



42 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

Writing sessions also allow me to improvise. The word improvisation 

usually reminds us of jazz. Eighty percent of jazz is improvised. I donõt 

want to conjure up jazz imagery hereñ especially what we imagine jazz 

to be in Americañbecause those images are overused. Instead, I would 

like to present òjazzó as an analogy. 

Improvisation means being a real person because we all improvise 

our lives. We donõt live in a world of rehearsed or theatrical 

relationships complete with scripts and backdrops. Everything happens 

to us extemporaneously. Letõs face it, most of us live our lives without 

any deep sense of where we have been, where we are now, or where we 

are going. Our lives are lived -out experiments performed in 

unconsciousness. A devotee, however, wants to become more conscious 

and discover the meaning of his life as he lives it. 

There is real charm in improvised writing, in the poetic flow of 

wor ds. Readers appreciate real people and so does Krsna. No one is as 

interested in prepared but not quite honest speeches. For an artist to 

succeed, especially a devotee-artist, he has to learn to speak his heart. 

He also has to learn to steer toward Krsna from his initial misstarts, 

fumbling or awareness of material desires. He doesnõt dwell on any of 

those things, but goes beyond them, unafraid of the flow of his own 

interaction with life. He practices flowing with his own Krsna 

consciousness, improvising and expressing in a myriad of ways his un -

derstanding of and love for Krsna. Itõs not such a sensational conceptñ

weõre all already doing that. Writing is no different from life itself. 

Writing sessions are improvised  in that they are a potpourri of 

prayer, talk about writing, Prabhupada -Jcatha, krsna'katha, personal 

probing and groping, and playfulness. A session can switch from one 

topic to another without warning. There is no  
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beginning, middle, or appropriate denouement. There is only the flow 

of devotional service. If I come to the end of one topic, I simply skip 

lines and start on the next. Itõs a congenial way to write. 





1 

Vrndavana 

(Sorry, dear diary, I have no time for you today and no time to go 

alone to Srlla Prabhupadaõs rooms. I met with disciples at 10 A.M. and 

Iõll be meeting with them again at 4:30. In between that, Iõve been 

recovering from a headache and have to prepare for two different 

lectures. 

Preparing lectures is like studying for an exam, and giving lectures 

is like writing the exam. The examiners sit in the audience and give you 

your grade. Itõs definitely a performance. Iõll have to give my first 

lecture the day after tomorrow. The purport to the verse covers two 

topics, Supersoul and education. I look over references and hope to 

find something I can care enough about to lecture on. Iõm not so 

methodical in my  study, so what I say will probably be already known 

to the devotees: Krsna conscious education means education in bhakti. 

A devo tee should understand both theory and practice. Theory is in the 

books, practice is in the preaching and the Deity worship and  the 

sadhana. 

There are three kinds of education: material (which makes a man an 

ass), brahma^vidya (which makes a man a Mayavadi), and bhakti (real 

education). Bhakti education consists of the nine processes of 

devotional service. The main point in bhakti education is that one 

should approach a bona fide spiritual master and that he should be 

honest. 

Govinda, Govinda, Radhe. 

I donõt have the ideas organized yet, but I always remember that as 

soon as I give the lecture, it will disappear into the ether.  

45 
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The second lecture Iõm supposed to give will be on Radh- astaml. Iõm 

planning to speak on Srlla Prabhupadaõs presentation of Srlmati 

Radharanl. 

Govinda, Govinda, Radhe. 

^What did I see while I was on harinama in Vrndavana today? I saw 

bangles, cheap necklaces, pictures of Balarama embracing Krsna, big 

Sanskrit books for sale, and a gurukula kid opening to one of the pages 

and looking at it. I saw a wizened, dark -skinned mother giving water 

from her jug  to a few gurukula kids. One drank long. I saw mighty 

monkeys up high on the roofs, and people up there too, and flags. I saw 

a fat man with a pockmarked nose, drinking lassi from a clay cup. A 

man smoking a hookahñan amazing sight. An old store with bad  
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lighting and no decoration or even much to sell, just a few unshined 

murtis of Radha-Krsna and Gopala. Cars and jeeps tried to get past the 

harinama procession. The police in their drab brown uniforms didnõt 

interrupt.  

The pantheon of sights bewilders the boss (tiny isvara) in my brain. 

When I returned from town, I saw the white tower of clouds way up in 

the sky and the blazing gold of the sun behind it. I thought, òThis is the 

land of Radha and Krsna who are somehow behind and in the beauty of 

the sky.ó 

The white -haired sannyasi smiles and 

holds his danda, politely walks ñ

look!  

Take a roll call, we is all 

here. Take a snapshot, we 

are together. Love the white 

tower clouds and the sun behind them.  

We are not worshipers of everything.  

But Krsna 

and Radha 

in the dust lane chaos of 

Bhauma-Vrndavana.  

 ˂ s long as you give me pen cartridges and the typists are 

willing, I shall not quit. òForty-eight hours of certainty.ó I canõt be 

certain of the next minute, although I am certain to fail to call on the 

Lord. With all my imperfections screaming in my ears, still I will 

immerse myself in harinama. The body 
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will never be at ease, or else why would it die?  It will not end 

gracefully either.  

I have so much to forgetñThoreau and primrose paths and English 

literature, sordid times,  

The New York Times, 

Iõve got a conscience, so donõt lure me out. No more beer for me. I 

prefer to be alone in room 42, sitting out the group func tions and 

praying and resting and happy.  

Prabhupada, I pretend to love you, but I actually do.  

cZsktRs, 

c/Vtaking plans, delicious plans for travel and study an d to be 

among friends and family.  

Dr. Panari said, òDonõt worry, you are a sannyasi. You are 

surrendered to Krsna. I am 110% sure these medicines will cure your 

headaches.ó The tea tastes vile (tapasya) and I have a new array of pills 

and powders.  

does Srlla Prabhupada say about the Supersoul? 

òTo those who are constantly devoted to serving Me with love, I 

give the understanding by which they can come to Me.ó (Bg. 10.10) 

òA person may have a bona fide spiritual master and may be 

attached to a spiritual organization, but still, if he is not intelligent 

enough to make progress, then Krsna from within gives him 

instruction so that he may ultimately come to Him without difficulty.ó 

(Bg. 10.10, purport) The devotee has to be 
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always engaged in Krsna consciousness with love and do his work 

with love.  

Srlla Prabhupadaõs books are full of instruction and inspiration. We 

have to slow down to read them.  

We are interested in reciprocation with Srlla Prabhupada and Krsna. 

I do believe that Krsna will help us progress. He will direct us, through 

our spiritual master, to the higher top ics of Krsna consciousness. Srlla 

Prabhupada told me that I was sincere and that Krsna would reveal to 

me how to under stand the Bhagavad'glta. I trust that that will be true. 

Please, Prabhupada, let me realize these mysteries. 
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2 

Gitd'nagari Farm 

^Tomorrow I lecture on the òlet the calamities comeó verse by 

Queen Kunti. Todayõs lecture seemed to go well. We chanted the slokas 

together, then played excerpts from Srila Prabhupadaõs tapes, and of 

course, we read from his purports. It is an all -Prabhupada 

presentation. 

Iõm trying to dive in more to Srila Prabhupadaõs actual presentation. 

When I answer questions, I like to be able to give his answer, his mood. 

That happened today when someone asked, òDo the parents and 

friends of Krsna want to rais e themselves to become gopis?ó Srila 

Prabhupada teaches that all the residents of Vrndavana love Krsnañ

the boys, the gopis, the parents, the trees, the water, the hillsñand then 

I imitated Prabhupadaõs voice and said, òEveryone!ó It felt good. 

Two classes tomorrow, Srimad'Bhdgavatam and then the seminar 

class. I am as ready as I can be for either. 

Life is peaceful and I am doing my duty. I could do more and I want 

to, but more meaning along the lines of writing and reading and rising 

early and chantingñthat sort of thing.  

Another year beginning and weõre doing the same thing we have 

done for the past two Januarys. That is, the January Institute and 

disciplesõ meetings. I have to find time to read and write. I have 

stopped reading while I am preparing fo r the lectures. Not stopped 

reading, but stopped òunmotivatedó reading. That means I am reading 

only to find what I need for my lec tures and not for my own 

purification. There is a difference between such òmotivatedó and 

òunmotivatedó reading. Unmo 
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tivated reading is most satisfying. It allows me to enter quietly and 

gracefully into the mystical dimensions of hearing from Prabhupada 

day after day. I am hankering to get back to it.  

^Dreams. Do I really believ e there is a dream-self, a sub- person, who 

sends me dreams? Well, if not a person per se, a side of my personality. 

The dreams sometimes carry creative inspiration. It makes me think of 

body -building. I can exercise and my muscles will strengthen day by 

day. Similarly, I can pay attention to the dreams and day by day my 

capacity to understand their creative message will increase.  

Dreams come uncontrollably. They are what I am on an un conscious 

level. I record what comes out of them, and although I donõt always 

make sense of them, they all say something to me. 

Iõm also trying to write little stories or poemsñhonest pieces. I donõt 

yet understand the place of fiction in my writ ing. It is too involved a 

craft. Poems are different: I evoke something from my life and 

experience, and it either works or it doesnõt. I suppose fiction could be 

written in the same way, but right now, I canõt seem to justify spending 

time on it.  

c 

^Veer:  

The recent events in Saudi Arabia. Kalki dasl says some devotees in 

New York City said that Srlla Prabhupada re marked that in the year 

2000, people wonõt see the light of day. The devotees were wondering 

what this means. It can be taken to mean that they are all in darkness. 

Also, many people already canõt see the light of day, especially those 

who live in the  
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cities where the buildings are so high that they block out the sun. It 

may mean more than that, but we can only save the world through 

Krsna consciousness. I know our movement seems tiny and ineffectual, 

and devotees spend time fighting with each other instead of fighting to 

save the world. Still, how Krsna consciousness, ISKCON, can save the 

world is beyond reason. We have to hear it and fulfill it on faith.  

LJ hear so many things when I am among the devotees, and they fill 

me with potential things to write about. Just the re lease and freedom I 

will feel to get away from the contact with so many troubled lives will 

be a topic in itself. Life is treacherous. Itõs treacherous driving in the 

mornings when thereõs ice on the roads. Marriage can be treacherous 

too. Having children. So many things. Hearing all these problems pulls 

me out of my reclusive self.  

The dreams function like that also. They pull me out of my  reclusive 

life and open the door to the world of subconscious associations. They 

mix my past with my present and remind me of things I still want to 

understand about myself. For example, I have many dreams of being 

forced to walk through crime -filled stre ets, or dreams of being in the 

Navy. It must be a symbol for something. During my waking hours, I 

spend my time trying to enter the inner world of the B hagavatam. I want 

to learn to work through whatever these dreams want me to know and 

then enter into ded ication to Bhagavatam in my dream life as well. If I 

could only chant Hare Krsna in my sleep! And worship the Lord of the 

senses. And follow my  
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spiritual master. I am tiny and insignificant, but I have to give 

imp ortance to devotional service and to myself, the one who wants to 

perform the service. 
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3 

Saranagati Farm 

LJõTW up and itõs cold. Open stove door, red coals, feed a piece in. 

Smash old wood until red coals burst into flames. My teeth are 

chattering. Face in glass looks back at me shyly, then looks down. He 

wears a shoulder-padded maroon coat, maroon knit cap. Where is he 

going? No curtai n on the window. From across the frozen lake on this 

full -moon night, the bears (if they are up) could look and see me 

writing behind this desk. Puff and sigh of the log as itõs consumed. 

When we read Srimad-Bhagavatam and when we write alone, the 

mind and  body resist. The world is neutral. If you run your ship into 

an iceberg, it will sink. If you put your hand into fire, it will be burned. 

Years ago, a boy climbed the fence at the Bronx zoo and got into the 

polar bearõs den. What did you expect would happen? 

I have no particular joy to impart this morning. Thatõs not the point. 

Where is Krsna? How can I praise Him? If itõs not transcendental 

loving service, itõs rebellion more or less. I wish to turn to You in my 

chosen way, not in the Catholic tradition o r as a neo-Taoist or Buddhist 

or Dervish or agnostic writer who is writing for artõs sake (the grim 

annihilator of the self with a hangmanõs humor). I wish to write in 

Krsna conscious- ness according to the teachings of Sri Caitanya 

Mahaprabhu, Bhaktivinod a Thakura, Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvatl, and 

my own Srlla Prabhupada. (Pauseñload a log into the stove.) 

In India they wear scarves and shawls over their heads and 

shoulders in cold weather. They sit around a wood fire. I hear a deep 

drone, but what could it be? Thereõs no highway nearby. A 
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plane? A truck approaching? Iõve hidden my passport in the bookshelf. 

When I asked Jaya Gaura about the robbery of a nearby cabin, he 

said it was òsad.ó They deal with realities here. Hereõs another reality: a 

man and his wife came to Saranagati, worked hard to buy a share, built 

a house, moved in, conceived children, but then she left him and the 

whole thing was ruined. He put his share up for sale and w ondered 

what to do next. As we drove onto this land yesterday, one devotee 

said, òThis is not my idea of an ideal place to live. Itõs too isolated and 

the members become familiar and thereõs in'fighting. Itõs not like 

Vrndavana.ó I told him that thereõs in-fighting in Vrndavana too, but 

Vrndavana is his goal and it will be perfect there. I didnõt bother to 

explain to him the surface tension which makes Vrndavana difficult for 

me. His experience may be different. After so many years of money-

making in the We st, he wants a sadhuõs life.  

Itõs black out there. Looked up and saw only myself writing and the 

stick-shaped light bulb. All night, all night I promised I would write. 

Now please write something acceptable. It takes a lot of writing to fill 

one of these pads. 

Freer. 

Dream of actors in a film. Acting within, acting within, acting ñ

where is the reality? I woke at 9 P.M. and the dream hung around me in 

the unfamiliar moonlit  room. Was I being 

haunted by the dreams of those who have stayed in this yurt  

before me? Iõm new here. The cold, vast outdoors, long stretches of 

unpopulated, undeveloped land.  

òI like Saranagati because itõs every man for himself,ó someone told 

the city  temple president.  When the temple 

president heard that, he thought, òThatõs not what Iõm looking  

for. I want all for one and one for all.ó 
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Hmm. What would I want? Shelter in a land of houses with plenty 

of space between them. No group program Iõm required to attend. To 

be able to roam over the world of Krsna consciousness in my thoughts. 

Although I myself am a quiet person, I would like to know that if I 

bang a log in the stove, no one would hear me. 

(What is that drone? Is it the imperceivable chariot of time, the 

creak of stars in axis?) 

T-his is not what I wanted to write. Vidura didnõt at first inquire 

from Maitreya about the Lordõs pastimes, although that was his 

intention. He first asked more common questions. Iõm writing like that. 

But I want to get past common questions. I want to enter spontaneous 

Krsna consciousness with the Lord as caitya^guru, and guided by guru, 

sastra, and sadhu. Gradually sink into it.  

LJ have been reading about Maitreya and Vidura in the 

Srirnad'Bhagavatam. I read across the page led by my pencil. By 

keeping my place as I read, and underlining things that are attractive 

to me, it helps me pay closer attention. 

Vidura inquired about those who inhabit different planets according 

to their karma. How is the world created and main tained? Then he said 

he was already satiated by hearing those topics from Vyasa. He now 

wanted to hear direct krsna'katha. òI am quite satiated with these lesser 

topics and their happiness. 
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They have not satisfied me with the nectar of topics about Krsna.ó 

Does that mean itõs all right for us to say we are satiated with these 

òlesser topicsó and to say that we want to pursue the highest topics? 

All I want to say is letõs not be restless with Srlla Prabhupadaõs 

presentation. He is giving us the entire Srimad-Bhagavatam. The 

Bhagavatam discusses the world because we live in it and we need to 

understand its nature in order to improve ourselves. But Srlla 

Prabhupada also gave us direct krsna'katha. However, topics like 

gopi'bhava require a special qualification ñthe freedom from sex desire. 

s fire is never satiated by its consumption of firewood, so a 

pure devotee of the Lord never hears enough about Krsna.ó 

A small, delicate moth lands on the ring finger of my glove. He 

doesnõt want to leaveñrides as I write and read.  

I will want to present this section of the Bhagavatam to the devotees. 

It also confirms my own private practice of reading Srimad'Bhdgavatam, 

and affirms that all devotees should do this. Reading Bhagavatam is a 

direct and easy way to associate with Krsna. òFor one who is anxious 

to engage constantly in hearing such topics, krsna'katha gradually 

increases his indifference towards all other things.ó (Bhag. 3.5.13) 

Remembering the lotus feet of the Lord vanquishes all miseries. 

Completely f ull moon through the circular skylight in the center of 

the yurt roof.  
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The moth with transparent wings moves across the Bhdga- vatam 

page. He pauses on the word òtranscendental bliss,ó but he cannot 

taste it. Itõs only light and warmth to him. 

aitreya will talk of how the Supreme Lord brings about 

creation. I have an inkling why this is important for me. Itõs an 

inconceivable topic. We tend to think in an atheistic way, being 

products o f 20th-century civilization. To hear that the Supreme Lord 

creates and is thus omnipotent and all-knowing, is good for me. Itõs 

healthy and strengthens my spiritual life. That basic understanding 

will enable me to approach the higher topics. There is no question of 

my disclaiming the topics Maitreya decided to speak on to Vidura. If. 

Srlla Prabhupada considers them important for me, then I accept that. I 

canõt say they were important for me in the 1970s when I was a young 

man preaching in Boston, but now I have grown out of them.  

Krsna is great. Although the gopis forget His greatness due to the 

influence of Yogamaya, the fact is that prior to cosmic creation, only 

Krsna existed. There were no purusa incarnations or jivas or material 

energy. Everything  was merged into Him. Everything remains 

dormant in Him in the period between creations.  

Srlla Prabhupada writes that the Supreme Lord feels that something 

is missing when there is no material creation. Why? Because He wants 

to give the bound jivas another chance to evolve back to Godhead. He 

wants everyone to join in the blissful rasa, becoming as perfect as the 

ever-liberated souls in Goloka, ò . . . because participation with the 

Lord in His eter  
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nal rasd'lila, is the highest living condition, perfect in spiritual bliss and 

eternal knowledge.ó (Bhdg. 3.5.24, purport) 

^What will I be writing while Iõm here? A few years ago I wrote 

Prabhupada Meditations. I canõt always capture an entire story of my life 

in some place, but I should have faith that what comes to me is the 

essence of it. What does that mean, exactly? Maybe it means that now 

whatõs coming to me is the story of my stay here at Saranagatiñthe 

reading and the writing and everything else ñand I should just tell it as 

it happens. The essence of the story is that I am trying to be a better 

devotee. 

I am a writer. That means integrity and honesty. It means writing 

and then not editing out what I donõt like, but facing the facts. I may 

want to appear th is way or that, or I may want things to go a certain 

way, but what I really want is to be honest. For example, I say I go 

alone to write something to share with others. Thatõs noble, but then do 

it. When one sannyasi was in maya (but still acting as a temple leader), 

he used to listen to rock õnõ roll through headphones while living at 

Krishna -Balaram Mandir. He also took long rides in his car in America 

and told the devotees he could think better that way. Lying and 

cheatingñI donõt want to be like that. 

I  have been thinking about writing blocks. Some secrets of the soul 

cannot be easily gained. But thatõs only one kind of block. When that 

type of block arises, I have to face it and just go on writing whatever I 

can. Follow the disciplineñsit and write. My writing sessions are like 

that. I never know if I am getting close to the secrets or what causes the 

blocks, but I sit and write no matter what.  
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Itõs an interesting tip, that what Iõm doing at times like this is 

proving myself, passing a test. Then suddenly it will come, the secret 

will be revealed to me. That means Iõll write something with power, 

with Krsna conscious honesty. It will be something that can have a 

strong effect on a reader. Devotees and newcomers are looking for 

something, and I want to supply it, but it takes a long and patient 

endeavor. Iõm dedicating this year for that and making sure I dig up 

gold by reading the Srimad'Bhagavatam. 

dxsk&s 

c/Vtadhu just came in and asked about my night. I told him I woke 

up cold at 9 P.M.  and put on long johns and a sweater and put another 

log on the fire. I was all right after that.  

My eyes sting from the smoke in the room from when I open the 

stove door. He said itõs the same in his yurt. Heõs staying with two 

devotees. Iõm alone. Itõs twenty degrees. I edited some poems I wrote 

last December. I was happy to decide to use them right away in the 

new incarnation of òAmong Friends,ó but I was disappointed that so 

much of what I wrote had to be omitted. I wrote them with an open 

heart. Thatõs okay. I need to write already accepting that what I write 

may not be used for anything. Itõs not a reason to avoid open-

heartedness when I write. Thatõs what detachment is all about. 

Detachment means we are rewarded by the service itself, not by the 

results of the service. That makes our service a labor of love. My 

service is writing. Each sentence has potential for preaching. A book 

distributor approaches many people and most of the m turn him down, 

but he canõt decide to approach fewer people. He approaches more and 

a small percentage take a book. I have to go on writing like that.  
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Freer. 

I looked at a book by Thomas Merton the other day, but heõs too 

vague, intellectual, tinged with Mayavada ideas. Iõm not going to find a 

soulmate in these writers. I may find some ideas, some impressive 

dedication, power, or talent, some inter esting syntax or springiness or 

paring away of layers, but no soulmate. I have to write in Krsna 

consciousness. Krsna is universal, so I may preach His holy name to all 

people even while talking of my own life and following of parampara. 

But I wonõt strain to reach a nondevotee audience by watering down 

my actual experience and obedience. 

I have to keep checking the stove. Thereõs no red glow showing 

through the glass door. Maybe itõs gone out. This is a ritual of living 

here, along with the sting in the eyes and the wearing of countless 

layers of clothing.  

Iõm happy to be here. It is a very good day, this first of my stay at 

Saranagati. Krsna has awarded me this visit. Now He is watching to see 

what I will do with it. Something brave? Something quiet and 

introspective? Something receptive (the way Narada was receptive to 

the bhaktivedantas)? Will I hear with rapt attention?  
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^Dreamt I was being asked to speak up especially for some ISKCON 

women who were feeling mistreated by their authori ties in the San 

Francisco temple. I wanted to avoid it, yet they presented me with the 

evidence. Now Iõm awake, far from San Francisco and any controversy. 

Iõve distanced myself from such things, but is it right? 

Keeping this yurt warm is a  job in itself. I woke during the night, 

cold, and added a sweater. Later, I was too warm. Itõs a little over 

twenty degrees. 

So we are preaching. Canceled The Radharani Express. It was the 

right thing to do. I did it not so much in response to ISKCON 

conservatives or controversies, but because that book isnõt what I want 

to preach. Itõs outdated. Itõs not what Iõm doing and thinking. 

TH  e reason I might want to write slower is that we are old men. I 

donõt know what it feels like to be in the younger generation of 

devotees these days. I donõt claim I can know what Bhakta Kristoff 

from Poland is feeling, what itõs actually like for him to live on this 

wilderness project. I include him on my list of people Iõve met here. 

live in one large room of this yurt ñitõs circular and the 

housekeeping is primitive. This house wasnõt designed with an eye for 

interior decorating. We just put our stuff here and  
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there and live and work and write around it, and we keep it clean.  

I am in process. After a year, weõll take the writing and decide 

whether or not to publish it, either in Churning the Milk Ocean or 

òAmong Friends.ó 

The first day here I suggested to myself that I didnõt need to be a 

searcher or be writing a theme. I can just let it unfold and tell the story 

of what comes. Iõm still with that. I donõt take it so seriously when a 

voice inside me asks, òWhat book are you writing? What are you 

searching for in this wilderness place? Are you praying to Krsna to 

please reveal Himself in His name? If not, why not? Are you crying 

out? Are you attempting to preach through writing? And what is your 

Centennial project?ó Iõm just walking and talking and writing. 

The main thing I want to accomplish while Iõm here is to get in some 

good studying of the Srimad'Bhagavatam. Iõm on the section about 

Maitreya. He tells how creation takes place. I also read the prayers by 

the demigods. Their prayers are nice, about taking shelter of Krsnaõs 

lotus feet. Srlla Prabhupada tells us not to despise the demigods. They 

sometimes take the side of the demons in order to gain control over 

them. The devas are good devotees and have been given the 

responsibility of cosmic duties by Krsna. Their prayers are faithful 

expressions. 

I do like to read Srimad'Bhagavatam. Itõs not merely for neophytes or 

mixed devotees. Cheating religion is kicked out at the very beginning 

of the First Canto. 

òThe devotee has only to hear about devotional activities, which are 

as simple as anything in ordinary life, and he also acts very simply . . . 

the devotees enter into the kingdom of all pleasures even from the 

beginning of their attempt.ó (Bhag. 3.5.46, purport) 
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I think of Merton and Thoreau, or that New Age guru, Sakti Gawain, 

bluffing to tell us how to tune in to the òintelligence of the universe.ó 

c 

r 

cSrlla Prabhupada argues on bhaktiõs behalf. He claims that bhakti is 

easier than speculation or meditation and that it brings us to a much 

higher destination. One might say his argument is not objective, but is 

simply praise of the bhakti- marga, but Srlla Prabhupada repeats what 

the sastra says. See Srimad'Bhagavatam 3.5.47: ò . . . but for them there is 

much pain, whereas the devotee simply discharges devotional service 

and thus feels no such pain.ó (Same in Lord Brahmaõs prayers, Bhag. 

10.14.3, in the example of beating a rice paddy after the rice is removed, 

and jnane prayasam.) 

Srlla Prabhupada says devotional service duties are also work, but 

the devotee prefers to perform those duties rather than be without 

them. His destination is much higher than the nondevotees, while the 

means to achieve his destination is much simpler and brings immedia te 

pleasure. 

Sometimes our minds are agitated or restless when we read, but 

when we slow down and hear, we find we always agree with what Srlla 

Prabhupada is presenting. It is the nature of the intelligence to always 

want to òbalanceó anything we appreciate òtoo much.ó That is the 

nature of discrimination. That faculty shouldnõt be applied here. The 

more we love what Srlla Prabhupada writes and the more we accept it, 

the better. Discrimination in that sense means to understand clearly 

why the acaryas are right. Intelligence means using our brain to expand 

on sastric themes and to find our own agreement with the siddhanta. 



Writing  Sessions 65 

^TCrsna is unique. He is one. He is unchanged and the old- est. òO 

Lord, You have no source or superior.ó He impregnates the material 

energy with the jivas but He is Himself unborn. Atheists deride Him 

and the Vedic teachings. Devotees either defeat them or disregard 

them. God is great and I accept Him according to the Vedic conclusion. 

I pray to live in this truth and to help others understand it.  

The jiva appears to be a combination of eternal soul and temporary, 

miserable body. The body is supplied by the material nature because of 

the soulõs mistaken desires, òbut the soul is originally part and parcel 

of the Supreme Lord.ó 

T-hree dogs have become interested in these two yurts. The yurts 

were empty before we came here, but now thereõs some action and 

possibly food. We are not feeding the dogs and they seem more 

interested in companionship than anything else, but they bark as soon 

as it starts to get dark. They stop after awhile. 

Iõm happy to be editing poems for a poetry collection. Now Iõll have 

to write new ones. I canõt be attached if many of them donõt get 

published in the end. I just have to keep writing them.  

A writing book advises writers to be daring. They should start a 

project and ignore the voice of doubt. If you are an amateur, but you 

have a passion to write, and if you work at it humbly, then you wil l be 

successful. 

For me, I mostly want to write a lot, but it would be nice to know 

where I am going in terms of form. There are so many writing coaches 

out there telling me what I should do, but what do I want to do? Am I 

satisfied with simply recording m y 
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experience while Iõm here? Is it right to face the inside ache every time 

I write and then go ahead with wherever that takes me? Or do I want 

to take up a topic? 

Iõm not exactly sure what daring means for me, but one thing is 

certain, I am writing for disciples, in Krsna con sciousness, and 

therefore, Iõm not an ordinary writer. It has to be honest. It has to be 

from a life spent fully in Krsna con sciousness. I am not writing for 

entertainment, but to giv e those who have left the world of nondevotee 

writersõ inspiration.  

The thing about this kind of writing is that it doesnõt remember 

what has come before it. I mean, itõs not consecutive. I donõt know 

what Iõm building and I donõt even look back to find out. Thatõs what I 

mean by being in process. Every session starts from scratch. 

The other thing about this writing is that if I keep at it often enough, 

I tap hidden resources and find something to say. That becomes the 

success of the writing sessions done over a period of time. I become 

more able to sustain one-hour sessions of continual writing. Neither 

are the sessions filled with gibberish. They contain sincere attempts to 

confess, pray, understand Krsna consciousness, explore my free will, 

etc. 

I have to concentrate. Itõs not easy. Combining writing with reading 

Srimad'Bhagavatam is nice, but I have to write on my own also. There is 

a pond in front of my window. Every time I look up, I see that pond. I 

may record that informat ion hun dreds of times before I leave here. I 

donõt want to stop that up. Everytime I stop something up, it prevents 

me from going to something beyond it. Thatõs what daring means to 

meñto keep going through everything until I get to whatõs beyond. 
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(Srimad'Bhdgavatam  3.6 is òCreation of the Universal Form.ó 

Admittedly, some rough going. Iõm always wondering why I need to 

know all these details about creation. Iõm still hazy about the 

relationship between Vis varupa and Garbho - daksayi Visnu, which 

sometimes sound the same to me. 

In Vrndavana last year, I resolved to turn more intensely to Srila 

Prabhupada, especially by reading Srimad'Bhdgavatam and by 

worshiping a Prabhupada murti.  Iõm doing all that, but I donõt want it 

to be an empty or mechanical prayer. Mechanical prayers feel like the 

thick ice on a pond. What can I do to un freeze it? 
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Italy 

^esterday, we did a lot of  driving. Madhu prepared lunch on the 

road. I answered a big batch of mail and finished it. Satisfied with that. 

We hoped everything would hold up ñour hearts, the tires, the nation 

we were in, the planet earth. If something failed, we could turn in 

earnest to chanting the Hare Krsna mantra.  

I have no desire or special interest to pursue any other religious path 

or psychological method other than what Srila Prabhupada has given 

me. I donõt say this as a claim to exceptional purity; I say it with relief 

and gratefulness to Krsna. Please, Lord Krsna, may I always stay at 

Prabhupadaõs feet and may my devotion for him ever increase. 

Devotees wrote to me about the importance of the holy names in 

their lives. One even thanked me for emphasizing chanting in my 

preaching. Thank you for reminding me. Enthusiasm is contagious. All I 

need to do is read a few lines like that of sincere appreciation for the 

holy name in a letter and Iõll remember that I too want to chant purely. 

Good intentions are not enough, though. We all need to keep trying.  

Bhakta Ron said he didnõt keep a diary in India. Not writing helped 

him to experience and meditate better, he said. He thought writing 

might rob from the experience. He asked if I ever feel l ike that about 

writing. No, I donõt. I live and I write; they are two separate acts. 

Writing doesnõt steal from experience for me; it enhances it. 
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Oh , the dentist. Iõll tell you. John Franco decisively said all my teeth 

have to come out. Irreversible pyorrhea. Weõll be occupied with that. 

Looks like a week at Prabhupada-desa, then weõll go to the dentist and 

get started. We may spend a few weeks at a campground while he pulls 

my teeth, then go back to Prabhupada-desa for a week. By the end of 

April, the dentist says, Iõll have a temporary denture in. Iõve arrived, as 

he said, òAt the end of the road.ó When he said it, I thought of Ray 

Carverõs poem where the doctor tells him heõs got terminal cancer and 

Carver shakes his hand almost in thanks. I appreciated that poem today 

in retrospect. 

Told M. I am not able to share with him or anyone my thoughts 

about fictionñwhere I want to go with it. By saying that much, 

something gelled and sent me further along. I need ti me and daring to 

be a writer and to live a writerõs life, but I want to do it as a devotee. 

I started a new notebook which Iõve called, òOnly fiction.ó Iõll try to 

write in it once a day. The other notebook will be for those unique 

pieces I was doing in South Italy. I also plan to write writing sessions 

for at least an hour in the morning.  

^ime is going so fast I canõt catch it. Thereõs no sense trying to 

decorate it with a garland of words. Iõm telling myself, òPlease leave 

behind the care of how this looks.ó Thatõs the fastest way to writing 

power and thatõs what I wantñthe power to distribute writing to 

readers. 

But I thought power comes from Krsna.  

So it does, and this is a way to seek it from He who lodges power in 

my soul. From my soul, that power goe s out to all parts of mind and 

body and gets stuck. Iõm trying to free it. 
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Is that the devotional way?  

Yes, why not? Devotion is not only a polite prayer and then 

waiting. Itõs going after the mercy Krsna has already granted to us and 

shaking it loose from the blood where itõs clotting. 

^Drop the dialogue and just write.  

Dialoguing is recommended by Peter Elbow and company.  

Are you going to be cute instead of wholehearted? Or i s part of 

your power sarcasm and irony?  

It was cold in bed last night without a water bottle.  

Now, Sylvan, dear friend of my youth and life, step up to stage 

center and tell the folks. Come on, speak up. 

Dear folks, I shall have all (yes, all) of my teeth removed by the 

surgery of John Franco, who is a devotee of Krsna and who also has a 

picture of Christ on his wall. And mind you, I will not make any 

attempt to save them because I am not a saint whom others think his 

teeth are worth saving. Instead, weõll throw them in the trash like old 

underwear.  

After that, Iõll sport a shiny, complete set of upper and lower 

dentures, like shiny chrome Cadillac bumpers,  

like the head of Chrome Dome (H. S. principal),  

or like tears in the eyes. 

Itõs good, I said at last. He said, òYes, you wonõt be preoccupied 

with it anymore, and the good news is that the pyorrhea will go 

away.ó 

I laughed, òNo teeth, no problem.ó Thatõs one way to solve the 

problem. Finally the patient dies, and all his problems are solved, 

including his  unpaid bills. But if and when youõre born again, youõre 

born with no teeth and you have to grow new ones with much pain.  
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So I wish I could go back to Godhead, as I told the audience last 

night, but if you glance even at a woman with lust, then youõll have to 

reincarnate, despite being situated in the lecturerõs seat and intoning sa 

vai pumsam in your introductory talk.  

All right, now why not write som ething a little slower?  

Because this is a fast-paced session. I even intend to stop it soon 

(12:07 + 30 = 12:37) 

and switch to stories. Is that another lust? 

No, a story is an attempt to serve the Vaisnavas. Itõs a different kind 

of writing.  

Th e field. The trees. The green trees with their few stout branches. 

They are trainedñyou could say tortured ñby the farmers to yield the 

maximum crop of olives and grapes. Itõs springña foreign spring to 

meñbut these dwarfed trees, each with a trunk and stout branches and 

twigs, are all about to bloom.  

LJ suggested we read Caitanya'Caritamrta in the morning for the next 

week, since itõs almost Gaura-Purnima. Itõs a friendly temple, and they 

agreed. Iõll do it and awaken my soulõs little Krsna consciousness. 

Nayam atma pravacanena labhyo. God reveals Himself to whomever 

He pleases. Itõs not attained by our austerities or expertise, but by His 

will, His mercy.  
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Ju leave this page in four minutes, after only half an hour, in order 

to write in the story notebook. Why not try some method of free -

writing? Shall it be all fiction or whatever I like?  

Why not whatever I like and later in the day, try the pure òwhite 

lieó of fiction as an automatic pulse? 

I neednõt question the writing sessionõs right to exist. It always 

serves me well. It provides a true warm -up. 

òCollected Writingsó like big hay bales on a truck in spring for the 

animals. I mean, the hungry palates of sensitive reading human beings. 
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<D  ear Lord, I pray You will give me the health to continue my active 

service of reading and writing, writing and reading for some years to 

come, but You know what is best for me in my coming back to You.  

Iõm a weak and delicate link, I know, but Srila Prabhup&da gave me 

mercy and somehow I am linked to him. All his fol lowers are linked to 

him, and most of us have some problem or other. Mine is that I canõt 

interface with them so much, so I try to do it in writi ng. 

Let me be humble in relation to others.  

adhu said the best thing I can do is read Srila Prabhu- padaõs 

books and hear his tapes. He and Nanda-kisora were talking about how 

faith is rare  and needs to be protected. My disciples have faith in me. 

The best I can do for them, and also for myself, is to give them a link to 

Srila Prabhupada. Thatõs what they want and what they come to 

ISKCON for. They need to get it through a guru (as well as d irectly 

from Prabhupada). Therefore, the guru needs to be linked to Srila 

Prabhupadañnot just in the history of his past services, but in the 

present. Otherwise, what could he give them? 

I plan to keep up my two hours a day reading his books. I pray the 

Lord will let me do it without undue drowsiness, al though I wonõt defy 

nature and will try to get enough rest in a day.  
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^Donõt get self-conscious about free-writing. Simply write. Thatõs 

part of the reason why I like to write a certain quota of pages. I wonõt 

be judged for my daydreams about writing, but for what I actually 

wrote.  

Writing sessions are a writing  act in themselves, but they are also 

meant to lend their strength to other kinds of writing. The stories are a 

direct off -shoot of the sessions. I can produce plenty of material by two 

sessions of story-writing a day, just as I did in South Italy. That br ings 

me down to a one full -hour writing session in the early morning, maybe 

a half-hour later, and another half -hour at night. Perhaps a little more. 

It depends on overcoming drowsiness from the travel and how I 

manage to balance writing with reading Srll a Prabhupadaõs books. Here 

I havenõt experienced much drowsiness. 

^Tomorrow after Srimad'Bhagavatam class, we move to an apartment 

about a half hour away from the dentist in Brescia, if Krsna desires. I 

will start a new notebook series. I was thinking of c alling it, òBrescia 

Notebooks,ó but it isnõt Brescia. Then, òWhile visiting the dentist,ó but I 

donõt want to psyche myself up too much and focus on the dentist. Iõll 

have to find out the actual name of the place, or maybe call it 

something like, òWriting sessions near Brescia.ó I like that. The ònearó 

Brescia implies we are near the dentist, but that itõs not the 

overwhelming event in our lives.  



Writing Sessions 75 

ÁWri,ing busily on the surface. Things on my mind. News items. 

This is a sorry world Iõm in, Srlla Prabhupada. Madhu and I have 

been appreciating Srlla Prabhupadaõs preaching to his disciples 

through letters. Weõre going over my letters from Prabhupada and 

making a second volume to that book I did years ago, With Srila 

Prabhupada In The Early Days. Itõs a worthy project, certainly. I donõt 

want to put it off. I donõt want to put off anything important because 

Iõm almost fifty-five years old. If I was worried before what people 

might think, I have to overcome that or Iõll never get my boldest 

dreams up in the air.  

ans for editing and returning manuscripts to GN Press. Iõm 

waiting patiently for the production of books and òAmong Friends.ó 

We plan to build òAmong Friendsó up to fifty-six pages. 

Jr a child touches fire, he gets burned. The example can be used for 

the efficacy of chanting the Hare Krsna mantra. It also applies to our 

contact with maya. We are in the cycle of birth and death (kala-cakra) 

and canõt get out so easily. Face the fact that I may not go back to 

Godhead in this lifetime. Yearn to go wherever Krsna wants to send 

you for Srlla Prabhupadaõs service. We donõt live for sense 

gratification, but to serve our spiritual master. Serve him in any 

capacity or department, but with your whole life.  



76 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

Itõs time for me to think about the next life. My subtle body may still 

be attached to matter at the time of death and I may not be feeling love 

of God. I need my strength, then, to make the best use of a bad bargain 

in the next life. Go to sadhus as soon as possible and follow the path of 

the mahajanas by prac- ticing and spreading Krsna consciousness. I 

want to pursue service to Lord Krsna, the Lord of the gopis and gopas of 

Vrndavana, my Lord.  

c^õm reading about Daksaõs yajna. Sati wants to go to the festival, 

but her husband says no. In the Srimad'Bhdgavatam lectures book, Iõm 

reading the First Canto ones on srama eva hi kevalam. Nearing the end of 

Renunciation Through Wisdom. I like to read books that carry 

Prabhupadaõs authentic presence. Teachings of Lord Caitanya is good for 

that. Isopanisad. Later, Iõll read The Nectar of Devotion. Teachings of Lord 

Caitanya is an early favorite. Srila Prabhupadaõs presence is strong in 

that book, in the summary study mood. Donõt forget Bhagavad'gita As It 

Is. Some may say itõs mostly a translation of Baladeva Vidyabhusana, 

but Srila Prabhupada is there as he wrote it in 1966 and as he lives 

eternally. Why donõt I read a little Bhagavad'gita every day? 

More than that, I would like to select favorite passages and use them 

in prayer.  

^N^/hen I get to Ireland later this summer, what will I do during 

my walks? Maybe more radio shows. They are like  
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Letters from a Sannyasi. I  want to develop the art of the mono logue. Or, 

Iõm not sure yet that I dp. Maybe I wonõt know that until I set my foot 

on the path. 

How to pray with quality? I  used to take a book with me and read 

out loud. I would recite it and let it live in me. I could do that again. A 

praying man outdoors. I am reading quickly indoors and thatõs natural, 

but outdoors, itõs a different story. My walks in Ireland could be prayer 

walks with Srlla Prabhu padaõs books, concentrating on certain sections 

and receiving Prabhupadaõs darsana. In that way, it could be like doing 

Prabhupada recall. Prabhupada recall means approaching Srlla 

Prabhupada through memory. This could be another  way to approach 

himñdeliberately, slowly, reading his books and praying to Lord 

Krsna for understanding.  

IT^eard of Bede Griffithõs passing away (1993). Didnõt read it, just 

saw that there were articles about it. He chanted the Jesus prayer and 

lived as a Christian sannyasi in India. He tried to bridge two cultures. 

