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“. .. Lord Chaitanya's prophetic words will in a few
days come true, I am sure. Why not? Npthing is abso-
lutely pure in the beginning. From imperfection, purity
will come about.”

—Bhaktivinoda Thakura



How This Book Came To Be

A few years ago, I thought of writing on the
themes in Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s Saranagati.
I was attracted to them because in Saranagati, Bhak-
tivinoda Thakura confesses and laments his fallen
nature. He takes the position of an eternally condi-
tioned soul, and through his songs, leads us to per-
fection. I photocopied Saranagati (which is part of a
longer volume, The Songs of Bhaktivinoda Thakura)
and bound it for easy carrying in my travels, but I
never wrote on it.

Now two years later, a devotee to whom I have
given harinama initiation, has asked me to do
“directed free-writing” on Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s
songs. I was surprised that she was aware of the

“term “directed free-writing” and that she suggested
the same project I had previously considered. A
writer often waits for inspiration before taking on a
serious task, so I asked her to say something further
to inspire me. She wrote back that she didn’t know
what more to say, but she enclosed a copy of the
songs.

Free-writing means to write whatever comes to
mind in a given writing session. There are rules:
keep the hand moving, lose control, don’t think
discursively, go for the thoughts that have the most
energy, don’t be afraid of what might come up. It is
a particular writing practice. Free-writing has the
potential to free a writer from conventional
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expression or merely social writing. Free-writing
may not always be polished enough to share with
the Vaisnavas, but with editing, it can often pro-
duce strong, honest writing.

Some of my friends want me to write according
to my heart’s desire. They believe that this free-
writing can produce the best writing of which I am
capable. One of my editors wrote me about free-
writing: “It is meant to disencumber you from your
audience, which can hang like a lead weight
around your expression. I really believe that the
deeper you go in your writing, the deeper people
will read you. Those who are looking for entertain-
ment or pat philosophical essays will go elsewhere.
Let them. You do have a sincere following of read-
ers who are willing to go to the depths with you.”

Therefore I plan to read Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s
Saranagati and then use free-writing to bring myself
to a deeper, more honest—more responsive—place.
I want to develop a relationship with Srila Bhakti-
vinoda Thakura as I write. I am asking him to carry
me through this project. I want this writing to be a
service to him and the cause for which he wrote—
to free the bound jivas and bring them to surrender
at the lotus feet of Sri Caitanya Mahaprabhu. Bhak-
tivinoda Thakura is my great-grandfather. He is a
close relative of the followers of His Divine Grace
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. He is affec-
tionate toward us and we also love and revere him.
I pray that he not be offended by my attempts. He
knew that in the future, Westerners would take
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to Krsna consciousness and that their approach
would not always appear conventional. Certainly
Srila Prabhupada knew this:

Sometimes our Indian friends, puffed up with con-
cocted notions, criticize, “This has not been done.
That has not been done.” But they forget this in-
struction of Narada Muni to one of the greatest
Vaignavas, Dhruva Maharaja. One has to consi-
der the particular time, country and convenience.

. If someone does go and preach, taking all
risks and allowing all consideration for time and
place, it might be that there are changes in the
manner of worship, but that is not at all faulty
according to sastra.

—Bhag. 4.8.54, purport

I take the dust of the devotees’ feet on my head
and I ask for their encouragement. I pray to go deep.
Please bear with me as nothing is absolutely pure in
the beginning. This is where I am: at the beginning
of Saranagati.

May 1993



Introduction

Recently after a Sunday lecture, a guest asked me,
“How do you surrender to God?” I told him that
there are six symptoms of surrender and that Srila
Prabhupada mentions them in the preface to his
translation of Caitanya-caritamrta. Lord Krsna pro-
mises in the Bhagavad-gita that He will take charge
of anyone who surrenders to Him. The Supreme
Lord is already maintaining the universe and all
the souls within it, but this maintenance is being
carried out by Ksirodakasayi Visnu, His expansion.
It is not directly being carried out by Krsna. When
Krsna says He takes charge of His pure devotee, He
takes direct charge.

A pure devotee is a soul who is forever surren-
dered to the Lord, just as a child is surrendered to
his parents or an animal to its master. In the
surrendering process, one should: (1) accept things
favorable for discharging devotional service, (2)
reject things unfavorable, (3) believe in the Lord’s
protection, (4) feel exclusively dependent on the
mercy of the Lord, (5) have no interest separate
from the Lord, and (6) always feel oneself meek
and humble.
—C.c., Preface, p. ix

These six symptoms are the sub]ect matter of
Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s Saranagati. It is crucial that
we learn these symptoms and take them up.



