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Śrīla Prabhupāda Pranāti
nama oṁ viṣṇu-pādāya kṛṣṇa-preṣṭhāya bhū-tale
śrīmate bhaktivedānta-svāmin iti nāmine
namas te sārasvate deve gaura-vāṇī-pracāriṇe
nirviśeṣa-śūnyavādi-pāścātya-deśa-tāriṇe
I offer my respectful obeisances unto His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupäda, who is
very dear to Lord Kṛṣṇa, having taken shelter at His lotus feet. Our respectful obeisances are unto you, O
spiritual master, servant of Bhaktisiddhānta SarasvatīGosvāmī. You are kindly preaching the message of
Lord Caitanyadeva and delivering the Western countries, which are filled with impersonalism and
voidism.
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From the Admin Team
Hare Kṛṣna dear devotee,
Please accept our most sincere obeisances. Jaya Prabhupāda!
Welcome to the second segment of the Disciple Package, titled “Guru Āśraya”.
Please read this introduction carefully, as it will assist in navigating your way through this compilation.
This package has been put together with aspiring disciples in mind. If you are new to KṛṣṇaConsciousness
and/or ISKCON, and are considering taking shelter of a spiritual master, or specifically His Grace
Mahātmā Prabhu, then this is the information to read through. This package aims specially to help you
build your relationship with His Divine Grace ŚrilaA.C. BhaktivedantaSwami Prabhupāda, our FounderĀcārya and preeminent śikṣaguru. In this segment of the package, you will find guidance on the role of
the spiritual master, the disciple, the relationship between the two, as well as how to select a bona fide
spiritual master.
You will also find helpful links to the reading material linked with the study requirements of this
compilation, as well as to His Grace Mahātmā Prabhu’s social media platforms, to keep updated with his
classes, seminars, kirtans, etc.
Should you also be inspired to do so, you will find links through which you can donate to His Grace, to
assist with his preaching.
Please note that this package is available as a complete handbook (consisting of all three phasesPrabhupāda-Aśraya, Guru-Aśraya and Dīkṣā: Initiation), as well as three phase-specific handbooks (such
as this segment), for your convenience.
We hope your experience with this package will be most fruitful and blissful. Should you have any
queries and/or comments pertaining to this package (or in general), please do not hesitate to contact us at
disciplepackage@gmail.com.
Your servant,
Līlāśaktī Devī Dāsī
Admin Team
On behalf of HG Mahātmā Prabhu
lilashaktidd.md@gmail.com
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Study Requirements for Guru Aśraya:
Application for Guru Aśraya
Once you have adequately met the requirements of Prabhupāda Aśraya you may formally apply to aspire
for dīkṣā.
Śāstra states that the disciple should live with the guru and serve him for a period of one year before
initiation. This period is meant for the guru and the disciple to get to know each other. In today’s times we
cannot live together physically but we can live together virtually. As the disciple, your concerns should be
whether His Grace Mahātmā Prabhu is the right guru for you, and how to become a qualified disciple.
To help you with this, you are requested to read the following articles and papers (if you have not already
done so):
1. What is Guru? (Parts 1-3)
2. Expectations of a Guru
3. Should I Still Have a Guru If I Am Not Initiated and Not Yet Aspiring for Dīkṣā?
4. My Realizations from Reading Prabhupāda’s Books
5. Deepening Your Relationship with Prabhupāda
6. Harmonizing the Lines of Authority
7. What is Initiation?
8. GBC Rules on Initiation
9. Qualifications of a Bona fide Disciple
10. How Do I Find a Guru and How Do I Know He’s the Right One?
11. When Can/Should a Disciple Reject a Bona fide Guru?
12. You Promised
In addition, you are requested to listen to at least 15 hours of the following SoundCloud courses by His
Grace Mahatma Prabhu:
1. Vows
2. Guru Tattva
3. Japa
As well as at least one of the following audio courses:
1. Co-operation
2. Forgiveness
3. Relationships

Lastly, you are strongly encouraged to build your relationship with His Grace by sending a monthly
sadhana report to sadhanareport@aol.com. Details of how this can be compiled can be found on
https://mahatmadas.com/sadhana-service-report
In addition, we also ask that you complete the ISKCON Disciple Course at this time (if you have not
already done so). You will find some helpful links on page 60 that will assist you in completing the
course online if it is not available at your nearest temple.
Please feel free to print and make use of the checklist below to keep track of your basic study progress
and writing progress:
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Guru Aśraya Checklist
Book/Article

Reading
Completed

Date of Beginning
(dd/mm/yy)

What is Guru (Parts1-3)
Expectations of a Guru
Not initiated and Not Yet
Aspiring for Dīkṣā?
My Realizations from Reading
Prabhupāda‘s Books
Deepening your Relationship
with Prabhupāda
Harmonizing the Lines of
Authority
About Initiation and Vows
GBC Rules on Initiation
Disciple’s Qualities
Finding a Guru
When to Reject a Guru
You Promised
ISKCON Disciple Course
Completed
Vows Course (15 hours)
Japa Course (15 hours)
Guru Tattva Course
Chosen Optional
Course:
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Date of Reading
Completed(dd/mm/yy):

Please send a scanned copy of your Disciples’ Course certificate (upon completion) to
disciplepackage@gmail.com with the Subject “Name+ Surname, DC Certificate”.
We also encourage you to send your checklist (as well as any realizations you may have had from these
articles) to disciplepackage@gmail.comwith the Subject “Name+ Surname, Guru AshrayaChecklist”.
Please also feel free to share and discuss your realizations with His Grace Mahātmā Prabhu at
sadhanareport@aol.com.
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What is Guru?
by HG Mahātmā Das (ACBSP)
The śāstras make it clear that taking shelter of a spiritual master is fundamental to the process of Kṛṣṇa
consciousness. But what is a guru, and what does it mean to take shelter of a guru? While these questions
seem simple, there are nuances that some may not be aware of, and particulars that relate to the unique
circumstances of the guru-disciple relationship within ISKCON.
I could write much on this important topic. This is a summary. Due to the depth of the topic, I am
dividing this paper into three parts.
I hope this will be of benefit to those looking for a dīkṣā orśīkṣā guru, those who have a guru, and those
who are, or may be taking, the role of guru (either dīkṣā or śīkṣā in the future).
***

Part One
We all Should Become Guru
ŚrīlāPrabhupāda wanted all his disciples to become gurus. Since everyone who comes to ISKCON is a
śīkṣādisciple of Srīla Prabhupāda, this means he is asking every one of us to be guru. Most devotees feel
unqualified to be guru, and thus have difficulty understanding this instruction.
Whenever you help another person, especially one who may be junior to you in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness,
you are acting as a guru. Guru means one who first shows the path of bhakti, one who instructs about
bhakti and/or one who initiates one into bhakti. If you know more than someone else does, you can help
them take the next step in KṛṣṇaConsciousness. In the broader sense, you are their teacher, or guru.

Śrīla Prabhupāda’s Position
Before discussing the differences and similarities between the dīkṣā and śīkṣā guru, it is essential to
understand that Śrīlā Prabhupāda is everyone's foundational śīkṣā guru. Those who begin practicing
KṛṣṇaConsciousness connect with Śrīlā Prabhupāda as their śīkṣā guru before they think about taking a
dīkṣā guru.
Anyone can have as intimate a relationship with ŚrīlāPrabhupāda as his initiated disciples, since he is
personally available to everyone through his books, recordings, and service. This relationship does not
replace the need for a dīkṣā guru or override the benefit that one can get from a living śīkṣā guru. It
simply underscores the reality that we are all connected to ŚrīlāPrabhupāda. We are all guided by him and
serve him (by serving in ISKCON). All gurus represent him. It is the service of gurus in ISKCON to help
disciples come closer to ŚrīlāPrabhupāda. In this regard, the Governing Body Commission (GBC)
released the following statement in March of 2013:
“ŚrīlāPrabhupāda, as the Founder-Açārya of the International Society for Kṛṣṇa Consciousness, is the
preeminent guru for all members of ISKCON. All members of ISKCON, for all generations, are
encouraged to seek shelter from ŚrīlāPrabhupāda. All members of ISKCON are entitled, and encouraged,
to have a personal relationship with ŚrīlāPrabhupāda through his books, teachings, service, and his
ISKCON society.”
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There Are Many Gurus
In traditional Indian society, the mother is accepted as the first guru. Thus, the child is taught to touch the
mother's feet when they first see her in the morning. Even when Brahmānanda Prabhu's mother came to
see ŚrīlāPrabhupāda, he was instructed byPrabhupāda to touch his mother's feet.
In India when one subject is studied for many years it is not uncommon for the students to refer to their
teacher as their guru. You even find āśramaswhere "disciples'' live with their guru to study subjects like
music, drama, dance, wrestling, astrology, or Sanskrit.

Honor is Given to the Guru
Although the details of etiquette may differ from relationship to relationship, the fundamentals of the
guru-disciple relationship in the material sphere are similar to the guru-disciple relationship in
KṛṣṇaConsciousness. The guru teaches and disciplines the student, and the student honors, respects, and
follows their guru as a representative of God.

There are Many Representatives of God
In the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam (11.17.27),ŚrīKṛṣṇasays “ācāryaṁ māṁ vijānīyān”(One should know the
ācārya (teacher) as Myself.)This śloka is normally applied to one's dīkṣāguru, but when studied within the
context of Vedic culture we find that many different persons representGod to their dependents.
The King is accepted as naradeva, God's representative. Śāstrasays that even a guest represents God and
should be honored as one would honor God. And as mentioned, the mother, father, and teacher represent
God. The Rāmāyaṇaeven teaches that ‘the husband is the guru for the wife’- strīṇāṁ bhartā hi daivatam.
We thus see that honoring another as a representative of God is not exclusive to an official guru-disciple
relationship within a spiritual disciplic line. For this reason, the Bhāgavatamstates that one should not
take any superior role unless one is able to deliver his dependents from the cycle of birth and death. In
other words, if one takes a superior role, he is responsible to be a guru for his dependents.
Some may think that the formalities of the guru-disciple relationship in KṛṣṇaConsciousness are unique.
This thought usually is a result of being raised in a society which does not demonstrate traditional Vedic
dynamics of such high regard for superiors.

Who Can be Guru?
In ISKCON, there has been - and still may be for some devotees - a misunderstanding of who is qualified
to be a guru and what their position is. As mentioned earlier, in the broadest sense of the term, anyone
helping you in KṛṣṇaConsciousness is your guru. For example, while a person is giving class, that person
is your guru (teacher), and should therefore be respected as such. Of course, after class, such a person
may take on a different role in relationship to you, but while giving class you honor them as representing
Vyāsadeva.
In the early days, Prabhupāda stated that “by 1975 I want all of my disciples to become gurus.” What did
ŚrīlāPrabhupāda mean? His disciples were all young devotees, not highly elevated or mature in
KṛṣṇaConsciousness, so it seemed they were not ready to become dīkṣā gurus so soon. One thing is
certain: Prabhupāda often spoke of his demise and how he was depending on his disciples to carry on the
KṛṣṇaConsciousness movement. Fundamental to this task was the instructing and initiating of disciples.
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One might logically think that he should have asked his godbrothers to fulfill that role, since it appears
that his disciples did not have the qualifications of guru that we find in śāstra, whereas many of his
godbrothers were highly advanced and had been initiating disciples for decades.
Prabhupāda did not ask his godbrothers to be gurus in ISKCON; he asked his disciples. Also, Prabhupāda
did not say, “I want you to become guru, but it will take you many, many years before you become
qualified and perhaps you will never become qualified.”
One might question why he didn't say this, because śāstra defines a spiritual master as an unalloyed pure
devotee; an uttama bhakta (topmost devotee), one who is cent per cent engaged in Kṛṣṇa
consciousness,has no propensity to criticize others, is always thinking how to save the fallen souls, and
never falls down. So naturally the question arises as to what Prabhupāda meant when he told his young
disciples that he wanted all of them to become gurus soon. And such a question can be even more
confusing in light of the fact that many of the original gurus were unable to strictly maintain
theirKṛṣṇaconsciousness, although they were some of the most advanced devotees in the movement at the
time of Prabhupāda’s departure.