He is an example for those who want to do that. As far as I know, 

though, he didnõt worship or teach anything about Krsna or Lord 

Caitanya. Christ and what? Brahman? Hinduism? He never met Srll a 

Prabhupada. 

LJ care for the integrity of the writing session and wish to preserve 

it. I pledge to give my early hour to it and to not get carried away with 

story -telling at that time. The writing  
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session is my home base, itõs where I live. A desk in any apartment or 

room, or the van, whereverñthe writing sessions take me to myself. 

Integrity of writing what comes. May I be able to do so. Be grateful 

for the time allotted and the books that are bei ng published from them. 

The Wild Garden looks like a good one, and now others. Soon weõll see 

The Daily News, a poetry collection, and more òAmong Friends.ó Then 

From Copper to Touch- stone, and at the end of the year, weõll harvest 

more from the writing sessions and other writings and make a book 

weõll call Churning The Milk Ocean. 

The demons and devotees took to churning the milk ocean. First, 

their churning produced poison and Lord Siva held it in his throat. 

Then, many wonderful things came out. What a bout Vraja bhaktil Will 

my milk ocean have His Vraja in it? I am churning the milk the way 

yogis churn milk to bring out butter for Krsna. Ma Yasoda chooses the 

best grasses for her cows so they produce the best milk. Some of that 

milk she boils down into sweets. She also gives Krsna her own breast 

milk. My milk ocean isnõt only the ocean of Karanadaksayi Visnu; itõs 

not the same one churned by the demigods and demons. Itõs the pure 

nectar bhakti essence we want, but we know that strange objects will 

come from it first ñobjects from our subconscious and from the choices 

we have made in this life.  

(J^Ill glories to Prabhupada. Three or four minutes left. Writing 

sessions are to be the source of stuff, so donõt give up on them. They 

(1) Serve as an immediate release and generator of ideas. 
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(2)  Serve as a way to practice writing. 

(3)  Provide material for òCollected Writingsó and òAmong 

Friends.ó 

Keep up the habit of writing them.  

Okay, end this one, trooper. 
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7 

3 used to write first thoughts; thatõs one kind of writing. 

Words were coming out and I had faith they would line up in a  

way that wou ld merit attention because I am a devotee of 

Krsna. I never asked myself to stop or criticized what I was  

doing. Do you remember that?  

A tan moth has landed on my gloved hand. Heõs not satis- fied; he 

flits about. I canõt wait for him to move. 

I am reading  the Fourth Canto these days. On the cover of this 

volume, Lord Visnu is coming to supervise Prthu Maha rajaõs yajna. 

Prthu accepted Indraõs obeisances and embraced him. 

1 dreamt I was in San Francisco. I was some kind of undercover 

devotee; I had lost any status that I had. 

Itõs been a long time since I had such a writing block. I donõt even 

know what that block was. Did I lose faith in the writing process? I 

want as much Krsna consciousness as possible (thatõs good), so I took 

to reading all the time whe n I could have been writing.  

Where did my òPrayers of Dhruva Maharajaó go, and where is my 

intention to use them in my own prayer?  

(JTont Vella mineral water. Madhu stays up and talks with his 

friends. I do repeat, folks, the charter donõt matter. There are words Iõd 

rather put down to substitute for the actual ones. Look at Mexico City 

Blues for how a jazz musician free-blows his words onto the page? 
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j2>ord Visnu asked Maharaja Prthu . . . He preached to him. I could 

look again at what He said to better retain it. On his õ76 American tour, 

Srlla Prabhupada was lecturing on the Ajamila chapters. I could read 

that too. I do wish to be in contact with the pleasure of hearing and 

reading him.  

When I w as small, I always wanted people to do nice things for me, 

although it rarely happened. It was a pleasure when someone did 

something nice. Did my character form by my parentsõ teachings and 

examples? They taught me to òshape up.ó I later retaliated by going to 

New York City and the Greenwich Village book shops. I was a nice kid 

who didnõt want to get into trouble, but the inner flame of the spirit 

soul is real life and no external posing is going to alter that destiny. 

Srlla Prabhupada says a pure devotee (as expressed in Lord Cai- 

tanyaõs na dhanarh na janarh na sundarim) is willing to undergo 

calamities birth after birth as long as he can serve the Supreme Lord in 

loving devotion. For the conditioned soul, calamity means long 

forgetfulness of Krsna. It means thinking that sense gratification is the 

goal of life and then being forced to carry that deep impression around 

with you life after life. Fear and sense gratification keep you moving.  

Dear Lord, I donõt want to lose my concentration on the real goal of 

life. This writing shouldnõt take me away from You. Instead, let this 

writing become a way for me to attain the goal. I know, however, that 

nothing can help me as much as Srimad'Bhagavatam and Bhagavad'gita. 

Itõs just a matter of being able to contact them. 
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Out the van window when we were stopped on our way here, I saw 

a bare-chested truck driver in the early evening. Later, he put on a T -

shirt and I saw him folding clothes ñis he lonely? 

^"When youõre deep into a writing session, where do you go? 

Whatõs happening on the subconscious level? My energy is low right 

now, but thatõs not so bad, as long as it remains constant. Remember 

how the tortoise beat the hare? 

I want to do some experimental  writing, like what I did in India last 

year. Thereõs something to be said for exploring that kind of freedom. 

In India, it felt like revving up and then letting my brain unwind. I 

was also conscious that the experience was going to be used for a book 

I w as writing. It turned out well overall.  

I can do a simpler version of  that kind of writing  now by  

taking time to  write  parts of a story. I have to see it as a 

serious purpose and allow it to express a part of myself, something 

that is fun and creative and that gets at the life of a devotee. 

LJ tõs raining. They had only one day of good weather over the long 

weekend here. It ended last night. To be honest with you, Iõm glad 

their football games got rained out. It means thereõll be no tourists and 

local fun -seekers around. 

I thank you,  writer  of this session, and for all the sessions 

you thanklessly  write.  O writing  session, I will return  to you.  

You are a good friend. My pen ran out here at ten and a half 
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pages (plus many small spark notes written during the hour). 1 want to 

thank the writing process and anyone who has helped me on this path. 

I thank Madhu for bringing me here and the midnight hour with rain 

on the window. Of course, who is the source and giver of expression? 

Itõs Krsna, my best, well- wishing friend. How am I able to dovetail my 

writing desires? By Srila Prabhupadaõs grace. 
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8 

Ireland 

The òBF Storiesó are gradually developing and becoming more 

interestingñart and Krsna consciousness and personal expression. Itõs 

a cultural form meant to win peoplesõ hearts by honesty, literary value, 

and personal accounts. 

We never know the t angible results of all our preaching. We may 

build up a tangible project and then over time, see it collapse. 

Therefore, òtangibleó has to be measured in how much something is 

pleasing to Krsna and in how much we exert ourselves to spread Krsna 

consciousness. In that sense, we can say that the tangible result is that 

we preached to one personñourselvesñand increased that personõs 

surrender. Not only that, but we left an example that others can follow. 

Success canõt always be measured by always getting the point across to 

others. The kind of preaching I am talking about stresses the actual 

state of the devotee. Everything else will take place automatically or 

not, as Krsna desires. 

Do we try to figure things out in our own cases? No, we take help. 

We want to be authorized, successful, upbeat, and we canõt always 

trust our immediate moods. If we did, we would become bewildered 

and indecisive from moment to moment. We might wake up and judge 

or doubt our own service but then realize that weõre always prone to 

that. At other times, we may feel more confident. The truth about 

ourselves and our capabilities is more complex than can be ascertained 

by snap judgments upon rising. Yet we have to remain vulnerable and 

open to our moods and the moods of others. If we donõt, weõll become 

petrified while living.  
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Last night I dreamt of being with Sacinandana Swami and his men. 

They didnõt know all the ways and words of the foreign country we 

were visiting. They were using some ki nd of object that was made with 

special chemicals as sankirtana paraphernalia and they had a large 

amount of chemicals left over. They were afraid that the police might 

wrongly suspect that they were making explosives. Later, I was trying 

to walk to a safe place in the city. I had only a few blocks to go, but 

derelicts were blocking my path. I ran to get past them, as a football 

player will run and duck through the opposing team to the goal line. 

The police were watching all this casually from a tavern and 

commenting on my progress . . . Dreams like that go on and on. You 

work against the clock (I think in this case, literally, because I was 

aware that I had to get out of the dream and get up so I wouldnõt 

oversleep). 

LJ do feel good about writing  and the simple truth the act carries as I 

try to be honest and remove falsity, but it shouldnõt become self-

advertisement. I am not writing to leave an òauthorizedó and favorable 

version of myself to counter other opin ions. òLet them see that I was 

actually a wonderful fellow.ó No, I am writing so others can read 

Krsna conscious writing. I will produce it, and people can sort it out 

for themselves whether there is anything here that can help them. The 

books will go off and find their homes and hearts.  

What satisfaction do I want? Do I want to know what I am actually 

worth? Do I want to know where Srila Prabhupada is and how to reach 

him? Do I want my bhava for him activated and focused? What is the 

price of that? I am not an exile. 
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Orlla Prabhupada, you are leading me through your pur ports. On 

the one hand, an objective observor may say that I am starved for 

friendship and socialization and when I deny it, Iõm covering it up. Itõs 

only a partial truth. I a m not suffering from an all -consuming 

loneliness. Srila Prabhupada, you were also somewhat skeptical about 

too much dependence of one brother upon another. You encouraged us 

to simply follow our spiritual master according to our own convictions 

and not to get carried away with other peopleõs convictions. That 

seems realistic. When we are following our own convictions, we tend 

not to expect so much of others. We also understand that no matter 

where we go, we can serve our spiritual master. No one can decide for 

us what our convictions should be, except in a very general way.  

òMan is the architect of his own fortune.ó Srila Prabhupada used to 

quote that. He could boast that he had started the Krsna consciousness 

movement with only forty rupees and that now it  had become a 

worldwide movement. His òboastingó assured his followers that Krsna 

would take care of us. Srila Prabhupada himself was proof of that fact. 

Srila Prabhupada saw us as òproof-hungry.ó He tried to assuage our 

doubts in whatever way he could.  

Thatõs because he was compassionate. The world is in a state of 

pandamonium, he said. He faced the chaos and blamed the demons for 

it. Krsna consciousness is the only answer. But no big persons of the 

world heeded him. His movement remains small among world 

religions, yet it is spreading and does have legal status. ISKCON is full 

of intelligent devotees who are earnest in their attempts to organize 

and preach. Thousands of people want to see Krsna consciousness 

influential in the world, but there are millions  who are just as earnestly 

pushing drugs and Communism and nationalism and sex. The various  
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causes fight for supremacy, but all agree on principles opposed to basic 

Krsna consciousness. Itõs hard to expect good fortune for the world.  

As lecturer and writer, I neednõt hesitate to express my own disgust 

with the present civilization. I donõt want to simply parrot my spiritual 

masterõs criticism of the world; it will sound false or rhetorical. I want 

to stay true to his vision, and that means feeling the disgust and 

hopefully the compassion for myself. Heõs right, of course, in his 

estimation of how bad civilization is and what is wrong with it.  
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9 

Italy 

This is what came to me. M. just walked into the room with a few 

items. He says heõs feeling a dull ache from his malfunctioning liver. 

He wants to know if Iõll be going to the van for the rest of the day. I 

say, òI donõt think so,ó but does that mean I canõt go if I want to? I feel 

lonely; no one to talk to, and I canõt even go to the van without 

Madhuõs permission because heõs going to be rebuilding the interior. I 

could stay put and do something worthwhile.  

Itõs all part of one contiguous life, a string of moments or breaths. I 

could listen more to Naradaõs words and then pay attention to writing 

here. 

LJ seem to forget the days when I did three separate writ ing sessions 

for an hour each. Sometimes I did even more than that. Now I have to 

talk myself into a second one, as if itõs a concession to do it. 

Iõm looking for something pragmatic and tangible. Prove to me that 

the writing session will be read later by a hundred thousand people 

and will have a good effect on their Krsna consciousness. Prove to me 

that itõs pleasing to my spiritual master. Show me exactly what dirt it 

will remove from my heart. Guarantee that when we do a word count 

on the computer, the words òKrsnaó and òSupreme Personality of God-

headó will have a high frequency. I donõt want to waste my time. 
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The picture of Srlla Prabhupada I have in the frame doesnõt work. 

Itõs too dark. Iõll have to wait to get a better one. I like to have formal 

shots where his lotus feet are clearly and fully visible. I like pictures of 

him in his kitchen at Radha - Damodara. 

As I write, a mosquito is going after my flesh and I am slowly 

groping after him in self-defenseñchasing him off (as cows do). Bring 

us to Krsna consciousness. Tell us krsna- upadesa, krsna'katha. 

What does Narada say? I canõt recall right now. I do remember that 

he was talking about how the subtle body carries the soul from one 

body to another. Materialists are doubtful how a person can take on 

another gross body after this one dies. They donõt know that the subtle 

body consisting of mind, intelli gence, and ego carries the soul to the 

next life. They simply donõt know. 

It made me thi nk of how my own gross body is wearing out. I say I 

donõt want another one. Iõm not eager for young sex organs or strong 

eyesight, good chopping teeth or legs to run and play. I want a spiritual 

body. Having a spiritual body means wanting to serve Krsna. T hatõs the 

purpose of the spiritual body. Itõs not so we can enjoy perpetual youth. 

Do we qualify for one? I am not very interested in having a young body 

for material enjoyment, but I donõt seem to be desperate enough to 

serve Krsna and thus be awarded my siddha-svarupa. 

In that case, I may just have to accept another material body to be 

used in Krsnaõs service, but also for the mixed purposes I harbor in my 

heart. The material body, even of a sage, has to grow old, wither, and 

die. 

The perfect stage of liberation in devotional service means being 

awarded the eternal form of a servant in the spiritual world. Lord Krsna 

says that one who knows the transcendental 
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nature of His appearance and activities does not, upon leaving this 

body, come back again to this material world. òHe comes to Me.ó 

plan to drive to Austria and Poland. We plan to arrive. Then 

we plan to return to France and give lectures. We plan to stand before 

the temple Deities and Srlla Prabhupada murtis and feel sorry that we 

donõt feel devotion. A Vaisnava is supposed to feel his own 

shortcomings. Thatõs how he can improve. Heõs also supposed to be 

unhappy at the unhappiness of others. Despite all that, heõs always 

blissful and attracted to Krsnaõs holy names, pastimes, and dhamas. I 

donõt feel the emotions. Mostly I notice the trains of thought in my 

mind and the flickering mixed nature of those trains of thought doesnõt 

please my conception of what Iõd like to be. 

Innocent days of serving Srlla Prabhupada in separation, but present 

days with awareness in writing which I never im agined before. Present 

stage is something to be grateful for. 

cSrila Prabhupada spoke with that Buddhist ñit took up two tapes. 

The man was speaking too much. Now Srlla Prabhupada is speaking to 

a teacher who also makes an awkward personal presence as we hear it. 

I listen and worry that another listener might not understand Srlla 

Prabhupada and why he cuts off the other person. I understand and I 

become uneasy only because these people raise objections and donõt 

submit to him. They donõt let him speak as guru. Itõs they who cut him 

off. Itõs 
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they who behave uncivilly and who donõt know how to relate to a 

Vaisnava acarya. They speak on their own terms and donõt accept his 

analogies, yet heõs kind to them. 

LJ could tell myself how to get beyond petty dissatisfactions, but 

right now Iõm listening to the gentle sounds of the rain which enclose 

us even here in the outdoors and surround us with quietness.  

Breathe easy, friend. Did you finish reading another book? Do you 

go from post to post like a fly? Is your life duration like his, limit ed, 

even though you live longer? Yes, a-brahma- bhuvanal lokah: from the 

highest planet to the lowest, all are places where repeated birth and 

death occur. Even Lord Brahma, who lives a fabulously long time, must 

die. 

We all face these existential moments where we try to create 

devotional meaning out of our internal emptiness. We just have to 

accept ourselves. We are limited. A pure devotee could swim in 

Srimad'Bhdgavatam all afternoon or churn out direct Krsna conscious 

passages or write a useful letter defending Krsna consciousness or . . . 

Life gets smaller and smaller. Then we stumble on something. 

Dear Supreme Lord, I dare to address You because I know You are 

with me. I aspire to hear of Your activities from the lips of Your self -

realized devotees. I aspire to serve You in my life with my talents and 

tendencies. 

Dear Supreme Lord, please let me chant Your holy names patiently 

and use my words to describe You. 

Iõve heard from the sruti. This is the perfect method of knowledge. 

There is no other way for  a conditioned soul to know of God. He 

neednõt remain unknowing. We have to accept this 
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process, if you want to know who your father is, the perfect and only 

process is to hear from your mother. Therefore, it is im portant to hear 

from sastra. Narada tells us we must become free of sin and become 

knowledgeable of the Supreme Lord and the self as distinct from 

matter. Above that, we must under stand how bhakti is the supreme 

path. 

Dear Lord, this boy is restless and plies this writing trade in a 

straightforward way, surrendering to a process where you write down 

whatever comes. I offer it to You. I request to become more Krsna 

conscious and to use my tendencies in bhakti-yoga. 

Dear Lord, You award us the desires we hatch, even in for-

getfulness of You. At the same time, You remind us of what is best. I 

request You to give me service and strength to read Srimad'Bhagavatam 

and to write in a way thatõs directed to You. 

Often we drive to  an airport or get onto the highway and head for 

an ISKCON temple. The journey home. Bowing down to His Divine 

Grace, we pledge ourselves in his service. We also detect that we are 

selfish and that we want our own world with its thousands of personal 

amenities, medicines, notepads, and other paraphernalia. We can 

laugh at ourselves. Or cry. Or just keep trying.  

Itõs now five after four, so I should wind up this session. I am 

abstaining from all food for the rest of the afternoon. I plan to read 

after this i s over. Gradually, the day winds down with promises to 

start early again tomorrow.  
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10 

France 

c^mprovisation ñthereõs a difference when your aim is Krs- na 

consciousness and not Beat generation òZen lunacy.ó Trying to become 

a devotee includes shaking off those old heeby-jeebies. 

Iõm still reading Bhagavatam, now the Fifth Canto about how Rsabha 

put stones in his mouth in the forest and was consumed by a forest fire.  

'Don õt trust the mind. It is dangerous and needs to be beaten a 

hundred times in the morning. Thatõs because so many false notions 

can come into it and you can find yourself absorbed in sense 

gratification or extensive plan -making. Better not to allow the mind 

such freedom, but that doesnõt mean becoming mindless. Therefore, 

when I write, I encourage freedomñfirst thoughtsñbut thatõs not the 

same as trusting the mind over the sastras. 

Rsabha says when you capture animals, you canõt give them their 

freedom again and expect that they wonõt run away. Similarly, the 

mind. Why, then, do I write like this? To see the full extent of the mind 

in order to train it to become my friend?  

On the other hand, you canõt always rein in a horse. You have to give 

it freedom some of the time. The same with a child. You canõt always 

impose the strictest discipline. At some point, you have to become 

friends with the child. Allow ing freedom is another kind of training. It 

teaches responsibility, such as when you give an animal a longer rope.  
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I am not indulging my mind outside of Krsna consciousness through 

this writing. Iõm still following the four rules and chanting sixteen 

rounds. Iõm not looking for material freedom. 

This idea appeals to me, this giving of responsible freedom. I say (I 

know, itõs a cliche) that a devotee has to avoid presenting the 

philosophy òcorrectly,ó dogmatically; he should consult his heart and 

realization.  

Praghosa in Ireland objected to this point when I discussed it in 

Shack Notes. He questioned giving free rein to the mind, trusting the 

spontaneous urge. He asked, òDonõt we always have to curb that evil or 

left -wing tendency to do as we like?ó He feared I was giving license to 

the lawless, lower self. I said itõs not like that, but his point brings up a 

challenge. I shouldnõt write beatnik prose. A Vaisnava writer wants to 

come out with straight, Krsna conscious expression. To find that 

expression that touches the heart, he may have to test his own limits a 

little. You know the saying, òThe sky is the limit.ó Srutismrti'puranadi: 

trust is settled and fixed in Krsna consciousness. But what if I am not 

settled and fixed yet? Therefore, I ask, òAll right, whatõs on your mind? 

How do you feel?ó 

are in France, keeping cool behind the closed shutters. I am 

too cool right now, but donõt want to pause to put on warmer clothes. I 

hope the satisfaction I feel in being here is not sense gratification. I 

hope to be able to unwind and go deeper. I hope to di scover truths. I 

hope to find permission within myself to write something else ñI donõt 

know what, but something to help me and to share with readers. I just 

remembered how Machado said to his readers, òI donõt owe you 

anything; you owe me for these poems.ó 
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What is the price of original thought? What does it mean to sing in 

parampara? Do others see me and snicker or frown? I know and my 

writer friends know and Lord Siva knows we are exploring the mind ñ

a foolish endeavor. I can only say that my writer friends may not know 

the benefit of this as a dedication, a workout. If I am a slave to a 

mundane writing process, thatõs not good, but Iõm not. I am working 

out as a writer and that canõt be bad. 

Delight of free words coming alive. Not pride, but joy in ex pression. 

Real lines given to us by Lord Krsna. My dear friends, donõt deny me 

this or the full right to practice my explorations, and Iõll give you the 

golden eggs at the end. Explain more? I really want to be a devotee, I 

am a friend to myself, itõs a kind of therapy, a kind of poem, 

writing itself a relief from the vacancy and official crap we have to 

swallow in this institution, a way to let off steam harmlessly,  

a brave endeavor not to go to hell, but frontier seeking . . . blah, 

blah, blah. Discovery on paper what I want to do and where to go next 

in a sincere attempt to surrender. Please free me from the grip of my 

own falsity. Raw writing. Give us raw writing.  

I donõt want to write a dumb book the way any old person could 

write, but a sincere expression of my own self as he tried his best to 

untie the knots of material desire according to the instructions of his 

Gurudeva. Secretly, I wish others would make those expressions too. 



96 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

To be true. False ego, they said, gets smashed and bruised and cut 

off dead. Thatõs good, but what about real ego? And what about the fact 

that we are tender and need care? When he gets smashed, he may react 

way inside and want to get out of the Krsna consciousness movement 

and not love or follow his guru. That has happened. I want to take care 

of myself, listen to my inner voice, allow freedom of expression and be 

happy in Krsna consciousness. 

Or maybe we should be more stark and self-punishing. May be we 

should perform austerities like Rsabhadeva, although we donõt want to 

imitate.  

Please understand. Iõm not imitating and Iõm not trying to glorify 

myself. I am trying to find the self for Krsna.  I see so many pushing on 

Krsna consciousness in the external way; I want to do it in the internal 

way. Itõs subtle and hard to express what this means exactly, but 

writing to know the self and express the self as a writer is part of it. 

Maybe thatõs a crude description and too limiting. To òbe a writeró isnõt 

the whole story. Itõs a way of healing, of staying apart, itõs a statement, 

itõs my way of surviving ISKCON politics. Today Iõll celebrate my 

complete freedom to read and write because I want to, to be myself. 

Whatever strength and beauty nondevotee writers haveñ and 

freedomñI want to claim it for my Lord and put Krsna conscious 

writing into circulation that will knock their socks off.  

Can I knock off socks and achieve excellence by this writing 

method? Why not? Itõs a way. 
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ÁWh en this hour is upñyes, Iõm going to keep writing for an hour 

no matter whatñthen Iõll read for forty minutes and take some notes. 

Iõll feel warmed by the sastra, and I hope I will disco ver the burning 

desire to stay in the darsana of the Supreme Lord and the light of the 

Bhagavata. I shall feel that eventually. I donõt have as much idealism 

and optimism about it as I did last year, but the knowledge that if I 

keep reading, I will feel it , pushes me forward into reading 

Prabhupadaõs books several times a day. 
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11 

LJ dreamt of artñbrilliant paintings, seeing into them, in vesting 

them with meaning by creative appreciation and ex pr ession. I was 

encouraging artists to find more images from life and put them into 

their paintings.  

Themes should be Krsna conscious, but many devotees are afraid 

that art could lead us astray. Our artistic expression shouldnõt be made 

at the expense of Krsna consciousness. Donõt miss substantial Krsna 

consciousness. 

Truth is eternal. Lord Caitanya said to always read Bhaga- vatam and 

glorify Krsna. God is  not vague. He is Krsna, the possessor of six 

opulences. Srlla Prabhupada told the professors that although we can 

speculate on God forever, we can only know Him when He tells us who 

He is. Lord Krsna says who He is in Bhagavad'gita and 

Srimad'Bhagavatam. 

I realize that itõs important to learn Prabhupadaõs arguments in 

order to preach effectively, but these days, Iõm just listening to him and 

absorbing myself in his presentation without storing it up for future 

debates. I am relishing his examples and analogies, and his insistence 

that Krsna is the original Personality of Godhead in Goloka as well as 

the Maha-Visnu who creates the material world. Right now, Iõm trying 

to concentrate on hearing with sraddha. Hearing from authorities is the 

best way to acquire knowledge. 

Sraddha carries us beyond debate. I can go back step by step and 

trace out how I came to accept these things that Prabhu- pada is 

sayingñthatõs just as much a part of my life story as anything else. The 

Vedas are right, and Iõm their spokesperson. The real point, though, is 

that somehow I do accept Prabhupadaõs teachings and I want to live in 

such a way that I am preaching with every move I make.  
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I believe the Vedas are right because Prabhupada convinced me. He 

gave me the Srimad'Bhagavatam and the Hare Krsna mantra, prasadam 

and his wayñhis way. I can explain this to an audience the next time I 

go to 26 Second Avenue. Iõd like toñhow Swamiji taught us and 

convinced us. Iõll plan for it. 

Back to my dream of art. Iõve lived long enough in ISKCON, and 

seen and read enough, and now I want to process the òdataó and come 

out with it in òpaintings.ó In my dream last night, I was an art teacher 

assessing the studentsõ paintings. I was looking not only at the symbols, 

images, colors, and designs, but encouraging them to go deeper within 

themselves and come out with more. 

Of course, I am not a painter, but a writer. We all want to see 

explicit Krsna conscious imagery: Krsna with His flute, Radha and  

Krsna together, temples, devotees. We donõt want to leave any of it out. 

But we want what is implicit too ñthe heart of our own Krsna 

consciousness should come through. 

en we left the Czech farm, Tattva-darsi rode with us through 

the sparkling sunrise into  town to show us the way. Then he got out of 

the van and took the train back to the farm. The train looked like a toy. 

It stops fifty meters from the ISKCON building. He lives in that pristine 

world of fertile fields. His service is to translate Srlla Prab hupadaõs 

books from English into Czech. I gave him a big garland of flowers 

when he left us in town. Tattva -darsi is cynical by nature, but he is 

faithful, and I hope he is happy for his whole life in Krsna 

consciousness. His temple president, Turlya Prabhu, called him, 

òProblem-free.ó 
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Who could express the freshness and well-wishing of that morning? 

And me in our van, living another moment of aus - piciousness, driving 

off as a preacher to visit the next place, full of freedom and hope in 

Krsna consciousness. If you take away all the nice things in this 

material life, you could not take away what is nicest, and that is our 

Krsna consciousness, our allegiance to and endurance in the chanting of 

the holy names. 

As an artist, can I describe that morning? Can I capture the sun 

rising over the farm in June in Eastern Europe? I canõt do it fully. All I 

can say is that the fields were green with wheat and grass. There were 

cows. Not many modern amenities. Czech Republic is a backward, 

simple country, with less crime and extravagance. The Krsna 

consciousness at that farm is simple and hard-working. The temple 

room has unvarnished wood floors. They worship Gaura -Nitai simply. 

The women are the pujaris while the men tend the cows. Two bull calves 

arrived from somewhere in Europe while I was there. The devotees sit 

under the tree in the yard for prasadam, which like most ISK CON 

temples, is distributed from buckets. The president, Turiya Prabhu, 

works as hard as the rest. The devotees appear to be in good health, 

although Turiya warned me to watch out for the sunõs rays. He says 

they can be harmful. 

(So much of my writing seem s to be the deflecting of blows from the 

material nature. I broadcast the news of a private life and say we are 

staving off the three -fold miseries, but some of them attack us in this 

way and that. I write of life in this world from a transcendental 

perspective. We read of Goloka and see before us the material world, 

but we donõt see as a karmi 
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sees. We see attractive women as dangerous to our spiritual 

commitment. We see flowers as Godõs creation, although we know the 

flowers in the spiritual world are a million times more beautiful. We 

see our mind as the enemy, although we try to engage it in Krsnaõs 

service. 

LJ want to tell the success of my own attempt in Prabhupadaõs 

mission. I am an ISKCON reporter, but not a journalist for IWR. I write 

my own newspaper from my own point of view.  

Last night I looked at the painting of Kali -yuga where light is 

coming from Vyasa into the darkness of sin. The light pours down, but 

few receive it. (That painting could be the cover for All Things Fail 

Without Krsna.) A ray of light in the darkness. Kali -yuga is a tunnel of 

horrors, but there is a way out. The painting shows a running man and 

a blazing fire. Chant Hare Krsna and get out.  

I will  chant, and I will pray to concentrate on the holy names.  

Dear Lord Krsna, please have mercy on this sinner. My dear Lord 

Krsna, please have mercy on this sinner. Thatõs the Jesus prayer. We 

mean, òPlease engage me in Your service.ó That prayer comprehends 

and includes all. Mercy for the sinner is included in the gift of service. 

òPlease engage me in Your service,ó includes, òPlease make me strong 

to preach,ó òPlease let me have faith,ó òPlease donõt let me fall down,ó 

òPlease let me do right,ó etc. Please engage me in Your serviceñhear 

the mantra and reflect on it.  
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LJ feel good this morning. This is the way to write early in the 

morning, by throwing off sparks of Krsna conscious things that come 

to mi nd. If my words are not Krsna conscious, let them come anyway. 

Soon they will become Krsna conscious by the power of 

transformation. I mean, by the fact that I have chosen Krsna 

consciousness and it is always available to me. Lord Caitanya says, 

òHere I am, take Me.ó If I donõt take Him, I am a hopeless fool. I want 

to be a taker. 

Even if I start with nonsense, I can drop it and drift into the Krsna 

consciousness available. 

^jDreams seem more expressive in art and daring. However, they are 

less directed in Krsna consciousness. Therefore, the waking stage is 

better. Also, I donõt write in the dream state. When I do capture a 

dream, the drama of it is usually not sattvic enough for my taste. The 

lead characters may be devoid of Krsna conscious expression, so I 

donõt like it. I want a lead character who is trying to be a devotee, just 

as I am trying to be one in my waking life.  

Madhavendra Puri said that he had resolved to be a devotee despite 

everything. òI have resolved to think of Govinda . . . ó  He didnõt 

need any other rituals.  

O Govinda, Lord of truth,  

You wave a baton in the rasa dance. 

You play a variety of flutes. You dance and sport with Your many 

devotees and never tire. Sometimes Your sport includes fatigue, and 

You lie at the root of a tree or on Balaramaõs lap while the boys fan You 

and one sings for You, and You are happy in Your boyhood and 

adolescence. Your mother always waits for You to come home. The 

gopis wait for You in the  
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kunjas. This is Krsna in Vrndavana. At the same time, Heõs always God. 

I will hear of the Lord from my spiritual master. I will òlimitó myself 

to his presentation. I canõt know Lord Krsna otherwise. He sent Srila 

Prabhupada to me. All I have to do is be faithful.  

Th e clock has a black background and white hands. It says I have 

twenty minutes to go. They know my limits and donõt expect much. 

Even if I wrote fifty years nonstop, I couldnõt exceed my limits. A 

dwarf leaps to catch the moon. A fox leaps to catch the grapes and 

finally gives up. I leap and sing, òHaribol!ó and fall back like a puppy. 

The Lord of art and experience is Govinda. Perhaps He will throw 

me a morsel. Maybe a poem will come out of it as an evocation of 

sincerity.  

May all devotees overcome their problems and be lights to the 

world. That is what the world is lacking. Of course, devo tees are 

already doing things much better than their non devotee 

contemporaries, but devotees have a vision of a land free of trouble and 

filled with happy peo ple. Is that a kind of impersonalism? We want 

personalism, but that inevitably includes quarrels among individuals 

with different opinions. All right, thatõs better than pretended 

friendliness. Letõs express ourselves in Krsna consciousness and try not 

to fight so much. We can do that by observing Vaisnava etiquette. 
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note to a friend: donõt resent that you gave your youth to 

Krsna. It didnõt go in vain. Donõt resent it. Donõt be angry and 

resentful. You are flaming up like those electric wires we see in India.  

J7H otorboat sounds like itõs farting. Bad aching backs. Itõs spine, 
itõs vertebrae, itõs braying, itõs conniving and fear. This flailing body 

encases the bewildered self. The nerves pinch and he hurts, so he runs 

off to a chiropractor, consults a head shrink, is taken away by police, 

taxed by government, victim ized by what he reads in the newspapers. 

He meddles in karma by eating meat. He dies saying, òI didnõt know 

any better,ó and thatõs a fact. 

I have come to write the obituary for everyone. I am speaking the 

funeral speech for a man I didnõt know, telling the relatives that his 

soul isnõt dead, the guy whose body is in the coffin. In a gentle way, I 

tell them itõs foolish to lament and that they never knew the real man. 

Heõs not dead, not the real person. Theyõll look at me and wonder if 

they dare to believe what Iõr.i saying. 

Let them believe or not. 

Iõm speaking at my own funeral. I am watching with Huck Finn. 

Weõre having a laugh. Socrates said, òFirst you catch me, and then you 

can put me in the grave.ó Emily Dickenson: òA fly buzzed when I 

died.ó Zen death poems are ignorant of what comes next. 

Krsna conscious devotees know they have a next life. They know 

where they go, or they donõt know for sure until they die. But they 

pray to Krsna to have mercy on them and they trust that He will.  
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Now itõs time for me to go and read Srimad'Bhagavatam. Let this 

writing session join the rest.  



106 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

1 2 

Th e truth comes out of jumbled words, anemone and others. Boy 

Scouts in Normandy, 1994- On a brown Red Cross truck from 1944, ò6 

June, 1944 musue,ó picture of GI Joe shouting. òCome on in and see the 

mortars and shells and helmets and dead Nazis.ó Come and rest in an 

off -the-road campground shelter.  

The Bhagavatam is open for later. Iõm aware that this is not pure 

krsna'katha, although thatõs what I should be doing. This is for 

approaching Krsna consciousness, digging to know the truth of myself.  

All Pilot pens drift. The truth is in the mantra. Carefully, I wrote 

some favorite passages on cards. What they mean to me might not be 

something I can express to others, but I pick them out and plan to 

speak on them. He said of yearning, this is the way it is, you want to be 

a devotee of the Lord, you want to render service to Krsna. 

c 

LJ wanted to be a devotee truly, but there were impediments and I 

couldnõt overcome them. I sat at the wall and couldnõt get over. I sat 

there and chanted and wrote this piece. My writing is a form of 

imploring the powers that be to please let me get over the wall. Could 

they please come and pull me over? 

Keep calm. Iõm nearing Le Havre and preparing for tomor rowõs 

ferry crossing. Today is for calm and rest, and tomorrow for all -day 

transit.  

I donõt mainly read or mainly write. I do both. O Krsna, if it rains, I 

can close the skylight. I will be safe here, as You desire. 



Writing Sessions 107 

The poetry gets written one way or another. Muse attracted or waited 

upon.  

en I speak, am I searching for something? I know Iõm 

much deeper, how much more relaxed do I have to get before I 

understand what Iõm looking for? Similarly, I ask myself, òWhat is it 

that you want to do in these writing sessions?ó It would take me about 

twenty -eight days to write say, fifty sessions. It would take me twenty -

eight days to write twenty - eight short -short, improvised sto ries. What 

is it I most want to do? I want to be true to myself and to this period of 

my life. When we read an author, we are grateful when he or she is not 

posing, even if the writing is quiet and ordinary. Itõs not as moving to 

read an author who heighte ns the mood for effect or discusses 

profound themes without really living or feeling it. When I read a 

book, I want to see the layers of the authorõs life. 

I have sent tapes across the sea to be typed. One contained intros 

and prefaces to a private compilation of writing sessions.  

Harvest time. Wheat lies in dry piles, ready to be picked up, but if it 

rains, it could cause a problem. Rain at the right time is what the 

cultivator wants. Does he pray for it?  

v^alm down and write. The next Bhagavatam chapter describes the 

descent of the river Ganges. Donõt even speak to those cynics who take 

the Vedas as myths. Jan Morris didnõt say anything about òHinduism.ó 

He didnõt seek a guru. He 

always desiring to be a better devotee and all that, but how  
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focused himself as too honest or knowledgeable and modern to be a 

fool like thatñexpecting anyone in barbaric India to be able to teach 

about God since even in the West, we despair of inquiring into such a 

subject. Life is something else, some justice or just being yourself and 

writing travel books, getting at the heart of each place and people after 

visiting there awhile as an American with a checkbook.  

He glared at an Indian bureaucrat.  

I glare, I accept what Srimad-Bhagavatam says and donõt write to 

convince Jan Morris otherwise from what he thinks as a meateater. 

I will get through by reaching out to my immediate con gregation. I 

write to them. Devotees distribute books and hold festivals, and a net 

goes out and captures some people. I am part of that organized 

preaching. I depend on that first wave of attack by the soldiers. I then 

approach those who are already softened, who are already curious and 

willing to hear more. Therefore, I am tied into ISKCONõs preaching 

efforts. Iõm not exactly a free-lance preacher. 

at will I write next? I canõt say yet. I know that it will be inch by inch 

writing. Iõll have to pay for it. Thatõs how it 

goes. 

the distanceñsounds like firecrackers. Iõm in a neutral mood. M. said, 

òIsnõt it good here?ó I agreed and waited to see 
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what would happen. Wrote a schedule I hope to follow and didnõt 

commit myself. Waited to see how the day would go. Sun wasnõt so 

bright.  

I have to prepare five morning classes and five evening ones for the 

disciplesõ meetings at Inis Rath in August. I have already prepared 

quite a bit, so I neednõt worry. The rest will come. 

Jt's a good meditation to contact Krsna in the books through the 

barriers of the mind. For example, Iõm in Normandy and I canõt help 

but come up with  war images. Then I think of the war I go through 

with my mind to read about Krsna in His absolute forms as He presents 

Himself in Srimad- Bhagavatam and the holy name. I read for òmysticaló 

reception, to be with Srlla Prabhupada and Lord Krsna in the read ing 

encounter. Seek that quality and try to convey it also. I donõt indulge in 

much criticism or argument against atheistic at tacks on sastra. I just go 

in and hear and try to lower my own defenses. That doesnõt mean Iõm 

mindless, however.  

Farewell, my friends, as you fly off to India. òRepair your sadhana 

and gain inspiration in Vrndavana,ó I told her. She said thank you. 

Wish them well, those who wish you well and are so kind.  

Jf you want food to taste good, use butter and sugar. Alas, thatõs not 

good to eat. Okay, then settle for less than palatable foods. 
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òAge life expectancy average,ó Srila Prabhupada said, òis thirty-five 

in India and seventy in America.ó Thoreau lived into his forties, barely. 

Shelley and Keats died young. Words worth grew old and they criticized 

him, òYou grow old, Father William.ó 

The days of early autumn are not so far away. Seeking to love and 

accept, seeking to be encouraged vicariously by anotherõs truth, we read 

books. Reading, we extend ourselves and love the writers. They give us 

something. 

Someone gave me an anthology of East European poets. After all, I 

travel so much in Europe, I might as well meet their poets. Iõm not a 

provincial Bostonian who knows only the Bos ton Commons and the 

mobs of college students. 

A dry, whitish moth on this page.  

LJ feel my relationship with Lord Krsna deep in my heart. I 

expressed it in a book and gave instructions how it may be edited. I 

have nothing more to say about it right now. Th e book is out of my 

hands. It will become a small book for general readers. 

Seven minutes left. Call on the last energy of this session. Krsna. 

Krsna. I declare I will tell krsna-katha to the others and tell how a 

disciple should be satisfied with the basi c practices, yet be anxious to 

improve his or her service. Prabhupada said he was pleased not by 

someone giving him a large amount of money, but by a disciple 

following the rules and regulations of devotional life. Thatõs what 

pleases the guru. 
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13 

Ireland 

To be totally honest, I donõt have to write down the details of my life 

here. What I need is surrender to God. I donõt need to give you a blow 

by blow account of the wrestling match between me and the forces of 

doubt. òThe structure of the universeó has always been a difficult one 

for me to read. I mean, with its ocean of liquor and billions and billions 

of miles between mountains and islands and oceans and peaks and 

names that are hard to pronounce. 

I need to write permissively right now. Itõs good for me. I donõt want 

to worry what people will say. Iõm planning a bookñ a story of my 

next few weeks. It may want to come out sue- cessful and nice and neat, 

whereas the actual story isnõt so. Therefore, Iõm going to write 

separately in these sessions where I simply keep the hand moving no 

matter what.  

0>ick up where the radio show left off. I went to the Krsna conscious 

yearning stage. Hope to be able to talk with Super- soul. Donõt want to 

mock these efforts. Respect the pure desire to know and serve Lord 

Krsna. I spoke of Dhruva and Kardama and others.  

The body wants Krsna consciousness. Mine yearns for that 

satisfaction; the soul wants it too. The relaxed, off-stage person wants 

it. He eats and sleeps to feel refreshed. Why? So he can do this higher 

function. Little arm with wrist and hand, grip  
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pen and try to bring us where the voice took us, and carry us further 

along. 

Or do you feel a need to go backward? Pure devotees attain Krsna 

consciousness. Pure reading and submissive aural reception in 

chantingñthese are right here now for you. Try for them. Thatõs the 

purpose of human life.  