Unfortunately, few people will advise us to follow
the path of saranagati. They are mistaken. Lord Krs-
na says, “Those who are not faithful in this devo-
tional service cannot attain Me, O conqueror of
enemies. Therefore they return to the path of birth
and death in this material world” (Bg. 9.3).

. ¥

There is a thin line between admitting inability
to surrender and indulging in that misfortune.
Gautama Muni was pleased with the young boy
who admitted he was so low-born that he didn’t
even know who his father was. Gautama Muni ac-
cepted him because he was honest. A devotee’s
obedience and good behavior is important.

Each of us has to go alone and remember our
spiritual master’s instructions. We try to follow
them, knowing that our shortcomings will be ex-
posed. Srila Prabhupada allows us to think of him
when we are chanting; he is watching us. We do
not behave improperly because we know that he is
present.

There are other ways to think of the guru’s pres-
ence when we chant, but despite our aspirations,
we fail. We cannot pay attention. We remember in-
cidents that arouse our lust, anger, or envy. We
identify with the material body. A long-standing
skepticism paralyzes our attempts to feel bhava. It's
true. You can’t just tell the conditioned soul, “Now
be a good boy and don’t think anything bad. Just
think of Krsna twenty-four hours a day and don’t
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indulge in karma or jfiana.” We fail. Then we think
of our guru when we try to perform our bhajana
and call out, “Please help me!” This is a real way to
remember the spiritual master.

Think of him during your sddhana. We are per-
mitted to be ourselves with all our faults—and to
improve. Unless we give it this meaning, how can
the guru be with us during bhajana? We need him
to help us through the difficult passages, through
attachment and illusion. He will not reject us, al-
though he reserves the right to correct us. Maybe
we won’t always be successful in following his di-
rection on the first or second attempt. Neither can
we guarantee that we will never commit that same
mistake again. He doesn’t reject us for this. With-
out his mercy, we are helpless.

I appeal to the leniency of my spiritual master
when I place my flawed offerings on the altar.
Please find it sincere and acceptable. Please offer it
to Krsna. Only you can do that.

Why am I writing this? I am begging for mercy.
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Years ago, I used to smg the Introductory Song to
Saranagati every morning in the cabin at Gita-
nagari. About fifty devotees would gather with me
after a morning walk. I remember straining to
reach the high notes in the second line of each stan-
za. Then I would read the translation. The theme of
surrender is dear to all devotees. Managers and
gurus sometimes used surrender to convince sub-
ordinates to perform. “Your duty is hard? Do it
anyway! Surrender!” I sang this song to remind us.

The devotees who sang these songs with me are
scattered now. They no longer collect money for the
farm or teach in the gurukula. The children are no
longer obeying their teachers. Some of them no
longer surrender to the four rules or chant sixteen
rounds. I've stopped singing Saranagati every day
and I've stopped demanding that everyone surren-
der. Now I am working on myself. )

“Out of compassion for the fallen souls, Sri
Krsna Caitanya came to this world with His person-
al associates and divine abode to teach Saranagati,
surrender to the almighty Godhead, and to freely
distribute ecstatic love of God, which is ordinarily
very difficult to obtain. This saranagati is the very
life of the true devotee” (Introductory Song, text 1).
The Lord taught this surrender in the form of
harinama-sankirtana. Prabhupada called it “an easy
and pleasant method of surrender: chant Hare
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Krsna and dance, and whenever you get tired, take
prasadam.”

Lord Caitanya taught more difficult things too, as
in His teachings to Raghunatha dasa Gosvami:
don’t eat palatable food, dress like a mendicant, and
avoid the company of women. When He dealt with
Chota Haridasa, He spoke against hypocrisy. Lord
Caitanya Himself surrendered to the sannyasa-
dharma and traveled and preached throughout
South India.

He taught surrender to Krsna, and He showed
the ecstasy that comes to the loving bhakta. He gave
that ecstasy out freely along with krsna-nama. “The
youthful son of Nanda Maharaja, Sri Krsna, hears
the prayers of anyone who takes refuge in Him by
this six-fold practice. Bhaktivinoda Thakura con-
cludes the opening song by declaring himself the
lowest among men. “But please make me the best
of men by teaching me the ways of saranagati.”