Is Guru Synonymous with “Pure Devotee?”
To answer this question, we must first understand how śāstra, and ŚrīḷāPrabhupāda, define the term “pure
devotee.”Prabhupāda once said, “Devotee is a big word. We are trying to be devotees.” So, if we are
trying to be devotees, and the qualification of a guru is to be a pure devotee, then a guru is rare, especially
in ISKCON. It would thus seem that in 1977, few, if any, were qualified to be guru. But by “pure
devotee”Prabhupāda meant something different.
Once Prabhupāda was asked how many pure devotees there are on the planet. He answered with a
question: “How many devotees are in ISKCON?” He was told there are about one thousand devotees in
ISKCON. Then he said, “This is how many pure devotees are on the planet!”
According to śāstra, the stage of madhyama-adhikārī(the middle stage of bhakti) is the beginning stage of
pure devotional service. Madhyama begins from the stage of niṣṭhā, steadiness in bhakti. Steadiness in
bhakti comes after unwanted material desires and tendencies are sufficiently neutralized (anārthanivṛitti). In this stage, a devotee's bhakti is motivated by the desire to please guru and Kṛṣṇa and not by
jñāna (the desire to be liberated, or to be free from suffering), or by karma (the desire for material gain).
The Nectar of Devotion defines pure devotional service as service free from jñāna, karma, etc. This
freedom takes place on the madhyama platform. Thus, a madhyama-adhikārī is a pure devotee. (Thus, in
a broader sense, madhyama is the beginning stage of uttama bhakti).
As a side point, kaniṣṭhadevotees (the beginning stages of bhakti) may act as madhyamas, but so long as
they are kaniṣṭha, they are not permanently situated on the madhyama platform. In other words, there is a
difference between acting on the madhyama platform and being on the madhyama platform, just as there
is a difference between experiencing bhava (emotion), and steadily being on the platform of bhava (the
preliminary stage of love of God).
One who is fixed on the madhyamastage is a pure devotee and is engaged in pure devotional service
(service not motivated by jñāna, karmaor other desires). Therefore, such a pure devotee can accept
disciples. And Prabhupāda encourages such devotees to accept disciples, if not dīkṣādisciples, then
śīkṣādisciples.
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Are Dīkṣā Gurus Special?
It is a mistake to believe that because someone is a dīkṣā guru in ISKCON, he is necessarily on a higher
platform of bhakti than others. This misconception often stems from misunderstanding the definition of a
pure devotee (as mentioned above), or thinking that because someone gives dīkṣā, they must be special or
have some special empowerment that others do not have.

How Does One Presently Become a DīkṣāGuru in ISKCON?
Presently in ISKCON, one becomes a dīkṣāguru as follows (this procedure may change in the future):
To nominate a prospective guru, a prospective disciple of that person will submit that devotee’s name to
the GBC for consideration. A local committee of those who know the candidate is formed, and they
affirm that the candidate is a loyal follower of ŚrīlāPrabhupāda and ISKCON, has good sādhana, is
qualified to properly guide others in KṛṣṇaConsciousness, and is visibly on the madhyamaadhikārīplatform. The GBC is then informed that the candidate has been recommended by a local
committee. After six months, if less than three GBC members voice any concerns about this devotee
accepting disciples, the prospective guru receives approvalto begin initiating disciples.
If more than three GBC members have concerns about the candidate, these concerns are discussed with
the candidate. Subsequently, it is decided whether the candidate can initiate or not, and if not, what would
need to be done to be allowed to initiate. Concerns might range from the candidate’s ability to maintain
the regulative principles to their loyalty to ISKCON, or about issues of integrity, but these concerns are
not unique to a dīkṣāguru. All who seek a leadership role in ISKCON are also subject to similar concerns.
I am describing the above procedure to point out that a devotee does not become different, more special,
or elevated overnight to a super status of bhakti by some divine dīkṣāguru potency, when they become a
dīkṣāguru. In other words, becoming a dīkṣāguru within ISKCON is a service that some devotees feel
inspired to take up. As such, there are devotees who are highly advanced in KṛṣṇaConsciousness sometimes more advanced than some dīkṣā gurus - who do not feel they can best serve ŚrīlāPrabhupāda
by accepting dīkṣādisciples.
Being a dīkṣāguru in ISKCON is a service to ŚrīlāPrabhupāda and the society. It is a service that many of
you reading this newsletter, believe it or not, may someday be either asked, or inspired, to take up. Long
before you may officially take up this service, you will likely have opportunities to act as a guru to
juniors.
In 2013, I received a letter from the GBC secretary informing me that I may now give initiation. Did I
immediately have a special guru śaktidescend on me? Have I become more special, unique, or qualified
than those who are initiating? Did my level of Kṛṣṇaconsciousness get automatically upgraded?
It would be nice to get an upgrade as a side benefit of taking up this service. Side benefits (mercy) are, of
course, there for all of us when we please ŚrīlāPrabhupāda, and if we can please Śrīlā Prabhupāda through
this service, then we will get his mercy. And by this mercy we will further advance. And, if we surrender
to this service (as with any service) we will get the empowerment to do it. Other than this, there is no
unique spiritual power that only those who become dīkṣā gurus receive.

****
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Part Two
ŚrīlāPrabhupāda on Guru
I wish to begin by looking at the qualification of the śīkṣāand dīkṣā gurus in ISKCON. There may be a
tendency to magnify the qualities of one’s guru in an attempt to reconcile in one's mind the exalted nature
of the guru described in śāstra with the position of one's own guru, thinking that if he is a guru, he must
be on the topmost level of KṛṣṇaConsciousness.
Of course, he may be on that level, but Prabhupāda has indicated many times that seeing Kṛṣṇaface-toface, being in līlawith Kṛṣṇa, having descended from the spiritual world, being in direct contact with the
Supersoul, knowing perfectly past, present and future, are not necessary qualifications of a guru. The
madhyamabhaktacan also be guru if he faithfully explains and follows the teachings of his spiritual
master and the previous açāryas.
Prabhupāda said that one who is a good follower becomes a good leader. One who repeats the message as
they have heard it, without adding or subtracting anything, who strictly follows the practices of
KṛṣṇaConsciousness and dedicates their life to spreading and teaching KṛṣṇaConsciousness is qualified to
take disciples and is a “pure devotee.”
It is crucial to understand these qualifications so that we do not:
1. Misunderstand the status of gurus in ISKCON;
2. Create factions of "my guru is the real guru;”
3. Minimize Prabhupāda's instructions to us to become guru (either dīkṣāor śīkṣā);
4. Deny that becoming a guru is a service that is accessible to all sincere and strict devotees.
Therefore, all of us -although we may feel we are useless and without any good qualities- can become
empowered to guide and save conditioned souls if we sincerely take up the order to be guru.
Whether we take “guru” to mean śīkṣāor dīkṣāguru is not relevant to this discussion. Certainly, I do not
mean to minimize the special position of the dīkṣāguru, but I do want to emphasize that the qualifications
for both are similar.
As another point of clarification, when I use the term śīkṣā guru in this article, I use it in the context of a
guru-disciple relationship, not in the sense of a relationship in which one sometimes gets advice from
another devotee, or occasionally takes inspiration from their lectures or writings. In other words, I use it
here when there is a relationship in which one is regularly guided in one’s KṛṣṇaConsciousness and is
committed to following and serving their śīkṣā guru (although the term śīkṣā guru can certainly be used in
less formal relationships).
PleaseNote:In this paper, I have referred to the dīkṣāguru as “he.” In 2020, the GBC ratified a resolution
acknowledging that women can initiate. Therefore, please note that, while I may make use of the word
“he”, I am referring to both male and female devotees i.e.: he and/or she.
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Some Flawed Understandings of Guru Tattva:
Due to improper or incomplete understandings of guru tattva, unhealthy practices regarding guru/disciple
relations sometimes take place. I shall hereby list some examples.
Scenario 1: You Do Not Recognize Your Guru
A non-initiated devotee is getting regular guidance from one who acts as a śīkṣā guru, and the relationship
develops nicely. Then, the śīkṣā disciple decides to aspire for initiation from another guru, not because
there is any problem with the śīkṣārelationship, but because the disciple doesn't fully understand that their
śīkṣā guru could be (or should be) their dīkṣā guru. The disciple may not understand this if they are under
the impression that a guru is only someone who:
●
●
●
●
●

Is already currently initiating,
Has many disciples,
Is a sannyāsī,
Holds important positions in ISKCON or,
Is special or serves a different purpose to that of a śīkṣā guru.

This misunderstanding is not uncommon, and it shows that sometimes a devotee, for reasons mentioned
above (or other reasons) may not be able to recognize who their guru really is.
In the above scenario, what can happen is that a devotee's attention begins to be more focused on their
dīkṣā guru, taking less advantage of the guidance given by the śīkṣā guru, which could alter the
relationship in other ways. This does not always mean that the devotee will end up being worse off, but
sometimes this is the case. In other words, when choosing a dīkṣāguru, one should not make the mistake
of lessening one's connection with one's śīkṣā guru or feel the need to replace one’s śīkṣā guru with a
“real” guru. Of course, some śīkṣā gurus do not, or do not want to initiate, but still the relationship with
one’s śīkṣā guru can be as valuable, or even more so, than one’s relationship with one’s dīkṣā guru.
Scenario 2: You Are Uncomfortable Changing Gurus
One may be aspiring for initiation from a well-known guru in ISKCON and then one meets another
devotee who gives them the kind of time and guidance that is not possible for that dīkṣāguru to give. As
such, a very close guru-disciple relationship develops in a manner that the devotee feels is extremely
valuable. In some cases, this relationship becomes deeper and more beneficial than the relationship one
has with the dīkṣā guru they are aspiring for, and taking dīkṣāfrom their śīkṣā guru (if the śikṣa guru is
willing to give it) would be the natural step forward. But, again, the disciple may not recognize this
person as a potential dīkṣā guru or know that it is okay to accept him as a diksa guru and then maintain a
śīkṣā relationship with the guru from whom the devotee was formerly aspiring to take initiation.
Let us look at some reasons one may feel uncomfortable changing one's choice of dīkṣā guru.
● Everyone in one area takes dīkṣā from a select group of gurus. Since one has seen these devotees
as gurus from the early days of their devotional service, they feel it would be improper,
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●

●
●

disrespectful, socially unacceptable or even offensive to not take initiation from one of them
(especially if everyone else is doing this).
The devotees in the area where the aspiring disciple lives are predominately disciples of one or
two gurus, so one may feel that they wouldn't get as much support (or be a part of the "family") if
one takes dīkṣāfrom someone who has few or no disciples in that area.
One has had good or long-standing relationships with the prominent dīkṣā gurus in one’s area,
albeit with little personal association between the two.
One feels it would be offensive to tell the guru one once aspired to take dīkṣā from, that they have
had a change of heart and wishes to take dīkṣāfrom someone else. It is not actually offensive and
is not uncommon. If this does happen, the devotee should ask permission from the guru they once
aspired for, to aspire for dīkṣā from another devotee. One will then receive blessings to pursue a
new relationship.

And there can be other reasons. Of course, one may take dīkṣā from the prominent local guru, the one
initially aspired for, and still have an intimate relationship with one’s śīkṣā guru, perhaps even more
intimate than with one’s dīkṣā guru. I certainly don't want to imply that there is anything wrong in
choosing a prominent guru, but such decisions should be made in full knowledge of guru tattva, both in
terms of philosophy and how the institution of guru is meant to harmoniously function within ISKCON.
In other words, one should not choose a guru simply because everyone else is choosing him.
Scenario 3: You Only Want to Hear from Your Guru
One problem is that devotees only want to hear from their guru. Of course, one should want to hear from
their guru. But it is not healthy or pleasing to one’s guru if his disciples only attend his programs when he
is in town but are rarely seen at other temple programs or functions when he is not present. This is
certainly not the way Śrīlā Prabhupāda wanted ISKCON to function.