Read in a way that you are praying to the Lord and Srimad- 

Bhagavatam and Srila Prabhupada and your own self, òPlease let me 

enter here with my material sorrows. I want an im proved state. Please 

let me do it, Lord. Let me enter Srimad- Bhagavatam with full faith.ó 

I want to show myself I can enter states of progressive receptivity in 

Krsna consciousness. Once I show that I can do it, then itõs just a 

matter of staying with it and goin g into it more and more. I can quote 

the verse on the .cowherd boys who played with Lord Krsna as their 

friend after heaps of pious activities throughout many lives. Successful 

devotees inspire me. I too can become successful. I can love Krsna and 

desire to please Him with my devotional service.  

No one can do it for me. 

This is a trail I want to be on. The day haspassed its peak. 

Iõm aware my physical energyñmy powers of concentrationñ are 

waning, but I speak to the Lord in the heart not just for a peak 

experience, but with promise for a future rendezvous ñ tomorrow and 

tomorrow after that. I want to enter the prayer state with 

Srimad'Bhdgavatam. Better I plunge into it. Be aware that there are 

barriers to cross, and ask Krsna and your own self to help you cross 

them. Those barriers areskepticism, 

feelings that Iõve read this before, etc. 

Tall trees at the edge of the yard stand as sentinels. They wave. I 

noticed them when I began to write out here. Now they are watching 

me silently, me, the more evolved and sophis- 
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ticated life form, as I try to speak with the higher knowledge Iõve been 

exposed to. Iõd help you, trees, if I were more advanced. I could become 

your well -wisher and sing kirtana in  your presence, but mostly you 

watch me when I grow forgetful of communion with you and take up 

communion with Lord Krsna in the heart and what I can do on the 

writing page.  

dxzk&s 

^Present influences. Not so much outside reading in God - brothersõ 

books. The self-image of writing self. I influence my self to be a loner 

and dig at this writing. Dig at it like a road laborer. Old influences are 

still with me that would see this alone work as òoff.ó I read 

Prabhupadaõs purports and am influenced by them. Iõm influenced by 

growing older, influenced by  
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my body. I seek reciprocation with those who encourage me to go on 

writing.  

Just me and his books and my pen and what I can make of it. 

In a note, I ask myself to be relaxed and write for longer periods, 

òwithout expectations of Krsna conscious performance, be yourself, 

and write what comes.ó Okay, but I just had this nice radio show where 

I built up to a yearning for  a Krsna conscious state. Once you induce 

that, it seems better to keep going in that direction.  

I feel some throbbing in my head right now ñitõs starting behind the 

right eye. If that persists, Iõll have to obey it and go inside and relax. I 

canõt seem to relax deeply while writing. It requires too much muscle 

action and brain action and the flow of thoughts and words onto the 

page. 

Iõd like to do another session, this one, to the full hour without 

damage. Plump and pert pens in black box outdoors. Youõve eaten all 

youõll get today. Only some water now. You have a hat for the sun if it 

comes out. Iõll walk with you. Seems we canõt keep going on the 

strength of where the radio show left off. That was what it was and Iõm 

here now. 

LJ canõt understand what the hell Simic means. Write my own plain 

sense. I need to know what a person is talking about. Please make some 

sense. Are you talking about what it was like in World War II? Maybe 

thatõs it, huh? òShe bore me swaddled over the burning cities. . . . The 

high heavens were full of little, shrunken, deaf ears inside of stars.ó 

One tries to make an essence instead of plain description. Well, I donõt 

care for it. 
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Sometimes I write just for myself. Thatõs a different thing. Itõs not a 

prank. I lose control in order to get further into Krsna consciousness. If 

I can lose the hold on my immediate conscious Krsna consciousness, 

then maybe I can regroup fur ther down the road by getting past the 

boundaries of ordinari ness. Iõm willing to take chances like that 

because I can trust myself. This playing field of the notepad isnõt going 

to hurt me. I donõt want to blaspheme or hurt anyone. Especially I donõt 

want to hurt my relationship with Srila Prabhupada and Lord Krsna.  

Still, itõs not something to keep preserved in a box. I have to test it 

sometimes and build it up by effort.  

Cross through patches of briars and memories of Jaya-tirtha up to 

his losing his head. All that happened. But itõs not true Krsna 

consciousness. 

òLose control. Be honest. Donõt be afraid to fail.ó These are notes 

from two years ago. Well, my head is throbbing. Can I stretch out this 

last half hour? Is it worth it? A very good day itõs been. Iõve been so 

wealthy. Didnõt even stop to celebrate. Opened the door of the tulasi 

house like a man on business that absorbs him. When I discovered it 

was 100Á F in there, I backed out and went down to the field and picnic 

table. All day I made golden hay. Now Iõve got to cool it. 

LJ donõt know. The world? I just know life in the attic room of a little 

house these days. M. is tearing out the inside of the van and building a 

new interior. He wants to bring everything down to a lower center of 

gravity in the rear so we can go faster. He also wants to clear the clutter 

out of his space and the kitchen. Heõs occupied with that and also busy 

buying tickets  
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for future travels. Therefore, I have free time to develop my own ways.  

The world? I donõt know. This I do know: thereõs nothing wrong in 

telling this story. I am writing to communicate, but not to perform 

according to othersõ expectations. I am not even looking to read as 

interesting, compelling, profound, or real ized. This is the only life I 

have, and I have faith in its value.  

My dear Krsna, can I write of You? I can describe You as I meet You 

in the Srimad-Bhagavatam. I cannot imagine You or tell anyone what 

You think, but I can pray to You.  

O all -merciful Krsna, hear my prayer. 1 am not the creator of 

whatever I do, these words that appear independent of You. Fools 

think like that ñprakrteh kriyamandni, gunaih karmani sarvasah. They 

think they are the doer, but they are actually moved by the modes of 

nature. Even Simic, although he won the Pulitzer Prize, may, if  heõs not 

Krsna conscious, be moved by the intricate modes of nature. We think 

we are outsmarting someone, but we are outsmarted. Srila Prabhupada 

says we get entangled by mdydõs complexities. Maya outsmarts us. 

LJõUI  looking at old photos. I remember  coming home from work to 

the storefront. Jadurani would be sitting and painting. She sat on the 

floor (on a mat?). Those days are all under the bridge now. 

Stones thrown at the window. I had the courage to go outside and 

say, òGo away!ó Then I called the police. No, we wonõt fight. I wonõt 

fight, wrestle, punch, or use a knife. If you force me, I might pick up a 

club. 
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^Deep breaths for my budding headache in the outside air. Bottle of 

water on table. Feet growing cold, and legs in thin dhoti. Back straight. I 

better go in and do something to relaxñ maybe listen to a tape. 
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14 

("T^irds chirp ñI donõt know their names. Garble and mix the 

message from brain. Burn feeling in region of heart. You canõt burn in 

love yet for Lord Krsna. Talk about it on morning walk.  

I read a writing session I wrote last winter. It was really a note -

taking session, expressing an emotion that I was writing fiction, but 

didnõt know if I really wanted to do it. I didnõt like it as I read it now. 

After all, I was agitated by the visit of the muse. Later, I refer to this as 

a òfit.ó I was almost forced to try story-writing and it  has produced 

interesting results over the months, although itõs dormant now. Iõm 

sure it will come again when it likes.  

Now I am more dedicated to the writing sessions, especially since 

Iõm able to read them again. Maybe thatõs why I feel 
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miffed that I used my writing session time to express feelings of 

whether or not I should write fiction. It was honest at the time, but I 

would have preferred  it be done in a work pad and then the writing 

session would have been allowed to go . . . where? 

Facing who you are. The effort to turn to Krsna in the heart where 

soul and Supreme Lord are seated as two birds. Seems that analogy 

from the Upanisads could be a motto for the writing session effort: the 

jiva bird gives up his preoccupation with sense gratification and turns 

to the witness bird, his friend and well -wisher. Why is it so hard to give 

up the lonely preoccupation with the fruits on the bran ches of the 

material body? Canõt you see itõs getting you nowhere, as the Upanisads 

and Srimad'Bhdgavatam and Gita tell us? Those fruits are all sources of 

misery, and you go to them for joy.  

Who me? Iõm a sanrryasi. You must be lecturing to a general òyou,ó 

myself not included.  

You do love palatable food.  

But itõs prasadam. 

dear friend, donõt you remember Me? I am your unknown 

friend, avijnata. You didnõt consult Me in the past, but now I have 

appeared again. We are like two swans. So said the brahmana wh o 

appeared to Vaidarbhi at the time when her husband died in the forest. 

Following the order of the spiritual master is tantamount to seeing the 

Supreme Personality of Godhead in the heart. 

Read in Festivals, Srila Prabhupadaõs lecture on Gundica day, 1970. He 

told some of the lila of Ratha-yatra involving Lord Krsnaõs being the 

cowherd boy beloved of the gopis and 
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gopas of Vrndavana. After He left  Vrndavana (to kill Karhsa), the only 

business of the Vrajavasis was to cry in separation from Krsna. He sent 

Uddhava to pacify them. Finally they got an opportunity to be with 

Him at Kuruksetra during the solar eclipse. Srimati Radharani and the 

gopis asked Krsna to return to Vrndavana. That mood was observed 

and lived by Lord Caitanya 500 years ago during Ratha -yatra in Puri. 

Thatõs the meaning of Ratha-yatra for Lord Caitanyaõs followersñ 

Radharani bringing Krsna back to Vrndavana.  

Bly wrote a poem about  snow and a man in a black 

coat who turns. Mystery of life, thoughts and snowdrifts com - 

pared. The rich imagery. But what is a poet? Why doesnõt he so 

yearn for God that it comes out nakedly in each poem? 

Or do you just play that role? I discovered in Shack Notes that thereõs 

a difference between what we in ISKCON publicly say that one should 

do and what one actually feels. We have buried our feelings, thinking 

they may be inappropriate. I was trying to unearth them in that book. 

That process is not a onetime event. I continue it if I think itõs 

worthwhile.  

Are you one who calls out òO my God!ó all night? 

No. I hope to sleep soundly for at least three or four hours and I do. 

Then I get up and write, beginning òCaptain Smith, reporting for 

work.ó 

God knows all; Heõs in the heart. May He see a drive for God 

consciousness (Krsna consciousness) in me and my efforts. 
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LJ dared to come to write this one in the tulasi house. Although Iõm 

all the way over here, I can still hear M. and A.õs voices. òBrother 

. . . ó If I could hear their actual words, I would leave here and go 

down to the table in the yard. It was a risk coming here. All my books 

and papers are on the floor now, but it would take say three minutes if 

I suddenly stopped and went down to the table. No, longer because I 

have to get the sponge to wipe the table. No, that takes only ten 

seconds. I know where it is. 

Hereõs the sunlight. You can stick it out. Uddhava said heõd prefer to 

keep Tulasi outdoors i f he could, in summer, so as not to coddle her too 

much. Makes her strong to face the colder months. Hadnõt thought of 

that. So I write here and prove I can go deep even if there are voices 

and construction noise nearby. 

^What is deeper? Itõs Krsna consciousness, of course, but my own 

version. Dear Lord, why canõt I serve You better? I read the transcript 

of a 1970 lecture by Srlla Prabhupada, but I read it cold and like one 

going through an archives manuscript, not like one sitting at the feet of 

his guru and receiving Krsnaõs darsana through his words. He told the 

lila of Yasoda looking into Krsnaõs mouth. Krsna says the boys were 

liars. The manuscript says, òdevotees laugh.ó Thatõs far removed from 

actually being there in a crowded room with Swam ijl and yourself 

smiling and laughing as he speaks. I thrilled to it twenty -four years 

ago. 

Itõs expected we get old and fat and even die over that amount of 

time. Youth cult over.  

The burn in heart area. The guys talking. Go ahead. 
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My personal feeling for Krsna stops short. I open a book and read 

something and thereõs an intellectual appreciation which we can call 

spiritual. I appreciate bhakti. 

Talk, talk, I hear them, but keep writing. You can talk too, 

unhampered. Be strong. Sounds like Patri and M. jawing away. He 

really should let M. work on the van, but they have a yen to talk.  

I talk alone. How is my talk better and less gossip, and not a waste of 

time and air? If I go deep. 

O Moses, 

O whale-catchers, 

O dreamers in sleep, 

go deep into it,  

O sex mongers, you too try to go 

deep and drug addicts, and 

anyone . . . but deep into hell is 

not what I mean. (You just wrote 

deep into òshelló by mistake.) 

The man is talkinõ but now 

maybe heõll leave M.ñand meñalone. 

On your own. Strip off a sweater.  

òOh, I didnõt know you were in here.ó 

Yes, I am getting the benefit of Tulasiõs 

association and writing my . . . your what?  

My affidavit to testify that I saw the Rose of Sharon, but didnõt know 

its name. I testify that I was out walking from five to six in the morning 

and thought soon maybe Iõll stop this answering of questions on japa. 

òBrother . . . ó More talk by the van. I am a tulasi silent watcher. A 

cool breeze on the head. 
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When you can concentrate, you go down again and say, òWhat 

feelings do I have naturally for God? What if I have doubt or distaste 

when I hear His IHa?ó Oh, you can overcome it. 

The Irish talk, the way they talk. I like it.  

But you see, direct sastra is, to say the least, helpful. òI am the 

sourceó (I am writing this like a medieval monk in a big book in a 

monastery, copying a church manuscript) òof all spiritual and material 

worlds.ó (Stop and consider who is speaking and what he says. Daruka 

dasa is talking about òthe post officeóñhe repeats that word again and 

again.) Srila Prabhupada says that if an ordinary person says, òI am the 

greatest,ó then you wonõt believe it, but Lord Krsna is the Supreme 

Person. Itõs right if He says He is the greatest. òEverything emanates 

from Me. The wise who perfectly know this engage in my devotional 

service and worship Me with all their hearts.ó (Bg. 10.8) 

Iõll have to give up coming to Tulasiõs house as long as M. works on 

the van, it seems. If I mention it to him, it may be of no practical 

purpose. Do I want him to restrict his work hours or not talk to people 

or to move the van? No, I have two other places. The bench outdoors as 

long as it doesnõt rain, and indoors, which is okay any time. 

Indoors is  in. In. Go in, go in. If you meet a blank wall, just keep 

going anyway.  

Krsna says òI am the source of all the spiritual and material worlds.ó 

One who hears this from right authorities in Lord Caitanyaõs line and 

who believes it knows that Krsna is the or igin of all and he engages in 

His service with firm deter mination, òfirmly fixed in devotional 

service.ó 

Nistha means that when people speak nonsense and deny Krsna, the 

devotee isnõt swayed in the least. òHe can never be 
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deviated by any amount of nonsensical commentaries or by fools.ó (Bg. 

10.8, purport) 

Many sastras uphold that Narayana, Visnu ñKrsnañis the source of 

all.  

òThere is no supreme controller other than Krsna.ó Shall I just read 

and note and wait, or is there something else, like a pause to pray, 

òPlease let it be true in me and live in me. Please give me revelation.ó 

The devotee doesnõt just sit with eyes closed (heõll fall asleep), but 

he òengages all his energies in Krsna consciousness and becomes a 

truly learned man.ó All others are fools. He shouldnõt be bewildered 

by the fools and their interpretations of Bhagavad'gita, but proceed in 

Krsna consciousness òwith determination and firmness.ó 

Th ere is a little taste of sastra and Krsna. My Lord. My book. You 

bring yourself into it. Your question was how can I enter real Krsna 

consciousness? I say itõs the sastra. 

M. is running a power saw. Heõs alone. He says heõs òhyped upó (in 

a good sense) to work on the van. Says at times like this, he canõt pay 

much attention to anything else. Similarly, I take advantage of the 

writing sessions as a time when Iõm not disturbed by other 

engagements. Freeñfor what?  

Free to ask myself a question. How to keep writing into a heart.  

But whatõs in there? It looks like a Mickey Mouse hat or a baseball 

catcherõs mitt. No, itõs a donut hole into Nothingnessña fashionable 

meditation. Itõs an Aghasura play. None of the above. 

But you care and feel. 
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Again he asks, òIf I take a moment and feel, what is my actual state 

of Krsna consciousness?ó Thatõs why writing sessions are important; 

they at least let me be aware of the search of innerness. 

Sounds like you are echoing the Orthodox Christian prayer men, 

saints, and ascetics. Go in, go in. 

Take a hop in 

inner, inner, and what do you see when you go way, way, way IN 

THERE!? 

Srila Prabhupada said (to a crazy boy in Buffalo who later became 

his Kusakratha dasa): òI do not know. You know.ó 

In the silent gloaming of poets, dull and bright fire eyes, tree hole an 

entry place for black snakes. Eye of the storm, pull yourself in and what 

do you see? Ugh, it smells fishy. Thatõs his intestines. 

Why  

you makinõ 

fun of inn er life, bro? 

I threateninõ you now with my fist, Donõt make fun of Inner Life, you 

hear? 

He puts his black-face-tough -guy up close to mine. I have challenged 

his group.  

I back off. I donõt care. Inner or outer, itõs all the same to me, as long 

as I can go on writing. I have nothing at stake. Iõm just a creator snake 

charmer like a pizza maker performing in public. He punches the 

dough and twirls it around, throws tomato and cheese and olives and 

peppers on it and plenty of sauce. Then throws it into the ov en. 

See folks, I made da pizza. 
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jZeak in the roof. He runs. I was looking for a serious man. Well, I 

am the man. But you look different. Iõm the man, but I have separated 

my beauty secrets into pots. Want to see them? 

(Canõt get a hold of this guy, elusive sadhu. He may suspect me.) 

I hear M.õs drill from several directions at once. Put on your Salinger 

hat or your white -brimmed Yevtuschenko brand mus ing oracle. 

Put on your Rasta hat 

and heartily go uphill.  

No, I want to cut this train of thought right here, skip lines, and read 

the book on writing and then come back here more sober. Whatõs the 

time? 

Yikes! Time is up. No time to look at the writing book. Go ahead, ask 

pardon for your nonsense. Two birds in a tree and you the little one. 

But you forgot Visnu. You got carried away like a mad peacock 

spreading its wings. You tripped on the word òinner.ó 

No, hold on, there is something worthy in the elusive sadhu. He was 

protecting inner l ife from your prying eyes. Itõs you who are not serious, 

and he saw that. 

Asked several times, òWhat is my actual unrehearsed feeling toward 

Krsna?ó Got varied responses. One side said we wonõt know until we 

read and quote sastra and thatõs the only way to introduce respectability 

to our writing session. Another side said just look and be honest and do 

look and find some prayer, because God is in you. And that got hard to 

do. Voices and motor from the van didnõt help. 

I asked several times. The asking is good. Then finally when I went 

to ask again, something popped and I just started to make fun of the 

word òinner.ó 
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I like this better than that Saranagati session where I took notes for 

whether or not to write fi ction. At least I come to face my Krsna 

consciousness or lack of it. And even if I find the lack or zero, I want to 

open the Gita at random (10.8 is great) and put Krsna on this page. 

Dear Lord, witness bird, I  want to pray to You and not be deviated 

by fools who say, òBrahman is all. There is no Krsna. Meditate on the 

void.ó 
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15 

On the road through England 

(Strange dream that Krsna gave me the strength not to reveal my secret 

thoughts even when others were prying. I was freed from the desire to be 

the #1 disciple of Prabhupada, a disease which, at least in the dream, 

seemed to plague others. 

That desire is always troublesomeñto compete and to feel no 

humility. Can I do something wonderful for His Divine Grace? Weõd all 

like to. It canõt be done, however, by fighting one another. For me, it 

means spending time alone and writing as honestly as I can. What am I 

afraid of (aside from mice and rats and terrorists)? Krsna can give me 

the strength required to overcome my fears. 

Si'k&s 

Th is will be a time of many  practice attempts. Success is when you 

can write in Krsna consciousness naturally. One step is to get away 

from the problems of others and face the problems of allñI mean, the 

answer to all problems is to become Krsna conscious, spiritual, and not 

attached to women, fame, matter, etc. Face death and beyond that, face 

Lord Krsna and the spiritual world.  

Sadaputa Prabhu said that the first nine cantos of the Bhagavatam 

give us an understanding of reality so that when we hear of Lord Krsna 

in the Tenth Canto, we donõt mistake Him as ordinary. 

Bhagavata Purana is going to Vrndavana for five years to join the 

twenty -four -hour kirtana group. He can sustain and 



Writing Sessions 129 

deepen his taste for harinama. He said heõs going because he sees 

devotees burn out and leave ISKCON. He wants a deep attachment to 

the holy name, which he doesnõt find is often given by the daily temple 

routine. I think his plan is good and I wish him well. He may also learn 

to love Vrndavana in all seasons. 

I am finding Vrndavana in my remembrance. Right now, weõre off 

the main road and itõs quiet. It wouldnõt be like that for me in 

Vrndavana.  

^ou, Ajamila, saw a couple embracing in the public street, her arms 

thrown over his shoulders. She was blond, he wore Wellington boots. 

After looking at them kiss and stare into each otherõs eyes, all other 

sights were unsensational in comparison. The young man walking 

alone across the street looked unnerved. The bookstore seemed beside 

the point. A red -faced old man didnõt know that a young man and 

woman were embracing two blocks away. He was unaffected. Poets and 

other secular madmen praise lovers. Others see their public spectacle as 

a nuisance. Those who know them will judge the longevity of the 

romance. Itõs may a. They go to òassociate with sense grati- fiers, who 

are compared to monkeys. Again they revive their sex and intoxication, 

and looking at one anotherõs faces, they are thus satisfied. In this way 

they pass their lives up to the point of death.ó (Bhag. 5.13.17, purport)  

Gradually the images of travel will fade. Farm yards in this area are 

disorderly, although the view of the hills is great. The land is so green 

and full of forests.  

I plan to pray with Bhagavad'gita for the next few weeks. I want to 

hear Krsnaõs words as He speaks directly to each of us. 
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When He tells Arjuna He will teach him the sacred science of Krsna 

consciousness because Arjuna is His bhakta and friend, Iõll pray to be 

included in that conversation. I plan to pray with those verses while I 

walk.  

This area reminds me of the old Irish farm in Glengarriff. I 

remember those days with Prthu driving me around in his Range Rover. 

Those days are gone. 

Lord Krsna is Time. I can sense His presence when I think of how 

time has passed. 

improvises from a cluster exercise on the word òpractice.ó Practiceñ

Coltrane blows his horn. Sonny Rollins practices his sax from the 

Williamsburg Bridge. Or you go into a wo od 
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shed where the pieces of wood are stacked and you toot-toot your horn 

there. You can practice prayer too, or write a poem. 

òPractice makes perfectóñin what?  

By practice you get better. Whatõs it for? To play a better Krsna 

conscious game. You make some epic, you gain strength, you show 

prowess. You simply get better by practice. The main thing is to believe 

in the process. 

If I read Srimad'Bhdgavatam, Iõll get the direct darsana. Lord Krsna i s 

the controller and my life is His. Without direct study of krsna'katha, 

these sessions would careen through the countryside, an external 

vehicle rattling and expending engine power for a material trip lost by 

time. 



132 CHURNING THE  MILK OCEAN  

16 

^The truth is hidden in dreams. A girl rock star with a pearl at the 

end of her nose. How is it that an ordinary person becomes famous? She 

was a devotee, but there was a quarrel/ rift between her and the 

movement or local temple. òDonõt let the public know that this nice girl 

has been misused by the cult.ó In another episode, I was protecting the 

rock star girl from intruders in the audience. It seemed I was being 

over- protective, so I stopped clapping hands in rhythm in  a way that 

kept her admirers from their personal interaction with her.  

Strange dream. 

How quick can I get to Krsna? What is the obstacle? Try to go there, 

to loving service unto the Lord and His pure devotee. I relish 

Prabhupadaõs mission, the way he teaches Krsna consciousness. He 

emphasizes preaching so much I ask myself how I will preach on his 

behalf. Mostly I decide to do it by visiting the temples and lecturing 

and encouraging the devotees. 

We are recalling 1970s days by reading his letters to me. That period 

where things went wrong. Whoõs to say what it is? And what happened 

in 1970? Something went wrong, and it only comes out later as a history 

I have related in Srila Prabhupada'lilamrta. 

Fabric of an authoritarian movement has coll apsed in America. At 

least it has to change shape in order to continue. Small groups and 

individuals outside the main control of GBC. Gradually, they will come 

together. Who is relevant? Who will survive? North American GBC 

passed resolution: we know some people donõt agree with us. Let them 

come forward and state their gripe, within the bounds of Vaisnava 

etiquette. 
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My personal message comes through in the Castlegregory poems that 

I want to travel and do my thing  and have it accepted as a contribution 

to ISKCON. I donõt want to be roped into committees and meetings. 

Better I be a spreader of pixie dust. 

Imagine him claiming like that.  

Oh, heõs all right. Heõs just going to die like the rest of us. Wants to 

be left alone to write to his readers and speak Srimad- Bhagavatam 

without being hassled. I donõt blame him. Of course, we canõt all be like 

that. 

Death shall level all privileges.  

You write with sense, huh?  The walk in the dark before dawn. Itõs 

sometimes raining. 

What is Krsna doing in the spiritual world? At night, He goes to the 

rasa dance. Even His parents donõt know. I want my Srlla Prabhupada to 

bring me to that understanding through the books he left us. You 

surrender to guru and Krsna mostly through vaidhi'bhakti and the 

preaching efforts. Then at the end of your life, if you are free of material 

desires and you desire only to serve Krsna and guru, he can take you to 

Him where He is in the spiritual r oad show and you may do direct 

service. Or, some say Srlla Prabhupada said heõll be preaching 

somewhere in the universes and his sincere devotees will join him for 

more of that. Weõll have to see where we shall go. 

I read that pure devotees in this world d onõt ask to go to the spiritual 

planet, they feel humble about it. They feel they arenõt pure enough for 

that and they have to recycle into the material worlds. In that case, they 

pray that they may associate with the devotees. Maharaja Pariksit 

prayed, òIf I have to take birth again, let me have unlimited devotion to 

Sri Krsna, be friends with all living entities, and serve the pure 

devotees.ó 
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Try to form your whole life  into an active service prayer like that.  

Poems, stories, and books come forth and thatõs important, I say. If I 

can do it, read nicely, Iõll stay protected. Sometimes in the name of 

associating with devotees, we socialize too much or get into quarrels 

among ourselves, and the struggle with the material energy in its 

various forms makes preaching difficult. Those who persist in 

associating with devotees and maintaining Krsnaõs temples and 

preaching movement are favored by the Lord. They donõt fall away 

fro m spiritual life.  

I have my role. I try to state what it is and carry it out. Man 

proposes, God disposes. Not, òMan proposes, and the committee shall 

decide what he actually may do to please Prabhupada.ó 

Seek sanction. All I need is some money to travel around and the 

barest sanction. No edicts against me; free to publish. Donõt close down 

on free enterprise. Thereõs a free spirit like that. The struggle continues 

in America where individuals and communities have opted to operate 

not  quite under the instructions of a GBC. Iõm not up to date with the 

struggle and donõt want to become an ISKCON sociologist to try and 

figure it out. I just want to stay simple and positive -minded about 

chanting and hearing and tell others the same. 

The message comes through what you write, clear enough. 

Did you think it didnõt? 

Show me a passage in your book. 

Youõve got to stand up for what you believe and broadcast it, even 

in a gentle way. 

O forebearers and forefathers and ancestors and those who come 

after you. All seeds pouring out of a bag of mustard seeds. Theyõre 

countless. Some jivas are greater than others. Some liberated souls have 

powers like Godõs powers. But in these worlds, all is temporary and 

miserable. The wise person doesnõt 
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lament because he doesnõt identify the self with the body or the travails 

and temptations of the world.  

Senses form attachments, even for eating. Even a so-called sadhu gets 

absorbed in trying to  satisfy the tongue and goes here and there, 

searching for satisfaction. Everyone fears. In the advanced stage, one is 

completely detached from that. An advanced devotee engages in sense 

gratification only as necessary and he doesnõt put his heart into it. His 

main occupation of body, mind, and words, is glorifying Krsna and 

telling others about devotional service. He moves in the world 

unhampered by the miseries of the three modes. He lives that way until 

the spirit leaves the body, and then he goes to Krsna or the next life, 

thinking of Krsna.  

The Lord prescribes man mana bhava mad-bhakto: òThink of Me, 

become My devotee, offer your homage unto Me. Absorbed in 

devotional service to Me, surely you will come to Me. You are My dear 

friend.ó 

Whatever I do, let it be the most Krsna conscious thing I am capable 

of. Donõt tend too much to bodily needs and wasted times and words 

and fears. Bhaja Govinda. Go on hearing about Krsna in Bhagavad'gita 

and Srimad'Bhagavatam no matter in what condition of life you find 

yourself. Remember His lotus feet. 

e 

(She couldnõt answer the phone. òSheõs on the altar.ó Very nice place 

to be, serving Radha-Damodara, Radha-Kalachandjl. Only a few 

devotees left there. Iõve got to keep moving. Do what I can. 
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It was nice to spend a few days at Gita-nagari for the meetings last 

year, but if I canõt do it again, so be it. Iõll spend my life in one place or 

another. 

Details. Hare Krsna Hare Krsna. Itõs good to keep moving, I think. 

You will be all right that way.  

LJ do seek honest voice in poems. Attempt it. 

I talked of a world that soon  

vanished and ants and humans all 

spilled off the plate when Supreme  

Sarikarsana breathed fire and death 

for all plan ets and it scorched and flooded . . . 

Thatõs not until a long time from now, right? 

We still got time to eat peanuts and cashews 

in our rice and sniff out sweetrice on the 

stove before itõs offered to God and eat so 

much, the T.V. is on, we still got time,  the 

President said, if we can just tighten the 

economy, control the terrorists from 

throwing their own nuclear bombs. We got 

time to enjoy at the mart and mall, buy a 

record album and another Christmas, got to 

make enough money to get by and some 

kind of health insurance and the kids, take 

care of them, I donõt 
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have enough time in the day to 

meditate on beads, I fall asleep when 

chanting or reading . . . 

Harried householders and agitated 

brahmacaris declare itõs war on maya 

and sheõs got the upper hand. 

Well, yeah, but donõt forget Krsna is 

more powerful. He can save you. 

Donõt think youõve got time to work in 

the rat race of squeezing out pleasures 

and duties. 

Turn to eternal Govinda, eternal self in your 

own body. You really donõt need to be 

plugged into and fascinated by daily news 

and events of nation and family and 

fireplace and rueful tales and songs 

barbarous. You need only to chant and hear 

and think of yourself as an eternal servant 

of Krsna. 

A pure devotee thinks like that.  

X ess than two weeks before a vigorous few daysõ travel to the city 
where weõll fly from to India. Iõll play the role of a saffron sadhu in 

transit and hope someone will take care of us when we arrive in 

Calcutta or that we  can take care of ourselves and get our bodies to 

Sridhama Mayapur. You canõt carry too many kilos in suitcases, so 

donõt expect to bring all your 
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books, just one or two of whatõs useful and gets you over to the next 

place you go. 

Donõt be so afraid of mice and rats and people who are demons. 

Really cling to the practices of devotional service and get through your 

remaining years in practice. Practice anta- kale, to remember Krsna at 

the end of life. Hear the words of the Lord in His Gita. Youõve got key 

verses on cards, so look at them. 

I will speak free verse from the heart, thatõs worth a lot. I love them. 

Gather them and share them. 

Okay, time is up. You talked  too much. You are guilty. Krsna can 

forgive you. Go to read and write simple notes to pay attention to what 

Narada and Lord Krsna and Srila Prabhu - pada say and how you feel as 

you read. 
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17 

^Dreamt of being alon e, yet I was trying to be Srlla Prabhu- padaõs 

servant and cook for him at the same time. One woman tried to serve 

Prabhupada raw spinach. She was reprimanded for not cooking it.  

Now Iõm awake. I can perceive in a dream at night that I have a 

certain body.  It seems realñone may be so afraid that he wakes in 

fright. I perceive that body, but then I wake up and see that it is an 

illusion. This is proof that the body changes and the self endures. That 

subtle body that seemed so real last night is gone this morning. 

Prabhupada explained all this to us on a walk in Germany. Similarly, 

the waking body is also temporary or illusory. We will transmigrate 

after death. 

(Electric light flickers a moment. If it goes out, Iõll have to give up 

the writing and chant japa instead.) 

Prabhupada was arguing with me and others on this morn ing walk. I 

played the skeptic for a while, but then stopped. I didnõt want to be the 

demon forever. I accepted what he said. One should not continue being 

ornery and arguing, òThat is only an analogy. One cannot perceive that 

he lives on after death.ó You can perceive it, Srlla Prabhupada. 

We accept what Krsna says. I took His statements on cards and went 

out back and read them aloud. I called it a form of prayer and consider 

it important if f or even ten minutes I can allow Him to speak to me 

while I listen, listen, and then pray back like Peter Calvay, òI have faith, 

Lord. Please make it strong and release me from unfaith in Your words 

and presence.ó I say to myself, òPlease continue some practice of prayer 

like this even when youõre in the van or in Rome or on the plane to 

India. Go inside yourself and hear Lord Krsna speaking in the verses of 

Bhagavad-gita.ó 
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^Words should serve. They are not mine. They exist on their own. I 

use them or someone else does. All glories to the Lord of the universe. 

Get records, your literary records . . . maybe something will be helpful . 

. . dear Lord Krsna, You are the Supreme. It is a fact You spoke 

Bhagavad-gita. Your pastimes are recorded in the sastra. Arjuna said, òI 

believe all that You have said and the great sages uphold what You 

say.ó Donõt doubt it. 

As I write my stuff and leave it, and they print it, or I live a life of 

trying to improve, so the Supreme Lord can also write, leave records, 

and lead a life. His life is perfect and mine is not.  

Please Lord, deliver me from this world to Your eternal nature. 

There is no truth like the eternal truth.  

He came to America. We heard from him. One dollar pe r lecture he 

charged for awhile, according to his diary. Then he stopped that.  

CAfow let us praise famous men. Let us praise the Supreme God 

from whom everything comes. Kick on Darwin who theo rizes there is 

no God. Our spiritual  master challenges him. The Vedic scriptures 

explain the origin of creation. The puny man has to hear it from 

authority and learn that way. He canõt gain it by experience in this 

world or by looking for ancient bones or perfecting technology. The 

senses and mind and attitude of humans remain imperfect, so how can 

their knowledge be perfect? 

Further and further in. Please keep reading what he has given us. I 

am thankful for it. Wish to improve.  

Let my disciples be proud of me and never ashamed. That will be 

success enough that I donõt fail them. Plfease, I pray to 
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Balarama, give me the strength to defend myself against lust and doubt. 

Let me not yield to the blows delivered by the cruel material nature. 

Best to stay clear of her blows by sheltering in bhakti'yoga, but we are 

bound to be hit by impious reactions, at least from our previous sins. 

Expert management of life is to accept what comes without grief or 

attachment and to go on culturing obedience to and worshi p of 

Govinda. In this age, the chanting of the Hare Krsna mantra is the 

prime way to do this.  

LJ get excited to hear what M. will get from his phone calls this 

morning, lining up our travels. Okay, but my prime duty is to go on 

chanting and hearing.  

Writing is part of that duty. If the inner road is clear, then go on 

driving. Drive in on and on, further in. That means to worship Govinda. 

Last days here, so prepare myself to carry on with what I achieved here. 

Itõs a matter of taste and discipline and knowing my own needs.  

All glories to the Lord.  

Here we go out and walk and chant. We try to hear the mantras in 

ideal surroundings. Still, the mind hasnõt attained love or regret. I tell 

us, òBe encouraged by what comes. Donõt be artificial. Pray as you can, 

not as you canõt.ó 

This is not a secular diary. Not a straight diary, but prac tice. Some 

are not beautiful thoughts. Some are beyond me. We survived another 

day. 

One day the body will fail. It happens to all mortals. I am an 

immortal self within this b ody. Srila Prabhupada explained this to 

Professor Durkheim in Germany. Durkheim was saying that those who 

experience near-death may be able to discover 
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that which lives beyond death. He emphasized the actu al experience of 

it. Prabhupada emphasized that it is a fact, as given by Lord Krsna in 

Bhagavad-glta. just accept it as the ABCs of knowledge, an axiom. 

Then we go on from there, whether we experience it or not. The 

faithful devotee tries to assimilate it . He learns from his spiritual 

master, whom he serves, who teaches him. 

"rJ>i ease do something useful,ó I wrote to a disciple. 

Thumb is operating now. Churn writing in pages from what you 

learned. 

This is harvest time. This method of free-writing is the quickest way 

to produce the best of which I am capable. I donõt print every word, far 

from it. Iõm not deluded to think my words are all immortal, but some 

of them stick. From the writ ing practice, I turn occasionally to oth er 

forms. 

We have scheduled at least a month in India, so I plan to write what 

comes while living through a demanding schedule. Maybe Iõll write 

impressions of the dhdma. 

Iõm not only a writer, not even primarily a literary person. I am first 

and foremost a disciple and aspiring devotee. From that foundation I 

write.  

LJ 'm thinking of three young men in Baltimore, Bhaktas Dave, Chris, 

and Glenn. 

The porch of the temple. 

The mortgages. The few donations. 
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The vast six-hundred -acre farm and not enough people to live in the 

communal way and to divide up the work and survive together. They 

did it right from the start in Wicklow. Gita -nagari is an old ISKCON 

idea that may not be able to survive. I give money and make gestures of 

support, but what can I do to help it lurch from month to month? I canõt 

go down with that ship. Iõm a wandering renunciate. 

However, I also canõt live forever by wandering. I am also an old 

ISKCON idea and cannot go on forever. If Gita -nagari fails, devotees 

will decide ñon the GBC levelñwhere Radha- Damodara will go to be 

worshiped. Similarly, when my body fails, authorities will decide 

where the soul goes on to continue its culture of bhakti unto Radha-

Krsna. 

We would like to improve ou r worship, our mental life. We each try 

our best in some way, but fall short. But Krsna assures whatever we do 

is never lost, never lost. 

òOne who sees Me everywhere is never lost to Me.ó One good 

outcome of reciting these verses is that they will live wi th me. I will 

recall them in times of need. 

I am a cipher. Iõm a devotee made by my spiritual master. òHere 

goes nothing,ó he says, trying something in earnest. 

ISKCON devotees move through the world on Srila Prabhu padaõs 

mission. This summer, American book distribution teams traveled in six 

vans and had great success approaching young people at colleges and 

concerts. It gave them a new sense of confidence and victory. Share it 

with them. Hear the good news.  

You, old -time r, what can you add to it? Two days in NYC and then 

you go quickly to the country for peace and early rising. Didnõt want to 

be on the Lower East Side for New Yearõs Eve. The old guy wants quiet 

in the cabin, and cold. He may have it. Weõll see. To read, to read. They 

give open classes at 26 
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Second Avenue. I can go there for two nights and one morning, if my 

health permits. Or else just once. Can I squeeze in an extra day? Leave 

it at that,  as we planned it last night. Two classes at 26 Second Avenue. 

Now Iõm on my way for a couple of weeks in Mayapur. 

Dear Lord, thank You for these wonderful opportunities to serve 

You by lecturing. I do hope I can actually survive, despite the death -

threatening material atmosphere and my not so strong body, and get 

Your message through. 

I have a simple conviction in the Krsna conscious practices. First, 

one needs to practice for twenty years before he can expect to write so 

freely. One young devotee I know p lunges into self-expression before 

he has submitted to guru and full vaidhi'bhakti. It is a different way. I 

was first willing to give up writing as nonsense false ego and then 

gradually write under my spiritual masterõs direction. Now in old age I 

write òwhat comes.ó 

This is what I would say to that young devotee: the main thing is to 

attract people to Krsnaõs actual message. Be sure your writings are 

filled with that siddhanta and not just indi viduality. Will it get across? 

Is the whole imperfect person necessary, or just the perfect teachings? 

Different readers accommodate or look for different presentations.  
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Introduction 

Che first time I tried to write fiction I wrote Nimai dasa and the 

Mouse. It was a big step for me to take because I had always convinced 

myself that story -writing, especially fiction, was maya. Looking back, I 

realize what a silly idea that was. Of course fiction can be written in 

Krsnaõs service. 

I wrote Nimai dasa and the Mouse thinking of it as a chil drenõs story 

because that enabled me to get over my inhibitions (those voices that 

told me I couldnõt write realistically or build effective characters). 

Fiction is, after all, a highly developed art. If an authorõs characters are 

flat, his story wonõt be effective. 

Joseph Conrad once said, òArt is long and life is short.ó I have 

discovered that fiction is not worth my full dedication. Stories usually 

discuss the affairs of men and women and their problems in this world. 

(It is conceivable that one could write about stories of people 

approaching spiritual life.) The fact is, however, that I am not interested 

enough in the fictional arts to surpass all the obstacles. I am more 

attracted to improv isation. 

Nimai dasa and the Mouse came out easily for me. I wrote the whole 

book in a few weeks in Puerto Rico. Immediately after that, I wrote the 

second in the Nimai series, then did the third. By the time I wrote 

Struggling for Survival, I no longer thought I was writing childrenõs 

fiction. It was at least two years after that before I tried fiction again 

and wrote Chotaõs Way. 

Later, I went back to writing nonfiction ñObstacles on the Path of 

Devotional Service, Memory in the Service of Krsna, Pra- bhupada 

Appreciation, and Prabhupada Meditations, but again, the desire to write 

fiction arose. I started on something I called òStories of Devotion.ó The 

inspiration to write those books  

147 
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came when a devotee wrote me and suggested I write a story about 

fictional Bhagavatam characters, such as someone related to Prahlada 

Maharaja. We were traveling through Europe in our van at the time I 

received that letter. I asked Madhu to stop and set up camp at a 

campground, and in three days, I wrote Am I a Demon or a Vaisnava? 