¥

The ways of $aranagati are humility, dedication of
the self, acceptance of the Lord as one’s only main-
tainer, faith that Krsna will surely protect, execu-
tion of only those acts favorable to pure devotion,
and renunciation of conduct averse to pure devo-
tion.

At first, the six symptoms of surrender may seem
vague. Yet they are clear and demanding: do what-
ever is favorable to Krsna consciousness and avoid
what is unfavorable. The Lord is our protector. We
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don’t need any other protection. He is our main-
tainer. We don’t need to worry about anything.
Nothing happens except by the will of Krsna—
when we know this and depend on His mercy in all
ways, we are surrendering. We think of ourselves
as lowly and fallen and in need of His direction.
The basic symptoms include a devotee’s whole state
of being. “This saranagati is the very life of a true
devotee.”

A pure devotee is surrendered at every second.
He manifests these symptoms. Those who are in
the imperfect stage are not always successful at see-
ing Krsna as the maintainer and in being depen-
dent on Him. They examine themselves, “Why
don’t I do what is favorable for my Krsna con-
sciousness? What is favorable?” They are not al-
ways sure. Is remaining a brahmacari surrender? Is
becoming a grhastha surrender? Is surrendering to
the temple commander surrender? Is preaching
surrender? O Krsna, please teach us the science of
surrender.

n

There are two definitions of “surrender” in my
Webster’s paperback: “(1) to give up control or pos-
session of to another on demand or under compul-
sion. (2) to give (oneself) over, as to an emotion:
yield.” (Surrender can act as a verb or as a noun. In
the song title, Saranagati, it acts as a noun: the act or
way of surrender.)

According to Webster’s first meaning, we can
understand that the compulsion is coming from
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Krsna. He is demanding, “Surrender to Me.” We
don’t like to surrender to another person, so most
people reply, “Who are You? Why should we do as
You say?” That is their misfortune. The Supreme
Personality of Godhead has a right to demand sur-
render. He is interested in our own good. Only
when He takes charge of us can He take away our
sinful reactions. “Surrender, you rascal, and don’t
be afraid.”

The particular words used here, ma sucah, “Don’t

fear, don’t hesitate, don’t worry,” are very signi-

ficant. One may be perplexed as to how one can

give up all kinds of religious forms and simply

surrender unto Krsna, but such worry is useless.
—Bg. 18.66, purport

Krsna doesn’t take away our tiny free will. We ac-
tually have the power to refuse His offer of protec-
tion. But surrender we must. If we don’t surrender
to Krsna, then we have to surrender to the material
energy, to repeated birth and death. Therefore
Krsna’s representatives move among the condi-
tioned souls imploring them, “Just surrender unto
Krsna. Don’t worry what will happen to your body
and soul. Krsna will take care of that.”

The second dictionary meaning is to give in to an
emotion. This may have the opposite significance
of what we mean by surrender to Krsna. It can
mean yielding to the lower nature. In $rimad-
Bhagavatam we read how Diti induced her husband,
Kasyapa, to have sexual intercourse with her at an
inauspicious time. “Understanding his wife’s pur-
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pose, he was obliged to perform the forbidden act,
and thus after offering his obeisances unto wor-
shipable fate, he laid down with her in a secluded
place” (Bhag. 3.14.31). They both knew better, but
they gave in to sex desire. This is a destructive form
of surrender whereby even one who is learned and
enlightened, who knows the rules and regulations,
fails to protect himself from material desire. The
conditioned soul routinely surrenders to the dic-
tates of the mind, speech, anger, the tongue, and
belly. He jokes, “All right, I surrender,” and does
what he should not do, consigning himself to fate
in the form of sinful reactions.

The Vaisnavas are not interested in that kind of
surrender. Facing maya and her agents, the devotee
is like a warrior who refuses to surrender even
against such formidable foes. When the British
asked John Paul Jones to surrender, he replied, “I
have not yet begun to fight.” When Satan tempted
Christ to bow down to him “and I'll give you
everything,” Christ replied, “Get thee hence, Sa-
tan!” He did not surrender.