The Essence of Guru
In the Nectar of Devotion (1.1.74), Rūpa Gosvāmīsays “ādau gurv-āśrayaḥ,”in the beginning of spiritual
life one should take shelter of a guru. The main aspect of taking shelter is inquiring from the guru and
following his instructions. The main function of the guru is not in giving initiation; it is in giving
guidance. Of course, initiation is important, but as I said in Part One, one should take shelter of a guru and
work under his guidance even if one feels they are not yet ready for formal initiation.
It is primarily through the instructions of the guru, meaning through the execution of these instructions,
that we advance. Therefore, it is important to note that in our disciplic succession, many of the gurudisciple relationships listed in theparamparāare śīkṣārelationships, not dīkṣārelationships.

The Prominent Role of the Śīkṣā Guru
There are several other common situations in ISKCON, different in nature from what we described above
but similar in practice, in which a śīkṣā guru plays a significant role in a devotee's life, or could play a
significant role if the devotee pursued such a relationship. For example,
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The dīkṣā guru gives up strictly following KṛṣṇaConsciousness;
The dīkṣā guru leaves ISKCON;
The dīkṣā guru leaves his body;
The disciple is doing extended study under someone other than their dīkṣā guru;
The disciple is working closely with another senior devotee, especially someone who is a guru;
The dīkṣā guru and disciple have little contact or interaction (for geographical or other reasons)
and the disciple needs regular guidance from a senior devotee.

Śīkṣāand Dīkṣā Are Equal
The prominence of either a dīkṣā or śīkṣā guru in the life of a devotee will vary according to individual
circumstances, and sometimes a śīkṣā guru-disciple relationship develops so naturally that to minimize
the relationship would be both unfortunate and disrespectful.
If one sees and treats the person they take guidance from like a guru, it is good (and proper) to
acknowledge that an ongoing śīkṣā relationship exists (or is wanted), that one values it, and that one
wants to maintain it.
****
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Part Three
The Guru's Perspective
I guide many devotees who are not ready for initiation, or not even thinking about initiation. Through the
exchanges we have I can see how their willingness to be guided, to reveal their problems, to "take
shelter," and to apply what I suggest helps them in many ways. I can see how this guidance will enable
many of them to someday become qualified to take initiation.
Does this mean they should someday become my initiated disciples? This is a good question.
First, let us understand that I do not have to be (or may not be) the only person from whom they receive
regular instructions, or with whom they have a close relationship. Since one can have many śīkṣā gurus, it
is common that one may find guidance and inspiration in many places. One should never feel this is
wrong, and thus limit oneself to the wonderful guidance they can get from the many senior devotees in
ISKCON. If we see the oneness of guru, that Kṛṣṇais the guru, and that the guru represents Kṛṣṇaand
Prabhupāda, then we see the oneness of all gurus in their guidance and desire to help us advance in
KṛṣṇaConsciousness. In this sense, we should be open to taking guidance from many, and to take more
shelter of any devotee that inspires us, even if he is not a dīkṣāguru and does not plan to become a
dīkṣāguru.
So, should those who take shelter of a śīkṣā guru eventually take initiation from him? There is no right or
wrong answer. Taking initiation from a guru is a matter of personal choice. For example, let us say a guru
is giving guidance to someone and they are advancing well, but simultaneously they have been getting
guidance or inspiration from several other devotees, including some dīkṣā gurus. After years of
predominantly taking guidance from one guru, would it be wrong for them to one day tell him that they
have been accepted by so and so to become his disciple and will be initiated in six months?
As I mentioned before, this is normal and common. The case where it may be somewhat abnormal is:
1. When the śīkṣā relationship is stronger;
2. When the śīkṣā relationship is more beneficial than the relationship one has with the dīkṣā guru
(and the śīkṣā guru is also a dīkṣā guru);
3. If the decision was made due to pressure;
4. If the decision was made for any reasons that are not fundamental to the choice of a dīkṣā guru
(of course, if one’s śīkṣā guru is not giving dīkṣā, such a choice is necessary).

Who is My Guru?
Take śīkṣā from many sources. After doing so for some time, it should become more and more obvious
that one of these devotees inspires, helps, guides, relates to, motivates and builds your faith and desire to
surrender in a special way. That is normally the person from whom you would ask initiation (provided
they give initiation).
For devotees who are making a decision about whom to approach for dīkṣā, and for those who help
devotees in making these decisions, I would like to offer some helpful points of consideration that are
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gleaned from real life in ISKCON. I do not offer these points as the absolute criteria for choosing a guru,
but as points to consider when deciding on who you eventually may want to take initiation from.

1.How Often Will You See Your Guru?
Does he live or travel in parts of the world that are far from where you live and rarely, if ever, come to
where you live? In other words, is it important for you to have some regular personal contact with your
guru, or are e-mail and online classes sufficient?

2. Can You Correspond with Him Regularly?
Is he too busy or does he have too many disciples for you to receive regular personal instructions or
instructions via e-mail or social media? This question also should take into account how often you feel
you will need personal instructions. Of course, some gurus can provide such instructions through their
senior disciples whose association is more easily available; or some devotees will be able to get this kind
of guidance from others and be satisfied with this. However, others might feel isolated from (or even
neglected by) their guru when it is not possible for him to give regular (or even any) personal guidance.

3. Can You Help Him in His Service?
For some devotees it is important to have direct service to their guru. If this is important to you, consider
if there will be opportunity and facility for this?
Also, consider if he emphasizes, or works on, projects that do not relate to your service, or service that
you are not interested in or inclined to work on. Is his focus, for example, on developing varṇāśrama and
working on farm projects, whereas your nature and inclination is to develop preaching programs in big
cities? Will his emphasis on these specific projects make you feel awkward – even guilty - that you are
not working on his projects? Could this even undermine your enthusiasm for the projects you are working
on?
Does he tend to be more traditional, strict, formal, etc. in his approach to teaching or practicing Kṛṣṇa
Consciousness or more liberal? Other aspects of his personality/nature that you may take into
consideration are how philosophical, academic, soft, disciplinary, etc. he may be. In other words, do you
relate well to his nature and style of preaching Kṛṣṇa Consciousness?

4.Do His Actions Represent Your Idea of Guru?
Do you have an image of a guru who is orthodox, thereby making it difficult for you to follow a guru who
does not adhere to these standards? Or does he adhere to standards that are, in your mind, too formal,
strict, old-fashioned, or orthodox, and thus not relatable to you?
You may think these considerations to be mundane, but BhaktivinodaṬhākura, in quoting Sanatana
Gosvāmī's advice that the guru and disciple observe one another for one year, says that part of this
process of observation is to determine if the guru and disciple are a good match. It could happen in the
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future that you have difficulty accepting instructions or opinions from your guru because of some or all
the above reasons. These are realities we should be aware of.

Expectations
Connected to the list above is the problem of expectations. A disciple may have certain expectations at the
time of choosing a guru or receiving initiation. Expectations that either the guru cannot fulfill, that no
guru can or should fulfill, or that circumstances may later make it difficult or impossible for the guru to
fulfill. Therefore, it is important for both guru and disciple to be clear about expectations.
It is important to know that the guru’s perceived inability to fulfill some of these expectations is not
simply related to his nature or limitations (he won't spend time counseling female disciples, deal with
householder problems, etc.). But they may be based on a misunderstanding that you have of a guru's
position.
Some prospective disciples have, as I explained, a stereotyped (mis)understanding of the position of their
guru, and may feel let down in the future when they find out that their guru is not a mahā-bhāgavata who
is directly speaking toRadharani, doesn't have extraordinary powers, doesn't exhibit ecstatic symptoms,
may not understand the finer points of rasa, etc.
One of the original eleven gurus in ISKCON tells us that his early disciples used to glorify him by saying
that, "He is taking prasādam with Radharani.” After a number of gurus fell down and ISKCON devotees
became clearer about what a guru is and isn't, this kind of glorification changed to, "Thank you,
Gurudeva, for steadily following the regulative principles." The understanding is that the main
qualifications of a guru are to be an obedient follower of his guru, relating the teachings of his guru
perfectly, and is dedicated to giving Kṛṣṇa to others.

The Institution or the Person?
Often, more than making a personal connection with the guru, one makes a connection with the institution
of the guru: the many disciples, books, programs, etc., that the guru has. For some devotees, this is
exactly what inspires them. This gives them what they want and need. They feel sheltered by the guru’s
organization as well as programs and projects the guru has developed. Others who want or need a more
personal connection would do better to find a guru who can give them more personal guidance.
On the other hand, sometimes a devotee may choose a guru with many disciples to avoid a deep personal
connection with him, and in this way become less accountable to his guru. This, of course, is not the basis
for choosing a guru.

Looking Back
Some devotees today look back on the time when they accepted their guru, and realize that they made less
of a personal choice and more of a social choice, sometimes even accepting the dīkṣā guru at the expense
of recognizing the deep relationship they had (or potentially could/should have had) with their śīkṣā guru.
In retrospect, they realize that at the time they were unable to understand or acknowledge that their śīkṣā
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guru was indeed a real guru, someone who played - and could have continued to play - a more significant
role in their life if only they had recognized the importance of that relationship.
Or this happens later when they meet another guru and think, “If I have met you earlier, I would have
taken dīkṣā from you instead.”

You might then ask, "Should I necessarily take dīkṣā from the śīkṣā guru who is giving me the most
significant guidance?” Ultimately, every situation is different and personal, and there may be advantages
or disadvantages to this. However, ŚrīlaPrabhupāda does say that generally the śīkṣā guru can become
one's dīkṣā guru.

Concluding Words
What I have done in these articles is made you aware of important guru/disciple dynamics and gave
various perspectives on this issue for your personal consideration. It is not a black and white issue.
Sometimes, just having an advanced devotee as one's guru, knowing that he is powerfully engaged in
devotional service, having access to his lectures, feeling his mercy through following his instructions,
being engaged in service, and also having good sanga is all one needs to be perfectly situated in
Kṛṣṇaconsciousness. For others, they are most inspired if they can personally serve his preaching mission.
And for others, having some personal contact throughout the year is essentially important.
Śrīlā Prabhupāda asked all his disciples to become gurus and accept their own disciples, whether it be as
śīkṣā or dīkṣā guru. Devotees accept the position of guru as a service to him, a service to ISKCON, and a
service to their disciples. The success of this service depends on following the instructions of Śrīlā
Prabhupāda, passing those instructions on to others, and setting an example by living those instructions.
Every bonafide guru does this and is thus capable of bringing their disciples to the lotus feet of Kṛṣṇa.
Still, as one of my godbrothers said, "There are different lids for different pots."
Speaking for myself - and I believe I speak for other gurus - whatever good qualities you see in us,
whatever success we have, or whatever opulence we possess, are all due to Prabhupāda's mercy. Failing
to follow his orders will turn us into ordinary people battling with our mind and senses, trying to squeeze
out some happiness from this world. Therefore, any glorification of Prabhupāda's disciples who have
become guru is direct glorification of Śrīlā Prabhupāda, and any service offered to them is service to
Prabhupāda. Prabhupāda wanted his disciples to be glorified. He said the more they are glorified, the
more he is glorified. And of course, they are glorious because they serve Prabhupāda, the most glorious.
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Expectations of a Guru
I wrote this as a letter to one disciple who has unrealistic expectations of a guru. Then I realized that these
points are relevant to many other devotees, hence I am sharing this with all of you. While I have
discussed the principle of guru and guru-disciple relationship in several lecture series such as Guru
Tattva; Śīkṣā, Dīkṣā and Founder-Ācārya, and My Memories of Śrīla Prabhupāda, as well as articles on
What is Guru (3-part series), I realized that many devotees still have misconceptions about the gurudisciple relationship. In addition to this article, I want to specifically address the principle of expectations
of a guru. I request that you read and listen to my articles and lectures on this topic.
Also, please carefully read this document and complete the exercise at the end.