Soon after, I wrote Visnu- rata Vijaya, a fictional account of Naradaõs 

meeting with Mrgari, and Sri Caitanya'daya, a story based on Lord Cai- 

tanyaõs visits to South India.  

I remember at the time being excited by the prospect of a fiction 

career. It seemed unlimited, but the inspiration didnõt continue. After 

those stories, I started to see too closely the various strategies by which 

such books are written and I started to feel constrained by them. To 

write historical fiction, an author has to take a side character from 

history and present the historical facts through his or  her eyes. An 

author canõt rewrite Napoleonõs history, for example, but he can write 

about Napoleon from the viewpoint of a side character. This is the 

formula I used in writing Am I a Demon or a Vaisnava? I chose the father 

of one of Prahladaõs demon classmates and told the story of Lord 

Nrsimhadevaõs appearance from his viewpoint. After awhile, this 

formula started to feel repetitious and the stories tended to have the 

same theme: the conversion to Krsna consciousness. 

Iõm sure that other writers see these limits, although they either 

push beyond them or accept them and work within them. But these 

problems stumped me in my fiction career.  

I put fiction aside for quite some time after that and went on with 

my personal writing. Then another wave of fiction h it me (I call this 

wave a òfitó because I didnõt plan it). I was on my way to Saranagati, 

Northwest Canada, to be alone and to relax and think in a prayerful 

way. All of a sudden, I started getting  
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ideas that I could and ought to write fiction. This time, how ever, I 

should improvise the stories.  

This òfitó was different than the previous ones. I wasnõt interested in 

rewriting the stories, but simply in letting them come out as a story -

teller would s pin a yarn. The stories presented here, òStories In April,ó 

came to me in 1994 when I was past the peak of that writing fit. The 

peak came with òIntroducing Bhakta Bob,ó which appears later in this 

book. Most of the stories I wrote after òBhakta Bobó explored the 

themes of òWhat is fiction? How is it different than nonfiction? Can I 

improvise it? What do I want to say? Can I write something I want to 

write? How long can I go with a character, believe in him, and continue 

the pretense of make-believe?ó 

A reader may ask, òWhat does writing fiction have to do with Krsna 

consciousness?ó Of course, Krsna consciousness is inherent for me in 

anything I do. Most of my stories are deliberately Krsna conscious 

propaganda pieces. The òStories of Devotionó and the Nimai series 

were definitely like that. These newer pieces are more free-flowing, and 

it is implicit (and expected) that I want to arrive at a Krsna conscious 

conclusion. I prefer this improvised form over the earlier form.  

If we wonder what the stories h ave to do with Krsna con sciousness, 

we can also say that the stories are about Krsna consciousness. If they 

are lacking in Krsna consciousness, then they are aspiring for Krsna 

consciousness. Thatõs their validity. Theyõre not bogus expressions, but 

a sincere attempt to render pure devotional service.  

Iõm giving quite an explanation here, but one thing I would like to 

say is that I like these stories. When I wrote òStories In April,ó I was 

thrilling to the fact that spring had begun to appear in Italy. I was also 

thrilling to the fact that the story - writing muse was visiting me in such 

an experimental way. I  



150 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

knew it wouldnõt last forever, so I wanted to let the stories develop in a 

lighthearted, easygoing  way. I felt playful at the time and Iõm pleased 

by how they came out, although theyõre slight pieces. 

What I like about stories is that there is an obvious extra dimension 

where you donõt deal only with your limited self and your limited 

adventures, and neither do you run the risk of writing about people 

you know (because they always feel hurt, no matter what you say). In 

stories, you can create new people and new adventures and then weave 

in your own experience or imaginative play. This is what attracts m e to 

writing Krsna conscious fiction. On the other hand, I doubt I could ever 

become a realistic story writer. I canõt help it, but I find it repugnant 

when an author leads his readers through the life of a fictional 

character and engineers the plot and the theme in order to make his 

point. What Iõm doing is different. My stories are more light fantasies 

or serious semi-essays, and into them I incorporate some fiction writing 

techniques. 

I want to write the poetry, even in prose, of moment to moment 

existence, hold on to it, and evoke it before it dissipates. Therefore, I 

tell the reader about the car we drove in from our apartment to the 

dentist and the intimations of spring, noticeable even at the gas station. 

I donõt want to let those realities go by in favor of an imagined, 

fictional setting. When I sit down to write, I donõt want to forget the 

immediate momentñthe table where Iõm sitting, the pen Iõm holding, 

what friends are with me, what Iõm doing in my life. Fiction and reality 

are never distant from  each other when I write storiesñthereõs an 

interplay between them.  

Iõm glad these stories are here and can be shared with readers just as 

much as the writing sessions and other genres in this book. 
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In the Flow 

uJ want to go to a place where a story is flowing, stay there with it, 

and report back in my inimitable way. When I come back from that 

place, Iõll feel better able to cope with the political thoughts of the day 

and the threats to my being. (As I write this, a fighter jet streaks across 

the sky and then bur rows, mole-like, through the air.)  

That place supreme, beyond even my stories, is the realm of 

transcendental Vaisnava thought flowing from the deary as. I touch it or 

join it when  I am an alert, submissive student reading my spiritual 

masterõs words. It does me good. Srila Prabhupada tells of the deluded 

scholars who cannot understand Lord Krsna. Krsna cannot be known 

by speculation, but only by devotional service (bhaktya mam abhijanati . . 

. yasya deve para bhaktir). I want to stay in that flow. Even if I donõt feel 

bliss, the transcendental sound vibration acts to purify me. So I stay 

with the page, reading a book like Renunciation Through Wisdom for 

forty -five minutes. When occasionally I close my eyes to review what I 

am reading, I feel little shocks of brilliance, the spiritual atoms 

colliding.  

It would be nice if this feeble, flow -desiring story -teller could go to 

the realm of transcendental knowledge and speak stories in di sciplic 

succession. That is my desire, although I donõt know quite how to do it. 

I enter the water of my own human consciousness and assume that the 

divine is there because God is everywhere and I am His part and parcel. 

With that assumption, I start to d og-paddle, thinking, òThis will bring 

me into Krsna consciousness.ó And Iõm right. Besides, I canõt do 

spectacular dives into the swift -flowing Ganges. Iõm too lean and old 

and fearful for that. (Nor can I read Sanskrit or be  
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content to write out slokas and leave it at that. Iõm left to swim by the 

shore, feeling the flow.)  

A rubber band sits on the arm of this chair. It greets me as a 

complete circle, a muscular arm ready to band together a bunch of 

letters addressed to me, either answered or unansweredñto tie up 

some business I can file away. 

Sunlight, the hottest of the year, glances and angles over my 

shoulder and into this corner of the room. Some kind of farm machinery 

is making noise outside (I can see later what it is). Birds chirp only if I 

calm down enough to notice them. I am not the center of existence. 

This story writer passes up a number of leads. He could tell the 

latest news: some Italian devotees will be arriving in Rome tomorrow, 

home from their Indian pilgrimage. They will have medicines for me 

and probably some agitating news about the annual conferences, news 

about things that affect me. No need to go into it here because this is 

where I seek the flow. My Australian crawl is to bring me  away from 

those relativities.  

But if I am not willing and able to face whatõs actually floating in the 

river, as well as meeting the big-bodied fellows who are swimming 

nearby, then my few timid strokes near the bank will not bring fearless 

inspiration.  

Oh, you may say that, but in my heart is a partial view of the 

universe and a way to Krsnaloka. Itõs in your heart too, dear reader. We 

can dog-paddle together and discuss it. Who will prevent us? Or we can 

sit on the muddy bankñitõs warm enough todayñand rub wet mud on 

our limbs and heads. Listen: Lord Krsna is in His holy names. The 

deluded Mayavadi scholars think there is a formless existence beyond 

Lord Krsna. No, nama cintamanih krsnas/ caitanya-rasa-vigrahah. Krsna is 

in His name. That is the greatest discovery for a practitioner in this age. 

You can get that understanding by paddling even a  
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few feet into the flow of this  holy river. Chant as you put mud on your 

limbs: Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama 

Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 

What are these stories? I canõt exactly explain. Iõm taking a rest. 

Now the sunlight has moved  to a small section to the right of this 

chair. It is brightening the wall. My left side grows chilled. I feel 

gratitude for this trip down the river, and aware that I have taken up as 

much of your time as I dare on a swim and a rest and an analysis of the 

flow.  
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The Dream of Losing Your Teeth 

LJtõs a good day to have my teeth pulled out,ó thought Sid Frances, 

as he rode in the back seat of the car on the way to the dentist. He was 

an American in Italy. He was a devotee of Krsna, or as he said, an 

aspiring devotee. It was a good day. The sky was bright, though the 

traffic was congested. Sid tried to always see some good in everything. 

Sid remembered reading in Srila Prabhupadaõs books that a great soul 

magnifies the good he sees in others, whereas puffed-up Daksa 

criticized the great est Vaisnava, Lord Siva. 

Sidõ s car companions were quiet. It was spring. They drove as fast 

as traffic allowed. Sid was not afraid of dental pain or of having no 

teeth, and that surprised him. By coincidence that morning, he had read 

about the demigod, Pusa, who had lost all his teeth at the hands of 

Lord  Sivaõs followers. When Daksa cursed Siva, Pusa had smiled. The 

appropriate punishment was to have his teeth removed. Later, Lord 

Brahma approached Lord Siva and asked him to forgive the offenders, 

but Lord Siva said, òThe demigod Pusa will be able to chew only 

through the teeth of his disciples, and if alone, he will have to satisfy 

himself by eating dough made from chickpea flour. But the demigods 

who have agreed to give me my share of the sacrifice will recover from 

all their injuries.ó (Bhdg. 4-7.4) 

Sid thought this was interesting. Although Lord Siva is by nature 

forgiving, he did not mitigate Pusaõs punishment. Srila Prabhupada 

writes, òHe could not use his teeth for eating since he had laughed at 

Lord Siva, deriding him by showing his teeth.ó 

òOf course, if I mention this to my friends,ó thought Sid, òthey 

would say that it doesnõt apply in my case. They would say that many 

sadhus in Vrndavana have no teeth, that tooth  
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lessness comes with old age. In India, poor people and mendi cants 

donõt have the money to go to the dentist, although their hearts are 

clean.ó Sid was going to the dentist. He was not going to have his teeth 

knocked out of his head like Pusaõs teeth were, but planned to get local 

anesthesia and have them taken out a few at a time. Then he planned to 

get good, false replacements. He knew there would be an interim where 

he would have to drink his food, and he thought of adding chick pea 

flour to the shopping list, on the Bhagavatamõs authority.  

The car stopped at the entrance to the autostrada. The driver reached 

out and took a ticket from the machine. A womanõs recorded voice said 

something Sid couldnõt understand. He remained silent in his thoughts. 

He was wondering if he had committed an offen se. Maybe his 

inattentive chanting was the cause. Did he say something blasphemous? 

LJ am an author who is about to have his teeth removed today. Itõs a 

notable milestone in my life, but I donõt think, like the fictional Sid 

Frances, that Iõm an offender. Oh, it may run through my mind, but Iõm 

more amused by it than anything else. To me, the loss of teeth is an 

occasion for realizing that I am not my body. Itõs a good jokeñ

something to talk about (although Iõm not even sure Iõll be able to speak 

once theyõre out). Iõll use it as one of those moments when I can practice 

mauna without the devotees telling me Iõm in maya. 

I can get back to my story about Sid and his teeth, but whatõs the use 

if his worry is fictional? There is enough real worry  in the world, 

enough unnecessary worryñworry by people who cannot think of 

Krsna as their protector. A fictional wor rier could serve a purpose, I 

suppose. He could teach a moral. 
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He could realize that he has it easy in life and that even if he canõt 

think of an offense for which he has lost his teeth, his very position in 

material life is one of an offender to the Supreme. Let him not seek to 

exonerate himself. He could realize that he is meant to suffer as long as 

he has a material body. This would have to come through the story 

naturally, not by my spelling it out.  

Letõs get back to Sid. 

They drove along prayerfully. The dentist didnõt show up for Sidõs 

7:15 A.M. appointment. Sid and his men waited in the car. They looked 

like gangsters. The gelataria owner came to clean his store. Sid stayed in 

the car and watched. Then he fell asleep and dreamt of a little pet dog, 

his own, at least in the dream. The poor dog was growing old. Sid gave 

him some food, and the dog managed to behave with a little interest in 

life. Strange dream, the vulnerable, little pet dog . . . and then it 

disappeared. 

There are two people who have got to get together. There is Sid 

whoõs about to be toothless (if the dentist shows up), and thereõs me, 

the author, who is also about to have his teeth removed. Sid and I have 

that in common. We also both thought of the demigod, Pusa. What a 

coincidence. 

I could talk with Sid by deus ex machina, but Iõd prefer not to. I donõt 

like his looks. He looks like Sid Caesar or a character in a grade B 

Hollywood movie. He wears a fedora and an un - pressed suit. He is 

realistic fiction and thatõs too formidable for me. What Sid and I have 

in common is that we both desire to be serious, he in his way and me in 

mine. But does serious mean realistic fiction? Canõt you be serious in 

another way? 

The author doesnõt mind going to the dentist. Maybe Sid can go in 

first. Maybe Iõll need him there. When itõs my turn and 1 lean back and 

close my eyes and try to relax my feet and 
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legs as they tense up, I could see Sid in my mindõs eye. Why not be 

straightforward? Without any rigmarole, just tell Madhu, òWhen my 

teeth come out, could you make bread with chickpea dough? A 

demigod who lost his teeth ate that way.ó (I wouldnõt want to eat 

something someone else had chewed.) I donõt need to impose that on 

Sid, but Sid is already loose and I wish him well. Hey Sid, chant Hare 

Krsna, thereõs nothing to worry about. People lose their teeth every 

day. The real thing is to chant Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna 

Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 

<$aJLsR*> 
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Story at the Big Table 

story should be serious and like my Sheaffer pen: òNo 

Nonsense.ó It should not be a worried, chewed-at cuticle. It should 

definitely be from the heart and not some chic, artsy teaser. Mean it 

and say it plain. As for excesses, what can I say? They do occur. Even a 

quiet raconteur chortles sometimes and some storytellers spit out 

chewing tobacco. Myself, I am quite a laughable object nowadays with 

my teeth out and no replacements. I seem to be a new, old fellow 

whose nose hooks down more and who smiles like an old lady in 

Vrndavana who is not about to get dentures and fake the world. So I 

may laugh.  

But doesnõt it matter, if you have a good yarn to tell, like Marlow, 

the storyteller in Conradõs Heart of Darkness? Remember? The 

characters who gathered to hear the story were carefully chosen, 

adventurers or maybe a businessman, a kind of old boyõs club with no 

ladies. They sat around a table with a bottle of liquor and some 

cigarettes, a candle burning down while Marlow led them, each 

paragraph beginning with quote marks, into the heart of darkness.  

Literature.  

Iõm writing this in the big room at the dining room table. The table 

has three sections, the kind you can spread out if you have a big family 

or guests. On the table is tiffinware, the stainless steel Indian plates 

and little cups, a water bottle, farina in a bag, cardamom powder. The 

stainless steel dish rattles when I move my hand to write.  

The room is quiet like a library. M. is reading Krsna book. He told 

me he is reading of Krsna after He leaves Vrndavana. He very much 

likes Krsnaõs dealings with Rukmini. He piqued my interest. Itõs a treat 

awaiting me, but for now, Iõll stick with Lord Siva and Daksa and Lord 

Visnu and then Dhruva and  
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Prthu Maharajas in the Fourth Canto. I hope when I get to Krsna book 

again, Iõll be chastened and ready for it. 

I wrote about that story in Chotaõs Way and quoted excerpts, the 

speech where Rukmini reverses Krsnaõs self-criticism. òYou say that 

only beggars are Your devotees, but who are those beggars? They are 

the topmost transcendentalists like Narada, who have given up all 

material activities and who wander on the ea rth to teach Krsna 

consciousness.ó 

Today is Ekadasl. I drank only one and a half glasses of pineapple 

juice for breakfast, and for lunch, nothing except a spicy tomato soup. I 

am trying  to partially fast and allow air to pass in my stomach. I took 

two and half small, metal bowls of the soup and now I have indigestion. 

My stomach is churning as if I had over -indulged in a big meal. I donõt 

get this when I eat heartilyñtwo bowls of dal, six capatis, rice, sabji, 

sweets, but today I get it. Itõs ironic, but I donõt appreciate the humor of 

the situation.  

The fridge runs and then cuts off. In my mind I hear Nanda: òThe 

Italians want to get more money but work less.ó Madhu replied, òThe 

English and Americans want more money, but theyõre willing to work 

for it. The Irish want less work and if that means less money, theyõre 

willing to accept it.ó 

<17 am looking for a story. Maybe my story is not in this room. I 

have my back turned to the room. The story could be in my chest, in my 

boyhood, in my wrist.  

This story could be the only story I know worth telling ñ that I am 

saved now from madness and whatever may happen from adibhautika 

enemies. I can turn to the holy name. I am trying to say that.  
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Iõm like a boy after school hours in a library forgetting himself, not 

doing his homework because he already did that. I am my Uncle Jim, 

gritting his teeth and plotting to break a girlõs heart, but I know nothing 

about it because Iõm too young. All I know is that Uncle Jim and I share 

the same room and when he comes home late at night, he wakes me up 

while dropping coins into his glass savings jar. I complain to my father 

about it and he talks to his youn ger brother, Jim. Eventually Jim moves 

out. 

All these things in the past. Do Indian sadhus know with what we 

have to contend? Srlla Prabhupada knew. I am a police sergeant (in the 

library) studying for an exam. He has to know law and guns and 

handcuffs. Iõm a professor escaping the grind whose intelligence is 

stolen by maya and Darwin. Iõm a mayor. A footlooseñreaching out as 

far as I dare. ThÃ apostate cultist who skipped college goes back to read 

Whitman, is thrilled by his cosmic I -ness, and believes it. Sucker. But 

here I am employing that same lying technique ñI am a professor, a 

housewifeñwhereas I am not actually those brahmas. God is all in all 

and knows all lives. I or Whitman know barely one jlva and the rest is 

fiction, puerile fiction.  

So I sit at this desk which is filled with jars and herbal tea bags with 

labels in Italian and a blender and a plate for Srlla Prabhupada, a bottle 

of mustard oil, and my own books, and the story runs on like the fridge 

motor. All this time, Madhu, I presume, is re ading Krsna book. I wonõt 

berate myself. I read for two and a half hours this morning in 

Prabhupadaõs books and I will be reading more later. This is my story 

time. 

I am nearing the finale of this piece about the big room and the 

shadow of death that moves toward my left shoulder. Good intentions, 

grateful God consciousness and the innocent young girl who may read 

this and whose mother says, òThis sort of literature with references to 

past use of LSD is not suitable for 
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children raised in Krsna conscious families. We never let our children 

see their parents as ex-hippies. We have been living in India and 

appreciate that this culture is vastly superi6r to the West, which 

disgusts me. Why do you linger in those self - images?ó 

Mother, I say, you have hit an important point to end this story and 

it permeates all that I write. That is, I am from the West, did get 

shattered into kaleidoscopic prisms back then, and canõt and wonõt 

think straight like an Indian. I shoot from the hip like Tom Mix, whose 

mystery ring I sent away for (I was eating hot Ralston in those days and 

never satisfied). I am proofñas I told a Hindu Alliance Meeting in 

North Caro linañthat a Western jiver can become a devotee of Indian 

spiritual truth . Prabhupada accepts me. òWhy donõt you guys accept 

Lord Krsna as the Supreme Personality of Godhead and preach 

Bhagavad-gita as it is without mal -interpretation?ó I told them that. 

Thus ends this story about the sitting to write at the big table in the 

room near Brescia in April 1994. 
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Of Stories, I am Flower'bearing Spring 

(Spring is singing in the Esso stations and around the grapevines 

tortured where they grow, twisted around the trel lises. Spring is 

Krsnaõs favorite season: ò ... of seasons I am flower-bearing spring.ó 

Prabhupada writes, òOf course spring is a season universally liked 

because it is neither too hot nor too cold and the flowers and trees 

blossom and flourish. In spring  there are also many ceremonies 

commemorating Krsnaõs pastimes; therefore this is considered to be the 

most joyful of all seasons, and it is the representative of the Supreme 

Lord, Krsna.ó (Bg. 10.35, purport) 

There are ceremonies in the spring. Gaura-Purnima comes during 

the thaw, and the crocuses and snowdrops appear. Lord Ramacandra 

appears in the spring. Do you remember the Rama-navami in 1967 

when we chanted at some Peace Be-In in the park behind the 42nd 

Street library with devotees from several citi es, singing with drum and 

karatalas all day, then down to 26 Second Avenue for potatoes, breaking 

the fast, and talking about SwamijI, who was on the West Coast? It was 

neither too hot nor too cold, and we were filled with plans for 

spreading Krsna consciousness and making spiritual ad vancement. 

Srlla Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvatl Thakura appeared in spring. 

Prabhupada wrote,  

òAdore adore ye all, 

The happy day, 

Blessed than heaven, 

Sweeter than May, 

When he appeared at Puri 

The holy place, 

My lord and master,  

His Divine Grace.ó 
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And spring brings out the harinama parties again out of the frozen 

cities. 

This story I am telling wanted it to be spring, but didnõt want to 

squeeze it in. I canõt squeeze it in, and I canõt squeeze out a story, either. 

That brings up other stories. I remember one spring how three new 

bhaktas left the Boston temple together to seek out women or love or just 

to hitchhike. Theyõd been devotees all through the winter months, 

controlling their sen ses and minds indoors, but now it was full -blown 

spring and they were called to go out and find what they could, not to 

be contained or tamed in a wooden temple chanting on beads and 

reading spiritual books.  

^ou think you can get away with murder. òYouõll be chastised, 

young man,ó my friend Murray said to me on the telephone after 

reading the manuscript of my latest auto biographical novella, 

Sagittarius. One of the characters in the book was Murray, and I 

described him as an unemployed poet living off his wifeõs earnings as a 

schoolteacher. Youõll be chastised, young man, for turning life into 

literature and thinking you can get away with it unpunished. Your raw 

baked potato stories will fail. Theyõll throw the potatoes back at you. 

Theyõll say this stuff is not from the heart. You donõt know how to write 

deeply enough. When you write, òI think,ó you should do it in your 

closet. 

Thatõs whatõs good about the writing sessions. Thereõs less pretense. 

I donõt feel sorry for these stories that arenõt audacious enough. Theyõre 

not even up to the skits Uncle Jim used to direct and we cousins played 

in. He burnt a cork and painted our faces black. Someone wore only a 

towel. Someone else wore 
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an adultõs hat. We had funny lines to say or sing. Then Dutch Hess or 

Uncle Mickey combed their hair in the front like Hitlerõs and stood on a 

chair to imitate der Fuhrer making a speech. Uncle Mickey imitated hula 

dancers or strip teasers. òMickey! Mickey!ó They knew he was wild and 

asked him, as the day grew old and the room smoke-filled, after the 

meal and the after-meal tangerines had all been peeled and discarded, 

after the walnuts were nothing but shells ñòMickey, do something 

funny! Stand on the table and dance! Do an imitation, a mockery, of 

someone who usually mocks you! Get it out of your system!ó 

Those Guarino gatherings and childrenõs skits and Uncle Mickey 

routines were wilder than anything I can come up with today. Such a 

thin trickle now, and ashamed and hiding, so literary and starved.  

But this is my story, so donõt knock it. I have no teeth, Iõm wearing 

an old linty, knit cap, Iõm a fifty-four -year-old celibate, alone in this 

house. Itõs spring and I want to be as alone as any monk praying in 

solitude.  

This story wants to capture spring, but it canõt. Iõm in Italy where 

spring means motorbikes and girls and ice cream and late nights. Better 

to let it go and seek the eternal primavera in the pages of the sastra. 

I want quiet spring from an  open window. St. John of the Cross 

wrote a poem where he described how on the dark night, the soul goes 

out to meet the beloved. There is no moon. That allegory is realized in 

the heart of each prayer-maker who rises before dawn and opens the 

window to ge t fresh air, thanking God itõs quiet and he can begin his 

japa quietly and in peace. 

Spring breathes attachment, sex desire, longing in the mode of 

passionñso for us, April means travel. We speed by the flowers on the 

highway. You canõt be attached to the world if  
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you want to get out of it. The spring rasa danceñBalaramaõs spring and 

Krsnaõs spring. The gopis respond to the flute song, flowers gushing 

everywhere. Here, we see the Italian version of the lilac. The American 

lilac is more delicateña lighter blue bloom. I saw it last sitting on a 

doorstep and chanting Hare Krsna.  

òOf seasons, I am spring.ó Krsna, I can find You here. You are all-

pervading. I can find You in the flowers. Dlna -dayardra brought three 

pott ed plants and I put them on my altar.  

Spring to me means I canõt live in the van and yet itõs too cold for the 

campgrounds to be filled (except on weekends). I once spent four 

beautiful spring days in a very green camp ground that we had all to 

ourselves. It was cold in the morning, almost icy, yet in the dayõs 

sunshine I wrote Am I a Demon or a Vaisnava?. That is the unequaled 

opportunity of spring. It goes by so quickly. I always seem to miss it 

and then it is suddenly summer.  

Iõm making confessions and you can blame me, I know. Youõll be 

chastised, young man. Guilty of wanting to be alone. Of not being able 

to write with heart and yet claiming to do that.  

The story of spring is heard from the chirping of birds. Itõs timeless 

and eternal and everything i s right in Krsna. The woman in the small 

car stops at 7 A.M.  and beeps her horn. Her girl friend runs out of the 

big building, running, getting into the car for a ride to work. All this 

happens in winter too, but with heavier coats on. For three years in a  

row, I have been here in spring for dental treatment. Tomorrow, if our 

van papers come through and the denture fits, weõll escape over the 

border with no questions asked into the wider Europe of the circular  
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stars on a blue flag. Beautiful south France and then jinx- ridden Spain. 

Machadoõs Spain. Better end this while I can. Itõs already overdone. Iõll 

be chastised. Be sober now and chant. Iõve done it. 

c 
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Writing  A lone in a Big World 

The apartment is empty. Theyõre out shopping. They said theyõre 

going further today and may not be back until 7 P.M. In some ways, my 

life is very protected. I prefer it this way. It leaves -me free to go within. 

But when left alone in the house (with the fridge engine whirring), what 

do I turn to? Tell a story to pass the time. 

The doctor told Bridge that he was going to die unless he had his 

arms and legs removed and replaced with new ones. He needed a new 

head too. Why not? It happened to Daksa and he spoke with improved 

consciousness. As a handsome demigod, he was envious. He was 

humble when he had the head of a goat. And with all respects to 

astrologers, Brghu Muni improved once he was given the goatõs beard 

to wear on his chin as punishment for taking part in insulting Lord Siva. 

So the body isnõt everything. We always look at peopleõs bodies and 

make judgments. If their teeth donõt look white or if they have a burn or 

a scar or a limp, we get judgmental. We may be ashamed to be with 

them in public: òSomeone will think that the Hare Krsna movement 

recruits only disabled people who canõt make it in the real world.ó 

Handicaps can happen to anyone. A star skier or a baseball player 

may suddenly have to spend the rest of his or her life in a wheelchair. 

Donõt put someone down because of their body and its defects. Even if 

itõs something they could apparently control, like being more careful 

when they shave or not eating so much, for some reason thatõs the way 

they are. Try to see the soul. 

The doctor told Bridge that he would have to replace almost his 

whole body, but that he was fortunate to live in the 21st century where 

all this technology is available. The doctor shook  
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his hand and told Bridge that heõd have to go to a used parts place and 

get some of the replacements himself. Then over a period of a few 

months, theyõd squeeze him into their schedule and start replacing the 

parts. 

òWho will pay for it?ó asked Bridge. 

òYou will, dear, you or your government.ó 

Ã eave that. Just write here. Itõs these stories. Let me tell you some 

things that are happening here. Tomorrow (hereõs a real tale) Iõll ride 

in the back seat of this small car. Itõs a Citroen, but a cheap-o. The two 

men will ride in the front seat. Dina has some cheap insurance where 

heõs the only one who can drive, so weõll all go together. Madhu would 

drive faster, but we settle for Dinaõs pace. Weõll leave at 6:30 A.M. 

when itõs starting to get light. The headlights of cars and the street-

lights are like illuminating jewels. Itõs a beautiful time of day. Even if 

you pull off the autostrada to get gas, you think, òIõm here before the 

rush.ó Itõs not fully dawn. The attendants rush out in their overalls and 

give you gas quickly and youõre on your way. I donõt want to make a 

romance out of it by telling it, but thereõs a thrill when these small 

things happenña thrill and also the realization that at any moment we 

could get a flat and crash and die and people could say, òIf he were 

such a pure devotee, how come he died like that?ó Youõre supposed to 

die in a cot in Vrndavana saying holy things. That gives you more 

credibility.  

We will drive to John Francoõs. Our appointment is at 7:15 A.M. 

Thatõs a sweet time of day. We are always there before he is, parked in 

front of the gelataria. Then a small car pulls up. Johnõs wife is always 

driving. He gets out and she  
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drives off. We go up the stairs with him and he unlocks the door to the 

dentistõs office where he works. Within a few moments Iõm in the chair. 

You get the feeling that youõve got a great jump on things so early in the 

morning and youõre going to get this over with promptly and maybe 

John is also in good form. Heõs young anyway, with a steady hand. He 

plays a Krsna Vision tape. You try to relax, although that dental chair 

never fully supports your neck. What the heck, itõs only for a few 

minutes. Now relax . . .  

Iõll save the rest of that story for tomorrow, although I can tell you 

that he will be coming at me with a very long needle.  

y did you start that Bridge story and then stop? If you  

canõt go further with something like that, then youõll always 

be confined to your actual life, your visits to the de ntistõs 

office, and so on. Maybe thatõs enough? 

The thing about Bridge or Bhakta Bob or Maria and the visiting 

sannyasi or whoever comes to me, whoever I inventñit has to be deeply 

felt. My own voice. You know, the kind of thing writing teachers say. 

Henry  Miller: we could be masterful writers if we didnõt stifle the 

tender shoots, òbecause we lack the faith to believe in our own powers, 

our own criterion of truth and beauty. Every man, when he gets quiet, 

when he becomes desperately honest with himself, is capable of writing 

profound truths.ó 

What do I want? Some little entertaining tales that I can get off 

without too much labor while my friends are out shop ping or even 

while they are in the same room with me and cleaning and reading 

while I write? A coll ection of short, short 
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stories that I already finished, thatõs what I want. And new ones every 

day. 

Donõt panic, William Stafford said. Donõt keep ripping up your 

efforts and throwing them away just because they didnõt come out like 

John Miltonõs Paradise Lost. Speak what you can, but truthfully.  

LJ loved those flat crackers that Madhu made for lunch. He served 

them with fig jam. The figs were  gathered by Sridama and his wife near 

their home in Florence. I ate five crackers with the jam. We offered all 

our food to Srila Prabhupada. We did the offering in a rush. Iõm going 

to bed down tonight at 8 P.M. and be up at 12, at the desk by 12:10 at 

the latest for that free-for -all I call the writing session. The sessions are 

different from these stories; there are no holds barred. The story is 

trying to tell something and thatõs what can make it different, more 

lasting or less close to my truth. 

^Dridg e 
wept. He didnõt want to die. He didnõt want the 

doctor to condemn him. He thought, òHow can I find human 

parts like in an auto graveyard? Or is it actually auto parts I  

need? A bike seat to replace my rear end, a windshield for a 

face? Iõve heard of people who refuse to die when doctors told  

them, ôYou have only three months.õ I donõt have to die either. 

Of course everyone does have to die, but I donõt have to die 

right now.ó 
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The thing is, Bridge (who was an initiated devotee named Braja dasa, 

but the doctors kept calling him Bridge) knew that he could not become 

inspired like Maharaja Pariksit to stay awake and to fast and to attain 

the height of Krsna consciousness in seven days. Sure, Sukadeva 

Gosvami is available today and Srila Prabhupada tooñand we are 

similar to Maharaja Pariksit in terms of our limited time. But Braja just 

felt that he didnõt have it in him. 





Gite  Stories 





Introduction 

LJ wrote these stories while we were traveling in South France. I was 

still, at this time, doing daily writing sessions and also writing stories 

such as òStories In April.ó That meant sitting down and improvising for 

an hour a short-short story and letting it stand as whatever it came out 

to be, fiction or nonfiction.  

We were on our way to preach in Avignon and we decided to take a 

few days rest before we arrived. The campgrounds were filled with 

holiday people, so we decided to look for a cottage, a gite. 

At first we moved into an old house, but because it meant sharing 

the kitchen, we moved out again almost immediately. With some luck, 

Madhu was able to find a cottage we could borrow for a few days. This 

was in Provence and it was at the height of summer. We were told by a 

local that in Provence in summer, people stayed indoors during the day 

with all the shutters closed, and then at night, they opened them to the 

cool breezes. We did that too. 

Our stop there was so brief that I felt just as I was getting warmed 

up in the writing, it was time to move on. I think these pieces read 

interestingly enough on their own, but I canõt help but feel they were 

on their way to becoming something else. They are mostly composed of 

reflections I made while sit ting outdoors in the heat for an hour at a 

time, recording different impressions and Krsna conscious thoughts 

that passed through my mind. The òstoryó or fictional content is even 

thinner in these stories than in òStories In April.ó 

After a few stories, I shifted from sitting on the flagstones to sitting 

at the round table. The round table provided a hint of Joseph Conrad in 

my mind, where he and his friends sit around  

175 
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a table and one of them tells stories. I imagined the people I would be 

sitting with and began to improvise the stories. I wasnõt looking for a 

structure  to help me create plot and outline, but for the varied voices of 

my òfriends.ó Thatõs what got cut short by our leaving there. I know if I 

had stayed in that gite and kept working on those stories, eventually, 

each friend in my imagination would have told  a story. 

When we did leave that place, I made a plan to continue those 

stories on the road, but by the time I got another chance to write, the 

magic was gone. Or rather, I should say the stories werenõt interested in 

me anymore. The secret of that inspiration was not revealed to me 

again. In that sense, what is presented here as òGite Storiesó is actually 

a prologue to a longer work that never got written.  
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I 

Witness Life 

TH  ere is a hot breeze. It reminds me of Indiañthat famous wall of 

heat the Westerner meets as soon as he steps off the airplane in New 

Delhi. Itõs all bodily consciousness, of course, this meditation on the 

heat. Iõm sitting here in light pink socks up to the knees and sitting with 

my back to the wall on a stone porch. 

Frankly, Iõm sitting on a pillow on the flagstone. The pillow has a 

quaint design on it. Shall I describe it to you? It shows a child clutching 

a book to his chest. Or maybe itõs a clown wearing a tri -cornered hat, 

playing an accordion. The green leaves on the tall trees have a silvery 

underside to them in the midday July heat.  

I remember being alone like this by the Tuscarora Creek and hearing 

masses of trees in the wind. I donõt remember such heat, though, or 

such an unrelieved blue sky. I never before owned a white Renault van. 

I donõt own one now, not officially, but Iõm the reason itõs traveling. 

A salamander flicks its tongue. Heõs dry on the hot stone wall. The 

mosquitoes havenõt found me here. Do they sleep at midday? 

Now, we are expecting that I should be Krsna conscious. What does 

that mean in terms of this writing? It means when you read it back, we 

wonõt be worried that you are misleading us. No one should become a 

spiritual master or  a father or mother or king or story writer unless he 

can free his people from birth and death. That is the responsibility. If 

you take peopleõs eyes and earsñattentionñfor a while, you have to 

lead 
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them, as Lord Rsabhadeva led his sons, to the ultimate conclusion. That 

is, you have to advise them to engage themselves a hundred percent in 

devotional service to Lord Krsna under the guidance of a bona fide 

spiritual master.  

A story puts the message in an easier-to-take context. That has its 

own effectiveness. This writer says, òI wonõt mislead you. When I speak 

of summer heat or whatever, you can know that I wonõt mislead you. I 

have not left out Krsna consciousness and I will never leave it out. It is 

alway s central and nothing can change that. The heat may remind us to 

mention India, give us memories of Gita -nagari, memories of years 

gone by when we are all bound by the obligation to work not only for 

this lifetime but the next. We both understand all these.ó 

I read a statement where Srila Prabhupada said it was advisable to 

read Srimad'Bhagavatam twenty -four hours a day if possible. This is 

what I want, I told myself, and underlined the passage in pencil. Lord 

Caitanya said kirtaniyah sada harih, and that could be taken as always 

reading Krsnaõs glories and teachings, or chanting Hare Krsna mantra, 

or moving through a variety of Krsna conscious activities, never 

ceasing to remember Lord Krsna, to serve Krsna in the context of Srila 

Prabhupadaõs order. If the world could do this.  

years ago. I was a sannyasi when he joined the movement. He traveled 

with me. I sent a letter to Srlla Prabhupada recom- 

today, I sat on the edge of the bathtub and Madhu shaved 

my head. I mentioned to him that I saw an ad for a book by a 

Godbrother. I began to tell of my close friendship with him  

mending him for initiation, and Srila Prabhupada wrote back with his 

name. I told him how our relationshi p changed. My 
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Godbrother looked up to me as a spiritual mentor, but when I observed 

him performing austere penances, I said it was too much. My 

Godbrother wrote  in his diary that I ought to look to improve my own 

renunciation rather than criticize his as too extreme. Our relationship 

broke at that point.  

After telling this story to Madhu, I felt apprehension. It had come 

out of me so honestly, like a confession, especially the part where I 

related how I had been a spiritual mentor for this Godbrother and that 

I was sorry it had changed. Why am I afraid to have spoken honestly? 

Because maybe one day Madhu will also feel that change toward me. 

But he is my disciple,  whereas this other devotee was my Godbrother. 

Still, if you grow up, you grow up; if you change, you change.  

It reminded me of how we all share the urge to be looked up to, 

even by only a few persons. Itõs probably a natural urge, especially as 

you grow o lder. I can think of other Godbrothers who also have this 

urge. Itõs like a spiritual fatherhood without having to beget children 

through a wife. Still, itõs possible that others will grow up and feel 

differently about you.  

In his advanced age, Srila Prabhupada had the opposite experience: 

he gave up his ungrateful wife and children, and Lord Krsna gave him 

hundreds and then thousands of children. Srila Prabhupada said this 

was happiness in Krsna consciousness. It was with great responsibility 

that Srila Prabhupada took charge of his disciples. I canõt match that, 

but I think he wants me to help others in Krsna consciousness. I should 

do it and rest assured that Lord Krsna will take care of me just as He 

takes care of everyone. Eko bahunam yo vididhati kaman. 

As I said, itõs hot out here on the patio. I hear locusts. A fly has 

discovered my white -skinned knee. The breeze is too warm. People in 

this area mostly stay behind closed doors at this time of day and I think 

Iõll do that too. I only came out to talk with  
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you. Iõd like to leave many little volumes for people to pick up and 

read in Krsna consciousness. The readers donõt have to be my disciples. 

I donõt have to be guru. I can witness life, thatõs all. 
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2 

Scabs, Donõt Scratch Them 

LJ thought of writing a story about scabs when I felt the scabs on my 

legs. I got them from scratching a mosquito bite. Thatõs a story in itself, 

how we were raided one  night by midges that came right through the 

screening in the vanõs skylight and bit us to pieces. (Twice in that same 

night, we were visited by police.) Anyway, whatever I have to say, Iõd 

better hurry because itõs oppressively hot out here. 

Now I can tel l the difference between two soundsñcrickets are more 

rhythmic than locusts. Theyõre more steady, constant, and tireless. 

Locusts are rattly. Their sound is looser and less mechanical. I donõt 

really know what the insects are doing to produce that sound, where 

they rub themselves and whether itõs for mating or what, but when we 

humans hear it, it means òsummer.ó Heat waves. Iõm a bit crazy to be 

out here in the sun. I feel my face starting to flush, and the breeze re-

minds me of an oven. But itõs stark and it reminds me to say what I have 

to say quickly and get back inside under the fan.  

<&&&>  

TH e world is a crazy place. Boys fight in school yards, men on 

battlefields. Soldiers hurl shells into crowded marketplaces. 

Governments are torn asunder. The big powerful ones, like the U.S.A., 

think that without them, the world would go to hell. But it all could be 

simpler, like life in a rural French village.  

Jada Bharata says itõs all false; the world is just a conglomeration of 

earth and water stuck together with straw and  
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sticks. Call it a body, a kneecap, a pretty headñitõs just a combination 

of the five elements. Weõre all like little mud pies. Congregate a group of 

mud pies and youõve got a city. More mud pies make a country. The 

only truth in it is the spirit soul, but people forget that fact.  

Some bhaktas have pointed out that Jada Bharata teaches the extreme, 

as he was meant to do. Rupa Gosvami, on the other hand, approaches 

matter with a different emphasis: yukta-vairagya. Matter can be used in 

the Lordõs service and then it becomes spiritualized. You can write a 

story and it can be printed. You can dance on legs and sing. You can be 

embodied and not in maya if you do it all for Krsna.  

Srila Prabhupada was hopeful. He told his disciples to stop 

quarreling and deliver Krsna consciousness to the suffering people of 

the world.  

Tdiis w riting feels a little desperate. We may have to take extreme 

measures. We speak nervously on the telephone to each other, not sure 

if we can pay for it or if our friend loves us and understands. Besides, 

<we may be bluffing. So there is no recourse but to at least speak Krsna 

conscious conclusions. Then it is always profitable. 