My stony heart is devoid of devotion and grows
despondent upon hearing the arduous process of
self-realization and the devotional discipline un-
dertaken by great souls like Sukadeva Gosvami
and Maharaja Ambarisa. I feel hopeless and in-
capable. But looking around me once more I see
the waves of mercy that You showered upon Lord
Brahma and upon even the most fallen reprobate.
This gives me great hope and soothes my troubled
heart.
—Srila Ripa Gosvami
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Our work is to discriminate between the elevated
and the degrading forms of surrender and choose
the favorable one. I especially try to do that in writ-
ing. Sometimes my offering is not the deepest act of
voluntary love, but Srila Prabhupada says we have
to act like soldiers under a military command. Lord
Krsna says, “If you do not act according to My
direction and do not fight, then you will be falsely
directed. By your nature, you will have to engage in
warfare” (Bg. 18.59).

The Supreme Personality gives directions as to
what is good and what is bad, and one simply
has to act in Krsna consciousness to attain the
perfection of life. No one can ascertain his des-
tiny as the Supreme Lord can; therefore the best
course is take direction from the Supreme Lord
and act. No one should neglect the order of the
Supreme Personality of Godhead or the order of
the spiritual master, who is the representative of
God. One should act unhesitatingly to execute the
order of the Supreme Personality of Godhead—
that will keep one safe under all circumstances.
—Bg. 18. 59, purport

Bite the bullet. Surrender to Krsna can some-
times be like that. Get in line, stop speculating, stop
your sense gratification fantasies. Follow the orders
of your spiritual master no matter what the cost.
Get off the mental plane and surrender.

There are limits to surrender when it is offered
only out of fear or duty. Are we afraid of Krsna’'s
punishment? Why do we withhold a part of our-
selves—that part that is not fully convinced? Don't
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we trust Krsna? Don’t we trust ourselves? This is
vaidhi-bhakti—mechanical surrender to the rules
and regulations. It will eventually lead to a higher
stage, but we shouldn’t misidentify obedience to the
rules and regulations as surrender.

Surrender doesn’t mean losing yourself. You
don’t have to renounce your true ego. The liberated
devotees of the Lord who please Him most have a
full sense of their own desires and self-hood—but
they are completely in love with Krsna. Krsna isn’t
looking for slaves or indentured servants. He
doesn’t want conscripted soldiers in His army. He is
giving us the choice: “What do you want to do? Do
you want to come to Me, or do you want to stay in
the material world?” When we choose sin, He may
order His foolish devotees, “No! Surrender!”

There is a class of devotees, ragatmikas, who ren-
der all their service voluntarily because they love
Krsna. These devotees are experiencing real free-
dom, and in that freedom, sometimes they order
Krsna to carry out their desires. Krsna loves these
exchanges because the orders are coming from His
surrendered servants. As Krsna tells the gopis,
“Your connection with Me is beyond reproach”
(Bhag. 10.32.22).

. ¥

The first section in Saranagati is titled “Dainya,
Humility.” This section closely follows a section in
the Third Canto of Srimad-Bhagavatam where the
human embryo prays to God:
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He is unlimited, but He is perceived in the repen-
tant heart. . . . I am separated from the Supreme
Lord because of my being in this material body
. . . although I am essentially spiritual. . . . My
dear Lord, by Your causeless mercy I am awak-
ened to consciousness, although I am only ten
months old. . . . there is no way to express my
gratitude but to pray with folded hands. . . .
Therefore, without being agitated anymore, I
shall deliver myself from the darkness of ne-
science with the help of my friend, clear con-
sciousness. Simply by keeping the lotus feet of
Lord Visnu in my mind, I shall be saved from en-
tering the womb of many mothers for repeated
birth and death.

—Bhag. 3.31.13-14, 18, 21

The unborn child sees the Lord in his heart and
promises to always remember Him. He suffers ter-
ribly and doesn’t want to experience another birth.
But as soon as he is born, he is in the hands of
people who know neither his physical nor his
spiritual needs.

Bhaktivinoda Thakura describes an entire life in
the first song, stanzas 4-7:

“As a fondled son in the laps of my relatives, I
passed my time smiling and laughing. My parents’
affection helped me to forget the pangs of birth, and
I thought the world was very nice.

“Day by day I grew and soon began playing with
other boys. Shortly my power of understanding
emerged. I read and studied my lessons incessantly.

“Traveling from place to place, proud of my ed-
ucation, I grew wealthy and maintained my family
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with undivided attention. O Lord Hari, I forgot
You!

“Now in old age, Bhaktivinoda is sad. He weeps.
I failed to worship You, O Lord, and instead, passed
my life in vain. What will be my fate now?”

Under the spell of maya, most people don’t think
of these activities as a waste of time but as the goal
of life. Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s life appears success-
ful—he has affectionate parents, a nice world view,
a taste for his studies and the competitive edge,
wealth, the ability to travel, devotion to his family.
“Why is he complaining?” the materialist wants to
know.