*****
The Guru's Service
Prabhupāda asked his disciples to make disciples. When you take initiation or śīkṣāfrom someone, the
guru does this service on behalf of Śrīla Prabhupāda.The purity lies in his following the pure order of
Prabhupāda. The Nectar of Devotion says that one should follow the ācāryaunder the guidance of the
spiritual master. The guru's service, therefore, is to help you better understand and follow Śrīlā
Prabhupāda, ISKCON’s Founder-Açārya and to effectively serve his mission. When your guru leaves his
body, you will still have the shelter of ISKCON and the many śīkṣā gurus in ISKCON. And of course,
you always have and will always have the shelter of Śrīla Prabhupāda who lives forever in his
instructions. Since the message of the guru is one, you will see your spiritual master in the many śīkṣā
gurus you can learn from, and/or take shelter of, in ISKCON.

Guru's Qualification
In our temples, we daily chant the Guruvāstakamprayers to the spiritual master. We meditate on
Prabhupāda in that song. Does this song not also describe other ISKCON spiritual masters? When you
think of Prabhupāda, it is natural to think of Prabhupāda’s disciples serving as your dīkṣāor śīkṣā guru.
So, the answer is that you are glorifying your gurus. However, when asked about this song, Śrīla
Prabhupāda said that the author, Viśvanāth Cakravārtī Ṭhākura, is describing his spiritual master, and if
one's spiritual master doesn't fit all the descriptions of this song, one should think that his spiritual master
is aspiring to achieve what the song describes (ecstatic symptoms, assisting in Rādhāand Kṛṣṇalīḷā, total
absorption in Kṛṣṇa, etc.).
Sometimes devotees overestimate a guru's qualifications, or the qualifications of gurus in ISKCON in
general. What is important to understand is that one who is determined to follow the instructions of a pure
devotee can steadily advance in KṛṣṇaConsciousness. Ordinary people can become extraordinary by the
mercy of ŚrīlāPrabhupāda. The qualification of a guru is their fidelity to ŚrīlāPrabhupāda’s instructions
and mission.
Personally, I try my best to follow the same practices that I ask others to follow; practices that
Prabhupāda wanted us all to follow. If you steadily follow these practices throughout your life, you will
someday become KṛṣṇaConscious, and perhaps even take up the service of initiating your own disciples.
Of course, it is the etiquette to honor the spiritual master as God's representative - to not think of him as
an ordinary person, etc. But this doesn't mean the spiritual master is all-knowing, like God. Neither does it
mean that the spiritual master is necessarily expert in all material affairs, and is to be seen as a perfect
guide in such matters as finance, marriage, health, etc. (Although individualgurus may be expert in some
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areas of material affairs, this is neither the necessary qualification or symptom of a guru). The real
qualification of a guru is how he is spreading KṛṣṇaConsciousness. This means his qualification is that he
can give you KṛṣṇaConsciousness because he has heard from his spiritual master and realized those
teachings, and he applies those teachings in his life.
Within ISKCON, there are many devotees that can help you in your spiritual life, and thus your dīkṣāguru
will not be the only person guiding you. Respect all those who help you and serve and honor the senior
devotees. Prabhupāda told us to honor the guru’s godbrothers (and sisters) just as we honor our own guru.
Therefore, try to serve and assist the godbrothers and sisters of your guru as you would serve your guru.
This also applies to senior devotees and authorities in ISKCON who are not Prabhupāda's disciples.

What Are Your Expectations of a Guru?
Do you need a psychologist to solve your emotional issues? A parent to run to whenever you have a
problem, or even to replace the loving parent you never had? Do you expect your guru to be someone
who will always do what you need or want him to do, and make time for you whenever required? Do you
expect him to be so self-sacrificing that he gives up his own needs or sādhana for you? Do you expect or
need him to answer every e-mail you send within a few days or even answer every e-mail you send at all?
Will you need to get his love to feel complete? Is it important that you can write often about what’s going
on in your life and heart, sometimes writing very long and detailed letters and needing him to contemplate
and remember all the details?
Maybe you expect him to teach important topics that Prabhupāda did not address? You might need him to
be perfect, manifest ecstatic symptoms, be one of the leaders of ISKCON or be a special member of
ISKCON. Do you need to always be close to him, pampered by him, even honored or loved by him
above other disciples? Do you want to have a guru you can advise, or even control, when you feel he is
working too hard, giving too much mercy to the undeserving or making decisions that would cause him
problems?Andfinally, do you expect your gussssssru to make you KṛṣṇaConscious without a sufficient
amount of your own determined effort?
If these or similar expectations are what you are looking for in a guru, you could be let down. Sure, some
gurus live up to some of these expectations some of the time, but none will ever live up to all of them.
These are not the job descriptions of a guru, although individual gurus may sometimes do the above
according to time and circumstance. However, expecting them to be any of these all the time is
misleading and can lead to disappointment. When you become a disciple, you should know what to
expect and know that the affection of a guru is transmitted primarily in his instructions.
If certain expectations are important to you, and if your guru cannot meet them, you should take this into
consideration before taking initiation. And if certain expectations are important, you should ask him if he
can fulfill those expectations.

What to Expect from Your Guru
It is important to have realistic expectations about what your guru can do and what he can offer you. The
guru gives you instructions that can take you back to Godhead, but he can't force you to take those
instructions. He also may not always be able to solve every problem you have, give you as much time as
you would like, answer in minute detail every question you have, or be on the highest level of Kṛṣṇa
Consciousness, displaying ecstatic symptoms, etc. The guru is your connection to Kṛṣṇa, and as you serve
under his direction you receive his mercy, as well as the mercy of Prabhupada, the ācāryas, and Kṛṣṇa. It
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is this mercy that embodies the most important aspect of the relationship you have with a guru. As your
love for your guru(s) and Prabhupāda continues to grow, you show that love by following their
instructions and example. Thus, the love and affection you show to your gurus becomes your wealth in
advancing in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness.
You may ask, "How can I place my faith in my guru if I don't believe that he knows everything about me
and that he always knows exactly what is best for me in all situations?" The guru is not omniscient. His
qualification is how he is spreading Kṛṣṇa Consciousness. You have faith that he knows how to train and
engage you in the process of bhakti so that you can advance in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness and go back to
Godhead. Prabhupāda promised that this process can take us back to Godhead. The guru delivers this very
process. When he does this, teaching what he has heard and realized from Prabhupāda andśāstra, what he
gives is perfect - and the result is perfect. This is not to minimize the spiritual potency, insight, wisdom
and expertise of any specific guru. It is true that many gurus insightfully and deeply understand their
disciples, and thus know what is best for them in every situation (materially and spiritually). But again,
this is not a necessary qualification of a guru (although certainly a bonus), and not something a guru is
required to do. For example, a sannyāsī with no experience of marriage may do the greatest service for his
gṛhastha couples by not giving them much advice about married life, but asking them to take guidance
from a trusted senior gṛhastha couple.
What should you definitely expect from a guru? A guru is someone who directs you back to godhead,
who takes responsibility for your spiritual life by guiding you through his writings, lectures, and classes
and when and if possible, through personal interactions either face to face or via social media, and who
sees that you are spiritually taken care of and well-situated in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness. He is someone who is
dedicated to Śrīlā Prabhupāda and firmly fixed in his spiritual practices and services. He connects you to
Kṛṣṇa, continually guides you through his teachings, and prays for your spiritual advancement. He always
gives you shelter and accepts you back, even after you disobeyed his instructions or left him. His life and
teachings are your inspiration to continue day in and day out in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness. His service is your
treasure.

Clear Communication with Your Guru
Again, if you expect more than this, let me know your expectations. But there are some obvious things to
consider. The more disciples I have, the less time I can give each disciple. So, the time I am able to give
you today may decrease in the future when I have more disciples.
The Sādhana Report is a way of keeping touch on a monthly basis. I receive numerous communications
daily, so the Sādhana Report streamlines the process of communication with me. Otherwise, some
devotees like to write to me often with their realizations, problems and questions, and what often happens
is that I get so much correspondence that I cannot find sufficient time to devote to my projects.
Fly Your Own Airplane
When a disciple didn’t follow Śrīlā Prabhupāda well and was having difficulty, Prabhupāda would say,
“What can I do?” meaning Prabhupada has given the disciple all he needs to be Kṛṣṇa conscious, but if he
doesn’t take it there is nothing more Prabhupada can do. It is the mercy of the guru that enables the
disciple to advance. This mercy comes through following his instructions and serving him. Following and
serving Śrīlā Prabhupāda and ISKCON is naturally part of what it means to follow your guru’s
instructions. So when we serve in this way, Kṛṣṇa is pleased, and this is the source of the mercy we get. It
is by this mercy that we become Kṛṣṇa conscious. Pleasing the guru is the secret of success in Kṛṣṇa
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Consciousness. His mercy is not usually automatic; it comes as a result of your sādhana, service, and
attitude.

Assumptions are Dangerous
It is dangerous to make assumptions. Just because you have certain needs, or you see some gurus
fulfilling those same needs with some of their disciples, it doesn’t mean your guru will necessarily do the
same for you. Also, you may get lots of attention when the guru has few disciples, but eventually he may
not have a small group of disciples. Even if a guru appears to be fulfilling your expectations presently, it
doesn’t mean that he will always be able to satisfy you in this way. His responsibilities may change, his
health may minimize his travel, his need for more solitary time might increase, and he may take on future
projects that will occupy more of his time.
Of course, some of you will have direct service with me and write often, or be facing a crisis and will
need to get advice. This is natural. But some disciples like to share many of their thoughts and feelings
regularly, see me as their therapist or marriage counselor, or ask questions that are easily answered in
Prabhupāda’s books. So I am not saying you cannot write me aside from the SādhanaReport, but I am
saying be conscious that if every disciple wrote me one letter a week, that could take up about four hours
a day to answer them. Yes, I do understand psychology andgṛhastha asrama, so I understand why some
devotees value my input to their lives, and I often give it to them, but to see me fundamentally in this role
is incorrect.
In conclusion, don’t make assumptions about your potential relationship with me. Be clear about what
you can expect and cannot expect, and how my tendency to adapt my service as disciples increase may
alter what expectations I can fulfill in the future.
Personally, I try to accommodate my disciples' needs as best as I can, but also ask them to be realistic.
Some aspiring disciples that came to me with unstated unrealistic needs were disappointed. They were
expecting a guru to be something that went far beyond the qualifications and “job description” of a
spiritual master. So, if you suspect you might have expectations that are unrealistic, please let me know.
And perhaps at some point in our relationship, if you did have unrealistic expectations, you will become
more aware of this.
The śāstras say that the guru and disciple should live together for one year to study one another. Today
we live together virtually. We exchange e-mails, Facebook messages, you listen to my classes, you get to
see me when I visit, and you meet other godbrothers and sisters. By doing this we get to know one
another. The disciple, in this period, is not just studying the guru to see if he or she is a bonafide guru, but
to see if the guru-disciple relationship with this particular guru is working for them. Does he understand
you, inspire you, answer your questions satisfactorily? Do his classes speak to you, solve your problems,
and resonate with you? You also want to see if you have reservations. Is he the right guru for you? Do
you find that another guru inspires you in a unique and necessary way? Or did you start to realize that, by
hearing from him, you are notyet ready to commit to a guru?
The guru will also see if you are a worthy disciple. If there are misunderstandings about what it means to
be a disciple, he will tell you. If he sees you doing something improper, he will correct you. If he sees a
weakness, he will point it out. And if he needs to chastise you, he will. He may even test you in some way
by asking you to do a difficult service or refusing something you ask to see your response.
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If and when you are convinced, I am your guru, ask me if you can chant mypraṇām mantras and put my
picture on your altar. After a year from the time you first asked for shelter, if you have been chanting 16
rounds daily and following the four regulative principles, you can ask for initiation if you feel you are
ready. To be approved for initiation, you require a recommendation from a local authority who knows
you. In discussion with that local authority, and also knowing you, I will determine if he thinks you are
ready, and if not, what I think you need to work on to become ready to commit to initiation.
It is important to know that being officially initiated is not the means for developing a deep relationship
with me or any guru. If you have faith in the guru and his instructions, and serve him faithfully, you are
deeply connected. So, if you don’t feel entirely ready to commit to a formal relationship, it is better to
wait until you are. If you make a formal commitment, you will feel great shame and guilt if you don’t
follow your vows.