Remember seeing very old men in gaudy sports clothes? They looked 

even more hideous in their Bermuda shorts if they were accompanied by 

their equally old wives bleached blond, arm to  arm, drinking liquor 

from glasses filled with ice cubes. But why pick on them? I might as well 

tease the Hare Krsna san- nyasi who stayed indoors and grew so old he 

started looking like Hiranyakasipu and he didnõt even attain love of 

God, nor did he scare any demigods into coming and granting him 

boons. 
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They all just laughed when his name was mentioned: òOh him, heõs a 

puffball.ó They knew he ate big bowls of tapioca on Ekadasi, so they 

didnõt take him seriously. 

eJsk&s 

(Scabs are also what they call people who break strike lines. I was 

called a scab when I continued to work at the welfare office in Manhattan 

when the case workers called a strike. It was part of my service to Srila 

Prabhupada. I wore Lord Jagannatha around my neck, fresh tilaka on my 

forehead, a sikha, and a suit and tie, and plunged right through the strike 

lines. No one hurt me, but they shouted and threatened me with a clothes 

hanger. I heard that one morning Srila Prabhupada walked down that 

street and when the strikers saw him, they chanted, òMoney, money, 

money, moneyó to the tune of òHare Krsna.ó They knew he wanted me to 

go to work. Foolish strikers. I needed to bring home the money to 

Swamijiõs temple. If you call that being a scab, then thatõs your choice, 

but it has no meaning. 

9Vow the crickets, cicadas, chickadees, and locusts are all saying 

òBeep summer,ó and the small piece of shade on this porch is wavering 

like a shadow of a breeze. A butterfly of black. White puffball in middle 

distance. High above, an airplane sound. On my body, little moles and 

birthmarks and hair.  

Dear friend, this body is false enough, like the sticks Jada Bharata 

describes, but it also can be used in the transcendental Lordõs service and 

thatõs the best use of a bad bargain. Eye 
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glasses, my eyes, a pen and this inkñthese are by no means to be 

scoffed at. The summer sounds too have some reason to be or Krsna 

would not have put them there. A wise devotee sees Lord Krsna 

everywhere and sees everything in Him.  

Uncomfortable heat tells us we canõt live free and happy in this 

world. Happiness in summer means to beat th e heat by some artificial 

means. The body is naturally in hell (at this time). What the flies and 

mosquitoes feel I canõt even imagine. Better I donõt try. Hell is all 

around. We shouldnõt be sentimentalists and believe in the Disney 

depiction of the natu ral world. Use everything to remind you to get out 

of the cycle of birth and death.  

Itõs time to go in and read. This is a note left outdoors. 

Iõll close with this: in Prague, there is a ninety-year-old Orthodox 

Christian priest. He lives as an ascetic recluse in the city. I heard this 

from my Godbrother, Jaya Gurudeva, who has befriended this man. The 

old monk loves Srila Prabhupada and reads his books. Jaya Gurudeva 

says the priest canõt really understand the philosophy so well, but he 

loves Prabhupada. The priest told him, òSrlla Prabhupada threw down a 

gauntlet before the people of the West, but very few have dared to pick 

it up.ó He also looked over at Jaya Gurudeva once and said, òYou 

should do more! Be like Prabhupada!ó Jaya Gurudeva visits the old man 

twice a week and gives him a massage. Sounds nice. 

I hope you are passing the summer tolerably, chanting and serving 

somehow. May your sorrows lighten by virtue of t ranscendental 

engagement, and may you remember pundarikaksam, Govinda, the lotus-

eyed one. 
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3 

Didnõt Want to Draw Blood 

LJ was hesitant to come out here and write another story. I donõt want 

to do one that walks on stilts. Letõs be earnest. If a bug crawls on my 

bare leg, Iõm not going to tolerate it. Iõll flick it off. Same goes for 

horseflies. But I will be directly Krsna conscious as soon as possible. 

I could spend my whole afternoon  finishing the last pages of Hari 

Sauriõs Transcendental Diary. This is my second reading of it. You stay 

with Srila Prabhupada in 1976 and vicariously en dure the pressure in his 

shelter, as if you are part of his personal party. Harikesa was 

Prabhupadaõs typist and cook. When he took sannyasa and left to go 

preaching, he felt misgivings. òEveryone knows once you leave Srila 

Prabhupadaõs personal party, you never come back!ó But with the Diary, 

we can come back. We can put the Diary  aside while we do other things 

and then come back to it again. And Hari Sauri does all the workñ he 

stays up late massaging Srila Prabhupada and confronts all the possible 

difficulties, and he remembers it all in his diary. Iõm almost finished, 

though, and I canõt keep rereading it. I have to come out here and write 

a story. 

I want to do it in a straightforward way. Yet itõs not a free- for -all 

writing session. Itõs a story about the locust high up in the tree way in 

the woods. I didnõt know that white birches could be so tall. 

If weõre not on Srila Prabhupadaõs personal party, even vicariously, 

then how will we speak Krsna consciously? The first symptom of a 

manõs quality, Srila Prabhupada writes in his Bhagavad-gita. purport to 

2.54, is how he speaks. A well- 
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dressed fool remains hidden until he begins to speak. I lectured on those 

verses at the ISKCON farm in Poland. The symptoms of one fixed in 

Krsna conscious samadhi (sthita'dhi'tnuni) are that he is not depressed by 

unhappiness or elated by happiness. Srila Prabhupada gave the example 

that if I receive an M.A. degree, I may be applauded at the convocation 

ceremony, but what is this honor? The degree is awarded to the body, 

which will cease to exist. If I get  some palatable food I think, òHow 

happy I am!ó But itõs the tongue which is enjoying; I am not my tongue. 

A few days after lecturing on those verses, I went to the temple in 

Prague and there they were up to the four teenth chapter of the 

Bhagavad'gita. Thereõs a verse similar to 2.54 where Arjuna again asks for 

the symptoms of the person who has transcended the modes of nature. 

We want practical proofs. A devoteeõs behavior sets the standard for 

dharma. 

Practice tolerance. Stick to your principles. Donõt run and retreat just 

because some small red ants are roaming around on the flagstones. You 

represent to them a huge moving tower, an unfathomable giant. I am so 

big the ants donõt even know it. They are so limited. And there are 

giants and towers that hover  over me and take no account of me. Or 

they see me and I am fully under their control, but I canõt even know it. 

Demigods are like that. 

Lord Krsna is the greatest giant, but Heõs also smaller than the 

smallest. Heõs in the heart of each ant and even in the stone in a very 

limited form of consciousness. God is all - pervading. He is also 

untouched by matter and apart even from the work of His immediate 

Visnu expansions. He is not menacing to me unless Iõm foolish enough 

to try to menace Him or His creation  or His devotees. 

We are moving along. We have to leave in two days. Iõve been fifty-

four and a half years in this body and have to leave 



Gite Stories 187 

inñ? This story has stretched out to two pages, and when I want, I can 

fold it up. I can just say the bugs became intolerable and I began 

scratching but didnõt want to draw blood, so I decided to stop and go 

inside. Make some excuse or explanation. 

Here are some other excuses: the shade retreated on the patio and it 

was all exposed to sunlight (not true). A man ran by, or better yet, a 

horse and I felt . . . (not true, not true). I wound up writing this story on 

stilts after all (thatõs for the reader to judge). 

Now the purport. I tend  to forget purports as soon as I read them. 

When I lecture, I place those sticky Post-its on a page with notes to 

remind me what to say. That way I give an organized lecture, to the 

point. Srlla Prabhupada didnõt have to do that, yet he always went to 

the heart of the subject matter. He spoke in a scholarly way, analyzing 

Sanskrit words in the sloka and quoting relevant slokas from other 

scriptures. He was never pedantic nor confined. Said what occurred to 

him and what Lord Krsna wanted him to say. He spoke  from the strong, 

unassailable position of a pure surrendered soul. He was most qualified 

to speak of Bhagavad-gita. and Srimad'Bhagavatam. 

We take turns sitting on the temple vyasasana. Now I am not on one. 

Pm on a pillow on flagstones, lying back against  the stone wall. Pm not 

facing an audience who will detect a mistake as soon as I make one and 

show it in their faces. Pm outdoors under a clear sky, and the only 

sounds are natureõs wind on summer leaves, locusts, bird songs. I came 

here to write a story with Krsna conscious meaning. This is it. You can 

be with Srlla Prabhupada in Hari Sauriõs Diary  and ride the airplane 

with him, be alone in his room with his servant and not even be noticed. 

You can observe the crossfire of his chastisement without being caught 

in itñbut be careful. Your conscience will speak to you. You have to ask 

yourself what you  
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are doing to serve him. You canõt just hide anonymously in a crowd of 

five hundred during his Mayapur lecture.  

As I write, a red spider dangles in midair beside me. He is riding his 

amazing invisible cable that extends toward my leg ñand suddenly he 

lands on my legñand I dismiss him abruptly. I know Iõve got work to 

do, and so do you, dear reader. First, you have to fix up a 

prabhu'datta'desa or a vocation in ISKCON. You need to follow strict 

sadhana. Keep reviewing how you are doing. You canõt be too hard on 

yourself these days, but neither too easygoing. My story would like to 

help you. Sit awhile in the shade while the locusts chime and scrape un-

earthly yet earthly sounds. Itõs a brief respite. I offer it to you. What do 

you think? I mean about yourselfñwhat are you doing in Krsna 

consciousness? As for me, Iõm going to go inside now where itõs cool. Iõll 

read some more Srimad'Bhdgavatam or Diary and think over what we 

have said. 
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4 

At the Round Table 

the round table. Itõs green metal. These tables are always small 

so you can crowd four chairs around them. A cafe owner could put a 

dozen of them out on the sidewalkñeach one with its own umbrellañ

and be in business. I have only one table and Iõm sitting here with my 

friends. The sun is still too hot and direct at 4 P.M., but thereõs shade 

provided by a viney tree that is leafing over us on a metal trellis. Some 

kids are playing in a creek down in the woods and occasionally I hear 

them, but otherwise, weõre at the end of a long road in France. 

When I sit with others, I think of what to say. I donõt think about 

what Iõll write later. I know I can only socialize for an hour and a half 

and then I will have to retire. I try to make the best of it, to be friendly, 

and to have Krsna conscious topics to discuss. The last time I did thisñ

shared lunchñwas in Germany, when I sat with two Godbrothers. I 

wrote topics down ahead of time. One topic was about spiritual masters 

and disciples. Another was to ask my Godbrother about a rural com -

munity  he is part of. I also had some questions about Deity worship. It 

went well. Of course, it helped that they were gentle and friendly.  

Sometimes Iõm more uptight, but I still try to function. Others may 

not realize how limited I am. After an hour and a half  of any intense 

occupation, I start to get a headache if I donõt take a break. I came to the 

meeting ready to be in top form, just like I approach a timed writing 

session: òLetõs go, letõs make it Krsna conscious, not gramya'kathd.ó 



190 CHURNING THE MILK OCEAN  

Sometimes the image of a taxi meter comes to mind. As soon as I get 

into the cab, the driver pushes down the metal flag and the meter starts 

ticking. The cost increases with every minute. Iõm paying even when 

heõs stopped at a red light or stuck in traffic. There is no such thing as 

free time. Therefore, I silently request my friends, òPlease use me well 

so that you are satisfied with my participation. I wonõt be here long.ó 

I also think of the image  of melting ice cream. As soon as the ice 

cream comes out of the freezer and is put into serving bowls, it starts to 

melt. I felt like that recently in Prague. I was going to give the Sunday 

Feast lecture, so I bathed and rested and then came out of the van 

(meter starts ticking). I decided to sit with the guests for the half -hour 

bhajana preceding my lecture, but once I was in the temple in a crowded 

and warm situation, I realized, òThis time isnõt free. Itõs part of my 

total.ó I began to melt. I was half melted when I began my lecture.  

Sound strange? Thatõs me. Youõve got your own problems, right? 

Here we are, and the summer wind is strong and gust - ing on this patio. 

It blows loose papers off the table, but I like it since the air is otherwise 

so warm. Sunlight comes through the trellis shade in patches and circles 

of light.  

When you meet with others, you canõt control the topics. You canõt 

have it all your way. Knowing that in advance I would be coming out 

here today, I was determined to steer to Krsna. Here goes: 

òFellows, did you ever try chanting early in the morning and 

bringing your mind back to the holy names no matter how it 

wandered?ó I feel a bit awkward, as if Iõm interviewing folks rather 

than actually being with them as friends. But how else t o be sure that I 

stick to real subjects? 
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Brando dasa says yes, he chants and sometimes goes on an increased 

quota pilgrimage to Vrndavana. Ah, thatõs interesting. òAre you going 

this year?ó 

He says he has to wait until he gets a signal from Krsna. If youõre not 

enthusiastic, it wonõt work. 

Iõm actually desperate to get help with my chanting. Or I wish I were 

desperate. But I canõt come out with the desperation. This is polite 

conversation. Still, I feel like saying,  òIf anyone can help me, please do. 

Iõd like nothing better than to pick up something truly valuable, to 

experience a turning point in my life, from todayõs tete-a-tete.ó 

The wind gushes and the leaves swish. A chill prickles the skin on my 

forearms. How b eautiful the weeds look leaning this way and that. I 

glance at them over my left shoulder and then back to my companions. 

Life is . . . 

òWhat is your itinerary?ó one asks me clearly. I reply with a 

generalization. Canõt say my itinerary is to write without caring what it 

is used for, to attain an inner state. I canõt ask my friends what I am 

constantly asking of myself, òAm I doing the right thing?ó Instead, I list 

the countries and temples I plan to visit in the coming weeks. Thatõs all 

he wanted to hear anyway.  

He says he has a disciple on whom he counted and who was special 

and good, but now that disciple is disappointing him. I made no follow -

up inquiry. Only later did I think of it. Did he want to say more? Did it 

hurt? Did he want us to help him? In Walden, Thoreau writes that it 

would be a miracle if we could see through another personõs eyes even 

for a moment.  

We are selfish and limited, but we try to be helpful. We try to keep 

up good conversations and say things that are meaningful to each other. 

M y view of ISKCON is that each devotee is free to make his 

contribution, no matter how humble. Each  
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personõs service is a tiny piece in the mosaic. We have to respect each 

other. I say that. They listen. 

Another one speaks of ecology. I listen. One speaks of a seminar and 

a Godbrother. We listen. The wind moves and we listen whether we 

know it or not. We listen to innuendoes too. The rush of the wind is like 

a train. Sometimes it comes from one direction and sometimes from 

another. 

In Conradõs books, a character speaks a whole novel while his friends 

chime in from time to time with support and to keep him going. I know 

no talks like that. I favor the short ones. I donõt want to tax my friends 

and I donõt have such a long wind or yams to tell.  

I watch the clock. Iõm happy when time passes and I have been part 

of some passable conversation and can soon take a break. 

òI plan to have some meetings with my disciples, one for a period of 

five days in Ireland, and then later in India Iõll give some classes.ó 

òI heard you say,ó I say, òthat sometimes you read from your sloka 

box. Whatõs that? A collection of slokas you keep in a box? Could I 

borrow it for half an hour?ó 

He says he doesnõt have it with him.  

Iõm grateful they have brought me out of myself. I can go back to 

being alone, but I have been enriched. I can think fondly that I have 

some friends and that I met with them. Iõm not such an impossible loner. 

In another country, with other devo tees, I can refer to this meeting. 

òI am reading Srimad-Bhagavatam this year.ó 

I donõt agree with everything they say. Thatõs all right too. All of this 

is very obvious, I suppose. Maybe this story is the same sort of thing, me 

sitting on the edge of my chair and trying to be earnestly sociable and 

not quite making it. I donõt 
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want to be blunt or hurt anyone, and I am easily hurt. When we meet, I 

canõt come out with deep secrets, and besides, I donõt have so many deep 

things to share. I like a light exchange. I like to sit with òyou alló and 

glance at the weeds and trees and watch time go by. I like to read 

ancient Chinese poems and modern American idiom, poems that express 

human themes similar to theseñfriends meeting , friendliness, what 

doesnõt get said because we are each alone. No big neurosis here. 

I will read Srimad'Bhagavatam. and chant and look forward to writing 

it down. And I look forward to touching you in spirit. Not to be utterly 

alone. Can someone tell us about Krsna? I mean not just in the 

Srimad'Bhagavatam lecture, although thatõs important too. 

Iõm running off here. Seems thereõs more to say, but maybe not now. 

We can continue it another time. Iõd like to talk, for example, about 

moods. Sometimes in the morning, I feel my life is wrongly directed and 

needs a serious overhaul; Iõve lost confidence in what Iõve staked my life 

on, my way of writing and living alone. Then in the late morning, maybe 

in my noon shower, the confidence returns. What to do with these 

moods? Oh, well. Melting. See you later. 
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5 

A Prayer Not to Forget 

CWeõre about to start traveling again. This table is covered with 

microscopic red bugs. They locomote frantically toward the edge. For 

the third day in a row, heavy winds are up and yet it is sunny ñno 

clouds. We scraped our chairs and tucked ourselves in around the table. 

òDonõt look so glum,ó he said. òItõs not like weõre going to the 

dentist.ó 

òOr the plumber.ó 

We lightened up a bit. We follow the four rules and chant sixteen 

rounds, we friends.  

One of us was most sober. He had been through a GBC meeting this 

year. As we leaned forward, I noticed a red micro scopic bug on his 

hand. I blew it off with a puff of my breath. òWeõll be lucky if we get off 

without killing any of these,ó I said, and blew an ant off my sweatshirt 

shoulder.  

òTheyõll be lucky,ó he said, and then he commenced. 

òYou know ôThe Road Less Taken?óõ He paused and I was hoping he 

would come through. òWell, Krsna consciousness came down that road. 

It was carried on Hare Krsna mantras carried by sankirtana brahmacaris. 

Seems they are often the ones to bring it into new lands.ó 

I didnõt want to interrupt, although I thought of many grhasthas who 

have pioneered Krsna consciousness. 

òThey carried it in the form of Prabhupadaõs books,ó he said, òduring 

the summer book distribution marathon of õ93. When they went back a 

year later, they found a family chanting Hare Krsna regularly.ó 
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Is that the story? Not really, although it is definitely impor tant. 

Do I feel guilty? What more did my friend say?  

round table. Itõs hard to get into the spirit because as 

soon as our tete-a-tete is over, I ought to start packing my  

belongings into the van. The train sound of the wind in sum - 

mer trees is as strong as ever, but not that wistful submission 

to voices that tell the stories. We donõt have time. We are in a 

rush. Weõre on a different schedule. I donõt say stories are for 

idle people, not at all, but you do have to have a little time on  

your hands.  

This morning I was reading about the priests of King Nabhi and how 

they regretted t heir prayers to the Lord. He appeared in their yajna arena 

in response to such paltry prayers. They were sorry they disturbed Him 

from His eternal, internal pastimes. Of course, I also donõt want to waste 

Krsnaõs time with my so-called re-telling of His pa stimes, asking Him to 

meet us at the round table, but something is better than nothing. Even a 

little devotional service does immense good.  

The priests prayed, òPlease, Lord, we are prone to forget Your names 

and pastimes. This may especially happen when we yawn or stumble or 

get diseased. We pray, therefore, that You will stay in our minds, and 

especially at death we will be able to chant Your holy names.ó 

This is the prayer I wish to offer and share with my friends at the 

round table. Itõs the best I can offer.  

Now I too am the priest. As you go on your journey and return to 

your work, keep this prayer with you and utter it. Dear Lord, donõt let 

us forget You. Let us hear Your names and 
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recall some teaching or verse from Srimad'Bhagavatam. If we can do this 

with devotees or by reaching out and preaching to the innocent 

nondevotees, that is best. Let the prayer form when you are alone. Hare 

Krsna. Donõt forget. 



Intro ducing Bhakta Bob 





Introduction 

Jn the epilogue to this story, 1 wrote, òThis has been an apprentice story, 

and an experiment in which I have explored what fiction is and how 

much I actually want to work in this genre.ó 

I wrote òIntroducing Bhakta Bobó in installments in the back of our 

van when we were parked for a week near the ISKCON preaching 

center in Leche, Italy. I worked on it for an hour a day, between 3 and 4 

P.M. I get into these moods where I discipline myself and establish a 

small routine to aid my writing. When I was writing this story, I would 

open the back door of the van first and then start in. Once I got going, I 

followed a flow that wasnõt always deliberately coming from me. I 

followed the storyõs scent like a hound dog follows a trail, while at the 

same time directing things in Krsna consciousness so that at the least, 

each chapter has the full mahd'mantra in it. There were few other rules.  

Authors can develop relationships with their characters when they 

write fiction. Characters can develop independent lives and even guide 

a story successfully to its conclusion. In that case, authors become 

interviewers or reporters, following their characters around and  

recording what they say.  

Itõs hard to describe how this feelsñyou would really have to 

experience it yourself. The author-character relationship is usually not 

visible to a reader. When we read Dosteovsky, we meet Raskomikov and 

he is alive for us, but we donõt see his relationship with his creator. Only 

the author knows the subjective details of a characterõs birth and 

development.  

It is also true, however, that a character does not take on an 

independent existence without any prodding from the author.  

199 
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An author has to define and mold a character in the begin ning. The 

character has to grow from a creative idea. 

(This is the topic that fascinated me when I began writing at 

seventeen. Where does creativity come from? How does someone create 

a character? Of course, devotees know that creativity comes from 

Krsna, but how does it come from Krsna down through a personõs 

imagination? Itõs inconceivable.) 

After an author gives birth to his or her character, the char acter has 

room to develop on its own. The author simply waits to hear what the 

character has to say, what his or her voice sounds like, how he or she 

walks, and so on. I remember this phenomenon touching me when I 

wrote Sri Caitanya'daya. I kept a notebook beside me while writing that 

book describing what each character thought and developing his or her 

voice. I found the characters giving opinions on how the story should 

progress. When I was stuck how to bring Harideva back from his 

wanderings and how to resolve his guilt, Chaya -devI took over in her 

strong, womanish way, òI know how to end this story. I know how to 

get my husband back. Hereõs what you should do.ó I felt myself sitting 

separate from Chaya-devI, listening to her advice on how to end the 

story.  

This experience is very different from the feeling I get when I 

improvise in my writing. Improvisation means catching the latest 

breeze moment to moment and allowing that to flow into the  writing. 

In fiction, an author creates a reality, establishes it as the reality for his 

or her characters, and then allows the characters to become credible by 

stepping out of the line of action.  

Someone may question how Krsna conscious all these experiences 

are, and therefore how important. Perhaps they are not in themselves 

Krsna conscious, but the tools of creativity work both for the 

nondevotee and the devotee. At the liberated stage, 
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Krsna dictates to the devotees; at a lower stage, the devotees sincerely 

try to render service and address themselves to Krs- na. It may come out 

more as John Berryman describes in his òEleven Addresses to the Lordó: 

Oil all my turbulence as at Thy dictation  

I sweat out my wayward works.  

It is more a combination of feeling that Krsna is speaking to us as 

Supersoul, but weõre also sweating it out to make it good, skillful, and 

offerable. Our attempts go òwaywardó sometimes ñthey donõt always 

look like what we w ould expect standard Vaisnava literature to look 

likeñbut they are being written to glorify Krsna and His devotees.  

Similarly, the illustrations just came to me. I donõt claim they are 

great works of art, but they are part of the playfulness of this story.  

They are another expression of my creative drive. I had more fun doing 

òIntroducing Bhakta Bobó than with any other piece in this book. 

Fun. Thatõs a scary word to some devotees. I guess the more dignified 

word would be òecstasy,ó but Iõm not claiming that I reached a state of 

transcendental emotion while writing this story. By fun I mean an 

uplifting, spontaneous feeling of get ting beyond duty. Of course, in 

Krsna consciousness, weõre not supposed to do anything for sense 

gratification, but when we engage our senses in Krsnaõs service, that is 

our greatest satisfaction. 

Fun means joyousness, playfulness, and we think of the childlike 

state. In writing, we can express that joie die vivre and preach at the same 

time. We can express happiness and at the same time surrender to 

Krsna. 
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Thereõs some humor in this òBhakta Bobó story. I combined words 

and bounced ideas around and tried to help us all relax. Itõs good to get 

relief from our anxieties and the heavin ess of life as it sometimes is. 
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1 

L^Jõm in the van. The backyard is cold this morning. I would like to 

give you a story. Iõll start with a fictive man. Should he be small so I 

wonõt have to make him complex like Conradõs Lord Jim, Shakespeareõs 

Hamlet, Twainõs Tom Sawyer or Huck Finn? I just want a one-story 

man. All right, Hans Christian Andersen be with me. Here goes.  

There was once a little man who walked cross-country one morning . 

He was carrying beans to sell in town. He kept losing heart, but reviving 

enough to continue. Did he have parents? Well, of course. Everyone 

does. But he wasnõt thinking of them. He was grown up. Hurry, little 

man, you donõt have a long life span and you have to do something in 

this story. Or do I have to breathe life into you?  

Heõs running now, but heõs still as transparent as the wind. Heõs 

much bigger than a rabbit, so the rabbits run away from him. Oh, I hope 

he meets a devotee and gets a copy of BTG. Yes, he does! There, that 

wasnõt so hard. He ran right into a devotee with a bulging book bag who 

was walking on the same country lane. The devotee urged him, òPlease 

take one, sir. Weõre giving them out to all the good-looking guys today.ó 

My man gave a donation in mixed currency ñDutch and Italian and Irish 

and two American eagle quarters.  

Hurry, little man. Go into town. He runs in his wooden clogs past 

rows of yellow tulips and by windmills that look like dragons. His 

shadow falls on the canal. He keeps running. Heõs chanting Hare Krsna. 

Where was he going in the first place? Well, Iõm not sure. You ask 

difficult questions. Maybe he has a job on Grafton Street, a part-time job 

at the bookstore. Of course, I already said that he is going to town to sell 

his beans. But now he is 
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working part -time at a bookstore on Grafton Street. He has to go in 

early to rearrange the books disarrayed by last nightõs browsers. Yes, 

heõs in Dublin, walking on cobblestones. Heõs chanting Hare Krsna and 

praying to be delivered.  

(Is he still wearing those wooden clogs over the cobblestones? Seems 

cumbersome. All right, he can change his shoes.) 

Iõm sorry heõs still faceless. Actually, he looks like this:  

This is my fictional man. He can walk and talk, but itõs too early for 

that. Letõs leave him now. He has a BTG and the Hare Krsna mantra and 

I donõt have much more time to spend on him right now. Would you 

like to send him away to day camp? Give  him a little of your love? Yes, I 

mean you, dear reader. Do you like my gingerbread man? He could 

dance for you if you like. He can tell his own stories or live his own life. 

Itõs up to you. Heõs in Godõs creation, in the marginal energy. Heõs a 

figment of a manõs imagining. Let him chant Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, 

Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare 

Hare. 
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Anyway, I have to get on with my day, so Iõm going to leave him 

simmering on the back burner for now. His name is Bhakta Bob.  
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^Bhakta Bobñwhy do I think of Fergus, who doesnõt work at a 

bookstore and who wears Wellington boots instead of wooden clogs, 

when I think of my fictional man? Do I want Fergus to come into this 

story? Thatõs how it is when you write fiction: one choice doesnõt close 

out the others. 

Bob ought to be a devotee, or else whatõs the sense of storytelling? 

Therefore, I let him receive his first Back to Godhead right at the 

beginning of his life. Now he will stop to look at his magazine during 

his coffee break. Heõll turn to the mantra page and recite the holy name. 

Heõll realize that itõs a good thing to do while heõs working. Remember 

now, I said he was simple, so simple and flexible that heõs light on my 

mind, my Bob.  

You could sing a song about him: 

My Bob, I really want to know  you, my 

Bob, are you gonna be real? 

My Bob . . . 

will you please be a devotee get back 

home before my story is done. 

He is chanting the Hare Krsna mantra when a co-worker comes up 

and quotes a Smithwicks billboard slogan: òWill you go for a pint, 

Bob?ó He talks like Fergus, òNo thanks,ó and he thinks of saying, òIõll 

just chant Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama 

Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare during my break.ó Maybe he even 

says it. 

Meanwhile, itõs raining outside. The weather is changeable in 

Ireland. The sky is always filling up with dark clouds and  
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then pouring rain. Occasionally, the sun comes out. (Itõs not like in Italy, 

where the author is sitting and writing this story.)  

Bob is not the only one in this story, but itõs no small thing for 

someone else to enter because once they do, Iõm not inclined to throw 

them out. I donõt have the workman-like mentality to write pages of 

notes and then invent characters while tossing out the ones that donõt 

fit. One writer says that before he writes a story, his characters have to 

fill out job applications and he has to know everything about them. 

Presumably, some of them donõt get hired. 

This story has a different premise. We canõt omit girls, but Iõm a 

sannyasl, so itõs not going to be a ògirl meets boyó story. That would 

violate the code I follow. If you hear mundane sto ries about men and 

women, it agitates your mind. The result is that you remain attached to 

these topicsñeither hearing of otherõs affairs or wanting to pursue your 

own in real life. (I use the phrase òreal lifeó tongue-in -cheek.) Then you 

have to be born again in a material body to act out your karma.  

òOh, ha, ha, we donõt believe in karma, so itõs okay to hear stories of 

men and women. Besides, if thereõs karma, thatõs okay with us, blah, 

blah.ó If you think like that, then this story is for you, although you may 

not like it.  

Anyway, thereõs a girl working in the bookstore who was already 

serious about Krsna consciousness before she knew Bob. Her name is 

Pegeen. She received a book in front of the post office from Prabhupada 

dasa. (When I said òreal lifeó comes out tongue-in -cheek, I donõt mean I 

donõt believe itõs real. I mean itõs not the only reality and we shouldnõt 

forget that. We are not these bodies. We are pure spirit souls. In this 

lifetime, I may be born an American. In the next life, I may be born 

Chinese. However, the life of a devotee like Prabhupada dasa is 
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real because he is performing eternal devotional service. Lord Krsna 

says in Bhagavad-gita that even a little devotional ser vice never suffers 

loss or diminution and can save one at the time of death. But what the 

nondevotee so desperately identifies with as real life is a subject for 

tongue-in -cheek, or even pity. What he takes as the all in all is actually 

a will -o-the- wisp.)  

Pegeen gave Bob a book when she saw that he already had a BTG. 

She invited him to the Hare Krsna center on Dame Street. There. We are 

getting along. We have a thickening plot. Itõs a òhow I came to Krsna 

consciousnessó story. I have to allow myself to write such a story, even 

though  I might em barrass myselfñnot only in public, but in my most 

private selfñto admit that I prefer this type of story to a high sea saga, 

and yet I can only write it in the lightest way.  

You see, here in Italy, the flowers are blooming at midday. The 

electricity went out, so thereõll be no sweets for lunch. The karmis are 

going back and forth on this busiest day of the week. There is a boat 

dock just two minutes away from here and they are all going there to 

sail in their pleasure boats on the Adri atic Sea. 

Bob is 6õ2ó. He decides not to drink beer or smoke cigarettes 

anymore. Heõs weighing the pros and cons of celibacy. He strokes his 

lips and thinks about it. Heõd have to get some mercy to give that up. 

Heõs no longer carrying beans to sell or wearing wooden clogs. The 

author is unsure. Please bless the author, or offer him whatever we can, 

at least wish him well. And unless the previous acaryas are pleased, all 

efforts are wasted: srama eva hi kevalam. My aim in writing this story is 

only to please and serve the present-day devotees. Then the exalted 

previous mahd'bhagavatas will be pleased with me.  
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Th e readers are clamoring: this story doesnõt have to be all sense and 

plot, but if youõre going to sail off in a multicolored helium balloon, 

there ought to be a reason behind it. Is there any menace in this story? A 

challenge to come? Maybe Bobõs parents will object. He may not be so 

pleased with what he sees when he visits the Hare Krsna center. 

Someone even said Ireland would be entirely covered with a tidal wave. 

Nothing, then, should divert us from applying our minds to patient and 

particular hearing of the holy names, Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna 

Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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3 

0ach of us has a minute amount of free will. That free will should be 

used to surrender to Krsna. Ah, if we only knew the Lord! He is 

gradually revealing  Himself to us as befits our qualifications. He is 

expert. He withheld Himself even from the view of His beloved gopis of 

Vrndavana saying, òIf I were too easily available to you, you would take 

Me cheaply. I have disappeared from you just to increase your yearning 

for Me.ó And to young Narada he spoke, òO Narada, [the Lord spoke], I 

regret that during this lifetime you will not be able to see Me  any more. 

Those who are incomplete in service and who are not completely free 

from all material taints can hardly see Me. O virtuous one, you have 

only once seen My person, and this is just to increase your desire for Me, 

because the more you hanker for Me, the more you will be freed from all 

material desires.ó (Bhag. 1.6.21-22) 

Bob in Dublin and me in Italy. I donõt want to give 

Bob over completely to my Free Man, but to balance him with  

my Krsna conscious Man. Wrote myself this note and I share 

it with y ou, dear reader: 

òIõm timid and conservative in moving from reality to fiction. Thatõs 

okay, but keep moving as much as you dare. Let the conservative side 

keep up Krsna consciousness and the daring side fly!ó 

Also: òDonõt start ripping up pages and throwing away chapters and 

the whole manuscript just because itõs not another Adventures in the Skin 

Trade or Amerika.ó 
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Bob in pants and hat and graphic wit, the Free Man in me so eager to 

describe him he canõt even get it straight, guided our Bobby down the 

street and into the Hare Krsna center. Scene: 

Bob entering. Inside, cymbals crash. 

One main criterion in writing this story is to be able to come back to 

it later and enjoy it. I want it to  be like Krsna consciousness itselfñ

inexhaustible and eternal. In the spiri tual world, everything is like that. 

If you pick flowers for Lord Krsnaõs garland, the flowers donõt die. 

Seeing their freshness and original flavor, the bees follow the flowers on  

His garland. Those bees donõt sting. The Lord has a swarthy blue 

complexion and wears a yellow dhoti on His hips, and He is loved by all 

the pure devotees, who canõt bear it if He goes out of their sight for even 

a moment. The idea that the Absolute Truth  is imper sonal is atheistic 

and not even sensible. The Absolute Truth is the controller. Therefore 

He must have a brain. And if He has a brain, then He has other bodily 

parts as well. 
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LJ know a sensitive proofreader of my books who doesnõt like it when 

I print the names of devotees and their faults and even if I withhold the 

names, but say things like, òI received a letter from a temple president 

whose wife was unfaithful.ó My proofreader thinks this is heartless. Her 

point is, òBe confidential. Donõt expose people even indirectly.ó 

But Bob, you boob, if you enter rightly this interior castle of the Hare 

Krsna center, youõll never be the same. So warned the Sukracarya part 

of Bob, advising that Visnu might take away everything that he owned, 

even his Wellington boots.  

Itõs true. The Hare Krsna people might say later, òHey, Bob, give us 

your boots for the Lordõs service.ó 

Bob might reply, òThemõs my only pair. Why donõt I just use them in 

the Lordõs service?ó 

Anyway, heedless to the inner warning of the protective, 

materialistic guru, Bob opens the door and enters. 

There was a bunch of fellows sitting around doing kirtana nice and 

simple: Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Ra ma 

Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. There was a full-sized murti  of Srila 

Prabhupada dressed authentically. There was prasadam being prepared, 

soon to be offered at a scheduled arati, according to the order of the 

founder -acarya for all ISKCON centers. This was morning and the 

prasadam was 
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breakfast. It consisted of almonds and Chyavan Prash. The Chyavan 

Prash could be picked up and eaten with banana slices. There was also 

fresh, hot milk with honey and hot oat meal. Of course, this sounds 

appetizing and the danger is that we may lust after this before it is 

offered to Krsna. So letõs not talk about the food or smell it, and 

certainly not taste it, before it is offered. And when you o ffer it, put your 

head on the floor and say, òDear Srlla Prabhupada, they have prepared 

this for the devotees. I offer this to you because if we eat it before you 

do, it will be lumps of sin. We know that you are close to Krsna and that 

you will offer this  prasadam to Him, although we may not know how that 

offering is done. We simply offer it to you and we pray to be allowed to 

eat your remnants. Please accept our offering, and let us never forget to 

offer food to you before eating.ó 

Bob can partake of this delicious prasadam if he sticks around. And we 

all know what will happen to a jiva who eats prasadam. It happened long, 

long ago to Narada when he was only five years old. òOnce only, by 

their permission, I took the remnants of their food, and by so doing  all 

my sins were at once eradicated. Thus being engaged, I became purified 

in heart, and at that time the very nature of the transcendentalist became 

attractive to me.ó (Bhag. 1.5.25) 

I hope that Bob will stay and eat. He looked around in the temple 

room and saw books on the shelves. Beads available here too. He 

smelled incense. He saw himself reflected in the mirror. A confident 

man, perhaps in his forties, approached Bob and said, òHare Krsna. 

Weõre just about to serve breakfast. Would you like to join us?ó 

òYes,ó Bob answered, and then he heard himself chanting, Hare 

Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rams Hare Rama, 

Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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4 

LJ donõt want to just tell a story; I want to write, to be. Therefore, in 

advance, I object to my non-story elements being considered scaffolding 

which will later be dismantled. No, in this story, if you dismantle the 

non-fictive, non -plot, then you have nothing left but a skinny t ale. òLet 

me live,ó cries the narrator. I am inclined to give him my promise. He 

(she) is like a cow saying, òI know you are nice to me while you are 

enjoying my milk, but later, will you kill me?ó No, mother. You can 

pasture. I will personally keep you in  a book of my own, even if no one 

else wants you. I promise. 

'Bob- s not the only one. Dublinõs one of many places. The Hare 

Krsna movement goes on despite doldrums and tantrums. One example 

of a good place, just one and one not necessarily spectacular, is 

Newcastle, England. Say you are a shop employee with a flare for 

Eastern or experimental religion. (Thatõs your karma from past lives.) 

You visit the center, and in the temple room on the second floor, you 

meet Bhakti-rasa dasa, the temple president. He is a strongly built 

young man, comes from Newcastle, and he speaks your language. 

Looks you in the eye and smiles. He is busy, but he sits down with you 

and speaks some philosophy from the Bhagavad'gitd. You sense he is 

upright and not a hypocrite. Heõs definitely strong - minded and isnõt 

practicing Krsna consciousness because his father or government told 

him itõs what he ought to do. He seems satisfied with what heõs doing 

with his life. You start to hear him out. Heõll be there when you come 

back to visit again, 
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or maybe next time youõll meet Devakinandana dasa, who is more 

inward and not as relaxed as Bhakti-rasa, but his questions and talk are 

seriously religious and he desires to practice the ultimate path. He wants 

to see love of Godhead within his lifetime. He is also a Newcastle 

person. There are hundreds of Hare Krsna centers all over the world. 

Srila Prabhupada set it up and it continues on his order.  

Bhakta Bob, a sad case. He flies out the window, floats to Cork. I 

bring him back. He floats like a cloud over the coun tryside. Or is that 

cloud just the late afternoon depression of our author? Please donõt toy 

around with our Bhakta Bob this way, as if he were a balloon.  

Heõs just a figment, someone says. 
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donõt know much about death. I hear of people who die. People 

I have known have died. I recently missed seeing the passing away of 

Vamsldhari dasa. He was in South India at a sanatorium getting 

treatment for a brain tumor. He wrote me that the tumor had stopped 

growing. I waited in Vrndavana, but then I left. Vamsldhari arrived 

soon after and within a few days, left his body. Devotees said he died 

peacefully, while heñ or at least othersñslept. His body was burned at 

the Yamuna. 

The passing away I saw firsthand was Srlla Prabhupadaõs. Now Iõm 

fifty -four, and in the house where I am staying, Dina - dayardra dasa is 

sixty -four and Madhu is forty -two. Eventually Iõll have to witness some 

other deaths. It makes you sad to see a loved one go. It wakes you up to 

the verities of life and death. Not infrequently, a devotee writes me that 

he witnessed the death of a parent. They tell of last visits to the hospital, 

the deathbed. Sacinandana dasa said he put a garland from the temple 

under the bed of his dying father because if the relatives saw it, they 

would throw it out. At the funeral, Sac! said he surprised himself and 

others by his natural cheerfulness. He didnõt forget transcendental 

knowledge; it lived in him, all the Bhagavad'gita lessons and chanting. 

Some relatives commended him for his attitude and it helped them in 

their breakdown grief.  

ÁWhy are you reluctant to tell us what happens to Bob next? Iõm not 

reluctaht. It all seems too inevitable, what will happen to him. I hope he 

can remain brahmacari. He will become a devotee, thatõs for sure. He 

wouldnõt have come into the story and I wouldnõt be writing it 

otherwise. But what kind of a  
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devotee, what service and goals and conflicts, Iõm not sure. This isnõt a 

tri -kdia -jna story. The author only finds out along with our reader, just 

as it happens. Today weõll establish that he does have a soul, that he is a 

person and not a helium balloon floating down to Cork and in danger of 

sailing off over the Atlantic Ocean. For the soul there is neither birth nor 

death. He is never born and never dies. He is eternal and unchanging. 

He is not slain when the body dies.  

Thereõs no hurry to tell his story. Of course, a person wants to 

prosecute Krsna consciousness in earnest and not waste time, but a 

newcomer has to go through all the stages (adau sraddha tatah sadhu-

sango). He has to make a realistic appraisal of ISKCON and get over the 

fact that the devotees are imperfect. He has to overcome his own 

anarthas, get trained, and learn the philosophy before he can receive first 

initiation. One doesnõt want to delay saying, òOh well, everything is 

eternal.ó I realize that, but still you canõt hype through it in one chapter. 

Itõs like the woman who wants a child as soon as sheõs married. She will 

have her child, but she must be patient. By serving her husband, she will 

conceive, become pregnant, and then she has to wait nine months. 