“O Lord Hari, I forgot You!”

He is speaking through the eyes of scripture. A
human life is wasted without God consciousness. It
becomes no better than the life of an animal ($rama
eva hi kevalam). Even a half-intelligent person can
taste the bitterness of his or her own experiences.
And when old age approaches, what is left? “What
will be my fate now?”

If, therefore, the living entity again associates
with the path of unrighteousness, influenced by
sensually minded people engaged in the pursuit of
sexual enjoyment and the gratification of the pal-
ate, he again goes to hell as before.

—Bhag. 3.31.32

¥

In youth, the life of scholarship increases our
hopes. We didn’t know anything as children, but
then we discovered books, writers, philosophers,
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poets, psychologists, political scientists, the physi-
cists, art, culture . . . “Confidently, I spent my time
in the pleasures of mundane learning and never
worshiped Your lotus feet, O Lord . . . . Reading on
and on, my hopes grew, for I con51dered material
knowledge to be life’s true path” (Saranagatz 1.2.1-
2). Knowledge-acquiring becomes a passion when
the student tries to glean all he can from books and
teachers. The rewards may not be as intense as
those gained by other pursuits, but learning pro-
duces prestige, power, and pride. It also produces
intellectual snobbery.

Eventually, the scholar (jiani) finds that material
knowledge cannot answer the crucial questions:
“Who am I? What is the cause of creation? Why is
there so much suffering and how can it be over-
come?” And what can knowledge do to stop death?
The scholar meets contradictions and differing
opinions wherever he turns.

As stated in the Mahabharata, “Dry arguments
cannot give us the truth, and neither can the phi-
losophers, because they always differ.” This differ-
ing nature of the world’s teachers is an illusion
created by maya for the purpose of further bewilder-
ing the Godless thinkers. This is described in the
“Harhsa-guhya” prayers of the Srimad-Bhagavatam:

Let me offer my respectful obeisances unto the
all-pervading Supreme Personality of Godhead,
who possesses unlimited transcendental qualities.
Acting from within the cores of hearts of all
philosophers, who propagate various views, He
causes them to forget their own souls while
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sometimes agreeing and sometimes disagreeing
among themselves. Thus He creates within this
material world a situation in which they are
unable to come to a conclusion. I offer my
obeisances unto Him.

—Bhag. 6.4.31

Bhaktivinoda Thakura concludes that material
knowledge makes a man an ass. His future is bleak-
er than that of an ordinary man; he is more entan-
gled and confused. The ISopanisad declares, “Those
who engage in the culture of nescient activities
shall enter into the darkest region of ignorance.
Worse still are those engaged in the culture of so-
called culture of knowledge” (Mantra Nine).

In his purport to this mantra, Srila Prabhupada
states: “Advancement of learning by a godless peo-
ple is as dangerous as a valuable jewel on the hood
of a cobra. The cobra decorated with such a valuable
jewel is more dangerous as one which is not deco-
rated. . . . In Hari-bhakti-sudhodaya, the advance-
ment of education by a godless people is compared
to decorations on a dead body.”

t: 9

I was thinking about this writing this morning. I
made a resolution to keep writing, but I realized
that at any moment, my peace and ease could be
violently torn away. I felt this in a small way today
while walking and listening to tapes. I made a
gesture with my hand and it caught the wire that
leads to the Walkman. Suddenly the earplugs were
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jerked out of my ears. It didn’t hurt, but it was
sudden, accidental—the sound was gone. It pro-
duced a mental shock as I humbly returned the
earplugs to my ears.

That was just a small inconvenience—not even
serious—but with the same suddenness, I could
lose my life. I try to write with that in mind. Every
moment is special, and when you pass the fifty-year
mark, every moment becomes more precious. I still
haven’t been able to write a profound epic, but at
least I am able to stop and breathe prayers and to re-
mind myself that I am writing as one who is about
to die, for those who are also about to die. Don't
waste time. We are all looking for earnestness. We
are all looking for that feeling that will connect us
to Krsna.

n

Bhaktivinoda Thakura talks of the pleasures of
mundane learning. His learning taught him that
sense gratification was of utmost importance, but in
old age, he is not able to enjoy:

“Here is one such ass who for so long has carried
on his back the burden of material existence. Now
in my old age, for want of the power to enjoy, noth-
ing pleases me.”