Exercise
1. What does guru mean to you?
2. What kind of relationship do you want with your guru?
3. Why do I believe that HG Mahātmā Prabhu is the right guru for me (provided that you are
aspiring for him)?
4. Do you think that your needs in a guru are matched by Mahātmā Prabhu's mood (provided
that you are aspiring for him)?

Please send your completed exercises and/or any questions you may have about the content of the article
to disciplepackage@gmail.com with the subject “Expectations of a Guru+ Your Name”.
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Should I Still Have a Guru if I amNot
Initiated and Not Yet Aspiring for Dīkṣā?

Because it is helpful for those who are not ready for dīkṣā to be guided by a śīkṣā guru, I wanted to
address the reasons one who is not initiated may not choose a guru of whom to take shelter.
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

One feels unqualified to take dīkṣā at the present time
One feels that he will never be ready to chant 16 rounds or follow the four regulative principles in
this lifetime
One has not found anyone that he can see as his dīkṣā guru
One sees Prabhupāda as his guru and feels that accepting another guru would interfere with that
relationship
One is not certain that anyone in ISKCON is qualified to be his guru
One's dīkṣā guru fell down and one cannot put faith in another guru
One doesn't feel he can be a good disciple

And there may be other reasons for not taking shelter of a śīkṣā guru. Although these concerns are more
common when looking for a dīkṣā guru, they have less relevance when taking shelter of a śīkṣā guru.

Taking Shelter of a śīkṣā Guru
Let's go over the above list of reasons that might cause one to not look for a guru and discuss these
reasons in relation to the śīkṣā guru.

One Feels Unqualified to Take Dīkṣā at the Present Time
Not being qualified presently for dīkṣā has no bearing on taking shelter of, and getting regular and
intimate guidance from, a senior Vaiṣṇava or from having a deep spiritual relationship with this
person.Moreover, doing so increases one's chances of becoming more quickly qualified for dīkṣā.

One Feels That He Will Never Be Ready to Chant 16 Rounds and Follow the Four
Regulative Principles in this Lifetime
Feeling one may not be qualified for dīkṣā in this lifetime should have no bearing on taking shelter of, and
getting regular and intimate guidance from, a senior Vaiṣṇava, and having a deep spiritual relationship
with him. Moreover, the chances of someday becoming qualified for dīkṣā will be greater if one takes
shelter of a śīkṣā guru.
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One Has Not Found Anyone That He Can See as His Guru
One doesn't have to see the śīkṣā guru within a strict formal guru-disciple context. The śīkṣā relationship
can be more informal and friendly, perhaps more on the lines of a coach, counselor, or mentor. Since faith
cannot be artificially imposed, if the instructions given by the śīkṣā guru are helping the devotee, faith
will likely naturally evolve. If this happens, a strong guru-disciple relationship may naturally evolve. If
the relationship doesn't evolve to this point, it is not a problem. One is still getting the valuable guidance
needed to advance and one may eventually meet a devotee with whom one develops enough faith to
accept as a dīkṣā guru.

One Sees Prabhupāda asHis Guru and Feels That Accepting Another Guru Would
Interfere with That Relationship
One should ask one's śīkṣā guru to help him deepen his relationship with Prabhupāda, and act as an
intermediary between himself and Śrīlā Prabhupāda.
One is Not Certain That Anyone in ISKCON is Qualified to be His/herGuru (or Even Qualified to
be Anyone's Guru)
To take guidance from a seniorVaiṣṇava, it is not necessary to approach him as a faithful and surrendered
disciple. Learn from him and take guidance from him and see if this helps (you don't have to blindly
accept). In this way the relationship may naturally develop more intimately. If not, still take advantage of
the wisdom you get from him, and show gratitude for this by reciprocating in whatever ways possible.

One's Dīkṣā Guru Fell Down and One Cannot Put Faith in Another Guru
Śāstra advises one to take shelter of another guru if one's own guru falls down (and recommends reinitiation in some cases). Of course, many find it most natural to take shelter of Śrīlā Prabhupāda if their
guru falls. Yet, for some there remains a vacuum because of a need for a living personal connection. Of
course, faith cannot be forced, but connecting with a higher Vaiṣṇava and getting his guidance is always
beneficial.

One Doesn't Feel They Can Be a Good Disciple
Vows are not necessarily made to a śīkṣā guru, so being able to chant 16 rounds or follow the four
regulative principles doesn't have to be a requirement for being a śīkṣā disciple. The real requirement is to
be sincere about advancing in Kṛṣṇa consciousness. Whatever disqualification one feels they have, it is
likely that one will improve more rapidly under the regular guidance of an advanced devotee.
Since getting the association of advanced Vaiṣṇavasis one of the most essential principles of Kṛṣṇa
consciousness, both in the stage of sādhana and on the liberated platform, we should cultivate this kind of
association and develop close relationships with senior devotees, even before we may feel ready to be a
worthy disciple.
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Rupa Gosvāmī advises that we “take shelter of a guru,” but he doesn't mean that one cannot take shelter
unless one is thinking of taking dīkṣā from that person. In fact, some devotees sometimes have a more
intimate relationship with their śīkṣā guru than they do with their dīkṣā guru.
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My Realizations About Reading Prabhupāda’s Books
(Based on a Lecture by Mahātmā Prabhu)
As my disciple, or prospective disciple, I am always trying to encourage you to have your own personal
relationship with Prabhupāda and his books. However, I see that many devotees struggle to do this. Here,
I share some of my experiences and realizations about how my relationship with Prabhupāda through his
bookshas guided me through so much of my own Kṛṣṇa Consciousness. I hope this will inspire you to
deepen your own relationship with Prabhupada’s books and use them as your compass throughout your
own spiritual lives.

How Reading Impacts Us
One of the most powerful aspects of my spiritual life is reading Prabhupāda’s books. Prabhupāda wrote
his books for us and where we are at, in order to help us cut through the illusion of material life. I have
two experiences with this, one of the head and one of the heart.

Sharpening the Intelligence
Māyā covers our intelligence so we do not see things as they are, but as we would like them to be. If you
want to enjoy something, you will imagine how you can enjoy it. Even if you cannot enjoy it, you will
imagine ways that you could enjoy. This is the power of the mind- the ability to create infinite illusory
scenarios for our enjoyment. But when reading Prabhupāda’s books, we realize he is giving our minds a
new script. He’s trying to protect us from the many unseen dangers that māyā will place in our path.
Because we do not see these dangers, we resist what Prabhupāda is trying to tell us.
Prabhupāda’sbooks are explaining how the world actually is so that we can learn to see things as they are
and deal with reality. I always feel as though I am looking at the world through a camera and the lens is
out of focus, but when I read Prabhupāda’s books, Prabhupāda brings the lens back into focus so I can see
things as they are.

Exercise
1. Write down some examples of how your lens was out of focus about something and how reading
Prabhupāda’s books helped bring it back into focus?
2. In a situation where you wanted to enjoy something, what kind of excuses did you make for
yourself and how did reading Prabhupāda’s books help you to see past your rationalizations and
see things as they are?
3. How did you feel when you realized that Prabhupāda had saved you from imminent dangers and
suffering?
4. How did having these realizations improve your sādhana?

The Intelligence is the Neighbor of the Soul
Prabhupāda said that intelligence is the next-door neighbor of the soul. When the intelligence is clarified
with spiritual wisdom, we get intellectual spiritual realizations. When reading Prabhupāda’s books, I
always experience the strengthening and clarification of my intelligence, which is then experienced as a
kind of spiritual realization because of the closeness between the intelligence and the soul.
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Exercise
Write down some of your intellectual spiritual realizations.
Moving of the Heart
The other experience I sometimes have while reading is a moving of the heart. Imagine you are walking
toward a cliff, but you do not see it and a person grabs you. You feel jolted and disoriented for a second.
You may even get upset at them for grabbing you. But when you realize you were about to walk off a
cliff, you immediately feel grateful to that person for saving you. Sometimes I experience being shaken in
a similar way by Prabhupāda’s words, saving me from imminent danger. I feel as though he is saying,
“What were you thinking?” or “Why were you thinking this?” I may answer that it is because I wanted to
see things a certain way, because it made me feel good, and I expected I would be able to get some
enjoyment out of it. But Prabhupāda snaps me back into reality by saying this is just another one of
māyā’s tricks. You would not have enjoyed. There would have only been suffering waiting for you. He
was empowered by Kṛṣṇa to write words that would penetrate straight to the heart.

Exercise:
Give an example of how you were jolted out of māyā by reading Prabhupāda’s books.

Reading is the Catalyst for Our Bhakti
When Prabhupāda was writing his books, he knew they would be necessary for our spiritual
advancement. Prabhupāda often said that his books were not merely written for selling, but that they were
written first for his disciples. His purports address our needs and challenges and answer our questions.
Prabhupada’s books are one of the most important tools with which to do our “job” of bhakti.
When devotees write to me about their problem, I often sense that this problem exists because they are
not reading enough. So, I tell them to read Prabhupāda’s books every day for one or two hours a day. In
almost every case, their problem is solved within a few days. So, when you read Prabhupāda’s books
regularly and sufficiently, you will find that your practice of Kṛṣṇa Consciousness becomes easier.

Exercise:
1. Write down some examples of challenges that you were facing that were solved by
reading Prabhupada’s books.
2. How has the regular reading of Prabhupada’s books improved your sādhana?
Declaring War on Māyā
When Prabhupāda says that to take up Kṛṣṇa Consciousness means to declare war on māyā, it means to
declare war on the very conditioning that has kept us in the material world. To fight this “war”, we'll need
to clearly understand the enemy. One of our weapons is espionage. We need spies to give us inside
information about our enemy and their tactics so that we are prepared when we face them. This is what
Prabhupāda is offering us in his books. He gives us detailed explanations about how Māyā will attack,
where she will come from, how she will come, and what her strategy will be. She sometimes uses
guerrilla warfare: we do not know where she is and how she will attack. Then suddenly we are
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surrounded and attacked. When devotees fall down, they often didn’t see it coming. They became proud
and didn’t see how dangerous that pride was. Or they became attached to something that seemed small in
the beginning but later took them away from Kṛṣṇa. They didn’t realize that they crossed the line and
were going downhill until they fell to the bottom of the hill. If they had knowledge that they were falling,
they could have stepped back and adjusted their behavior. In reading Prabhupāda’s books, you realize
where the line is that you shouldn’t cross because he has told you where the danger zone lies and how to
avoid it. Prabhupāda knew we would need specific knowledge of the process of Kṛṣṇa Consciousness, of
how māyā works on us, of the mistakes that we make, the illusions that we fall into, and the
rationalizations we make for our illusion.
Another example is landmines. Landmines are buried so you can’t see them. When you walk on one of
them, they explode and kill you, or severely maim you. The material world is full of landmines that can
kill or maim our bhakti. Prabhupāda’s books show us where these landmines are located.

Exercise
Give an example of a problem/situation set forth by māyāof which Prabhupāda warned you beforehand
through his books and which thus helped you abate the problem.