Therefore, this is a chapter for patience. 

Bob enjoyed the breakfast on his first visit to the Hare Krsna center 

and he liked the fact that the food was sanctified. This was explained to 

him by Bhanu Prabhu, the older man who spoke to him. Bhanu lived at 

the Dublin center. He was Scottish, but that didnõt matter. The devotees, 

Bob learned, were transcendental to national designations. òAnd thatõs a 

good thing in this land of troubles,ó said Bhanu. 

òUmhmm,ó said Bob, as he gladly accepted a second bowl of cereal. 

On a board leaning against the wall was a neatly lettered sign with the 

Hare Krsna mantra written on it. That  
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was for newcomers who did not know the word order, to help them sing 

along during kir tanas. Now Bobby had grown famil iar with it and he 

definitely had the word order straight. He uttered it to himself: Hare 

Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, 

Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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5 

"<MV e do not mind for any good style, our style is Hare Krishna, but, 

still, we should not present a shabby thing. Al though Krishna literatures 

are so nice that, even if they are presented in broken and irregular ways, 

such literatures are welcomed, read and respected by bona fide 

devotees.ó (Srila Prabhupada letter to Satsvarupa dasa, January 9, 1970) 

Robert Case is Bobõs full name. I thought of Srila Prabhupada meeting 

Robert Nelson when Prabhupada arrived in Man hattan in 1965. He 

called him òMr. Robert.ó Is my Bob a bumpkin like that? Mr. Robert, Mr. 

Bob, who befriended the Swami. Then there is Bob Cohen, the Peace 

Corps worker who met Srila Prabhup ada in Mayapur. He asked perfect 

questions and received perfect answers. 

I also remember a boy from high school named Robert Lawrence. He 

gave a little speech in one of our classes when we had to go in front of 

the class and explain something. He explained the trajectory of a bullet 

and showed it by drawing it on the chalkboard. In gym class, we noticed 

that his chest was soft and a little bit like a womanõs. Then he suddenly 

got sick and died while he was still in his teens. He wasnõt a big athlete 

or a scholar or even popular.  

There was also a person named Bob Lefkowitz to whom Srila 

Prabhupada gave the name Ravindra-svarupa. He left Krsna 

consciousness after a year of practice. When I asked him to give an 

interview for Srila Prabhupadaõs biography, he asked for a thousand 

dollars.  

Our Bob joined. He decided to go with a group of devotees who were 

touring European cities with a Hare Krsna rock band. Bhanu thought it 

would be a good way to break Bob into the  
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ecstasy of preaching, festivals, and association with different types of 

devotees. Yeah, Bobby went. 

Bob, youõve come a long way from when you were a stick figure with 

almost no consciousness and wooden shoes and a scarecrow approach to 

reality. Remember? 

The seriousness of the subject makes me ask, òWhere are you taking 

this boy?ó 

It is serious. We are not kidnapping him. He joined of his own free 

will. We have assigned him to a touring festival group. He will come 

back to Ireland in a few months. Thi s tour is for his own good and the 

good of humanity. This world is running under the illusion that the 

temporary is permanent. Everything goes wrong because there is no 

understanding of God.  

Bhanu had to explain it like this to Bobõs parents, who came to the 

temple. They wanted to know where their son was. His  
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father tended sheep and sold paint. They didnõt care about Krsna 

consciousness, but their dear son was of interest to them. So Bhanu 

explained, òYour son Bob is working for Krsna, who is the all -attractive 

Supreme.ó They liked the idea that he would refrain from drugs, and 

that he would be back in a few months.  

Itõs I who donõt give a damn for Bobõs parents. Iõm just writing it in 

because I canõt think of something else. I also know Iõll have to account 

for them sooner or later. A person has to have parents and legs and feet 

and a head and tongue and hands, or at least some of that, but we are 

primarily interested in the soul.  

^/^obert Bly (anoth er Bob) writes, òThere is no solution.ó We claim 

there is. Itõs surrender to Krsna. But how to get more people to 

surrender? That has no easy solution. If Krsna consciousness is practical, 

why donõt more people apply it? Why do they say itõs impractical? And 

personally speaking, why canõt I chant Hare Krsna with attention? There 

is no solution. Canõt get an answer, at least not right now. 

I can impress some people, but not all people. I can be clever. Right 

now Iõm thinking of someone who wants to be ISKCONõs full-time 

representative at Prabhupadaõs Radha-Damodara rooms, but others 

want to do that service too. No solution. As Srila Prabhupada said once 

of the GBC, òResolutions, but no solutions.ó 

We have all the answers. The moon is a sliver and astronomy t ells us 

why. Vedic knowledge and earth sciences tell us about the earthquakes 

and why they occur. How to prevent one from happening in your 

neighborhood? Where can you move 
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where it will be safe? No solution. Therefore, letõs take to Krsna 

consciousness and receive enlightenment. Thatõs the only solution. I 

donõt say Iõm better than you, Bob Bly, but God is the solution, the 

answerñand His science of material and spiritual knowledge explains 

everything.  

Is this a bobcat, a bobsled, a bobbed hair cut, bobby socks, Bobby 

Kennedy? Wow, thatõs one of the heaviest Bobs of all, Robert Kennedy. 

By comparison, my Bob is just a scrap. 

My Bob came over the hill full of ignorance, but happy in the 

sunshine. That is also a form of participation in Krsna consciousness. 

Then we shot him full of holes. I mean, we picked him up and created 

life in him. We made him a figure in a story. Put a soul in his stuffed 

straw chest and voilal He walked into Dublin where he got a BT G 

placed in his scarecrow hand. Now heõs a menial worker in the Nitai 

Blues Band, Festival Road and Magic Show touring twelve cities. Bob, 

do well.  

I am just afraid he will neglect his sadhana, but they tell me that each 

brahmacari is given time to finish his japa (two hours) and a half hour for 

private reading in Srila Prabhu - padaõs books. I agree that it might be 

nice for him, although I donõt much like Krsna conscious rock õnõ roll or 

staying up late at night. Nevertheless, I invented or tolerated the 

suggestion which came through the mouth of Bhanu dasa.  

I donõt seem to see this Bhanu at all. Canõt pick him up on my 

screen. Is he one of those chunky, dull, dogmatic fellows who doesnõt 

know himself and doesnõt smile? 

c 
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Di  ow Bob did fare on the tour I shall tell. He was assigned to take 

care of the horses who pulled the carts and to clean the toilets when 

there were any. He also helped cook and serve out prasadam. He was very 

new. I am writing  this, of course, from the subjective viewpoint as his 

òfatheró or creator. I have become the Lord Brahma of a paper man? 

Anyway, he did all right, my Bob Case Parnell, Robert the Second, but 

there was one brahmacari temple commander who rode him hard. Th e 

man called Bob òMick,ó although everyone else called him Bhakta Bob. 

One night, the temple commander, whose name was Yama dasa, hurt 

Bob with words and even a push. It was over something he thought Bob 

had neglected in his care of the horses. Now, I wasnõt there personally 

because Iõm not the Omnipotent NarratorñI heard it in my imagi -

nationñand Iõm sure there are two sides to the story. But there were 

harsh words from Yama: òYouõre just an unsurrendered neophyte. If you 

want to stay on this party, youõd better shape up and that means doing 

things to my satisfaction.ó 

And Bobõs retort: òI didnõt come to Krsna consciousness to surrender 

to you!ó 

Not much more than that. By the time Bob hit the sack, I mean when 

he went to sleep, he was agitated. He began to think, òI donõt want to 

stay out on this party and take crap from Yama. Besides, itõs cold. I have 

never been away from Ireland and I want to go home.ó 

What he did, in the morning, when the sun was just rising, after 

feeding the horses, is give the slip to the touring party by walking down 

the road. Nobody asked him where he was going. Then there he was, on 

his own in Bohemia, between Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland. He 

decided to hitchhike home,  
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but  he didnõt give it much thought at first. Remember, heõs a simple lad, 

a kind of straw -head man, yet a devotee, and we shall have to see just 

how much of a devotee or person he is. 

T^his is moving fast enough  that I had better slow it down. 

Somewhere, Patrick Ball is playing his wire -strung Celtic harp. 

Somewhere, angels fly and sing. But there was no joy in the heart of 

Fergus Bob, who walked the lane in ancient Bohemia and was beginning 

to cry. 

Heõs a lost boy and shouldnõt have allowed a minor quarrel to upset 

him. I do wish someone had been watching over him and taking care of 

him. As Srila Prabhupada said, òAfter spending gallons of blood we 

gain a convert, so they have to be very carefully protected in the growth 

of their devotional creeper.ó 
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Bob sat on a rock and thought. òI suppose I should just return to the 

party,ó he thought. òIõm in the middle of nowhere. I canõt think straight. 

I seem to be bereft of any support. My mother and father are outgrown 

by me and cannot help me now. Nor brothers and sisters who are not 

interested in spiri tual life. The younger brother might be, but I would 

have to help him, not he me. Though I wouldnõt mind seeing him now. I 

seem to have lost one world and not entered another.ó Bob got up and 

walked quickly back to rejoin the caravan, which con sisted of two RV 

vehicles and one cart with horses, but when he got to last nightõs 

campsite, they had already left. 

c 

"Jar away in Australia . . . ó (an old song sung by Irish 

immigrants). Itõs no joke. After all, Iõm writing it from a distance. Think 

oõ Bobby over there in Europe and how you got to bring him home. Itõs 

Ireland he wants right now, but I dunno if I can get him back. Can õt 

send him the money for a ferry ticket.  

Canõt you just wish him back? Arenõt you the magical author? 

Well, sure I could. It would just be like signing a check. But you canõt 

just sign a check without money in the bank, so I guess Bob will have to 

go through some trials and that will be best for all of us.  

^V^hat are you thinking? Iõm thinking about what I would like to 

read when I read this later? Are all your stars out?  
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I donõt like to torture a sad guy lost in a foreign country. These 

writers do that with their protagonists. They play at God, but without 

the wisdom and power and compassion of God. Iõm laying back on my 

bunk in the van and leaving the poor guy suspended. Do I have the 

courage to go through rrvy trials? Iõd be frightened to death if that 

happened to me, what I just did to him. Couldnõt he come back right 

away and find the party? Could you make him catch up to them?  

Now hold on. Itõs just a story and we ought to go through it. A story 

has to have a conflict. The hero has to meet suffering (as far as I 

understand it). Then he goes through a change as a result. He canõt just 

forever eat bowls of oatmeal in Hare Krsna centers in Dublin.  

Why not? 

Why not?! Because! People got to flow and change. A neophyte or a 

new person has to go through experiences. Look, Iõve got it all figured 

out. Heõll have some adventures while hitchhiking. Somebody will pick 

him up, two Germans, say, and theyõll tell Bob that they donõt normally 

pick up hitch hikers. Thereõll be dialogue and Bob will be able to preach. 

Then weõll resolve his problems. Trust me. 

All right, but itõs going to be a long afternoon for Bob in Bohemia. He 

didnõt even think to take any prasadam with him. Anyway, someone 

offers him their barn to sleep in. Itõs not bad in there. In the evening, a 

young man and his girlfriend stop by. They have heard of the Hare 

Krsna movement from a record. They ask Bob questions. He preaches 

according to his simple understanding. When they  ask him what heõs 

doing alone, he says frankly, òI joined the movement only a week ago in 

Ireland and came here with a traveling party. But I think Iõll go back to 

Ireland and practice Krsna consciousness there.ó 
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The couple go and get some vegetarian foodñbread and olives and a 

bottle of orange juiceñfor Bob and give it to him in his haystack. Heõs 

sure grateful because heõs hungry. He eats while he talks. Then they 

leave him in the dark while the stars come out. Itõs not so bad. He 

decides he will continue to be a devotee when he gets back to Ireland, 

but maybe he has to be more realistic about how heõs going to live. He 

falls asleep in the palm of the Lordõs hand, chanting to himself to keep 

away evil spir its: Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare 

Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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V\, 
'ÁVVhy do you serve Krsna anyway? Whatõs the reward?ó 

òWe donõt serve for any reward, but because God is our wor- 

shipable Deity and itõs our duty to serve Him.ó Bob repeated 

what he read in Prabhupadaõs purport. He was questioned by a 

gray-bearded man. The man and his wife had picked Bob up 

hitchhiking. Bob was in a dhoti and had a shaved head. If he 

had planned his departure from the touring group, as well as  

his travel back to Ireland, he would have worn his pants, but  

now he was stuck in this embarrassing way as a ònakedó dev- 

otee to whomever he met. This was his trial. 

(There you go again, giving him a hard time. Well, Iõm here, too, to 

get Bobby some treats and ease his way. Our neophyte heroõs footsteps 

should be made less thorny and bleedy. You authors with your violence 

. . . and dragging him down.)  

Another time he was asked, òHow come youõre wearing a skirt?ó He 

hitched rides mostly at petrol stations or rest stops. He went around to 

the cars and asked. Once, a group of motorcyclists made fun of him. He 

wasnõt such a fixed up devotee, but he had no choice but to face them 

and talk about Krsna. People almost always listened to him 

respectfully. Poor Bob. His complexion was so fair that he looked like 

he had high blood pressure. His cheeks were so rosy. That was a sign of 

his youth. When pressed, he stood up for his belief.  

Reminds me a little of Peter OõGrady, now Parasurama dasa, famous 

in ISKCON Europe for oxen -pulled Padayatras and puppet shows and 

sleeping with a sword on the England roadside. Reminds me too of 

Subala dasa, who hitched from Poland to Italy to see his spiritual 

master. To return to Poland, he went to Rome and found some Polish 

pilgrims. He knew they would drive him home. He wore khaki shorts,  
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sneakers, a T-shirt, and a beaked cap when traveling. Doing it in a dhoti 

would have been something else. Subala didnõt hitchhike at night. 

Neither did Bob.  

He didnõt know roads and barely knew countries. No one was from 

Ireland or going to Ireland. He began telling people he wanted to go to 

England. 

He chanted his rounds; he washed his face in a creek. It was cold. He 

got some food and sometimes none. He was a sorry figure, but inside 

knew he was resolving to be a devotee. The material world was more 

fearful and disgusting than attrac tive. 

0 balsam wood, oh, knock on wood, bob up, Cork soul, and ride the 

flood. Bob had committed no dastardly crimes; just over a little quarrel, 

he got separated from his brood. 

Nobody told him to get a haircut.  

òIs this Buddhism?ó 

òWhat do you people think about the nukes?ó 

He had heard about the Neo-Nazis and wanted to avoid Germany. 

Saw some swastikas on the road, òJews kaput.ó 

A round moon one night and a bit lopsided the next. Grateful for his 

beads and sorry he had no time to pack a book or extra clothes or even a 

toothbrush. Just a green-with -gold - harp-passport and a few pounds and 

pence quickly spent. 
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^eah, well you sound like youõre spent, Author. Nah, Iõm just getting 

going, but I told you to be pa tient. We got to study him, see? Figure 

whatõs best. 

But whatõs your criteria? The thing is bothersome. Sometimes when 

you think of it, you are elated. Glad you have a longer term writing 

engagement. But sometimes you want to ditch him quick. Get him 

marr ied to Pegeen and say good-bye. Do a òhe changed his mind. The 

rigors changed his heart (both toughened and softened it) and by luck, 

he found the tour devotees again and surrendered and was ever after 

happy.ó 

Fergus would be likely to  get back to Ireland and assess the situation 

and not expect to live with devotees, yet pursue Krsna consciousness as 

a private life choice and visit a temple maybe once a week, but think of 

ways to deepen that commitment. Subala dasa would live in a temp le 

and do as his authorities bid him. I too took that way. But this is the 

1990s and Bob is only a paper hero, like Pinocchio or . . . not Dumbo. 

Like Hans Christian Andersenõs match girl? Please consider your words 

before you write them down. Itõs a permanent karma whether you like it 

or not, and young readers may not be misled by you, a scarred veteran. 

The electric heater just kicked off here in the van. We fasted 

yesterday for Ekadasi except for a glass of juice and a vegetable broth at 

noon. Thereõs a military school nearby, and when they shoot their big 

guns to practice, it rattles our house so much I think the windows might 

break. Every gun beat is followed by a shock wave in the house. Went to 

bed at my usual time and the guns stopped at once, as if in 

consideration that I was resting.  
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Someone else asked Bob, òIsnõt there ultimately one soul and we are 

all it?ó 

òNo, there is the individual soul and God, Krsna, who is the supreme 

soul. Otherwise, how could we love and how could He control?ó 

Bob wasnõt always perfect. He couldnõt answer questions about Christ 

or nothingness, although he had the right idea.  

Did any bikers rough him up? Anyone hurt him? Any girl entice him? 

That happened only in his dreams.  He felt cold and hunger and slept on 

rough ground until gradually he made his way west and north and 

found the Hare Krsna Zentrum in Antwerp, Belgium. A lady devotee 

there saw his plight and asked her husband, the temple president, to 

take him in, even though he was dirty and torn. They gave him karmi 

clothes for traveling and he was grateful for that. He was able to wash 

his dhoti. They fed him plenty of prasadam. He sat at the table with them 

and told them of his travels.  

They asked him why he had  left the touring party. It was a famous 

ISKCON party and one that many devotees would like to join. òOh,ó he 

said, he had behaved foolishly when there was an argument, so he left. 

òDid you learn a lesson?ó 

òYes,ó said Bob, and he gave the official answer he thought a devotee 

was supposed to make: òMy karma . . . purification . . . maya was testing 

me.ó He believed in those things theoretically, but he really didnõt know 

what to make of himself or the world or of God. He believed in Go dõs 

good intentions for the jivas and the particular science of bhakti that 

Prabhupada taught. òOne thing I learned,ó he said, òis that itõs 

important to know the philosophy, but it is all in Prabhupadaõs books. I 

had no books with me. Now I really want to  take like a serious 
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course or take time to study Bhagavad-gita As It Is and maybe start 

Srimad'Bhdgavatam.ó 

òIf you like,ó said Jatu dasa (that was the temple presidentõs name), 

òyou can stay in Antwerp with us. Do a little service and I donõt mind if 

you spend hours a day studying. I read for an hour a day and I wish I 

could do more.ó 

Bob accepted their offer. He really didnõt know what he would do in 

Ireland except show up shamed and defeated. 

That evening he sat with his new friends in the temple room, which 

had varnished wood floors, and chanted in the kirtana. Bob cried tears 

of joy that he was home again in Pra- bhupadaõs house. Hare Krsna 

Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Ra ma, Rama 

Rama Hare Hare. 
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<3 obby Brookmire, Bob and Ray, Bobby Bums and my Bobñ what do 

they have in common? All jivas, whether trombonist, comic, Scottish 

poet, or the boy star of this story who was bom into the world and 

escorted (windblown) to this place where he is now.  

Whew. Itõs true. I rushed him here. Maybe he should have stayed out 

suffering more in the cold. I could have handed him over to the Neo -

Nazis for a while and tested his mettle. He barel y went through any 

ordeals. Ordeals make a character show that heõs Krsna conscious of his 

own free will. It would have made great film footage. Or he could have 

rejoined the touring party and resolved his conflict with Yama. Instead, I 

was as soft-hearted as the blond lady in Antwerp. I couldnõt bear to 

leave him out in the cold.  

As a result of such a quick escape from the rigors of the road and such 

a warm reception in Antwerp, Prabhu, you have bypassed what was to 

be the major conflict and plot in this s tory.  

Well, we could still have some internal conflict. Or at least some 

suspense. 

The thing is, what do you want to do?  

Take a break and wait for the muse. 

^Dinaõs sweater is blowing in the wind on the backyard clothesline, held 

by two wooden clothespins. Itõs a light gray crew neck. Dina is sixty-four 

years old, his face skinny and  
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craggy like I will be, like I already am. But he has  an interesting bumpy 

Roman nose that looks like a downhill road you could ride on your 

bicycle. Very nice, like a school don or a poet or a pensioner living with 

the Hare Krsna devotees. I donõt speak Italian, but M^dhu talks to him. 

Madhu says Dina is tolerant. When Madhu doesnõt know a word in 

Italian, Dina is patient. When they cook together and Madhu gets short 

with him to make him hurry so itõs done on time, Dina is unruffled and 

kind and tries to hurry up.  

He has written me a letter with two questio ns from his reading of 

Entering the Life of Prayer. The questions are sitting, translated, on my 

desk for when I go back inside. Today I asked him, while he was 

hanging Prabhupadaõs clothes on the line to dry, to please write a 

description of the days he spent with Vamsidhari up until Varhsi 

passed away from the world. Dina said he is not a writer, but since I 

requested it, he will try.  

I was reading Srila Prabhupadaõs lecture on sa vai pumsam paro 

dharmo. He lectured on that verse many times. One time in Vrndavana, 

he was uncompromising on the point that a pure devotee doesnõt serve 

for his own satisfaction, but to please Lord Krsna. He warned us not to 

misunderstand the phrase, òyayatma suprasidatiñsuch devotional 

service must be unmoti vated and uninterrupted to completely satisfy 

the self.ó Pra- bhupada said this doesnõt mean that we should serve 

Krsna with the condition that we will be satisfied as a result. No, even 

if we are not satisfied, a devotee serves as duty, as his constitutional 

nature. Prabhupada quoted Lord Caitanyaõs verse, aslisya va pada-ratam 

pinastu mam . . . òEven if You donõt come to Me, Iõll go on serving You 

forever.ó That was an eye- opener. I myself seek satisfaction, and in 

other lectures, Srila Prabhupada says itõs natural that we do, so we 

should seek that satisfaction in the Lordõs service. In this Vrndavana 

lecture, 
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however, he let us have it straight and uncompromising ñif you are 

seeking your own satisfaction from this service, then you wonõt be able 

to join with Lord Krsna in the spiritual world. Not yet.  

When I read it, I flashed on this Bhakta Bob story. Is it my fun? Is it 

done out of service to please the Lord and with no other moti ve? Seems 

lacking on those points. 

ere is this story going? Maybe Bob can meet a samvyasi 

news reporting and materialistic problem -solving. The subtitle is All 

Things Fail Without Krsna. The sannyasi meets Bob and engages him in 

service. He asks Bob to put together a file of newspaper clippings under 

different categories. Bob has to read through the articles and decide 

whether they belong under òWaró or òMaya in the News,ó like thatñ

twenty -eight categories. Bob starts to do it with enthusiasm, but soon 

feels agitated by reading of all the suffering and cheating and pra- jalpa 

(unnecessary talking about Michael Jackson and the skating star, 

Kerrigan, and Clinton and condoms and you name it). He sheepishly 

asks the sannyasi to relieve him of this duty. The sannyasi apologizes for 

giving it to him in the first place. Bob is not so impressed with him, or at 

least not impressed with his newspaper clippings.  

Thatõs just an anecdote. The main thing is that Bob tries to read 

Prabhupadaõs books as he said he would. He gets into Bhagavacl'gita As 

It Is. Itõs slow-going, but thatõs okay too. He takes a little every day and 

keeps going with attention. Thereõs 

who happens to be visiting Antwerp. The sannyasi is writing a book 

called The Daily News. Itõs an expose on the futility of 
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not much to tell you about that. If you want to know what he read, you 

can (and should) reread the Bhagavad'gita yourself. Bob also put on some 

weight, but he didnõt oversleep. 

^Thereõs an authorõs conference going on with a sign on the door, òDo 

not Disturb.ó Guess what theyõre talking about? No, not whether to keep 

this storyõs scaffolding when itõs all finished. We already promised weõd 

keep it. Theyõre talking about whether to end this story pronto.  

You know what I think? I think theyõre just trying to get out of work. 

òWe are getting too performance-oriented.ó 

òItõs got to be a story.ó 

I hope Bob doesnõt overhear this and develop an inferiority complex 

about his humble and shadowy origins in the dawn of the first chapter. 

He could just disappear, you know, and then the authorõs conference 

and whatever they decide would have no meaning.  

Look, if Iõm the main reader (and thatõs what Iõm supposed to be), 

then why get hung up? I donõt care if Bob lives happily ever after in 

ISKCON Antwerp. Really, why worry that he has to do something or 

become something? You guys are overworking your brains. Youõve read 

too many books by Norman Mailer and Thomas Hardy on how to be a 

writer. Did you read anything by P. G. Wodehouse? He wrote a 

hundred novels.  

Forget it. Tell me your own sorrows and hopes. Donõt bother about 

bobbery. Do you know what that word means? Itõs Anglo- Indian,  

meaning the way Hindus talk after the British rule. It means a 

commotion. Give us Bob, when you like, but not bob  
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bery. And this much discipline, to end each chapter with Hare Krsna 

Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama 

Rama Hare Hare. 

(Dear reader, please stop and read the maha-mantra.) 
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bobber is a person or thing that bobs. Itõs also a buoyant 

device, as a cork, attached to a fishing line to hold the baited hook at a 

desired depth. The word bobbery actually comes from the Hindi bap-re, 

òO father!ó An exclamation of sorrow or surprise. 

O bap're, this is not a wisdom book  because our Bob is just a buoyant 

boy from County Cork who bobbed up to Dublin. We met him on the 

way, walking down a lane surrounded by yellow gorse bushes and we 

proposed to him (or virtually abducted him), òPlease be in our story.ó If 

you write about a  bumpkin, how can you give depth and wisdom?  

Of course, anyoneõs coming to Krsna consciousness is a cause for 

rejoicing. The Vaisnavas and Krsna Himself are pleased. It was certainly 

pleasing that Bob Case started studying Prabhupadaõs Bhagavad-gita As 

It Is. He read by himself in a cupboard they let him use as his room. He 

also joined Jatu Prabhu once a day and Jatu would read aloud to him 

from Srimad'Bhdgavatam. Jatu read from the Third Canto on the qualities 

of the Vaisnava, as taught by Kapiladeva.  

òListen to this,ó said Jatu. òThese are the qualities of a devotee.ó Jatu 

read aloud while Bob listened peacefully.  

ôòThe pure devotee should execute devotional service by giving the 

greatest respect to the spiritual master and the acaryas. He should be 

compassionate to the poor and make friendship with persons who are 

his equals . . . õ Isnõt that wonderful? In the purport Prabhupada says 

that this compassion to the poor doesnõt mean those who are poverty-

stricken materi ally. It refers to  all people, who are considered poor 

because they are not Krsna conscious. He enlightens them and brings 

them up to Krsna consciousness. As for making friends, Prabhupada 
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says there is no point making frien ds with ordinary persons. Listen to 

this: 

ôòThere are innumerable books, such as the Puranas, Maha- bharata, 

Bhagavatam, Bhagavad'gita and LJpanisads, which con tain countless 

subjects for discussion among two devotees or more. Friendship should 

be cemented between persons with mu tual interests and understanding. 

Such persons are said to be svci'jati, ôof the same caste.õ The devotee 

should avoid a person whose character is not fixed in the standard 

understanding; even though he may be a Vaisnava, or a devotee of 

Krsna . . . õó Bob thought the Bhagavatam was wonderful, especially 

when he heard a devotee enthusiastically reading it. He hoped that one 

day he could attain the qualities of a Vaisnava, or at least go on hearing 

about them. When Jatu paused too long, Bob asked him, òCould you 

read some more?ó 

Jatu read aloud, òôA devotee should always try to hear about 

spiritual matters and should always utilize his time in chant ing the holy 

name of the Lord. His behavior should always be straightforward and 

simp le, and although he is not envious but friendly to everyone, he 

should avoid the company of persons who are not spiritually advanced.õ 

òôWhen one is fully qualified with all these transcendental attributes 

and his consciousness is thus completely purified, he is immediately 

attracted simply by hearing My name or hearing of My transcendental 

qualities.õó Jatu put down the book and looked at Bob. òPrabhupada 

also says that even though a devotee may attain these attributes, he 

should never be proud of them. Th e symptoms of a devotee are 

meekness and humility. As Lord Caitanya taught us, we should be 

humbler than the grass on the street and more tolerant than the tree.ó 

Jatu read and spoke and Bob relished. 
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C/th,  wisdom behold, what do you see from the third -floor window 

of this temple building? Signs in Dutch ñI canõt make them out. In the 

dictionary, bob is soon followed by bodhisattva, an enlightened person 

who refuses nirvana in order to assist suffering m ankind. Sooner or later 

in this novelette, we will have to take some action regarding Bob and 

preaching. Are you going to give him books and a book bag? Youõve got 

him reading and hearing Srimad'Bhagavatam in the company of a respec-

table devotee. Now he ought to get out and preach. What do you think?  

Of course, that was our intention. If he stayed in the Dublin temple, 

heõd have joined Prabhupada dasa in front of the post office. P. dasa 

would have taught him his friendly gestures and how to offer books to  

passersby while tolerating the taunts. Bob would have seen how some 

persons like to stop and talk philoso phy with P. dasa and how he sells a 

fair amount of books. Bob would be enlivened to learn of Prabhupada 

dasaõs attitude toward life on the street wi th Prabhupadaõs books. Iõm 

sure heõll go back there and do that in the end. 

Also, the tour through Europe would have introduced us all to 

nightly festivals with mass kirtanas and prasadam and book distribution.  

Yeah, but that stuff didnõt happen yet. 

It wi ll. Take it that it is happening. You know, preaching is always 

going on in one way or another, not only when you are on the street or 

when the rock band is playing Hare Krsna to a hall full of people. We 

preach in many ways.  

Thatõs all right, but I just want to see that Bob gets some direct 

experience of the mainstream outreach. He shouldnõt only be reading in 

a cupboard in downtown Antwerp.  

Yes, I share your concern. To be sure, these pages will tell of him 

preaching. Just let it come. (Doesnõt this carper remember 
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that Bob was preaching to whomever he met when he was hitchhiking in 

Bohemia?) 

Jr's not always wisdom and play. Some of itõs hard work and page-

filling. Word count. Just doing it. You lay back on your cot and wait for 

the muse to whisper, but then you think, òWatch out! Sleep isnõt far 

away.ó Now stand up and write from that position. You will be asked at 

death whether you wer e writing with all your stars out, writing from the 

heart. 

A smug editor lets me òindulge.ó In North America, the bob- white 

calls its quail song and the bobolink lands and then flies through fields 

and meadows. On the back road at Gita-nagari, farm machin ery rusts 

and mice run through the abandoned ox power unit, while a golden cat 

stalks them. Spring is not far away. Thereõs an abandoned car in those 

woods. Its owner is in South India and I think of him. We both look 

sadly, our wrin kled faces show thoughtfulness and disappointment, 

aging too, but we are ready in a moment to smile. After all, we have 

Krsna consciousness to live for. Could I tell my friend of Bob? Heõd like 

the word play. I rest my Robert Case. 

Meanwhile, in the heavens, rubric clouds vanis hed and left a blue sky 

over the Adriatic.  

Yes, my Bob prospered by his stay in Antwerp. And then one day . . .  
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Di e was reading in Bhagavad'gita and came to the second chapter, 

Text 7, òNow I am confused about my duty ... I am asking You to tell 

me for certain what is best for me. Now I am Your disciple, and a soul 

surrendered unto You. Please instruct me.ó Bob realized he needed a 

guru.  

òPrabhupada is your guru,ó said Jatu, when Bob asked. 

The visiting sannyasi said, òPrabhupada is everyoneõs guru, but still 

you have to approach one of his disciples and be initiated into the 

sampradaya.ó 

Bob thought that he didnõt know anyone he could consider his guru. 

Maybe he should go look for one. 

" J f  your everyday life seems poor to you, do not accuse it; accuse 

yourself, tell yourself you are not poet enough to sum mon up its riches; 

since for the creator there is no poverty and no poor or unimportant 

place.ó (Ranier Maria Rilke) 

For the creator? Who is that, Lord Brahma? Are we creators now? 

Maniacs of self-assumed power? Oh, the world of imagi nation. Srlla 

Prabhupada: òImagination is only imagination and leads to further 

imagination.ó 

Stark confrontation. I feel  like a tired bird, but at the same time I 

want to keep flying.  

Someone writes a story about vampires in Maine and sells a million 

books. Iõm not griping. I like to cut out all these influences, but itõs not 

possible. Today four weeks of mail arrived. If you donõt behave, if you 

are not a devotee, then how can you advise others? If you can speak or 

write expertly, but you are  
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not a devotee, what good can you do for others? Am I not of the saffron 

tribe? Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama 

Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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ÁAVh o are you, Bhakta Bob? 

òI am your own self. I come from the fields, a friendly scarecrow, a 

Frankenstein. I can speak this way or whatever way you wish. (Iõm a 

puppet of your imagination.) But I do have a core of independent 

identity that has sprung up from you.ó 

What do you want to do in your Krsna conscious life?  

òI donõt know. I need guidance. Maybe I shouldnõt get married. 

Maybe I should. Maybe to Pegeen, maybe to the bronze woman, Molly 

Malone, who wheels her wheelbarrow/ down streets broad and 

narrow/ crying ôCockles and mussels, alive, alive-o!õó 

Do you uh . . . are you alive? Are you like the young Polish man I 

know? What was it like when we left you alone in Bohemia?  

òYou know, ask yourself.ó 

Bob, I canõt get rid of you. I mean, why do you even exist at all? 

Why donõt I just forget you? 

òItõs too late to crumple me into a ball or shred me. The soul cannot 

be cut or dried.ó 

Do you have a soul? 

òDo you?ó 

I asked you first.  

òI donõt know. But you wish me to be a story figure, a person like 

Alice in Wonderland or Chota or Nimai, right? You want me to live in 

the hearts of readers in the great tradition of lit erary fiction. That can 

happen if you skillfully patch me together. Some Fergus, some Subala, 

some Parasurama, some Satsvarupa . . . But I donõt think you have the 

gumption or discipline, and neither do you belie ve itõs worth taking 

the time to ôcreateõ me.ó 
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Because in the end, you donõt really exist. 

òThatõs your fault. Would you say that Romeo and Juliet donõt exist? 

Are they not eternal young lovers? Do you think Chota doesnõt exist? 

They exist in a world of imagination and those who partake in it 

believe it and add it to their lives. We donõt even see the souls of those 

flesh and blood people whom we see and touch and smell every day. 

We only see their bodies. Itõs possible you could see as much soul in a 

literary character as you do in a flesh and blood boss or wife or son. 

But you havenõt brought me out enough. I remain a kind of joke, a 

paper weight, a mot to, a cut-out doll. Iõm your ôBhakta Bobõ whom you 

play with and toss this way and that saying, ôWhat shall I do with him 

next?õ If you give me more life and freedom, I could act in real ways 

and accomplish your purpose.ó 

Sorry about that. 

LJ got a letter in the big FedEx box of letters from a real live Bhakta 

Bob. I quickly scanned through the dozens of letters, looking at the 

upper left hand part of the envelope for the name of the sender, and it 

flashed by: òBhakta Rob.ó What? There is one? 

Bhakta Rob is real. He began his letter, òI am currently writing to 

you from N.Y. I was very inspired . . . ó He has service in the 

Brooklyn temple where he lives. Heõs thinking of getting married. Heõs 

a member of a Krsna conscious rock band and theyõre going on an 

inter national tour soon. He has been thinking a lot about japa and 

prayer. òMy question is, is it best for me to avoid self-prayer and try to 

adopt and recite the mood of prayers I read by the acaryas, or ó 

Shall I steal from Bhakta Rob and give to Bhakta Bob? 
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òYou donõt have to. I have my own life. Just see me for what I am.ó 

(Heõs growing like a worm, like the flowers in the yard. He and I are 

friends, partners. Dinanatha dasa is also a little bit of Bhakta Bob. Heõs 

Italian, but he wears a sweatshirt that says, òTeam Partners.ó) 

In the mail, someone sent me a copy of Kafkaõs The Blue Octavo 

Notebooks. She wrote: òKafka is both captivating and disturbing. A 

bright light in too narrow and plain a room.ó She was interested in the 

patchwork of poetry and prose, single sentences and rambling notes, 

journal entries and narrative, and òI thought the variety of expression 

might encourage you to continue with your free -form style.ó 

Heõs another crazy man, not like me. Iõm a perfectly sane devotee, a 

transcendentalist (not a speculator like Thoreau). Iõm making fun here, 

but itõs true, I should take responsibility for the gift of Krsna 

consciousness and write nicely. 

Kafka begins his Octavo notebook like this:  

Everyone carries a room about inside him. This fact can even be 

proved by means of the sense of hearing. If someone walks fast 

and one pricks up oneõs ears and listens, say in the night, when 

everything round about is quiet, one hears, for instance, the 

rattling of a mirror not quite firmly fastened to the wall.  

Isnõt that strange, to say you have a room inside you which if you 

listen, you will hear as òthe rattling of a mirror not quite firmly 

fastened to the walló? Heõs unhinged, not quite right, not quite 

fastened to the wall. 

Another letter was from a sannyasi Godbrother. He said he preferred 

òneutral, professionaló writing to personal writing, at least as executed 

by the nondevotee poets, whom he finds 
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wearisome. He said in Natalie Goldberg, what you get after all the 

discipline and intensity is just òa mixed up Jewish girl like my sister 

and her friends.ó I wrote back and said we can use what the nondevotee 

writers are doing and employ it in Krsna consciousness if itõs helpful. 

Come back to Bob. He rotted. His flesh grew old in a week, in a day 

even, or was he immune from that and that is why we are intere sted in 

himñhe is neither soul nor body, but a paper kite? 

Hare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare 

R&ma, Rama Rama Hare Hare. 
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J2ct Bob narrate. 

òI am at a crossroads. The night is dark. No moon in sight. Guards 

on the border. How can I cross? I withdraw into myself. I chant the 

Hare Krsna mantra. Iõm just a new bhakta. I am at a crosswords. I have 

to get more serious. It will eventually come. Iõll find out what to do in 

Krsna consciousness. 

òWe have fun in Antwerp. I read in my cupboard, then sit with Jatu, 

who reads Srimad'Bhdgavatam to me. We hear the philosophy straight 

from Srila Prabhupada. Once a devotee came traveling through and 

told rumors.  He said this movement is imperfect and doesnõt offer a 

loving home. I spoke with Jatu about that and he said it was true, but 

itõs a lot better than anything weõll find in the material world. 

Perfection means surrendering to guru and Krsna and then going  back 

to Godhead. Thatõs what all devotees want to do. Jatu also said Iõll have 

to get used to the many imperfections devotees have and live with 

those imperfections in this movement and in myself. But I mustnõt 

become disillusioned by them. I should just persist in going after the 

goal. 

òThe question is, should I go back to Ireland? Or what should my 

service be? I am at a crossbow and that is the story. How to resolve it? 

They say Iõll have to resolve it in seven days and then start off clearly 

in one direction. 

òThe night was dark. The border guards were practicing with their 

riflesñshooting at targets. I approached the toll booth and showed my 

passport. ôWhereõs Ireland?õ asked one. 

òThat irked me. 

òThe night was dark . . . ó 
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Sin right, Bob. Thanks. If you can take up more of the responsibility, 

Iõd appreciate it. You seem to be a good narrator; you have a lot of 

potential. If you could carry the burden of the story, that would be 

better. After all,  who knows you better than you, right? Just straighten 

out some of the words. For example, itõs òcrossroads,ó not òcrossbow.ó 

And the repetition about the night. Well, thatõs okay, I guess. But the 

real thing is to give this story direction, plot, suspense , and lacking 

that, to at least care very much about it, to write from the heart.  

Bob: òOtherwise, itõs chewing the chewed, right?ó 

Yeah, you could say that. 

^Dinanatha was supposed to cook today so Madhu could have time 

to fix the van. Just as Madhu was about to begin work, Dinanatha 

remarked that he had a wart on his finger. Madhu said it was 

contagious and that it may be conveyed to me (the author) through the 

cooking, so he sent Dinanatha out to buy a pair of rubber gloves. There 

was no store nearby, so Dinanatha didnõt get back until 1 P.M. ,  which 

was, of course, after the lunch was already cooked. It was an excellent 

lunch, but Madhu didnõt get any work done on the van. However, he 

did start on it this afternoon.  

Iõm in the van now, writing this kindergarten story. I like the idea of 

kindergarten stories because it indicates the level of skill in storytelling 

(compared to Chekhov) and also because in kindergarten, you are 

allowed to play with finger paints, blocks, and other toys without 

having to compete or come up to any educational standards. Itõs a 

period of introduction to school, but allows for the fact that youõre only 

five or six years old and still prone to wanting to play in the garden.  
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That may not be the best idea, but I kind of like it. In my old age, I 

can reread these stories and show them to like-minded friends if I find 

any. I canõt take the pressure or confinement of a writing assignment or 

a writing mentor or a class, so Iõll write to please myself as a way to get 

free and surrender my private best to Lord Krsna. Then thereõll be no 

argument, no competition, just love and relaxation and yes, fighting 

against the inevitable, troublesome elements. I have no ax to grind, no 

people to grind.  

(Today I started keeping an account of how much I am reading in 

Srlla Prabhupadaõs books. I plan to total the time and comment on the 

level of reading performance. Start the account, and the practice will 

follow. So you see, Iõm a good sort of parampara fellow, just in case you 

get the wrong idea from this book on Bob.)  

, can you take over? 

òThe day was bright. I was sense-controlled. I stepped onto the 

street and looked both ways. The harinama party was going out for the 

first time in a week and I was with them. We had a Balaram mrdanga 

and I was playing the karatalas. Our group consisted of four men and 

two matajis. We walked in single file. It was great to chant and hear our 

voices ring out and bounce off the city buildings. Miseries, begone! 

Karmis, hear the news! All glories to the shout of hariboll 

òThey were hurrying home from work and we sang as they rushed 

past us trying to ignore what we were doing. I was doing pretty good, 

but then started looking into store windows. Even then, I had the 

singing to return to and the demand of doing harinama. 
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òI say all glories to Lord Caitanyaõs sankirtana. The day was bright. I 

think Iõm not even at a crossroads. Or maybe I am, but I am not this 

body. I have to cross over birth and death. 