Each of us will have to experience this. Are we
still expecting the body to prove that we made the
best choices throughout our lives? The old man’s
material knowledge leaves him bankrupt. Even a
great old man like Mahatma Gandhi was betrayed
by his followers, and the projects he worked so hard
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for all his life became nothing. The old man be-
comes bitter. He no longer wants to live. “ . . . my
knowledge has proven itself worthless, and ignor-
ance has penetrated my heart with the intolerable,
burning pain of a pointed shaft.”

When you can surrender, a song begins to infil-
trate your mind. Is it a marching song? I'm not
sure. But it does not come as a result of surrender-
ing to lower emotions. It comes when you surren-
der to Krsna. Srila Prabhupada said Vyasa and other
sages of his rank did not write fairy tales. And
saints and their learned disciples are not so foolish
as to worship stone and wooden idols. I also follow
Prabhupada’s example and steal from my sleep at
night to write. Why? Am I foolish enough to do it
without a serious return? No, I am getting a return.
But itis taking a lot of work to dig on the eastern side.

Surrender is austerity when we do it in faith be-
fore reaching the spontaneous stage. We are like
Lord Brahma who heard Lord Visnu’s sound vibra-
tion “tapa” and began to meditate, not sure of what
he expected. We want to surrender to beautiful,
playful Krsna. Surrender means to want to please
Him even before we know Him.

Like Bhaktivinoda Thakura’s song, we will also
have to sing songs before we are spiritually re-
deemed. “I am wrong, I am unhappy, I am ignorant

. ” We regret our pre-Krsna conscious impres-
sions; they haunt us as we grow older. We regret
not having taken full advantage of our spiritual
master’s association. We regret not having fully
studied the words of the maha-bhagavatas to whom
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our spiritual master introduced us. We aspire to
reach the stage Bhaktivinoda Thakura sings of in
his last stanza of this self-deprecating lament. He
says he has been misled by the so-called jewel of
education, but now “I seek no other treasure in this
world than Your lotus feet.”

Material knowledge makes an ass out of a man. It
makes him forget his soul. He pursues “brilliant
thoughts” and material “improvements” which in
actuality are mirages and blind alleys. By the time
he discovers how lost he is, it’s too late. At the end
he is broken. An intelligent man at that point ac-
cepts humiliation as the only valuable lesson he
has learned, but by then he is alone. His friends
have deserted him and the pursuits which once
seemed important now seem ludicrous.

This is when he decides to dedicate himself to de-
votional service. With his body embarrassed by
dwindling and weakness, he tries to renounce ma-
terial life.

Krsna is the ever-youthful hero of Vrndavana.
When the old man discovers Krsna and tries to
surrender to Him, he is liberated from the bonds of
his body. People laugh at him, but he says, “I am
not obliged to follow those asses and their institu-
tions and slavish duties. I will worship Govinda by
chanting and hearing His glories and I won’t care
for anyone else.”

Bhaktivinoda Thakura says the ass-like man car-
ries the burden of material existence on his back all
his life. All kinds of materialists, from the educated
to the illiterate, agree that spiritual life should not
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be pursued. “Here is one such ass” who has fol-
lowed them and seeks meaning in this world while
totally neglecting the call of the soul and the Su-
preme. It has all been in vain.

This is not an idle song. Try to feel the loss he
feels. See yourself in that position. See the whole
world like that—the people growing old in quiet
desperation, one by one realizing their lives have
been wasted. The worst fools, of course, never ad-
mit it.

. 2

I don't feel as if I am writing from the heart. Al-
though I am speaking the sastric truths in an em-
pathetic way, I don’t identify with this story. I was
spared the worst delusions before I grew too old. At
least externally, I have been released from material
existence for over twenty-seven years. My story is
different. I am approaching old age with aspirations
to continue serving my gurudeva.

But that does not mean I am not free of regrets.
Although I have had such a rare opportunity, I was
not able to embrace Krsna consciousness with all
my heart. My previous material attachments have
hampered me. I have become bogged down by the
disappointments that come in the institutional reli-
gious life, in personal failure to surrender, and in
my lack of boldness to preach. The later it gets, the
harder itis for me to summon up youthful idealism.