Infinite Opportunities to Become Kṛṣṇa Conscious
Prabhupāda’s books are fathomless. Even if something appears simple or you read something over and
over again, you will still realize how deep it is. The first lesson that I learned from devotees, before I even
read any books, was “I am not the body.” Knowing that I am the soul, that the soul is eternal and can’t be
killed, this isn’t the only life, etc. completely changed my frame of reference on life. But after being a
devotee for many years when we hear “I am not the body,” we think, “I know that.” But what would the
result be if we really knew we are not the body? What would the world be like if we all realized that we
are the soul? What would happen to all our judgments and prejudices if we saw every living being as
spirit soul? Obviously, my realization of “I am not the body” can go much deeper. So when we are
reading Prabhupāda’s books, what he is saying may appear simple but there are always more layers of
depth to uncover.
So when you are reading, ask yourself these questions:
1. What does it mean on the surface?
2. Let me dig deeper. What realization do I get when I dig deeper?
3. How is this instructionapplicable? How would things be different if I lived this instruction?

Exercise
1. Give some examples of how you had read something in Prabhupada’s books, but later reread that
same passage and came to a deeper realization
2. Write down some ways in which you can apply what you read in your daily life

Practical Application
There are three levels of knowledge: Understanding what we are reading, assimilating how it applies to
us, and practically applying that knowledge in our lives. It’s common not to go beyond the second level.
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One of the reasons that we do not get to the third level is because it is difficult to apply everything we
learn. We might think it’s too difficult to apply. Perhaps we are afraid to apply it (afraid to trust Kṛṣṇa
enough to surrender more). Or maybe we are not detached enough to be able to apply the level of
renunciation Prabhupāda recommends.
Application is a huge challenge. For example, if we were to try to apply the understanding that we are not
the body, or that Kṛṣṇa is in the heart of every living entity, we would respect all living beings, be devoid
of prejudice and envy, and feel ourselves lower than others. So, when we say that we have read that,
know that or understand that, we often only mean we are familiar with that knowledge.
There are so many things in Prabhupāda’s books that I have not tried to assimilate and apply in my life. I
see it as some ideal stage that I don’t have to worry about because I am not there yet. I only have to do my
service and I will be fine. For example, the idea of having compassion for all living entities is difficult to
live by, especially when there is disagreement with something that someone is doing, or what they are
doing is contrary to what śāstrasays. But I should be reading Prabhupāda’s books asking myself“how do I
apply compassion in real life?” What does it mean to show compassion at all times, not only when we are
trying to give Kṛṣṇa Consciousness to others but also in our daily lives? We are all capable of
compartmentalizing compassion, employing it while preaching and then putting it away and going on
with “life as usual.” So, we can ask ourselves, “How can I be more compassionate in every situation?”
Another example is that we think ourselves the controller. How many people and situations are we trying
to control every day? But what right do we have to control everything and how well can we even do it?
Tolerance means that you realize that you are not the controller. You are tolerating because you realize
that you are not in control of the situation.
You can take this idea with any principle- tolerance, humility, forgiveness, etc. We need to stop and look
at applying these qualities practically. What would my life look like if I lived as a compassionate,
forgiving, or humbler person? Even if we think that we can’t do it, it is good to ask ourselves how we
could do it if we were to do it. You will surprise yourself with the solutions that you are capable of
coming up with. The mind is capable of imagining infinite scenarios, either good or bad.
There are actually many ways we can apply Prabhupāda’s teachings into our daily lives. If you look, you
will see that life gives us many opportunities to do this.

Exercise:
1. Just for one day, make it a point to try to see everyone as spirit soul with Kṛṣṇa sitting in their
hearts.
a. What experience did you have?
b. How did this change the way you deal with them?
c. What realization did you have about yourself in doing this?
2. What knowledge are you not practicing?
a. Imagine that it is possible for you to live this knowledge. Write down ways in which you
would do it?
b. Can you start applying any of these practices in your daily sādhana?
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Drawing Inspiration
I was once reading the verses of Bhagavad-gītā from start to end, just in English, to be able to
get a sense of the flow, and I decided to record the reading in a dramatic way. So I kept reading
over and over again trying to improve my recitation. One of the realizations that I got from this
practice is how amazing and powerful the Bhagavad-gītā is. I was thinking right after I read it
that I want people to read this. I had read Bhagavad-gītā many times before, but by doing this
exercise, I became inspired to share Bhagavad-gītā with other people. This is one of the benefits
of reading Prabhupāda’s books: the books are helping you so much that you become inspired to
share them with others.
Exercise:
Give a few examples of how you were inspired to share Krsna consciousness by reading Prabhupada’s
books.

Prabhupada Has Already Explained Everything
A few years ago, I developed a course called “12 Steps to Claiming Your Happiness,” for which I had to
do a lot of research on happiness and suffering. I was reading many books and also reflecting on my own
experiences with happiness. After I developed the course, I started reading a section of the Bhāgavatam
about a conversation between Prahlāda Mahārāja and a sādhu. I was so amazed to find that everything I
needed for my course, Prabhupada had already explained it in about four or five purports. It was such a
profound and amazing analysis of material suffering and how to overcome it and achieve internal
happiness. I have had this same experience many times. As I grow, I start to see the world differently, and
when I go back to Prabhupāda’s books, I find him explaining exactly what I have been contemplating.
Another example is the principle of simplicity. Society is being side-tracked into complexity, and there
are multiple problems resulting from this. I have contemplated this and spent much energy collecting
information from various outside sources in preparation for talks on this topic. While reading the
Bhāgavatam, I then realized that Prabhupāda had already explained the subject perfectly and completely.
Another thing that you will realize when you read the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, especially in the earlier
cantos, is that there is a lot of discussion about how society should be run and what will happen if Kṛṣṇa
conscious principles are not practiced in the world. As time goes on you see that what Prabhupāda
described more than 50 years ago when he wrote the Bhāgavatam is happening in full force today. And he
describes clearly why it is happening.

Exercise:
Write down some examples of how you were contemplating something and later found that Prabhupada
had explained that very principle in his books already.
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The Proper Mood
When we are reading Prabhupāda’s books, we should pray to Prabhupāda that his books will pull us out
of ignorance and give us the correct understanding. We need to be open to being instructed. Otherwise,
we will not be able to understand Prabhupāda’s books and allow them to purify us.
At times devotees read Prabhupāda’s books to validate any ideas they may be having. They may even
take quotes from Prabhupāda out of context to support their ideas. However, if we read the complete body
of what Prabhupāda is saying then we often see that their idea is not what Prabhupāda is actually saying.
This means they are not reading Prabhupāda’s books; placing their own ideas into Prabhupāda books to
“support” these ideas. This is not a good idea. We should approach Prabhupāda’s books in the mood of
trying to see if our ideas hold up to what Prabhupāda has said. If not, then we should try to see what is the
correct idea that Prabhupāda wants us to understand.
We can also read through different lenses or contexts. Two people can read the same thing and come up
with different conclusions because they are looking at it from different angles of vision. They are both
right, even though they may externally appear to contradict one another. One may be viewing the words
of Prabhupāda through a preaching context, another through a varṇāśrama context, and another through
pure philosophical constructs. Whenever you see what appears to be a contradiction, try to see if it is just
a different context in which the knowledge is being applied.