òI am at a crosswords. The day is bright. Iõm writing this on the 

fourth floor of the building after harinama and taking prasadam. Iõll read 

a little b it and then take- rest. Iõm sorry, Mister, if this ainõt a book, and 

Iõm sorry about your book and your expectations. I wish I were real. 

Maybe you should start all over with a real character, or forget fiction 

and just write as you desire in a Krsna conscious way as you do in your 

writing sessions. I wonõt mind and who can stop us or blame us? I can 

become a regular member of this temple or go back to Ireland. I 

promise Iõll be a devotee. I donõt have to be a literary character in a 

novel. Letõs face it, Iõm no Oliver Twist, and youõre no Charles Dickens. 

Just say the word and we can wrap it up as you like. At any rate, Hare 

Krsna to everyone and to all a good night. God bless us, every one!ó 
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'Dear reader, this is Bhakta Bob. After I wrote that last entry, I stayed 

up late talking with the author. We decided to have a parting of the 

ways. Heõs going on to write other stories, probably not as fictional as 

this one, and I will conclude òIntroducing Bhakta Bobó by telling you 

the story as I see it. 

When I think of what weõve written so far, a lot of energy has gone 

into trying to understand me, Bob. Itõs not that Iõve done so much soul-

searching, but the author is always asking on my behalf, òWho am I? 

Who created me?ó As far as I know, fictional characters hardly ever talk 

that way. They just exist and do their thing like everyone else. Of 

course, some flesh and blood people do ask, òWho am I?ó and itõs not a 

futile question. I heard in the Caitanya'Caritamrta that when Sanatana 

Gosvami approached Lord Caitanya, Sanatana asked, òWho am I and 

why do the material miseries always give me trouble? How can I get 

free of suffering?ó Lord Caitanya told him that he was the eternal 

servant of Krsna. This is the actual identity of every òcharacteró or jiva, 

living being.  

If a fictional character asks the same question, then whatõs the 

answer? Is it, òYou were created by the author of this bookó? Thatõs 

factually true, but then we have to go and ask the author for the origin 

of the character in the book. One author may tell you that he got him 

from a dream and someone else may assert that he created him from a 

composite of people he knows in real life.  

I heard another story in the Srimad'Bhdgavatam that reminds me of 

this. One time Narada Muni approached his father, Lord Brahma, and 

said, òAre you actually the ultimate creator? You seem to have 

everything in your control, just like someone keeps a walnut withi n his 

fist, but sometimes I see 
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you meditate. Is there a being higher than you?ó Lord Brahma said 

honestly that he was a humble servant of the Supreme Personality of 

Godhead. If you ask an author, however, or if one of his characters 

could ask him, òWho created me? Are you the ultimate creator?ó I think 

most authors would reply, òYes, I am your creator. There is no creator 

other than me.ó If itõs true that everything comes from God, though, 

then it should al so be true of fictional characters. 

In one sense, a literary character is a product of madness set loose by 

an egoistic author. Or what is he? I donõt know. But heõs definitely not 

supposed to be extremely self-conscious or too concerned about his 

origin. He is supposed to be, as far as possible, like a flesh and blood, 

heart-beating human (or animal) who eats and sleeps and mates and 

defends, sometimes thinks about God or doesnõt, and most important of 

allñhas some conflict or obsession. 

Putting these speculations aside, let me tell my story. You know 

some of it already. Before you met me in Chapter One, I was born in 

County Clare, Ireland, and was raised by my father, who was a 

shepherd, and my mother, who took care of the five kids, in a cottage. I 

was raised as a Catholic, went to the local schools and church, and 

played with kids in a simple way. We were somewhat removed from 

the heavy Kali -yuga influence of Dublin. Therefore, I didnõt take drugs 

or have much illicit sex. I canõt remember much of my days at home 

right now, and when I think back to them, although I have some nice 

memories, I realize I was as covered over as a tree. 

Things really started happening the day I met the devotees and got 

the magazine. According to what the devotees say, someone who comes 

to Krsna consciousness in this lifetime must have practiced it before. 

On the other hand, thatõs not so important, provided we get the mercy 

now from a pure devotee.  
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Itõs another one of those things, like your origin, that you canõt really 

figure out. There is no definite conclusion. I take it that I am definitely 

the recipient of mercy coming from Lord Cai - tanya and Srila 

Prabhupada, which has reached out to the little suffering island known  

as Eire. 

As for this story, I think my life since I became a devotee has pretty 

much been described, although sketchily. Actually, my whole 

devotional life is rather sketchy. I have an initial im petus to be a 

devotee, so itõs auspicious, but I still have to make that desire solid. I 

donõt think Iõve even begun. How easily I got knocked off the track 

and left that traveling party over a little quarrel and false ego. The real 

question is, where do I go from here? 

I think Iõll stay here for a while. It doesnõt seem important for me to 

go back to Ireland. Better I get fixed up as a devotee. I need a spiritual 

master. I will try to find one who represents Srila Prabhupada. I accept 

that the parampara is continuing eternally and that I have to link up to 

it, but  it canõt be done as a matter of convention. I want to learn as 

much as I can of the philosophy and practices and associate with good 

devotees. Then one day, I can only hope to meet my spiritual master. 

In fact, Iõm sure I will. In the meantime, I wish to prepare myself for 

that moment by learning to balance sadhana with preaching. Thereõs 

plenty of preaching to do here in Antwerp. This center is small and it 

has a nice family feeling to it. The people in the town are pretty 

materialistic, just like everyw here in Europe, but there are interested 

people too. People visit the temple regularly, and the harinama, book 

distribution, and pra - sadam distribution are unlimited. Everything 

depends on our willingness to go out and meet people.  

I would like to please Prabhupada by becoming a humble preacher 

and chanter of the holy name, and a reader of his 
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books. Iõm sure that by his pleasure, all the mercy I require will flow to 

me. Iõll get further guidance too, in the form of guru, Vaisnava, and 

scripture.  

I would like to stay with you, dear reader, and live through different 

adventures in Krsna consciousness through this story, but sooner or 

later weõd have to part, even if this book ran into six hundred pages. 

If a character is successful, the reader will remember him. In my 

case, perhaps my poor example will be of some use to you in your own 

efforts to become a devotee of Krsna. I wish you well. Who knows, 

perhaps we will meet again. Such things are not under the control of 

any mortal author, but under the control of the supreme author, who 

creates all meetings and partings and who lives as Supersoul in the 

hearts of everyone and everything. All glories to the Supreme 

Personality of Godhead, and all glories to you, dear reader. Hare Krsna 

Hare Krsna, Krsna Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama 

Rama Hare Hare. 
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Epilogue 

t me tie up some loose ends hereñmake final apologies, 

obeisances, good wishes, and hopes for the future. 

This has been an apprentice story, an experiment in which I have 

explored what fiction is and how much I actually want to work in this 

genre. I learned some things and had some fun. Rather than just shut 

off one part of my brain by òsuspending disbeliefó and writing a make-

believe story, I tried to stay awake, even on the page, to non-fictive 

reality. I wanted to stay open and admit my reluctance to play the 

deceptive game, the lie that is fiction, in the name of a higher truth. At 

the same time, I kept yielding to the lure of fiction, to wanting that 

power of imagination whereby I could write to you, dear reader, and 

carry us both along in a Krsna conscious narration. 

But the most impo rtant thing for me is the substance and relevance 

of whatever 1 write to Krsna consciousness. That is the real òproblemó 

of this story. As I understand it, this sub stance will be given to the 

writer as a natural consequence of his full practice of Krsna 

consciousness. To be a devotee-writer, itõs not enough to have a facile 

way with words or be able to create vivid scenes and characters. One 

has to actually be a practitioner, following the rules and regulations of 

devotional service and chanting Hare Krsna . Then out of realization 

from the life of devotional service, including oneõs failings, one can 

write something to share with others. As Srila Prabhupada said, we 

should read the Bhagavatam, assimilate it, speak it in our own words, 

òand make a literary career.ó The purpose of our writing, even if we 

donõt know it, is self-purification. If we can tell that true story, it will 

also function as a kind of preaching or glorification of Krsna and 

devotional service as the only solution to the worldõs miseries. 



Introducing Bhakta Bob 257 

Again, I request the reader to please accept my humble obeisances, 

and may you always remember Krsna.  



 ˂



Letters From a Sannyas 





Introduction 

The letters in this section are sequels to the letters I published as 

Dear Sky, Letters From a Sannyasi. In the preface to that book, I described 

how I write anywhere between a hundred and two hundred letters a 

month. Then donõt I want relief from letter writing? I find writing 

òletters from a san- nyasió a relief. They are not really like letters 

because I donõt expect replies, and they are written deliberately to 

persons or personified objects to whom I can freely speak my heart.  

I once read a short story about a man who was grieving for his dead 

son. He wanted to talk to somebody about his feelings. No one would 

listen. He was a cab driver, and even the people he chauffeured didnõt 

want to hear his heartfelt expression. By the end of the night, he spoke 

out his grief to his horse. 

Of course, people do respond to letters I write them, but there are 

times when people donõt want anyone to respond. They simply want to 

speak their heart in safety and with silent sympathy. Tal king to a 

flower is like that. The flower is a receptacle for the words, but it 

doesnõt respond, react, feel hurt, shocked, or look for guidance from 

what I say. Itõs simply an ear. 

These letters are written in a little different mood than for 

communicatio n. As soon as communication gets in the way, things get 

qualified and modified and adjusted, and the raw expression loses its 

validity. In humility, we may hear our selves saying, òWell, Iõm not 

really like that,ó and we qualify our own feelings or adjust them based 

on anotherõs reactions. I donõt want to sound cynicalñcommunication 

is goodñbut when itõs rapid or shallow, it doesnõt always satisfy the 

heart. We donõt always have to be communicating to convince one 

261 
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another of our point of view. Sometimes we just want to speak our 

minds.  

Emily Dickinson wrote a line describing her body of poetry: òThis is 

my letter to the world who never wrote to me.ó She was cut off from 

the world, and itõs true, the world never did write her. She was never 

published and people didnõt come after her or pay her any attention. 

She also never married. It may have been a cry of loneliness in her case. 

I have sometimes thought of that line in connection with my òletters 

from a sannyasi,ó but in a different way. I mean something different 

when I repeat that line. Because the world, at least enough of the 

world, or more of the world than I can handle, does write me, I canõt 

claim that the world never wrote to me. Iõm not neglected in that way. 

But the flower world never wrote me, the river world never wrote me, 

the tree world, the bug world, the world of deceased people and foxes 

and sheep. I no longer expect Srila Prabhupada to write me, and I have 

never received a letter from Krsna. I am writing with that awareness.  

Therefore, I say, this is my letter to the world that never wrote me. 

Itõs a special, secret world, and I like to think of that other world as 

much as I like to think of the one that does correspond. 
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Dear Srlla Prabhupada, 

lease accept my humble obeisances at your lotus feet. 

I want to thank you for being who you are. This morning I gathered 

with two of your brahmacari followers and read from your translation 

and purports of the Caitanya'Caritamrta. Thereõs one verse where Lord 

Caitanya is addressed as Prabhu- pada, and in your purport, you say 

that Visnu -tattva, includ ing Lord Nityananda, are called Prabhupada. 

You defined òPrabhupadaó as one at whose feet many masters take 

shelter. Of course, the exalted acaryas Rupa Gosvami, Haridasa Tha- 

kura, and Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura are called Prabhupada by 

their followers, so it was nice to hear one of the brahmacaris say how 

appropriately this definition fits you.  

If some of your Godbrothers, feeling equal to you or even senior, 

didnõt feel right in calling you Prabhupada, I donõt see how anyone 

could say we werenõt justified in addressing you with that title. 

Thousands of souls have taken shelter at your lotus feet. 

Therefore, I want to thank you, Srlla Prabhupada, for pre senting 

everything so expertly. Thank you for being patient with me and your 

other disciples. Itõs taking some of us yearsñ a lifetimeñto realize 

some of your basic teachings and to appreciate you as our best friend. 

Who else would have worked so selflessly to reinstate us in our 

spiritual position if they didnõt love us? 

Srlla Prabhupada, I have embarked once more on writing these 

letters. I try to  do one each morning. This morning as I thought who to 

write to, I thought of you. I just wanted to thank you for being who you 

are. And please accept my humble obeisances. I am ready to accept 

whatever direction you give me.  
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Dear Dumb Sheep, 

^ou are assembled at the top of this hill where I have come walking. 

I chose to walk in the hills today. Here you are, a dozen woolly, timid 

sheep. 

Itõs still so grayñthereõs a line of dark rosiness in the cloudsñand 

we canõt see each other face to face. But as soon as you noticed me 

coming up your hill, a tall human with a stick, I could tell you were 

nervous. You grouped and regrouped around your leader, waiting for 

him to bolt so you could all bolt with him. I donõt want to disturb you 

unnecessarily, so I have stopped a little distance from you. 

Did you know that as I was walking up this hill, I was thinking of 

Srimad'Bhagavatam? I even thought of addressing this letter to the 

Bhagavatam itself,  but I didnõt feel qualified. I donõt really have 

anything to say that would be worthy of Srila Vyasadevaõs hearing. 

What could I say, except a childish thing like, òI like 

Srimad'Bhagavatamó? I know, dear sheep, that the Bhagavatam is beyond 

your comprehe nsion. Even what I understand of the Bhagavatam is 

beyond your comprehension.  

Did you know, however, that the Bhagavatam is full of good news for 

you? It says in there that you are spirit souls and are as good as I am. 

Somehow or other, you are now in a deplorable condition and about to 

be slaughtered. You stand side by side, ignorant of what will happen to 

you even tomorrow. But you are eternal souls, and eventually, over 

perhaps millions of lives, you will come to realize that.  

The Bhagavatam tells the story of Gajendra, an elephant, and how he 

prayed to the Supreme Lord. Gajendra had been cursed. In his 

previous life, he was Indradyumna Maharaja. He remembered both his 

previous birth and the mantra that he had chanted to the Lord. Of 

course, he was an enlightened sage 
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dwelling in an animalõs body. Even if youõre not enlightened now, after 

your ordeal in this woolly species, and perhaps many other species, 

you  will get a chance to become enlightened. Krsna will bless you at 

some point. 

Where are you going? I havenõt said anything to make you fear me. 

Rather, I am your friend. You look like bored materi alists who want to 

get on with something more exciting. Was  I too pedantic in my 

presentation? All right, if thatõs how you feel, Iõll take advantage of 

your leaving and òtake possessionó of the top of this hill. 

You can still hear me, dumb sheep. Should I continue my sermon? I 

was saying how nice Srimad'Bhdgavatam is. I especially like the sections 

where the devotees speak their prayers to the LordñDhruva Maharaja, 

Gajendra, Prahlada. I like to give classes on those sections by taking 

what Prabhupada has written in his purports, condensing it, and then 

savoring i t with the devotees. I like becoming more and more aware of 

the Bhagavatamõs importance and how itõs all connected to original 

Krsna, whose personal pastimes are described fully in the Tenth Canto. 

Dear sheep, the first morning light is just starting to ap pear. 

Natureõs stage director is gradually turning up the lights. Now all of 

you are up on your spindly feet, looking around, feeling the breeze, 

and preparing to start your dayõs chewing. All I can say to you is Hare 

Krsna. If I lived here all the time, I might make a regular practice of 

coming near you and speaking to your dumb ears. Perhaps Iõd get 

more reciprocation from you, or understanding why I am standing here 

talking to you who canõt respond, who are afraid of me, and who are so 

much in need of the Bhagavatamõs teachings. You impel me to remember 

that the spirit soul is present in every body and that a sage has equal 

vision. Krsna is in your heart.  
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Dear Friends, 

cJõm writing this letter to you while leaning back on a rock in this 

cold, wet bogland in Ireland. Itõs hard to believe itõs summer. My 

rubber rain gear keeps me dry. Iõm up on a hill. Thereõs nobody except 

sheep around for miles. Itõs 6:30 in the morning. The sky is no longer 

gray. The blue sky and white clouds are bringing up the morning.  

I have already chanted my sixteen rounds. Now Iõm sitting here for a 

last few minutes contemplating whether I want to communicate with 

you right now or not. I do want to com municate, but I am also aware 

that by communicating with you, I will create a conflict or tension 

between that and just being alone to enter deeper into a wordless 

communion with nature and Krsna. There is a time for both kinds of 

communi cations; we have to have minute to minute awareness: what 

will help our Krsna consciousness most right now.  

For me, itõs a fact that even if I could go alone, sooner or later I would 

want to retrieve something of my experience and share it with my 

friends. Thatõs what Prabhupada wants of v me. If I had no desire to share 

my experiences, then I would be in bhajananandi life. Therefore, even 

when a Prabhupada fol lower goes alone, he plans for how his aloneness 

can benefit others. Then that aloneness becomes preaching. It sounds 

contradictory, but itõs not. I can preach about the benefits of solitude. 

As I write, three sheep are walking down the hill into a valley far 

below me. They are soundless, and their innocent white bodies moving 

down the path into the pasture are somehow a beautiful sight. Godõs 

creation resembles His original abode. Every beautiful thing we see 

around us can remind us of Goloka. The rosy clouds speak of Goloka. 

The birds here make 
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us think of birds the re. The only thing missing here is Krsna and the 

transformation that every living being experiences in Krsnaõs direct 

presence. If it were Krsna walking down that path playing His flute, 

barefoot, with boys running in front and behind and calves gamboling 

around Him, I wouldnõt just be sitting here leaning against a stone. I 

would want to join and serve Him, not sit here and watch, like a lone 

philosopher.  

The rosy skies here, the smoke-like clouds moving in the sky, even 

the gnats that pester meñeverything  is speaking and preaching about 

the necessity for Krsna consciousness. 

Iõve used up my time and yours too. My morning duties are under 

way. Iõll leave this field, but Iõll be coming back here this afternoon. Iõll 

sit and read a few verses of Bhagavad'glta. Iõm hoping that gradually, 

and even imperceptibly, as I hear Krsna speak, Iõll be infused by His 

words. Then when I meet you in Mayapur or Gita -nagari or wherever, 

Iõll have a pleasant surprise for you. Iõll actually be more in touch with 

Krsna. Iõll be representing Him and more able to assure you of His 

presence in all of our lives. 
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Dear ISKCON, 

^Please accept my humble obeisances. All glories 
to Srila Prabhupada. 
I donõt want to take on a huge topic in this letter, but let me make a 

few partial statements. Maybe later I can add to them. 

You, dear institution, are  such a complex entity that there is little I 

can say that everyone will accept as fact. I know your history, 

especially of the early days, and thatõs always fun to describe. 

Prabhupada compared your birth to the appearance of Lord Varaha 

from Lord Brahmaõs nostril. He was small and then grew quickly. You 

first appeared in Srila Prabhupadaõs mind and then grew quickly in 

America, attracting dozens, then hundreds, then thousands of young 

men and women. Prabhupada was the magnet that drew usñ

Prabhupada with h is Hare Krsna mantra, krsna-prasadam, and 

knowledge of Krsna. Itõs safe to say, therefore, that you are a spiritual 

entity. Lord Krsna has appeared in you just as much as He has 

appeared in His other forms in Kali -yuga. 

The complexity comes when we start describing the wrongs that 

have occurred in ISKCON in the name of ISKCON. Are you, ISKCON, 

Vaikuntha or even a sample of Vaikuntha? Some say that the original 

ISKCON, Prabhupadaõs movement, no longer exists. They think we are 

left with only a corrupt outer  shell. Others say that whoever criticizes 

ISKCON is a demon. In other words, some equate you with the Krsna 

consciousness movement, the flow of Lord Caitanyaõs sankirtana, and 

that you will always remain victorious despite all appear ances to the 

contrary. Others donõt agree. They say that you are not the 

representative of pure Krsna consciousness, but an institutionalized, 

GBC-governed entity that moves along from  
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year to year veering sometimes to the left and sometimes to the right, 

but not often resolving its problems.  

I said at the beginning of this letter that I wasnõt going to bite off 

more than I could chew and try to cut through the various opinions. 

Whatõs prompting me to write this letter today is that I just received a 

letter in which someone attempted to describe my own relationship 

with ISKCON. This person said that I seem to have major 

disagreements with ISKCON and that except for my seniority, I would 

probably be in trouble with th e authorities of this movement. The letter 

implied that if I actually followed my own inclinations, I might leave 

ISKCON entirely. The person who wrote this letter is himself disgusted 

with ISKCON and has left in search of better association. 

That letter makes me want to address my own connection to you, 

ISKCON, Prabhupadaõs movement. First, I do believe that you are still 

Prabhupadaõs movement. I donõt think I am just playing it safe in my 

lack of criticism of this movement. The person who wrote me criti cized 

me for being apathetic toward the wrongs in ISKCON and suggested 

that if I were a real witness of truth, I would speak out against those 

wrongs.  

I have a response to that: let me correct my own wrongs. That 

includes not getting entangled in what I ma y see as wrong behavior in 

ISKCON. Itõs a quiet method of reform; itõs nonpolitical, and itõs what I 

can do best. You are still Prabhupadaõs movement. I donõt think the 

saying òISKCON, with all thy faults, I love theeó is outmoded. If I can 

say it deeply despite the wrongs and by being persistently loyal, then 

itõs the best position I can take. 

What are those wrongs? You know the charges. We went wrong in 

drastic ways after Srlla Prabhupadaõs disappearance. The top 

leadership gets the blame for that. Some say there has 
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been no reform of the basic wrong attitudes which drive dev otees 

awayñmanipulative power -hungry leaders, branding as heretics 

devotees who have differing opinions, offending Gau - diya Vaisnavas 

from other camps, and so on. 

ISKCON, with all thy faults I love thee. I have seen and felt how 

beautiful it is to be in a temple, gathering together with your members 

to see the Deities at mangala'drati, or at an afternoon arati with only a 

few devotees present and late sunlight streaming through the window. 

Iõve seen the preaching drive in your members as they risk their lives 

to distribute Prabhupadaõs books and maintain you in unsettled places 

in this m aterial world. Sentimental? You could say so, but such a 

skeptic would think that devotion to Krsna was sentimental.  

Remember that sensational òtrue crimeó book, Monkey on a Stick? 

The thing that horrified an ISKCON member on looking through that 

book was how they had distorted the quality of ISKCON life. The 

authors had distorted facts and were even often mistaken. They did 

have the police recordsñwho killed whom, who misappropriated 

funds, who misled devotees, who fell down ñbut even in those cases, 

their description of what it was like for the average temple devotee 

was bogus and based on no experience. The author couldnõt see into 

the devoteesõ hearts and he couldnõt understand Krsnaõs statement that 

even if a devotee commits abominable behavior, he is still rightly situ -

ated. They donõt know how precious and rare it is for someone in this 

world to render sincere service to Srila Prabhupada and Krsna in this 

movement. 

Itõs true that one can render sincere service to Krsnañand it is 

probably possible to render service to Prabhupada outside of ISKCON. 

But if it can be done outside of ISKCON, why canõt it be done inside 

ISKCON? If there are sincere persons both within and without 

ISKCON, then I choose to be within.  
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Thatõs where Prabhupada wants me to be as far as I know. If ISKCON 

were devoid of sincere devotees and had actually become corrupt, then 

who could  follow it and say that it was what Prabhupada wanted? But 

I would be very, very afraid of deciding that ISKCON was so corrupt 

that Prabhupada would no longer want me to serve here. When I meet 

up with Prabhupada again, how can I say, òBut Prabhupada, I thought 

ISKCON was completely bogus and that we should leaveó? His voice 

echoes in my mind: òWho said? Who is that rascal?ó 

I admit that I fail to face up to all of ISKCONõs faults. I feel too 

protective and loyal. I donõt want to make waves. Besides, itõs not my 

nature to find faults and then proclaim them. People who live in glass 

houses shouldnõt throw stones. I am guilty of not being an all-out 

reformer, and thus Iõm implicated in ISKCONõs wrongs by default. 

I also admit to failing in the second half of the expression, 

òISKCON, with all thy faultsñI love theeó If I loved you, ISKCON, I 

would be more active and would try to make myself a more worthy 

member. If I loved you more, I would see the spiritual world in the 

movement as it exists in this confederation of temples, the ISKCON 

that publishes Back to God- head magazine, the ISKCON that goes on 

Navadvlpa and Vrndavana parikramas, and yes, the ISKCON that blows 

its own horn, sometimes in a superficial way, in the ISKCON World 

Review. The ISKCON of the businessman devotee cashing in on the 

market of devotional items, the ISKCON that also sells pure bhakti. 

Many, many ISKCON devotees love Srila Prabhupada and serve him 

with their body, mind, and words. I donõt think that this can be 

matched anywhere else in the world. That is what attracts me and 

binds me to ISKCON. 

One devotee was telling me how her co-workers discovered that she 

was a Hare Krsna. She told them that she sometimes 
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meditates by chanting mant ras. One of her colleagues queried her 

further, òWhat mantras do you chant?ó 

She took a chance, smiled, and said, òHare Krsna Hare Krsna, Krsna 

Krsna Hare Hare/ Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare.ó 

Her associate exclaimed, òYou mean you are with those people who 

drive around singing from a truck?ó (He was referring to the flatbed 

truck the New York devotees use to perform hari - nama.) 

The devotee blurted out, òYes, the very ones!ó 

George Harrison said something similar when he aligned himself 

with the devotees. He said that when it is time to be counted, he would 

prefer to stand with the devotees rather than the nondevotees. 

I think like that too, that I want to be counted among the very ones, 

the Prabhupada fanatics, the devotees with all their faults ñof 

ISKCON. ISKCON, with all my faults, please accept me. 
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Dear Pain, 

letter should be addressed to a person, so how can I write to 

my pain? I imagine Pain personified, like Peter Pain who used to 

appear in Ben Gay ads. Remember him? He was a potato-headed green 

man with beard stubble and an ugly face. I think he carried a hammer. 

He was short and nasty and he used to pound on the biceps or lower 

backs of nice folks, like the lovely girl who wanted to go on a date with 

the handsome man or the dad who wanted to go bowling. With a single 

application of Ben Gay, Peter Pain was thrown out on the seat of his 

pants and youõd see him running away, cursing and banished. 

No, Iõm not writing to that character. 

Iõm writing to what we might call a sub-person within my self. If I 

personify my pain, perhaps it will explain to me why it is with me. It 

may be with me for a reason. 

So, my dear pain, Iõm writing to you because you were with me for 

most of yesterday, then all night. You always attack in the same place, 

right behind the right eye. The doctors call you òcluster headachesó or 

òvaso-motor instability.ó I simply call you pain. When you come like 

that, I tell Madhu, òIõm feeling a sharp pain,ó and after trying different 

therapies to subdue you, I end up going to bed for the day. This time, 

you didnõt go away overnight. Therefore, I couldnõt get up until 7 this 

morning. And still you are lingering.  

The last time I tried to talk to you, you presented yourself as a tough 

guy, but a righteous one, not my enemy. You said you have to come 

when I push my body too far or overwork. It is your duty to warn me. 

At that tim e, you want me to stop all my other duties and plans and 

simply repair my body. What I would like to negotiate with you is 

whether you couldnõt give 
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me a gentler signal. Maybe you think a gentlemanõs signal is not 

enough for me and that Iõll ignore it. Thatõs probably true. 

Part of me wants to control you, to minimize you, maybe to 

visualize you into a small ball and then throw you away at the first 

signs of your appearance. But another part of me knows that I have to 

reconcile myself to what you are doing. Youõre a sign of the true 

deterioration of this body, and whether you appear behind my eye or 

somewhere else, I canõt pretend to make you disappear forever. 

This is a truism which is easily and som etimes jokingly spoken 

among the devotees who experience pain. After all, this material body 

is a source of pain. Weõve got to get out of this material body and get a 

spiritual one. True enough.  

Still, I want to take a deeper look. You force me to look deep- er. 

You thwart my enthusiasm for immediate plans. For ex ample, a mail 

packet arrived yesterday and I had manuscripts to edit and stacks of 

letters to answer. I was all ready to go at it, but then you came and the 

work had to be left undone. Thatõs what will happen at the time of 

death too. All current projects and duties will simply be left 

unattended. We have to leave the field of interaction and endeavor 

sooner or later. You are always reminding me of that.  

All this is obvious. Maybe I donõt have anything new to say. Simply 

that your appearance in my life and your disruption of my routine 

makes me want to address this letter to you. You are close to home. 

This morning when I got up late, I noticed that Balarama dasa was 

also up late. He said he has pinched nerves. Madhu also has his pain. 

We all do. My pain should remind me of that. Be kind to the pains of 

others and donõt cause them more than they already have. 
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Pain is the ultimate unwanted guest, but Vedic etiquette demands 

that we should make even an unwanted guest feel welcome. I donõt kill 

my pain. I wait patiently until you decide to leave. But while you are 

here, I want to take advantage of your presence to deepen my 

dependence on Krsna. For example, when you come, I claim I canõt 

chant attentively and canõt read. Still, I can simplify my attitude and 

become more sub- dued and dependent. Instead of waiting you out 

before I can chant properly again, I should learn to be Krsna conscious 

throughout yo ur stay. 

Dear pain, do you think we can learn to chant together? Just one 

pure mantra can purify the whole ordeal.  
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M;y dear Lord Krsna, 

lease accept my humble obeisances at Your lotus feet and the 

lotus feet of all Your pure devotees. 

I wish to praise You as Rasaraja, the king of all rasas, the en- joyer of 

all mellows. I wish to make a tiny offering of my under standing of You 

as I understand it from His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami 

Prabhupada. 

There are many ways to understand You, all from different points of 

view. My understanding is that Prabhupada loves You, the original 

cowherd boy, Govinda, Syamasundara, and he wants the whole world 

to love You too. Prabhupada teaches Krsna consciousness in a 

scientific, step-by-step manner, and everything that he says is 

authorized by the Gaudiya Vais - nava sampradaya. 

Srila Prabhupada is Your pure devotee. Sometimes the pure devotee 

emphasizes a particular rasa in which You are loved by particular 

devotees. He may emphasize sakhya-rasa or vatsalya' rasa or 

madhurya'rasa. All Gaudiya Vaisnavas agree that madhurya'rasa is 

topmost and that the gopis are the topmost expression of that rasa. 

But Srila Prabhupada liked to emphasize that You, the same 

Gopijana-vallabha, the Personality of Godhead, are the same Krsna 

who appears in all Your expansions. When You lift Govardhana Hill, 

you are Krsna. You are Bhagavan when You are being loved by the 

gopis and by Your mother and father and friends. How else could You 

lift such a big hill with the pinky of Your left hand?  

Prabhupada said, òWhen He is in the lap of His mother, He is God. 

When He kills the Putana witch, He is God.ó God is always God. 

Prabhupada also taught that any jiva who claimed  
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to be God by word jugglery or mystic display was actually dog. You are 

the only Supreme Personality of Godhead. 

When we read of the different Visnus who appear t o devotees 

throughout the Srimad'Bhagavatam, this is also You in Your expanded 

form. You, dear Lord, sometimes appear for Your pastimes as the purusa 

incarnations, the three cosmic Visnus. You also appear as lila-avataras 

such as Vamanadeva and Nrsimhadeva. Sometimes You appear as an 

ideal king, Lord Ramacandra. When You appear in Your original form 

as Krsna with Your brother, Balarama, and the gopas and gopis of 

Vrndavana, that is Your most relishable form. But it is not only Your 

sweetest form, but the form of infinite power, the adi'purusa from whom 

everything comes. Your original form is janmady asya yatah, the source 

of everything.  

I have been hearing this fact for over twenty -five years, but I think I 

am just beginning to appreciate how affectionate Prabhupada is toward 

You, dear Lord. He is insistent that every one understand You properly. 

He doesnõt leave room for us to be vague in our understanding, but 

gives us strong purports and descriptions in the Srimad'Bhagavatam and 

the Bhagavad-gita. I am becoming particularly attracted to Prabhupadaõs 

way of presenting You as the beloved of all pure devotees. Prabhupada 

acknowledges madhurya'rasa as the highest understanding, but he gives 

equal credit to all pure devotees without slighting anyone. He says w e 

should not reject even a drop of Srimad- Bhagavatam. Neither should we 

jump to the rasa dance chapters and leave the other parts aside as if 

they are unimportant. We need to be nourished by all ten cantos. And it 

is good for us to appreciate all of Your  devotees. That leads us 

ultimately to appreciating You, dear Lord, as the taster of all different 

relationships with Your devotees.  
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Therefore, Srlla Prabhupada emphasizes the teachings of Prahlada 

Maharaja, the prayers of Dhruva Maharaja, Arriba - risa Maharaja, Bali 

Maharaja, Arjuna, Narada and Vyasa and their sacred conversations, as 

well as the conversations of Maitreya and Vidura or the Kumaras and 

Maharaja Prthu. The Srimad'Bhagavatam is the spotless Pur ana. 

Srlla Prabhupada also taught the Bhagavad'gita because You speak 

personally to us there. That same Krsna on the Battlefield of Kuruksetra 

is ultimately nondifferent from Your form in Vrndavana. Of cours e, 

Prabhupada taught the Gaudiya Vaisnava conclusion that the original 

Krsna never leaves Vrndavana and that His pastimes in Mathura and 

Dvaraka are performed by His Vasudeva expansion, but still, he leaves 

us with the feeling that we should be just as int erested in Your form as 

Vasudeva Krsna as in Your form in Vrndavana.  

Prabhupada does not make such a distinction, but goes on beating 

the brhat'mrdanga of Your glories. Therefore, he has presented all of 

Your activities in this wondrous book we know in ISK CON as the 

Krsna book. By reading about their rela tionships with You, all of Your 

devotees become beloved to us and our devotional creepers are 

nourished in a balanced way. 

My dear Lord, I would also like to acknowledge Your willing ness to 

protect Your d evotees, even the little ones. This is also part of Your 

pastimes. Although we relish the pastimes described in Krsna book, and 

although our own conditioned lives are not mentioned there, You enter 

the heart of each jiva and are especially inclined to the devotees. Surely 

You recognize Srlla Prabhupadaõs followers. Our Prabhupada told us 

that if we served him sincerely, then surely You would give us the in -

telligence to carry out his more specific instructionsñwe would be 

inspired by You how to paint Your form or how to make money to 

support Your temples or how to preach or  
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manage temples, how to understand Your teachings in the 

Bhagavad'gitd. You are always ready to help us. 

That Lord in the heart who Prabhupada tells us of is cer tainly You in 

Your original Vrndavana form. He told us about Paramatma and 

described Him to us, but how it is that when I pray to You in my heart, 

I think of Your original form as a cow herd boy in Vrnda vana? It must 

be coming from Prabhupada. 

In all of Your different Visnu forms, You are original Krsna who 

dwells especially in Vrndavana. Similarly, when I chant Your holy 

names, I am chanting to the original Krsna. You are the witness, the 

judge, the speaker of sastra. You are the cowherd boy. Therefore, 

whether You are specifically enjoying Your Vrndavana pastimes or 

performing some other pastimes in some other expansion, Srila 

Prabhupada always brings us back to understanding You as 

Syamasundara. Govindam adi-purusam tarn aham bhajami. You are seen as 

Syamasundara in the hearts of the pure devotees whose eyes are tinged 

with the salve of love. Premanjana-cchurita'bhakti'Vilocanena, santah 

sadaiva hrdayesu vilokayanti/ yam syamasundaram acintya^guna-svarupam, 

govindam adi-purusam tam aham bhajami. 

My dear Lord, have I understood Srila Prabhupadaõs teachings 

properly? I donõt think Iõm wrong, although I may still be speaking a 

little theoretically and without much realization. Iõll dare to say that my 

understanding is more than theoreti cal. Prabhupada gives us vijnana, 

realized knowledge; as long as we act in faith on his instructions, the 

knowledge he is giving us is realized.  

I feel enthusiastic to speak of You and to read Prabhupadaõs 

purports describin g how the whole world needs knowledge of You. Itõs 

almost impossible to think that the people of the world could accept 

Your original form. They barely accept any theistic principles these 

days. But Prabhupada fought hard  
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against the atheistic scientists and other asuras. He wanted his books 

distributed throughout the world. Therefore, because of his desire, it is 

not impossible that people will come to understand You in Your 

original form. It happened to u s, by Prabhupadaõs grace, so why not to 

others? 

The Vedic aphorism, tat tvam asi, òyou are that too,ó is often used by 

impersonalists to claim that each jiva is exactly one with the Absolute 

Truth. Prabhupada explains that the real application of tat tvam asi is to 

address You, dear Lord. Therefore we pray, òYou are that too. You, 

Krsna, are the boar incarnation, You are the ideal king, Rama. You are 

the jiva because the jiva is an eternal part and parcel of You.ó You are 

Lord Caitanya and You expand into  all the saktis possessed by devotees 

and demons alike. The material energy is not outside Your domain, but 

is one of Your energies. We have only to understand all this 

scientifically and with clear intelligence and devotion. Then we will 

know how to appro ach You favorably. 

anyabhilasitd'sunyam 

jnarui'karmddy'andvrtam 

anukiilyena krsnanu- silanam 

bhaktir uttama 

Thank you, dear Lord, for giving me the enthusiasm to write and 

preach. I pray for the strength given by Lord Bala rama and my spiritual 

master to cut down my doubts and anarthas, which appear as obnoxious 

weeds. I pray to see You in the morning clouds that move over the hill 

in the beautiful blue sky, and I pray especially to see You in 

Vrndavana. Thank You for the de votional energy that flows through 

me. All glories to You. All glories to Your Krsna book. All glories to 

Srlla Pra- 
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bhupadaõs presentation of You, the life and soul of Srimati Radharani. 

All glories to Yo ur golden form as Lord Caitanya. I offer my obeisances 

to His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, the 

servant of Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura, who is kindly teaching 

the message of Lord Caitanya and delivering these Western countries 

wh ich are filled with voidism and impersonalism.  
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To he who called my name, 
r  

(Srlla Prabhupada, I heard you call my name this morning. I was 

listening to a tape of a morning walk in the summer of 1974, in 

Germany. You were speaking about transmigration. You asked me to 

define it. I recited dehino õsmin yatha dehe, but you interrupted: òThat is 

sloka, but how does it happen?ó 1 tried to explain it in my own words, 

but again you interrupted: òThat is all right, but how does it happen?ó 

Another devotee ventured an explanation. Still you waited. Then I 

said, òThe subtle body carries the soul.ó 

òAh, that is it.ó. 

Later on the walk, you exposed the weakness of the opponentsõ 

arguments. They say that they cannot perceive the soulõs 

transmigration, but there are so many things that we cannot perceive 

and yet we know they exist. For example, you said, òI cannot see your 

mind or what you are thinking, and you cannot see my mind. But does 

that mean our minds do not exist? They are so dull they cannot 

understand. What is the possible objection to this argument?ó 

And then you said my name. You were asking for an objectio n from 

a nondevotee and you said, òSatsvarupa?ó 

When I heard it this morning, it touched me. Later, I ex plained it to 

a Godbrother and said, òItõs like your lover calling your name.ó So 

much is aroused when a dear one says your name. Itõs as if you come 

into being.  

Srlla Prabhupada, you gave me that name. You created it. Someone 

once told me that my name is not saturated with madhurya. Itõs a name 

of God in grandeur, òKrsna, the form of truth.ó All I know is that it 

sounds sweet when you say it, when you call me. 
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When you say my name, it means that you are calling for me. You 

want me to do something. During that morning walk, you wanted me to 

advance an argument so you could smash it. That is how you trained 

us. 

I replied, òI was thinking of a different argument . . . ó 

òWhat is that?ó 

I advanced the argument that a person might say he doesnõt care 

much for transmigration because if you forget everything anyway at 

death, whatõs the difference? So what if you become a dog if you donõt 

remember being anything else? 

òThen let me kill you right away and you will have to become a dog. 

Is that all right?ó 

òNo, itõs not all right.ó 

òWhy not? If you forget, there is no problem.ó 

You called me to action on that morning. I wasnõt always aware why 

you called me. 

You called me to be your servant and secretary. You called my name. 

Now I can only hope that I will again hear you call my name.  

Some people call my name in jest or they say it with a condescending 

or critical tone. I donõt expect people to worship me, but still my name 

gets passed around like common property. A name on a piece of paper 

in a hat. A name on a list. One of a number of wrong -doers. One of the 

òsenior devotees.ó But itõs never the same as when you say it. Even 

when you say, òSatsvarupa is expert,ó and speak sarcastically about my 

financial mismanagement, I realize that you have the right to use my 

name however you desire. I fully trust you. You have named me and 

that  was not an arbitrary act. You breathed life into my spiritual self.  
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Satsvarupa dasa. That is the name you will remember me by. You 

wonõt say, òSatsvarupa? I donõt remember. When did he join?ó 

Or maybe you  will. But I can refresh your memory. I shouldnõt think 

Iõm the only Satsvarupa, just as Brahma thought he was the only 

Brahma. When Lord Brahma of our universe needed to be further 

identified, he said, òTell Krsna that itõs the four-headed Brahma, the 

father of the Kumaras.ó Similarly I might say, òTell him itõs Satsvarupa 

dasa who came to him at 26 Second Avenue in 1966. Tell him I used to 

type for him and give him the money from my office job. I used to 

bring him a mango. I went to Boston to open the tem ple there. Later he 

awarded me sannyasa.ó 

Prabhupada, sometimes you would call for me and give me the 

instruction to cook halava because the morning was cold. You did that 

once when you were walking in the Hong Kong hills. You called me 

and told me to write a book about how all things fail without Krsna. 