But it's not too late. We have to accompany
Bhaktivinoda Thakura through all his despair. He
promises to deliver us to perfection. To go with
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him in truth, we have to honestly admit the extent
of our own failures. We have to be prepared to
search our hearts. We have only glimpsed the truth
of our condition and only glimpsed the superlative
position of Krsna. Therefore we haven’t lived fully.
We have been given Krsna consciousness, which
produces amazing results. But we haven’t tasted
them. Therefore, to waste life in petty material pur-
suits is one kind of regret, but to have been given
the chance to worship Govinda from youth, to
have the trust of His pure devotee placed upon us,
and then to have not taken it fully . . . to have
slipped down to mediocrity in an unfulfilled spiri-
tual life . . .

We should cry. These songs are for us. Bhakti-
vinoda Thakura’s unhappiness is our unhappiness.

' W

In Song Three of Dainya, Bhaktivinoda Thakura
describes more details of his life. “When I was
young, I greatly desired to earn money. At that
time, bearing in mind the codes of religion, I took a
wife. Together we set up a household, wasted much
time, had many sons and daughters . . . my heart
grew heavy. . .. The burden increased day by day. I
felt my life at a standstill.”

‘How do we take this song? Is it autobiography?
Fiction? Who is the “I” he speaks of who wastes
time in household life? What do we mean when
we say Bhaktivinoda Thakura is saying this for our
benefit?
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I think many of us know the answers to these
questions. Bhaktivinoda Thakura is a liberated
soul; he is a sage like Vyasadeva or Sukadeva. They
too had human-like lives. Vyasa suffered dissatis-
faction even after compiling the Vedas. Sukadeva
appeared to be a monist at first. But they are not
ordinary conditioned souls. They are liberated
saktyavesa-avataras. Yes, Bhaktivinoda Thakura is
speaking for our benefit when he says he is in con-
stant material anxiety. He is our worshipable guru.

We can examine the depth of his Krsna con-
sciousness simply by studying his writings. Here he
describes himself as a harassed householder in
need of Krsna’s mercy. Later he will give us the en-
tire science of Krsna consciousness in books like
Caitanya-Siksamrta and Jaiva Dharma. In those
books, he discusses everything from “I am not this
body” to the identity of the soul as a mafijari in
Radha’s service in eternal Vraja. He could not write
such things in such an authoritative, convincing,
and appealing manner unless he was an empow-
ered acarya. We also accept him because he is wor-
shiped by great spiritual masters like Gaura-kisora
dasa Babaji, Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura,
and our Srila Prabhupada. (As the son of Bhaktivi-
noda Thakura, Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura
personally observed his father’s activities. In his
preface to his father’s Bhajana-rahasya, Srila Bhakti-
siddhanta Sarasvati writes, “A few years before, this
akificana carefully observed him reciting the $lokas
mentioned in this book and at the same time he
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was relishing overwhelming ecstatic love of God-
head.”)

We have no doubt about Bhaktivinoda Tha-
kura’s position, yet we shouldn’t think he is writ-
ing these songs from a great distance, that he is not
feeling the things he is writing. Srila Prabhupada
told us that when great Vaisnavas write that they
are most fallen and sinful, they actually feel most
fallen and sinful. We don’t take them literally and
conclude that because Krsnadasa Kaviraja claims he
is lower than a worm in stool, it must be true. If we
think like that, our spiritual life will be destroyed
by Vaisnava aparadha. We should, however, try to
enter their mood.

The maha-bhagavata thinks everyone is serving
Krsna except himself. Entering their mood is not so
easy. I can’t do it. Bhaktivinoda Thakura is close to
these emotions. He regrets having wasted his life; I
am the one who is distant from it. At least theoreti-
cally I am able to accept his writing as deep and
personal. When he says he feels pain and is afraid,
he is writing how he feels. He is writing for himself
and also as the universal teacher (jagat-guru). Hear
him with faith. He is the most competent guide to
teach us to face our own desperation and then sur-
render to Krsna.

¥

Why don’t 1 feel regret? I'm not even sure why.
Maybe I don’t want to be uncomfortable—whether
it's caused by restless joy or mental pain—and I
don’t want to be kept up all night. I want regula-
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tion, not ecstasies or a remorse that burns my heart.
I have tasted the pain that an illness can bring. Am
I frightened by that experience? Am I trying to
avoid suffering?

Some psychologists suggest that it is better to stay
on the surface, although they may also agree that
some regret is therapeutic. We read of catharsis.
The Greek tragedies play this catharsis out. The
characters go through intense emotional grief and
become cleansed. If we fully partake of Bhaktivi-
noda Thakura’s songs, we can experience transcen-
dental catharsis. Why don’t we let them cut our
hearts?