Exercise
1. Think of an example in which you have heard two angles of vision on the same topic and try to
determine the context of each of those views.
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Deepening Your Relationship With Śrīla Prabhupada
From a Lecture by Mahātmā Prabhu in September, 2018
There was a period in GauḍīyaVaiṣṇava history in which educated people did not take to Kṛṣṇa
Consciousness because of many misunderstandings about Vaiṣṇavism. Many people thought that
Vaisnavism was for low class or immoral people. BhaktivinodaṬhākura had the task of bringing Kṛṣṇa
Consciousness to the educated/cultured people. However, he knew that he couldn’t do everything alone,
so he prayed to Kṛṣṇa to send someone to help him. We know the story: Kṛṣṇa sent Bhaktisiddhānta
Sarasvati Ṭhākura. With his help, Bhaktivinod Ṭhākura established the validity ofbhakti and
Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Ṭhākura expanded upon the principles that his father established and had the
desire to take the mission outside of India. He tried to do this and sent some disciples to the West, and
asked others to go. But only Śrila Prabhupāda became successful.
When Prabhupāda left home and took vānaprastha,he was able to focus more seriously on the order he
received 25 years earlier to preach in English in the Western world. It was Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati
Ṭhākura’s desire for preaching to be done in a cooperative and unified way. Therefore, Prabhupāda asked
his godbrothers many times to support him in preaching in the West, but he received no direct help. After
he established ISKCON, he invited his godbrothers to help him preach, but none wanted to give up their
positions to join ISKCON’s preaching mission. So, the question is: If it was
BhaktisiddhāntaSarasvatīṬhākura’s desire that they cooperate and preach together, why did Prabhupāda
set up his own organisation?
The divisions in the Gauḍīya Math were over property, money, and who would be the next ācārya. The
traditional system was that the ācāryawould appoint one disciple to be the next ācārya, but
BhaktisiddhāntaSarasvatīṬhākura did not do this. Rather, he wanted the devotees to establish a GBC, and
said if there were to be an ācārya, he would naturally manifest and be self-effulgent. Also, as a large
organisation with the goal of expanding internationally, the Gauḍīya Math could not be run by only one
person. It needed to be run by a group and for them to work as one unified organisation. Unfortunately,
due to disagreements over who would be the next ācārya, the Gauḍīya Math divided and even fought in
court over property ownership.
If we put this in the context of ISKCON today, imagine you have some devotees fighting for so-and-so
Mahārāja to be the ācārya of ISKCON, while other devotees are arguing that another Mahārāja be
ācārya. Both sides are legally manipulating things to get properties in their name and promoting that they
are the “real ISKCON” and everyone else is bogus. Everyone who is disturbed by this and doesn’t want to
participate in this feud goes off and starts their own projects and temples. The result is that a once unified
organization splits into many organizations and temples, each organization run by one ācārya.
Some devotees try to use the fact that Prabhupāda set up his own organization to validate setting up
organizations outside of ISKCON. Prabhupāda only did this reluctantly as a last resort, and after doing so
still tried to engage and unify his godbrothers.
Prabhupāda established ISKCON as the Founder-Açārya. It is interesting that Prabhupāda chose this title
as this is a combination of English and Sanskrit, which is not something that you normally see. The
Founder-Açārya keeps the fidelity of the teachings for all successive generations, and his teachings keep
the lens through which we understand the teachings of the previousācāryas; and all successive gurus will
represent the teachings of the Founder-Ācārya. No new ‘ācārya’ can claim to establish something new.
Prabhupāda’s teachings are the guiding principles that we measure everything by. This doesn’t mean we
don’t adapt and explain Kṛṣṇa consciousness for the changing times, but it means the foundational
principles and philosophy are never changed.
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In 1970, ISKCON press printed a book that didn’t have “ISKCON Founder-Ācārya”after Prabhupāda’s
name. Prabhupāda was very upset and instructed the devotees, making it very clear that wherever his
name appears (in any public or official capacity) it should state “Founder-Ācārya of the International
Society forKṛṣṇaConsciousness.” Prabhupāda felt that his position was being minimized and if he is not
the one and only Founder-Açārya then someone else can and will try to be the ācārya. Following the
mood of Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Ṭhākura, Prabhupāda never wanted anyone to become the ācāryaof
ISKCON. On many occasions he instructed that all his disciples should become gurus, but he never
instructed that there is going to be another ācāryaof ISKCON.
After Prabhupāda left, many of the devotees who took the service of being guru didn’t do well. Not
certain what it meant to be guru, some imitated Prabhupāda and did exactly what he did: had their own
vyāsāsana, daily guru puja, opulent living quarters, and supreme dominion of their zones. This alienated
many godbrothers who left ISKCON to join other Gauḍīya societies, start their own societies, practice
Kṛṣṇa consciousness on their own, or even give up devotional service altogether, being let down by what
was happening in ISKCON. To make things worse, some gurus had broken regulative principles and
either gave up their positions as gurus voluntarily or were asked to step down. This created a breach of
trust in leadership, a lot of frustration among godbrothers, and the rise of ritviks, who claimed that it was
obvious the gurus are not qualified, thus proving that Prabhupāda never actually appointed any of them to
be anything more than officiating priests who would initiate on his behalf indefinitely. Using certain
quotes out of context and stretching their meanings, they tried to support their argument with
Prabhupāda’s words and gained a following among disgruntled devotees.
The challenge that faces us in a multi-guru society with one Founder-Ācārya is how to keep the focus on
Prabhupāda without minimizing the strong connection one should have for their guru. The solution as
proposed by the ritviks is that only Prabhupāda be the diksa guru and everyone else should be śikṣā guru.
If this were to take place, then we’d all become Prabhupāda’s disciples and as such no one would need to
take śīkṣā from anyone else. This, in theory, would create unity as everyone is a disciple of Prabhupāda,
but it would do so at the cost of adulterating our philosophy. It’s true that anyone can and should take
shelter of Prabhupāda, but no one can take diksa from Śrīlā Prabhupāda. This is not supported anywhere
in śāstra.
Some devotees reacted to the challenges within ISKCON, leaving ISKCON and taking śīkṣā from
Prabhupāda’s godbrothers or disciples of those godbrothers. Some said that their guru should be guiding
ISKCON on the premise that ISKCON gurus didn’t have all the solutions, and were not as advanced as
the senior GauḍīyaVaiṣṇava gurus. They put much emphasis on taking guidance from a living senior
Vaiṣṇava. This was the exact opposite of ritviks, who wanted to put all the focus on Prabhupāda and
delete living dīkṣā gurus from the ISKCON world.
Prabhupāda’s mood was that none of us are qualified on our own, but together we are strong, and the best
way to manage an organisation is in a group. There is a reference where Prabhupāda says that in kali
yuga, decisions should be made in groups. The vision that Prabhupāda had was to create an organisation
that was managed based on his teachings in the books, and everyone in the organisation represented those
teachings. Prabhupāda was concerned about his teachings being misunderstood, and of the infiltration of
other ideas within ISKCON. When Prabhupāda established the GBC, he told them not to make the same
mistakes as the Gauḍīya Math by staying united no matter how difficult it was. He stressed that we need
an organisation that can maintain these teachings through successive generations. His intention was that
this be done through the GBC, gurus, temple presidents and leaders. The idea was not that the GBC needs
to be perfect, but that Prabhupāda wanted a managerial body that would represent his interests, maintain
temples and properties, be watchdogs for the movement, ensure his books were being sold, etc.
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Prabhupāda established the GBC when he was present, so he could veto any resolution the GBC made
and chastise any GBC member. If ever Prabhupāda saw something that was not proper within the GBC or
the broader movement, he would correct it. Problems were being adjusted in real time so we could never
get too far off course before Prabhupāda corrected us. Prabhupāda was running ISKCON, directing
money and manpower where he felt it was best used. When Prabhupāda left, the immediate problem we
faced was that we were all young and inexperienced, and we no longer had the luxury of problems being
solved quickly by Prabhupāda.
As mentioned, his books enable us to understand the teachings of the previous ācāryas. Sometimes you
even see that the previous ācāryas disagree. So, if there is some disagreement on siddhanta, we need to
express the conclusions we received from Prabhupāda. Prabhupāda’s books contain the teachings to
which we need to be chaste. The potential problem is that there are so many books available today, and it
can be confusing, as we’ll hear things that are not in Prabhupāda’s books, or that are explained in slightly
different ways. Being grounded in Prabhupāda’s books is critical to your spiritual life and to your
preaching. In the future you all will have to become gurus (of course you are all saying “No” but
Prabhupāda said that you have to become guru, if not dīkṣā then śīkṣā guru). Therefore, you need to know
Prabhupāda’s books so you can represent him properly.
Our next challenge is that within the next 20 years or so, most of Prabhupāda’s disciples will not be here
anymore. This will appear to leave a vacuum. But the fact is they, and Śrīlā Prabhupāda, will be here by
their teachings. The impetus for Suresvara Prabhu to teach the Founder-Ācārya seminar was that he kept
hearing devotees say “you were so fortunate to be with Prabhupāda.” The implication is that devotees
now are unfortunate because they do not have Prabhupāda’s presence. This made Suresvara Prabhu very
upset, because Prabhupāda’s is still present in his instructions and service. The challenge now is how can
we help you realize Prabhupāda’s presence, feel personally connected to him, feel the same level of
dedication to his mission that we, his diksa disciples, do, so that when you continue the preaching and you
preach about Prabhupāda, it will be as though you are his disciple? You can have such a strong
connection to Prabhupāda that you feel that you are his disciples and you are his representative.
Just look at this statistic. Prabhupāda had 4,800 disciples, of those there are maybe 1,000 active in
ISKCON or other Gauḍīyamovements, or in some way working to spread Kṛṣṇa Consciousness. This
means that many of Prabhupāda’s disciples who had his vapu (personal association) are not doing as well
as many devotees who have only Prabhupāda’s vani (association through his instructions). It is important
that your Kṛṣṇa Consciousness does not only exist in three-dimensional space. Prabhupāda’s ability to
come to us and give us the power to understand him and his mission and his mood, which is essential for
ISKCON to move forward, is not something that is limited to his diksa disciples.
Dīkṣā is not everything; śīkṣā is most important. If two people have the śīkṣā of one person, then both
people have equal opportunity to connect with that person. If it is true that diksa is more important than
śīkṣā,then why is it that some of Prabhupāda’s dīkṣā disciples are not doing as well as Prabhupāda’s
grand-disciples? Prabhupāda’s vani is the most important for all of our spiritual life. When devotees tell
me that they are reading my writings or listening to my lectures, I ask them “what about Prabhupāda’s
books and lectures?” You have to understand that Prabhupāda is the Founder-Açārya.He is the north star,
the guiding principle. In addition to his instructions, we need to understand his mission and exactly what
he came to do. When you understand what Prabhupāda’s missionis, then you understand the importance
of keeping the GBC together, as well as cooperating, compromising, and working together in a spirit of
love, trust, and unity in diversity. Then the “guru competitions” stop, the canvassing for gurus stops, we
stop the prejudice against disciples of certain gurus, we stop the “my guru is the best guru” thinking, etc.
Unfortunately, these things still happen to some degree in some places. This behaviour is a symptom of
the lack of understanding of Prabhupāda and his mission. Prabhupāda wanted to have an international
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society where our allegiance goes to him, and all our gurus represent him. It is not a question of “my guru
or your guru.” All gurus are representing Prabhupāda, and Prabhupāda is representing the disciple
succession and Kṛṣṇa. The guru is one, although you naturally have a special relationship with your dīkṣā
and śīkṣā gurus.
Prabhupāda has his own spicing of Kṛṣṇa Consciousness, and we, his followers, are meant to cook with
those same spices in order to preserve the movement, the mission and the foundations of ISKCON for the
future. The people who I speak to in my classes and when I travel are the future. Most of you are 30, 40,
even 50 years younger than me. Prabhupāda left 40 years ago and some of you are going to be around 40
years after your gurus leave. So, it is incumbent on you to understand from your spiritual master, from
Prabhupāda’s disciples, from Prabhupāda’s teachings, what is Prabhupāda’s mood and mission, what is
Prabhupāda’s spice? What is the GBC? What is a temple president? What is a śīkṣā guru? What is a dīkṣā
guru? All of these things are incumbent on us to understand, because ISKCON is made up of all of these
things. If we don’t understand these things, then we are going to think in the wrong way, we are going to
act in the wrong way, we are going to preach in the wrong way. Then we are going to start cooking with a
spice that was not part of Prabhupāda’s recipe.
The point is that you can have a relationship with Prabhupāda that is as deep or even deeper than the
relationship that Prabhupāda’s dīkṣā disciples had with him. Don’t ever think that Prabhupāda is only for
his dīkṣā disciples. Prabhupada never said that he is the diksa guru of ISKCON. He said that he is the
Founder-Açāryya of ISKCON. As the Founder-Açārya, he is personally connected to each devotee in
every successive generation. Prabhupada being someone’s diksa guru doesn’t give someone a special
position in and of itself.
In the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, after Nārada Muni’s mother died, he went on pilgrimage where he met
Vyāsadeva. Vyāsadeva asked him about his history. After Nāradatold Vyāsadeva about how he had met
these sādhus, heard from them, and took their remnants, Vyāsadevaasked him something very interesting.
He asked him “After your initiationwhat did you do?” It is interesting that Vyāsadeva phrased the
question this way, because there is no formal description in the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatamof any initiation
taking place, and the word that is translated as “initiation” is not dīkṣā. So, hearing from a guru is also an
initiation. Prabhupāda even said that if someone reads from his books, that is their initiation, because the
real initiation is śikṣā, the instruction. If you follow Prabhupāda’s instructions and his dīkṣā disciples
don’t, then who is the real disciple? So don’t ever think that you are not a disciple of Prabhupāda.
Don’t ever think that Prabhupāda can’t speak to you. Don’t ever think that you can’t have as intimate a
connection with Prabhupāda as his dīkṣā disciples have. It is your duty to understand this and it is your
duty to feel this way. If you don’t, then ISKCON doesn’t have a future. We can’t make statements like “I
don’t understand Prabhupāda, I don’t know how to have a connection with him, I only understand my
guru”. If we think like this, we will maintain many sectarian ideas within ISKCON. It is not that the
personal moods and missions of present gurus are wrong; it is wrong to take what your guru says and
does out of the context of Prabhupāda’s mission. So, it is really important for each of you to understand
Prabhupāda’s mission, how you fit within it, and what your guru’s position is within ISKCON. Every
guru is focused on a particular aspect of Prabhupāda’s mission, but they are not contrary to each other.
They are all parts of the whole that Prabhupāda represents. I guarantee you that as you try to do this, you
will see your personal relationship with Prabhupāda developing, and your connection with him becoming
really strong and powerful.
Prabhupāda was a revolutionary, so when you hear about what Prabhupāda did and how he did it, you can
imbibe his mood. If you do this, you will be able to emulate the same level of preaching and excitement
that was present in Prabhupāda’s time. The more connected that you are to Prabhupada, the more you will
be connected to his revolutionary mood. He will inspire you tremendously to spread Kṛṣṇa
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Consciousness. Prabhupāda was always pushing us to do more, to be more, to achieve more. When you
are connected to him. you will feel that push.
Statistically, religious movements tend not to last more than four generations. We have already seen that
ISKCON is susceptible to fracture. When someone is trying to do something and feels frustrated because
of politics or disagreement, it’s natural for them to feel they would rather be independent of the society.
There is room for individual projects, but Prabhupāda felt that the power to spread Kṛṣṇa consciousness is
in the hands of ISKCON, and our unity is fundamental to that. Suresvara Prabhu told me that he went to a
temple where devotees were not getting along well, but after the Founder-Açārya seminar they all started
getting along much better. If you are in ISKCON, you have a duty to understand Prabhupāda’s mission
and work unitedly with others. Prabhupāda said that there will be a golden age for 10,000 years. But if we
do not connect with Prabhupāda personally and have a strong personal relationship with him, ISKCON
cannot last.
By keeping Prabhupāda in the centre, we enable future generations to access Lord Caitanya’s mercy.
ISKCON is a huge conduit for that mercy to flow. Keeping Prabhupāda in the center means that there will
be one teaching that secures the unity and integrity of the movement. The teachings will remain consistent
over time, and Prabhupāda’s eyes will be the lens through which we understand the previous açāryas.
Prabhupāda gives us the checks and balances with which to maintain the integrity of our projects and
preaching.
I know that some new devotees are trying to understand how to feel connected to Prabhupāda. But you
have his books, and his books are the essence of who Prabhupāda is. And while they are still alive, learn
from Prabhupāda disciples about Prabhupāda so that you are able to pass on Prabhupāda’s mission and
mood to future generations of devotees.
It is the hope of all of Prabhupāda’s disciples that you carry Prabhupāda as he is into the future.
Thank you.
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Harmonizing ISKCON's Lines of Authority
Preface
This paper has been voted on by the GBC and is now an official GBC policy paper. The following offers
more about the paper’s purpose and scope.
The topic of “Lines of Authority” is a heritage or legacy issue. By “heritage” or “legacy” issues we mean
those topics that are of core importance to the future of ISKCON. These are the issues that are going to be
relevant for generations to come. How to address them in a way that reflects Śrīla Prabhupāda’s intent
and purpose will be expressed in papers like this one.
This “Lines of Authority” paper is not the full and final statement on this topic. Rather, it is a good first
step. The GBC fully expects that the paper will be updated, made more comprehensive, and improved in
the course of time.
Of special importance is the section outlining conduct for gurus, managers, and disciples. Starting
implementation of these practices now will provide the GBC with valuable feedback on where the paper
works and what needs to be adjusted and improved.