You told me to take dictation of a letter that your disciples should read 

the Krsna book section on King Nrg a. You called me and asked me to 

close the curtains in the evening, to find out how I was doing on the 

library party, and to go and find someone else for you. You called my 

name many times over the years, but toward the end in Vrndavana, 

there was not much external communication between us. You went 

inside yourself at that time and then you left us here. Maybe you are 

preaching somewhere with the same gravity and drive as you 

displayed when you were in this world. Or you are relishing your lila 

with Lord Ca itanya and Radha and Krsna. Maybe you will call me to 

you again. 

These thoughts and feelings were triggered when I heard you call 

me this morning on that tape. You said it lovingly, ex pecting me to 

respond. I was awkward and afraid, but always  
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ready to try and respond. I am still afraid ñafraid of offenses and 

afraid of failing, afraid I may not like what you tell me when you call, 

afraid  I may start to cry. I want so much to be a good disciple, but itõs 

so hard to be fully and simply sur rendered. You know that about me 

alreadyñnot only about me, but about so many of your followers. Still, 

you keep us with you and call us forward sometime s one by one and 

sometimes in groups. You ask us to cooperate and push on Krsna 

consciousness. You call us into action. You call us by our names. It is 

love, the love of a guru, a spiritual father, for his offspring.  

Since hearing your call this morning, I am listening more, even as I 

hear the pleasing sounds of the creek crossing over the old rocks and 

the sparrows at dawn, for the sound of you calling my name. When you 

called me this morning, you put a ques tion mark at the end, although it 

was a command. Would I actually turn to you? You were confident that 

I would. It was your way of calling, òSatsvarupa?ó 

Yes, Prabhupada, here I am. I will do the needful. 
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Dear Gray Dawn, 

^ou are misty this morning. When the sun comes out, the mists will 

lift and you will disappear into the sunshine. There fore, we are 

together only briefly.  

I enjoy walking down lanes surrounded by your mists, but the sun 

evaporating the mist and dispelling  the dawn reminds me of how the 

sun of Krsna consciousness also exposes my life. The newspapers 

finally caught up with us the other day. I read about some cult that 

killed its members. Iõm afraid that will bring us bad publicity. As 

devotees, we have to face so many things. I donõt want to face them 

right now. I just want to walk through you, gray dawn, and think my 

private thoughts while you are still covering the earth.  

Itõs not very cold today, so you are muted. You hold the world in 

semi-darkness, only gradually releasing it to its natural colors. You are 

not ignorance, but atmosphere. You lend mystery and gentleness to my 

surroundings. You make it easy for me to come out and pray to Krsna 

and to chant His holy names. Of course, you also cover death. 

Sometimes I hear an animal scream or a bird swoop down for its prey. 

But I prefer to think of you supporting my privacy in prayer and 

chanting and my desire to be alone with Krsna. You encourage me to 

simply walk in Krsnaõs shelter because you havenõt yet exposed me to 

the light of day and the business of other people. I am simply a jiva 

alone with the Supreme Lord at this time in the morning.  

Therefore, you are precious to me. I donõt know how much more of 

your association I will have in this life, and I sup pose once I leave you, 

I wonõt even want to be with you again except in the spiritual world. I 

have heard that the dawn in Goloka Vrndavana is sweet.  
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My dear Sannyasa-Guru, 

lease accept my humble obeisances at your lotus feet. 

Of course, Srila Prabhupada, you are my sannyasa-guru as well as 

being my diksa and siksa-guru. You are the representative of Vyasadeva 

for me; therefore I read your books as sastra. You are the founder-dearya 

of ISKCON. But I would like to speak to you today as my sannyasa-guru 

because I am planning the next few monthsõ travel. 

When you handed me a danda in the Los Angeles temple on Lord 

Nrsimhaõs appearance day in 1972, you said, òPreach, preach, preach.ó 

That was your order. Srila Prabhupada, I am trying to do that, although 

I am doing it in my own limited way and not according to the highest 

standards of boldness. Still, I do have some nice plans for the next few 

months. 

Yesterday, because of something I read in the mail and also because 

of having headaches for two days in a row, I somehow lost my nerve to 

carry out my present plans. We are scheduled to leave from Rome in 

less than two weeks and go to Indiañ first a visit to Bombay, then 

Calcutta, then Mayapur. In Mayapur, Iõm supposed to go on parikrama 

along with Bhakti - caru Swami and some of my disciples and some of 

his. I think it will be good for me to live in Navadvipa -dhama, not only 

because it is the topmost dhama, but because it is your place of worship. 

It is an accessible dhama, and I think you will be pleased to. see me 

there, just as you were pleased to see me there in 1973. 

I went to India for the first time in 1973, and I went straight to 

Calcutta and then Mayapur. You smiled when I en tered your room. 

Another sannyasi remarked that you seemed happy to see me. You 

welcomed me and said that we should all engage in chanting and 

hearing with you.  
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Yesterday, though, I thought  I was too ill to meet up to the rigors of 

international travel. I would get too many headaches along the way. I 

thought I should instead go to Gita -nagari and fulfill an obligation I 

have there since it is diminishing so much.  

Then during the day, I came to understand that I should go to 

Mayapur after all, and then later visit New York, Boston, and Gita -

nagari. This reaffirmed my service of traveling with no home base, 

while at the same time, studying your books with concentration and 

lecturing wherever I go. 

In 1976 I asked you if it was all right to read your books for three or 

more hours daily. You replied: òAs a sannyasi and GBC, your first duty 

is to read my books. Otherwise, how will you preach? Whenever you 

get time, read my books.ó By this letter, Srila Prabhupada, I wish to 

affirm that I will continue living in this homeless way, and that I will 

always be reading your books. 

You once told some of us in your room that although a grhastha can 

both preach and manage, a sannyasi should  always have a òcool brain 

for philosophy.ó Although my engagements are not the boldest, still, 

they are bona fide sannyasa'dharma. Therefore, please give me the 

strength to keep going without attachment. I will go to Gita -nagari and 

try to stay there a li ttle longer than usual, but I cannot save any 

particular pro ject just by making it my permanent residence. Whatever 

good I can do can be done through my present travel program. This is 

how I am fulfilling your request to go door to door all over the world  to 

distribute Krsna consciousness. Now I feel ecstatic when I contemplate 

what is coming up, despite the physical difficulties it may include.  

Some Hindus say that Westerners cannot be given sannyasa, but you 

proved according to sastra that they can become san- 
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nyasis and live honorably. I pray I will never disappoint you and that I 

may continue to have glimpses of you smiling to see me. All glories to 

you, Srila Prabhupada, the leader of sannyasis, the calm and yet fiery 

preacher of gaum-vani. You so kindly distributed Lord Caitanyaõs 

message to the Western world, which is filled with voidism and 

impersonalism. Please allow me to be your eternal assistant. 
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Dear Bhakti'devi flow-of-genius, who allows us to engage in 

services one after another, 

^Please forgive me for addressing you with such an awk ward title, 

but you know who you are. I know there is a person in charge of 

devotional servi ce who allows us to flow and bob blissfully up and 

down in the river of Krsna consciousness. This river is not like the 

river here where I just stood on a bridge and looked at the water 

sloshing over the rocks. There was no Krsna conscious intelligence to 

that river. I am speaking of the river that flows to the devotees, that 

carries the devotees away when they engage their hearts and minds in 

devotional activity.  

Of course, all devotional service is performed under the guidance of 

the spiritual master. Th erefore, every letter, every expression of 

gratitude, should be offered to him. Our spiritual master, however, 

informs us that the service activities he gives us are not his own 

manufacture, but the time -honored system of bhakti. Prabhupada 

writes in the b eginning of The Nectar of Devotion that Krsna 

consciousness is under the supervision of Srlmatl Radharani and is not 

subject to the material energy. 

Srlmati Radharani has many expansions and agents in the spiritual 

and material worlds. Her expansions super vise direct service to Krsna 

in Goloka, such as offering Him garlands, fruits, and flowers. Some of 

Her expansions serve as the external energy in the material world, as 

Durga and Kali and Sakti. The internal energy, however, allows the 

devotees who are in the material world, and who still have tinges of 

material consciousness, to nevertheless engage in pure devotional ser-

vice under the guidance of Krsnaõs pure devotee. Srlla Prabhupada 

assures us that this is a fact. He gives the example that if a chorus of 

neophytes exactly follows a tune, they are also òin 



Letters From a Sannyasi 291 

tune,ó even though they couldnõt produce the tune on their own. 

I am writing this letter because I am happy to be bobbing up and 

down in the bhakti river this morning. You allowed me to rise from 

ignorant and fearful dreams and be up by midnight. In fact, I was 

dreaming that I had to re -enlist in the U.S. Navy. Dreadful. That is a 

recurring dream for me, and I take it as a symbol for what will happen  

to me unless I become completely Krsna consciousñI will have to 

return to the material world and be forced into dreadful circumstances 

again. By your mercy, I awoke and went to my desk to write.  

After an hour of writing, I turned to hear Prabhupadaõs 

Bhaktivedanta purports in the Srimad'Bhagavatam. I made a few notes, 

too, promising myself to keep up my reading practice and to keep 

attentive. At the end of each purport, I closed my eyes for a few 

moments and lovingly held on to and reviewed what Prabhupad a had 

written.  

After reading, I turned to japa. My services are imperfectly 

performed, I know, but they are still spiritual and bring me satisfaction. 

I donõt need anything but to go on as much as possible in one Krsna 

conscious service after another. 

I r emember when Prabhupada took us up to the Ananda Ashram for 

a day in upstate New York. In Prabhupadaõs presence we moved 

through one activity after another, sometimes talking with him, 

sometimes having kirtana in the hall, then a slide show, prasadam, his 

lecture. We were new devotees and we were much like children. We 

always wanted something new to be happening. You, Bhakti -devI, were 

the perfect parentñ expert at keeping our senses engaged and focused 

on Krsna consciousness. 

Bhakti -devi, I donõt have a picture of exactly who you are in my 

mind, but I know you are one of the Lordõs agents. It is you 
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who allow us to flow forward  in Krsna consciousness. It is not a 

specific service that makes us blissful, but the ability to merge in the 

whole of bhaktiñthe same bhakti that is being practiced by all the great 

and small devotees in krsna-lila. This is where I want to be. 

In a First Canto purport, Srila Prabhupada mentions this bhakti flow. 

He says it is so powerful and inviting that anyone standing near it will 

be carried along, just as anyone standing on the bank of a powerful 

river can be swept away. That is the nature of the devotional service 

performed by Narada when he picked up the spirit of service flowing 

from the mouths and words of the bhaktivedantas. 

As I write this letter, I see a diffused rosy glow spreading in the sky. 

It is the first sunlight we have seen in days. I also see the long line of a 

jet trail across the sky, something like a fuzzy chalk line on a 

chalkboard. The outline of the hill against this light blue sky is so 

sharp and the air so cold this morning that my fingertips are tingling 

with pain. I donõt mind so much. That too seems to be part of the bhakti 

flow I am speaking of. That flow can broaden as my heart and 

consciousness broadens, until we see that you are encompassing the 

whole world in service to Krsna. The maha-bhagavata already sees that 

phe- nomenonñeveryone in the universe is serving Krsna. Devotional 

service is continuing like a great tide; everything else is illusion.  

I donõt pretend to see like this all the time, that everyone and 

everything in creation is serving your Krsna, but once in a whi le I 

catch a glimpse of it. Even that watchdog that barks at me as I walk by 

the house is serving Krsna through His energy. Even the brown leaves 

that have fallen on the earth. Even my beads and my beadbag. Is this 

too much for us to dwell on, how òeverythingó is singing in the kirtana 

of devotion to Krsna? I  
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beg that you will at least let me be in the devoteesõ kirtana. Please 

forgive me for my offenses and punish me as you think best for me, but 

never strike my name from the list of those who wish to remain 

intoxicated by the flow of devotional service.  

A tiny and menial servant,  
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Dear Friends, 

LJ have been putting off writing  a letter to you, my friends, because I 

know once I start, I will just keep writing to you and to no one else. I 

would like to write to the ducks and to the Fleuve Argens. I also 

thought of writing to the Creator of such beauty that leaves me 

speechless every morning. How to ex press all this? I imagine it 

pictured in paintings and photos, but how can any medium capture the 

beauty of the water flowing and mist blowing in over the water and the 

wildness of it all?  

As I stood on the bridge, I thought I could write a letter to my sister. 

I donõt know why she popped into my mind. Maybe sheõs typical of 

someone whoõs hard to preach to. Yes, watching the beautiful dawn 

made me want to preach to someone so that they too could honor the 

creator of this beauty. 

There are tons of arguments for the existence of God and things like 

that. Prabhupada has offered many of them. I feel safest when I stand 

on his conviction and repeat what he says. I suppose thereõs some fault 

in that stance because I should be so personally fixed in theistic 

arguments and debates, sastric analogies as well as analogies drawn 

from my own experience, but it doesnõt matter to me. I stand with 

Prabhupada on his conviction.  

This morningõs dawn reminds me that he said there must be a 

person behind the workings of nature because our own experience in 

this world shows us that there is a person behind everything. Nothing 

happens automatically; everything is sparked by some intelligence. 

Anyway, I thought of my s ister for a while while watching the dark 

water erupting in white splashes over the rocks.  
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Whichever side of the bridge I look on, itõs beautiful. On one side, 

the water flows in wide sheets as it approaches a waterfall. There isnõt 

much white water, but the ripples indicate movement in the waterõs 

depths. Thatõs where I saw the ducks. On the other side of the bridge, 

the water churns and breaks. When I look up, I see the changing sky. 

Krsnaõs artistry evolves minute by minute at dawn ñeverything is 

alive. 

I bow down to Krsna the creator and to the creator He has created in 

me who likes to play with words and art. His work is the source of all 

subsequent creative work in me. His is the original masterpiece. In this 

way, I see a spark of Krsnaõs splendor. òA true yogi observes Me in all 

beings and sees everything in Me. Indeed, a self -realized soul sees Me 

everywhere.ó (Bg. 6.29) 

Dear friends, this is a òwish you were hereó letter. Of course, I donõt 

really w ish you where here because I like to be alone when I walk, but I 

do wish to share this walk with you. I wish to share Krsna conscious 

moments and realizations and if I dare to say so, I wish to nourish you. 

Our spiritual master wants us to do that for each  other. Krsna says, 

maC'dtta mad- gata'prana, bodhayantah parasparam: My pure devotees 

take pleasure in talking about Me and in discussing My pastimes and 

activities among themselves. 

Sometimes I complain that I canõt see four distinct seasons outside 

Nort heast America where I grew up. I especially feel the lack in 

autumn. Gradually, though, I am starting to see what passes for 

autumn in other parts of the world. In Europe, as the months slide into 

October, you see a subtle browning and curling up of leaves on the 

bushes. You have to be attentive though. It would take years to learn it 

all, and I donõt have an inclination for such study. But I mention it here 

anyway because today I feel the presence of autumn. The air is cool in 
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the morning, and my fingers tingle in the cold. The autumn here 

reminds me of the autumn thereñthe long, warm after noons with the 

long sun rays slanting in through the windows in New York and 

Pennsylvaniaña mellow Indian summer.  

That brings me back to the Creator. It is His material energy. Krsna 

says, òCome,ó almost with a touch of annoyance, òwhat need is there, 

Arjuna, to list all the details? With a single spark of My splendor, I 

pervade and sustain the universe.ó What Krsna is implying there is that 

we should be more interested in the Supreme Person Himself than in 

this world with its leaves and streams, birds and skies. Those things are 

all enchanting, but the real beauty is in the Lordõs form itself. 

So, dear friends, itõs autumn. If you like, we can exchange letters as I 

travel to Rome to Mayapur -dhama. Letõs talk about Krsna and the big 

and little things that happen to us both in our study of scripture and 

what we perceive with our senses. 

All glories to the Creator and to  His original abode where He creates 

endlessly new pastimes for the pleasure of His devotees. All glories to 

His devotees in this world.  

P.S. I enclosed a leaf from here made by the Creator. Will you send 

me one from Vrndavana? 
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Dear Ducks and all, 

^VVhere are you today? I snuck up on you stealthily, but I donõt see 

you down on the glossy, black waters of the Argens. I do see two birds 

down there on a rock, and although itõs still dim, Iõm almost sure 

theyõre not ducks. They look more like sandpipers. Theyõre both sitting 

motionlessñI almost mistook them for rocksñbut I know theyõre birds. 

If they see me, theyõll fly away, and then you, dear ducks, will be too 

afraid to come out. I can still picture how yesterday you noticed me 

and flew squawking, horizontal and low over the water.  

No, it doesnõt look like Iõm going to see you today. I knew if I did 

come to speak to you, it would really be me speaking to my mind. In 

that sense, the two sandpipers can act as your stand- ins, or the river 

itself, or the bridge. Iõm just looking for a witness. Then what do I have 

to say? 

Iõm thankful. I know Iõm not a single creature living aloneó in the 

universe. Neither is this universe of my own creation. T his is a world of 

sorrow. Even if that sorrow doesnõt grip me right away, itõs always out 

there and always approaching. Everyone gets their turn to feel sorrow. 

The living entities are either enjoying their good karma or experiencing 

the results of their bad karma. Unlimited desires means unlimited 

miseries. Iõm not tasting these miseries right now, but Iõm aware that I 

donõt live in an enchanted bubble. 

Now Iõve come to the other side of the bridge, which is even more 

beautiful with its dark waters splashi ng into white foam as the water 

courses down toward the waterfall. More signs of autumn: the birch 

trees on the bank are dropping their leaves. O prehistoric earth, you are 

beautiful and indifferent. Your nature is both as silent as rocks and as 

loud as squawking birds.  
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Why am I looking for you, ducks? Because at any minute 1 can be 

interrupted by someone approaching. Is that why I identify with you? I 

too am always ready to fly off at the first approach of  an intruder.  

Having said that, Iõll move to the other side of the bridge again. I 

donõt care anymore whether or not I scare you. Anyway, all I see are 

clouds of midges and gnats and two very big birds lifting up from the 

land (disturbed by me?), not duck s, but slow-moving, blue herons. 

They fly off silently, no squawks. And there you are, dear ducks, lifting 

off from the water suddenly, flapping low toward the tree line.  

Dear Lord Krsna, at the time of my death, please allow me to turn to 

You. Please accept my appreciation of Your beauty here and my 

understanding that this is but a reflection of the beauty in the spiritual 

world. Your nature and moods and divine person and entourage and 

land of Vrndavanañthatõs what I want to remember at the time of 

death. The beauty in this world is only here to remind me of the beauty 

in Your world. Sometimes itõs better, though, not to discuss it too 

explicitly.  

cJek&s 
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To the Fox! 

^ou drew spontaneously from my mouth the word, òWow!ó You are 

as big as a small German Shepherd. You raced across the road, you 

gray fox with your tail in the air. Out of this green and rusty autumn 

foliage, you ran into the woods with out even a glance in my direction! 

Where have you been prowling? How can I connect you to Krsna 

consciousness? You stole my breath. My limbs froze and for a moment I 

couldnõt go forward. The power of Krsnaõs energy. As Bhaktivinoda 

Tha- kura says, òO Kesava, how curious and varied is this world of 

Your creation!ó How wild! 
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Dear Srila Prabhupada, 

uJ just wanted to let you know  that I continue to listen to your 

taped lectures and I find them strengthening. This morn ing, for 

example, I heard you giving a lecture in Mayapur, 1976. You were 

pointing out how insignificant we are. It was the verse where Prahlada 

Maharaja says that even if one has all twelve brahminical qualities, 

that doesnõt mean he can please Krsna. Krsna is only pleased with 

devotion. You analyzed that verse scientifically. If I hear it attentively, 

I will be forced to agree with your coffclusions and the conclus ions of 

the Bhagavatam. 

You expertly deflated the pride of anyone who saw them selves as 

the doer. You even gave the example of the devotees, and you 

included yourself, building the Mayapur temple. You said itõs an 

insignificant building compared to all th e palaces Krsna has in the 

spiritual world. Furthermore, we think proudly that these temples are 

built by our hard endeavor when they are actually built by Krsna 

supplying the stones and the cement and the intelligence. I appreciated 

hearing you say that. I also have to be reminded that Iõm not really any 

kind of creator or writer, thinker, or prayer -maker. We all want to be 

free of this illusion.  

Prahlada Maharaja gave the example that if you look into a mirror 

and decorate your own face, then the face in the mirror is 

automatically decorated. That means that if we please Krsna, we will 

also become pleased. The next point to consider is this: why does 

Krsna accept His devoteesõ offerings and endeavors if He already has 

everything? 

First of all, we must acknowledge that Krsna doesnõt require 

anythingñno temples, no books, no beautiful, additional gopis, etc. He 

has everything infinitely. Because of His mercy, how - 
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evcer, Krsna wants to give us the chance to serve Him. Therefore, He 

accepts unending, sincere offerings. He comes into this world to 

exchange with the conditioned souls. Even the exchanges He has with 

demons such as Hiranyakasipu and Ravana are meant to benefit them. 

Srila Prabhupada, you said that an actual Vaisnava is meek and 

humble. He doesnõt feign humility to gain some prestige, but feels 

actually insignificant. Prahlada Maharaja felt this way, but he was also 

aware of Krsnaõs mercy and Krsnaõs desire to exchange with him in 

bhakti. Therefore, Prahlada went forward and offered prayers to 

Nrsimhadeva, although he felt himself disqualified by birth and not a 

great scholar, especially in comparison to the demigods. 

Here I am, Srila Prabhupada, reciting these points back to you and 

understanding that this is real education. This is my offering to you. 

You said that at the dinner table, the child may offer a little piece of 

food to his father out of affection, but we know that the food already 

belongs to the father. The father loves this voluntary offering of food 

and affection. 

You are pleased when we preach, not just to ourselves, but to others. 

You want us to spread the Krsna consciousness movement because no 

one can be happy without it. Here, too, I feel insignific ant. I cannot find 

within myself the compassion you expressed for others. Mostly I want 

to avoid them. Still, I my self was tow and wretched, a materialist, until 

you came and gave me life. Even if I donõt have compassion for others, 

now I want to please y ou. Please help me to serve you as you desire. 

You are with me wherever 1 am through your books and by my 

living under the rules and regulations you gave me. I am looking 

forward to finding you particularly present in Maya - pur -dhama. In 

Mayapur, I will be  able to remember some of the times I was able to 

associate with you there. 
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This year, I will be carrying with me the diary you wrote in 1966. 

Srila Prabhupada, it is touching how you were so much alone an d in 

such a mood of self-sacrifice in your desire to give Krsna consciousness 

to others. In the first entry, you state that you had just played a tape 

recording of kirtana and that the Americans, although they didnõt know 

Sanskrit or anything about the Vedas, took to it favorably. I thought of 

you like a scientist making a breakthrough, and yet you took no credit 

for yourself. You gave all the credit to Lord Gaitanya. I speak of 

wanting and needing to be alone for my bhajana, but you, Srila 

Prabhupada, left the land of supreme bhajana, Vrn davana, and mixed 

with people in New York City just for the purpose of pleasing your 

spiritual master. I hope that a little grain of the golden dust of your 

example will fall on me sooner or later and that I will do bette r. May I 

learn to follow Bhaktivinoda Thakuraõs words: òForgetting my own 

comforts, when will the day come when I will go out and preach, 

taking the divine command upon my head?ó 

All glories to you, Srila Prabhupada, and all glories to your 

wonderful devot ees. I beg to serve with them in this movement, 

making my own contribution by glorifying Radha and Krsna, Lord 

Caitanya, Their pure devotees, and you, my spiritual master. May 

Krsna be pleased to work through me so that I can bring at least 

someone to Krsna consciousness. I have said enough. Now let actions 

speak better than words. 



Poetry 





Introduction 

LJ got off to a happy start writing  poetry in 1966. I was writing my 

own American idiom lyrics before I met Srila Pra bhupada, and when I 

became his disciple, I continued to write poetry, this time about temple 

life and chanting. In fact, many of the first disciples used to write 

poetryñwe used to publish them in Back to Godheadñand Srila 

Prabhupada read some of our poems and approved of them. 

I once sat in his presence while he read aloud my poem about 

chanting Hare Krsna on Houston Street. I still remember how he 

looked at me and told me he liked it. Hayagriva dasa com pared us to 

Buddhist monks living in a monastery and writing, not so much out of 

literary sentiment, but to tell the true experience of our day to day 

religious life. We were writing ISKCON poetry in our natural, New 

Yorker v oices. I have always wondered why we stopped writing like 

that. It reminds me of a similar question the American poet William 

Stafford raises: òMy question is, ôWhen did other people give up the 

idea of being a poet?õ You know, when we are kids, we make up things, 

we write, and for me, the puzzle is not why some people are still 

writing. The real question is, why did the other people stop?ó 

I stopped for about twelve years. During that time, poetry writing 

was the furthest thing from my mind. I was too ab sorbed in other tasks, 

in preaching and management in Prabhupadaõs ISKCON. Then the urge 

returned to me around 1978. I started by writing memories of 26 

Second Avenue and poems of my daily life at Gita -nagari and in my 

travels. I collected them in a book called Voices of Surrender. 

One of my Godbrothers told me he thought that poetry writing was a 

sign of decadence in society. His viewpoint  
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sounded Marxist to me. Is it  that because the artist is not working in a 

factory or growing crops that he is somehow working against the 

interests of the state? Every healthy society needs artists and poets. 

Poets donõt speak official truth in an official way. They speak with 

authent icityñsometimes in dissidence, sometimes in praiseñbut 

always honestly and in the true voice of the people. Poetry is the voice 

of freedom and it is necessary in every society. ISKCON is no 

exception. 

Some devotees have been frank: òWe donõt like your poetry 

compared to the other things you write.ó Or, òWe donõt understand 

your poems.ó 

To appreciate poetry, we have to understand that itõs not a 

transference of information or doctrine. We could call the Krsna 

consciousness philosophy our doctrine, and poems may include some 

doctrine, but they have more to do with the way things are said. They 

are meant to bring the doctrine to life. Itõs all in how theyõre written. In 

Krsna consciousness, the message has to be parampara, but it also has to 

be said in a certain way to become poetry. 

What poetry emphasizesñand itõs not rhyme or meterñis the voice 

of authenticity. The poet is a real person speaking, not an official. 

Poetry is therefore truthful in a most private sense. We all belong to the 

Krsna consciousness movement, but within that movement, we are 

each looking for our own way to speak the truth. Thatõs why poetry is 

important. It functions to develop culture and honesty.  

Sometimes devotees donõt appreciate poetry because all they want is 

doctr inal statements. They wonder how a particular poem is presenting 

our perfect philosophy and can be publicly acclaimed as truth. But 

poetry has more roles than to express doctrine. It is meant to express 

moods and subtleties. A poem may be sad. Perhaps it expresses a 

sadness greater than what 
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we expect a devotee to feel, but perhaps our expectations are not in 

touch with the reality of peopleõs lives. A poem may also be happy and 

that happiness may strike us as excessive for someone who is supposed 

to possess a steady consciousness, but perhaps that happiness is as real 

as the moment the poet captured it. 

This is not a modern phenomenon. The Six Gosvamis also used 

poetry to express Krsna conscious moods. Bhaktivinoda Thakuraõs 

òSaranagatió begins by expressing the mood of solid despair. We may 

wonder, òI thought devotees were always jolly. Why is he despairing?ó 

But if the poet is feeling despair and captures that in his poem, who can 

question its value? We canõt take a poem and measure it against a 

philosophical treatise: òA devotee isnõt supposed to feel like that.ó We 

are excessive from time to time, and poetry captures those feelings and 

gives them voice. Their allegiance is to what we actually are, not 

always what we think we should become.  

In material society, poetry is not as popular as other forms of 

writing. People write poetry because they love it and because they feel 

it says things that other genres canõt say. I also love to write poetry. I 

donõt care if my poetry books donõt sell as well as my other books. I 

donõt even care that much if people donõt understand my poetry. Poetry 

is too important for me to feel discouraged by those factors.  

òThe authoritative scriptures . . . educate us in a very 

straightforward way, after the fashion of a master, by giving us 

unequivocal commands. And the works of traditional his tory edify us 

more gently, after the fashion of a thoughtful friend, by putting before 

us examples of the actions of others in the past and of what fruits befell 

those actions. But the works of fine literature instruct us in the most 

irresistible way, after the fashion of someone we love, by giving us so 

much joy that  
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we are scarcely aware of an underlying purpose.ó (Foreword, 

Jagannatha'priya Natakam) 

One American poet said about his own poetry, òShould I make 

sense or should I tell the truth?ó Most people try to make sense out of 

the chaos in their lives and emotions, but the truth is that things often 

donõt make sense at all. Poetry is like that too. It speaks truth, but it 

doesnõt always present a neat package. It doesnõt even always make 

sense. 

There are two ends to the spectrum in writing.  There are the 

doctrinal or persuasive essays, propaganda, and there are the modes of 

self-expression. Can we say that a Krsna conscious poem should 

always bow to the structure of the doctrinal essay? 

What, then, is the value of poetic writing? Propagandis ts incite 

people to action. When a person is writing for himself, however, he is 

not trying to motivate an audience, but to say how he feels. That self -

expression, self-honesty, can move people. When people are moved, 

they can be persuaded. People are surrounded by enough direct 

propaganda, whether through ad vertising or politicians or clever 

writers. The air waves are filled with subliminal messages telling us 

what others want us to do. When someone simply writes for his own 

soul, it is a relief. 

This apparently non -persuasive writing can be a good form of 

preaching Krsna consciousness to those who donõt want to hear it in 

any other way, who are tired of proselytizing. Poetry can move them 

and they can feel a soul-to-soul communication. Therefore, poetry  can 

preach. 

I also write poetry in order to be honest with myself and others. 

There is so much falsity in Kali -yuga, and it has seeped into ISKCON 

in various ways. Dishonesty ruins communica tion. People become 

faithless, and faithlessness only creates more pretension. 
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When someone pretends to be a perfect devotee, then those who 

follow him may pretend to think heõs perfect. Is it actually true? Are we 

following our tradition? I want to rid myself of pretension. In poetry,  I 

can write from who I am and what I actually think. I believe that by 

reading honest writing, others will be inspired to be honest too. These 

are some of my reasons for writing poetry.  

Poetry, and not just the rhyming -chiming kind, but poetry of actual 

voice and feeling, does have a place in ISKCON. It contributes to the 

preaching. Itõs not a sign of decadence, but a sign of culture. As in the 

larger materialistic society, the place of poetry is insignificant and at 

the bottom of what most people consider  important, so it is that way in 

ISKCON. 

The next question that can be raised is, òWhat is poetry?ó A few 

years ago, I asked an old college friend and fellow poet what he 

thought of  my poetry. He said that if he were to critique my poetry, he 

would say that the poetry is not carefully rewritten and that it lacks 

assonance and other things that poets usually put into their poetry. He 

also said that although he could criticize my poet ry, he wanted to 

encourage me that my prose is my real poetry. He said we shouldnõt be 

prejudiced to think that poetry exists only when lines are divided, but 

that it means music, expressing secrets of the heart, and capturing the 

vividness of life.  

When I  think of myself as a poet, I certainly think of dividing lines. 

There is a rhythm to divided lines and it comes to me whenever I write 

poems. It reminds me of being in a band. I pick up my instrument and 

start to play. There is something musical about the divided lines. I canõt 

explain exactly what it is and neither would I want to analyze it too 

closely. It has something to do with improvisation and tradition both at 

the 
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same time. Some people say that a lineõs length has to do with thought 

units or the length of a breath.  

Beyond divided lines, poetry is anything that is òpoetic.ó I love to 

run into the kitchen and play music with my friends (to write divided 

lines), and I particularly like to go from pros e to poetry and back again. 

Sometimes the prose and poetry become indistinguishable. Someone 

once compared it to a plane racing along the ground and then taking 

off. When it takes off, itõs poetry. 

Like other genres, poetry sometimes flows and sometimes ebbs for 

me. Sometimes I feel like writing it and sometimes I donõt. It takes 

effort and practiceñpractice without fear of failure. I like to write 

poetry every day, and I choose a certain time when I will write it, such 

as when I come back from a walk. I try different techniques to keep the 

inspiration high. For example, I have been writing poems on big sheets 

of draw ing paper with colored pens and a large hand for some time 

now. At other times, I like to use a typewriter. Sometimes I look at 

published poet s first to get ideas for syntax, but at other times, they 

disgust me and I turn to Krsna and just write.  

I tend to rewrite more in poetry than in other genres. I especially 

like to work with a typist who can return the drafts quickly. I am also 

willing to write a lot in order to get a few publishable poems. The more 

I warm to the writing task, the more unconscious the effort, and the 

more likely that the poems will be good.  

I wrote a story about what it means to be a poet called òA Trip to 

Spain.ó The main character is described as a closet poet, an ISKCON 

devotee, a traveling sannyasi, whose passion is to make poetry his main 

service. Unfortunately, he has already heard criticisms: òHow are we 

going to spread this movement if some sannyasis just write poetry?ó 

He feels hurt, so 
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although he doesnõt stop writing, he stops showing his poems to 

others. Of course, that story is a slightly veiled auto biographical 

account, but 1 like it because it provides a social commentary on what 

it is to be a poet in ISKCON. 

I like to think of myself as a writer who writes in a poetic way rather 

than a narrative way. Rather than tell stories, I want to tell secrets and 

capture momentsñas many of them as possible. 

I hope the answer to why I write poetry is out of an innate need to 

express Krsna consciousness and to sing and cry and share my feelings 

with people. Ramananda Raya said on hearing Rupa Gosvamiõs poetry: 

òThis is not a poetic presentation; it is a continuous shower of nectar. . . 

. What is the use of a bowmanõs arrow or a poetõs poetry if they 

penetrate the heart but do not cause the head to spin?ó (Cc. Antya 1.193, 

195) 
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Prayer To Srila Prabhupada 

~^our spiritual master is still here and 

you can speak with him and pray to him.  

While standing on a bridge looking into 

the water you promise. Walking, you 

forget where you are and feel assured. 

He will be le nient, he will lead you 

further.  

Walking. Memories pass like clouds 

moving at dawn . . .  

One time you came into his room when 

he was sitting at the low desk. You 

bowed full dandavats before him. 

Please travel with me, father and friend, as 1 

venture forth. 

You sat up and he smiled. 

He told you to go on placing his books in 

the libraries.  

Prabhupada, correct me, be with me. 
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Untitled. 

Th is life turned inside out  

produces only pennies and a ripped rupee.  

This life is blessed yet still 

itõs a teacup with 

no spiritual emotions.  
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Vrndavana In Winter 

The colder it gets . . . Iõm the only 

sannyasi at mangala'drati so I recite aloud 

the prema- dhvani prayers: òNityaAila 

pravista.ó Srila Prabhupada is in his 

eternal lila  and in the Prabhupada 

Samadhi Mandir. Weõre gathered with 

our differences. 

The shops are locked. 

Too cold for chowkidars to sleep outdoors. 

Too cold for thieves? 

Krsna and Balarama wrapped in maroon 

silk.  

I canõt see much, cobwebs of thoughts. 

cSs 



Poetry 315 

Where I Go 

^Performance. Donõt think about it. 

Be somewhere truly and write of that.  

I am in my head and belly, in this  house and 

backyard, in the lives of those we call my 

disciples. 

I have read a sublime chapter of Krsnaõs pastimes. A 

friend is traveling here tonight, and by the weekend two 

more. 

I am thirsty for water.  

I write with a pink pen and  then change it to a light 

green. 

KrsnañKrsna knows the reason why He visits some in 

His personal form and refrains from seeing others.  

He knows what is best and He reciprocates with our 

desires. 

All this Iõve heard from the reliable, undisturbed 

authoriti es. 

He is far away (I know) and very near as well.  

You can seek Him in your heart.  

God is not vague; He is not dead. 

Heõs in the fierce arguments caused by His devotee-

preachers. 

Heõs in the Deity form in the temple where He sleeps 

until four.  

Heõs in His names for whoever makes the effort to chant. 

Even in the birdsõ cries, sounds of barking dogs and 

tires. 
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Where did I start? 

Where can I go? 

Just stay on the beam as a vaidhi'bhakta. 

Iõm writing this for you,  

for me that is, 

hoping to express 

what Iõm really after and 

what Iõll attain one day: 

fixed up in jolly attraction  

for my Lord Govinda  

and telling about Him  

to whomever I meet, like  

Prabhupada did at Dr. Mishraõs 

when he led them in hour -long kirtanas 

even when there was no sign that 

anyone would take to it full -time. 

He sang slowly and gravely, in a deep-

voiced, old -voiced devotional tune of 

Bengalñof Prabhupada. 

And because he was pure, gradually some 

came, playing karatalas 1-2-3 in New York . 

Thatõs where I started; thatõs where I go. 
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Desire To Practice Poems 

^ou think youõll run out of things 

to say? No, but urgency. Å 

If I tell everyone Iõm writing poems, that 

could kill it.  

By lack of practice I could lose the easy 

touch, the nerve. 

You have to try and want to serve and 

then He may empower you.  

Heõll let you go on ranting, rambling, but 

thatõs a different thing. 

Iõm talking about poems that can be 

accepted as transcendental, as preaching 

... as poems. 

So resolve to practice. Thatõs why itõs so 

important to do it for your own pleasure. 

Thatõs not a sin. 

You think Rupa Gosvami didnõt enjoy writing 

beautiful verses about Radha and Krsna? No one 

forced him. He wanted to and he was  renounced, not 

interested in becoming a famous poet. 

òOvercome with yearning, and crying in the middle of 

Vrndavana forest, I shall now reveal the deep mark 

burning tears have made in my heart.ó 

So òenjoymentó is not the word for Rupa Gosvami, but 

it may work for me.  
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And he had a wish to serve Sri Caitanya 

Mahaprabhu by helping people come to Him, 

through his writings.  

òMay whoever reads this prayer to 

the Queen of Vrndav anañbecome the object 

of Her mercy.ó 

Thatõs the idea. 

Itõs quiet here in Pennsylvaniañ 

Iõll be interrupted at any moment. 

Tonight they predict another snowstorm.  

Sirens on the highway, 

death in the city and everywhere.  

Itõs not touching me yet. 

Weõre going to read more Tenth Canto. 

If you like, dear spiritual master,  

I could serve by writing.  

This is how I propose to do it.  

But only if you say to Krsna,  

let him flow ñnot another Rupa Gosvami 

by any means, 

but let him allow himself to release  

all the wonderful things  

he already knows and feels from 

a lifetime in ISKCON,  

moments with the pure devotee,  

a self that is pure and dormant, eternalñ 
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whose struggle 

is something, 

whoõd like to leave a record 

of songs 

accepted 

and useful, 

fun and easy to read, su'sukham 

kartam avyayam. 
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I Said I Didnõt Know 

LJ keep looking at the thermometer as if it 

matters. 

Prabhupada has put me here behind a low 

desk where I talk like a sannyasi giving advice:  

òHow is your sadhana? Do you find time to 

chant? When will you wind down your karma 

and dedicate yourself to renunciation?ó 

I keep thinking thereõs more to say but Iõm 

nervous about it.  

òStill more?ó a part of me wonders. 

Itõs dark outside, 30 degrees. 

Iõve discovered: the coldest time is just before 

dawn;  

I can write with 3 pairs of gloves on; no matter 

how I try Iõm always showing off. 

Krsna is not so hard to remember 

as you may think. I know a 9-year-old boy  

who does it most of the time,  

who considers Bala-Krsna his friend,  

but he is a fussy eater 

and only draws pictures of Krsna  

when he feels like it. 

As for me and Krsna, 

I am only one of innumerable jivas to Him, yet 

He loves me singly. 



I can love Him with one -pointed devotion, but 

itõs hard due to this body and this mind. 

I canõt seem to escape them, 

even in dreams, 

even in reading or writing.  

But who is more powerful,  

Krsna or may at 

Someone asked a question about Krsna and I 

said I didnõt know. Then I tried answering in a 

roundabout way.  

I repeated what Iõd heard. 

We talked about Krsna until someone came and 

said, òItõs getting late.ó 

I said, òHe never leaves Vrndavana but they 

know Him there in separation.ó 

Iõll have to read more. 
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Untitled 

(English mines Player cigarettes 

Cricket field in Raman Retl 

Catch yourself in free fall 

through roofs of memories, 

watch out!  

Man falling like a piece of  

meteor, a fish bowl, a fish in the 

Living Theater. You knew me 

when? 

cSŝ &*> 



A Preaching Mission 

LJ'KI bound to wander 

and often in the West 

from Puriõs shores. 

Now Iõm only a few days away from 

pilgrimage to Vraja, but 

Prabhupada said, 

òOur mission is worldwide.ó 

A preacher leaves Vrndavana, as he 

did,  

to spread the glories of 

Vrndavanacandra.  

Iõm thinking of that. 

Iõm not in charge of preaching in the 

former Soviet Union or even in 

charge of the former Staten Island, 

but Iõve got a preaching mission. If 

we could feel itñ wherever we are. 
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Waiting To Land 

Clouds, clouds, clouds, 

cumulus,  

other kinds,  

bunchy white  

pillows, soft rocks,  

castles passing them. 

Weõre high upñwhen 

will we go down and I  

can say Iõm on the 

ground 3 hours from  

Vrndavana? You take it  

for granted the steel 

plane will descend and  

this airy domain  

will be behind us  

like a dream. 

Clouds, clouds, sky, 

descend like in an 

elevator, pulls on  

your innards,  

your ears pop, your head 

hurts, planet at  

sharp angle see heaven 

and earth. I donõt want 

either and canõt have them 
anyway.  



Wish I chanted now this is 

also chanting Hare Krsna 

Hare Krsna, Krsnañbrown 

earth. Captain says we are 

number  5 to land (not yet) 

and waiting for a break in 

the weather before we can 

land. Itõs raining in Delhi. 

So up we go into the 

clouds and I must 

tolerate and everyone 

else on board too. 

It could be a while 

waiting for a break 

in the weather. 