The metaphors these poets use can be startling:
“Ignorance has penetrated my heart with the intol-
erable burning pain of a pointed shaft.” Who needs
that? 1 keep it comfortably at a distance—as “po-
etry.” But until I feel regret at my offenses and past
and present misconduct, how can I make spiritual
advancement? Why and how have I managed to
cover up all these emotions? Is it really necessary
that I go through them? Perhaps Krsna is making it
easy for me because He knows my faith is delicate
and I can’t take too much. But that means I won't
go back to Godhead. We have to go through so
much austerity in spiritual life. The vrajavasis are
always being carried on waves of often contradic-
tory emotions. Sometimes they laugh, sometimes
they cry, sometimes they feel intense pride fol-
lowed by crushing humility.

I don’t have the answer to these questions I am
asking myself, but I am convinced that we have to
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feel regret. I advocate it in my lectures and writings,
although I don’t personally feel it. I never even
shed a tear in my solitary bhajana. My confessions
are filled with descriptions of the deserts I cross
while riding the chariot of the mind.

It is good at least to be writing this. I don’t want
to skim over these songs without trying to under-
stand them. Srila Prabhupada writes, “Not only
should one give up his past bad habits, but he must
always regret his past sinful acts. This is the stan-
dard of pure devotion” (Bhag. 6.2.27, purport). And
in discussing Mahara]a Pariksit’s repentance, Srila
Prabhupada writes, . all sins unwillingly com-
mitted by a devotee are burnt in the fire of repen-
tance” (Bhag. 1.19.1, purport).

Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura has written on this
subject elsewhere also. In his essay entitled “Pafica
Sariskara,” he criticizes unqualified teachers who
do not evoke repentance in their followers. “With-
out tapa or inner repentance, the soul cannot live
as a Vaisnava. . . . Therefore, good friends, seek
atonement without delay!”

Repentance is usually considered an early stage
of Krsna consciousness. It comes when we are still
troubled by sins, when we are unredeemed. I tend
to think I am beyond this. By Srila Prabhupada’s
mercy, I am avoiding illicit sex, intoxication, meat-
eating, and gambling. I have no apparent sins. I
don’t say, “I would worship You, O Lord, but it is a
useless hope” because I worship Krsna every day in
the temple. Obviously, I am complacent. I have to
go deeper.
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I do commit mistakes. I do make offenses. I do
have anarthas. I may not be grossly sinful, but per-
haps my deeply embedded complacency is just as
bad. Therefore, remorse is one of the first stages of
recognizing and trying to get out of complacency.
When we try again and again to chant, but again
and again we don’t feel anything, that is cause for
regret. Sometimes neophyte devotees ask, “How
should we think when we chant? Should we pay
attention to the sound, or should we think of
Radha jand Krsna in the groves of Vrndavana?”
But what if we can do neither due to nama-
aparadha? We should be sorry. We should beg the
holy names for forgiveness. Repentance is a treas-
ure, a rare gift. “If perchance a devotee commits
nama-aparadha, then with an anguished heart full
of contrition, he should become eager to chant
continuously, for this alone will uproot his previ-
ous offenses and also protect him from committing
further offenses” (Siksastaka, Sloka 2, Bhaktivinoda
Thakura’s purport).

Until we admit our faults, there is no room for
improvement. And as long as we want to avoid
“feeling bad,” we will not be able to enter the mood
of repentance.

b ¥

Dear Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura,

Please accept my humble obeisances at your lotus
feet.

I am a disciple of His Divine Grace A.C. Bhakti-
vedanta Swami Prabhupada and I am writing to
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request permission to write while I read your Sara-
nagati.

In Song 3 of the “Dainya” series, you write “1” as
if you mean yourself. You tell us you “took a wife

. together we set up a household, wasted much
time, had many sons and daughters . . . my heart
grew heavy.” This “I” corresponds to your bio-
graphical data. You did have many children and
you were a learned scholar. But you were always a
pure devotee. I don't have any doubt about that. I
accept everything you say. My spiritual master re-
veres you as a great sage whose writings are as good
as the Vedas. My only problem is whether you will
accept me and my attempt to read your songs and
then to write. My spiritual master told us you are

“eighty percent lenient” (which implies you are
only twenty percent strict). Srila Prabhupada said
this on your appearance day in 1968. He asked me
to get married, and he chose your appearance day as
an ausp1c1ous date. On that morning we asked if we
should fast in honor of your appearance day.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>