History of the Topic
Several years ago, the GBC embarked upon developing a systematic plan for the future of ISKCON.
They selected several issues of primary importance to the movement and formed committees to discuss
those issues. One of the committees was requested to study the divergent lines of authority within
ISKCON and suggest a method for settling disagreements between them. The members of this committee
were HH Bhanu Swami, HH Guruprasada Swami, HH Prahlādananda Swami, HH Ramai Swami, HH
Śivarāma Swami, HG Badrinarayan Dasa, and, later, HH Niranjana Swami.
After a thorough discussion, the members of this committee concluded that the most the pressing issue to
address was the tension created when spiritual masters sometimes act as an independent line of authority
within ISKCON.

Focus of the Essay
Hence, this essay will focus exclusively on defining principles that should be followed by initiating or
instructing spiritual masters, disciples of initiating or instructing spiritual masters, Zonal GBCs,
Regional Secretaries, Temple Presidents, and other ISKCON-authorized managers. The aim is to
prevent misunderstandings between spiritual masters and managers, as well as to minimize the influence
these potential misunderstandings may have upon devotees under their combined care.

"Spiritual Master" Means Dīkṣā, Śīkṣā, or Both
It should be noted that, from here on, unless specified, whenever we refer to "the spiritual master" we
mean both initiating spiritual masters and instructing spiritual masters (including managers who act as
such). Additionally, whenever we refer to "spiritual authorities" we mean anyone (spiritual master or
manager) whose instructions (śīkṣā) and example have formed the foundation of a devotee’s faith in
devotional service and who continues to build on that foundation of the devotee’s faith.
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Authority within ISKCON
This essay is not a detailed or definitive analysis of ISKCON’s management system, nor is it a detailed
analysis of gurutattva - the requisite qualities and duties of a spiritual master and the process of
choosing a spiritual master.The basic premise of this essay is as follows: Whether a devotee is an
initiating spiritual master, an instructing spiritual master, a sīsannyāsī, a Governing Body
Commissioner, a Zonal Secretary, a Regional Secretary, a Temple President, a congregational leader,
or anyone else in a position of authority within ISKCON, the authority bestowed upon that devotee is
complete only if he or she follows Śrīlā Prabhupāda’s instruction to serve in ISKCON under the
authority of the GBC Body.
To establish this premise, we feel we need do no more than emphasize that His Divine Grace
consistently and clearly established this principle in his teachings, as well as within official documents
he himself signed. Śrīla Prabhupāda thus clearly established the GBC as the ultimate managing
authority. He also indicated that the GBC's jurisdiction includes the responsibility to offer spiritual
guidance (śīkṣā) to the whole of ISKCON, including all devotees serving as spiritual masters.
Reporter: "Is there anyone who is designated to succeed you as the primary teacher of the movement?"
Śrīlā Prabhupāda: "I am training some, I mean to say, advanced students so that they may very easily take
up the charge. I have made them GBC."1
In other words, although the GBC is the ultimate managing authority in ISKCON, the GBC's duty is not
only to manage but to teach.

Two Lines of Authority
Since every devotee accepts his or her spiritual inspiration from higher authorities, two lines of
authority, with their representatives, exist within ISKCON: one is seen as primarily spiritual, while the
other is seen as primarily managerial. Both lines of authority serve their own unique yet interdependent
purposes in submission to the orders of our Founder-Açārya. Both are authorized by the GBC to give
shelter to devotees under their care. This shelter is given through both instruction and example.
By distinguishing the two lines of spiritual authority in these terms -as primarily spiritual or primarily
managerial- we are not suggesting that managerial authority is contrary to spiritual authority. Nor are we
suggesting that the spiritual line of authority is somehow more privileged or intrinsically purer.
"Management is also spiritual activity. . . It is Kṛṣṇa's establishment.”- Room Conversation, January 16,
1977, Calcutta.
"In our preaching work also, we deal with so much property and money and so many books bought and
sold, but because these dealings all pertain to the Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement, they should never be
considered material. That one is absorbed in thoughts of such management does not mean that he is
outside of Kṛṣṇa consciousness. If one rigidly observes the regulative principle of chanting sixteen rounds
of the mahā-mantra every day, his dealings with the material world for the sake of spreading the Kṛṣṇa
consciousness movement are not different from the spiritual cultivation of Kṛṣṇa consciousness."
-Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, 5.16.3, purport.
In a spiritual society, a manager cannot fulfill his or her duty to manage simply by declaring and
enforcing rules. The rules themselves must have a spiritual foundation, and their implementation and
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enforcement must be applied in accordance with Vaiṣṇavaprinciples. Managers who serve with this
understanding will generally carry the full weight of spiritual authority for those under their charge.
We should therefore see the oneness between "spiritual" and "managerial." There is also some
difference, and understanding this simultaneous oneness and difference requires the use of these two
distinct terms with their explanations.

The Spiritual Line of Authority
The spiritual line of authority begins with Lord Kṛṣṇaand continues to Brahmā, Nārada, Vyāsa, and the
entire disciplic succession through Śrīla Prabhupāda, our Founder-Ācārya. Those who are submissive to
our sampradāyaand who serve under the authority of the GBC are authorized to give śīkṣāand shelter in
this spiritual line, under the auspices of ISKCON. This spiritual line can include Governing Body
Commissioners, GBC Zonal Secretaries, spiritual masters, sannyāsīs, Regional Secretaries, Temple
Presidents, congregational leaders, and both traveling and community preachers. In fact, anyone who
strictly follows a bona fide spiritual master, both by example and precept, can be authorized to represent
the spiritual line of authority.
Generally speaking, the most prominent spiritual authority is one’s initiating or instructing spiritual
master. The scriptures clearly say that devotees should obey and be loyal to their spiritual masters. The
spiritual masters thus exert authority over their disciples, and in so doing the spiritual masters are able
to train and educate their disciples in the development of bhakti. The spiritual masters, therefore,
assume a significant role in giving their disciples the spiritual education and inspiration necessary to
advance in Kṛṣṇa Consciousness.

The Managerial Line of Authority
In the managerial line of authority, and in accordance with Śrīlā Prabhupāda’s instructions, the
supervision of the Society and the enforcement of its rules proceed from the GBC. When we use the
word "authority" in the context of the managerial structure, we do not mean an absolute, infallible
authority - such as the authority of scripture - but the mandate to organize the preaching movement so
that it is aligned with the instructions of Śrīlā Prabhupāda. To carry out that mandate, his followers have
adapted ISKCON's managerial system, given by Śrīlā Prabhupāda, to take into account the proliferation
of temples, congregational devotees (who are not temple residents), and projects like farms and
gurukulas, as well as other favorable organizations and entities. Thus, to better serve this expanding field
and its members, this structure presently includes various regional, national, and continental governing
bodies consisting of, but not limited to, Governing Body Commissioners, GBC Zonal Secretaries,
spiritual masters, sannyāsīs, Regional Secretaries, Temple Presidents, congregational leaders, and both
traveling and community preachers.

Defining the Point of Divergence
Although in an ideal world everything would work according to Śrīlā Prabhupāda’s vision for
ISKCON, we have seen tendencies from those in one line of authority to interfere with those in the
other line of authority.
For instance, there are spiritual authorities who sometimes interfere with competent and responsible
managers. They do not consider themselves part of the zonal managerial structure where their preaching
has influence (though they are in fact accountable to it), but they are still either directly or indirectly
managing some project(s) within that structure.
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Therefore, at times they manage devotees, money, and even projects that their followers and
dependentsare responsible for, without a clear agreement with themanagerial structure with which they
intersect. By doing so, they may inadvertently undermine the managerial line of authority by
encouraging their dependents to direct their service, and thus their loyalty, to their spiritual authority's
own management structure.
This scenario creates not only confusion but a spirit of separatism as well. Situations such as these can
also become points of contention for managers, although the more junior managers often refrain from
directly voicing their grievances because they feel intimidated out of fear of committing offenses,
especially to spiritual masters.
On the other hand, there are also managerial authorities who sometimes provide inadequate spiritual care.
This can fuel the spiritual master's inclination to intervene by suggesting an alternative for his disciple's
association or service.
For instance, managers may sometimes place greater importance on management goals than on
sādhana, preaching purely, or the development of purity in the devotional service of those under their
care. Managers may even neglect the spiritual development of those within their jurisdiction who do
not offer resources to help their managerial vision, even though said managers may have done little to
inspire help from them or to empower other authorities to do the same.

Deference to the Managerial Line of Authority
The above-mentioned scenarios cause tension between the spiritual and the managerial lines of
authority. Of course, it is understood that circumstances do arise where there are financially
independent devotees who have no managerial connection with locally organized saṅgas. Still,
it should not be assumed that no effort is being made by local management structures to include
every devotee, or aspiring devotee, within their locally managed system of care for
congregational devotees.
Therefore, with respect to the service performed by ISKCON managers, a spiritual master should
always seek approval from the managers overseeing the area of jurisdiction in which his disciples are
living before suggesting a new sangaor service for them, or intervening in other managerial decisions.
Best, of course, is to train the disciples to offer respect to their local managers right from the start of the
spiritualmaster-disciple relationship. Many ISKCON managers are carrying out the responsibility of
maintaining the temples, Deities, book distribution, and other standards given to us by Śrīlā Prabhupāda.
4
"Dependents" are not only those who are spiritually dependent. There are instances where devotees are
also financially dependent upon their spiritual authorities and are financially maintained by the structures
the spiritual authorities have themselves created.
5
"Deity installation means regular worship without fail and for good."
- Letter to Sivananda, 2 September 1971
Therefore, spiritual masters should teach their disciples to serve Śrīlā Prabhupāda 's mission by
cooperating with their local leaders and managers.
But this does not mean that a manager should assume that he or she has complete freedom to ignore
legitimate needs of those under his or her care or that he or she has the freedom to ignore concerns
expressed by spiritual masters who ask them to see that their disciples are properly cared for. They
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should be sensitive to the concerns of the spiritual masters as well as their disciples.
If the spiritual master still strongly feels that the level of care for his disciples within the local
management structure is inadequate, taking into account the level of commitment and responsibilities
being asked of them (his disciples), then he may appeal on their behalf to the higher levels of
management, the local GBC, or other ISKCON avenues of appeal, as listed later in this essay.
More on this point will be addressed later. But before we do that, we will first briefly discuss the topic of
faith. Those in both lines of authority would be well served to consider the relevance of faith to the
broader issues being discussed here.

Authority is Built on the Continuous Development of Faith
ISKCON’s greatest asset is the faith of its members. Even if there are no temples, no projects, no
income, and only a few followers, if there is faith, there will be prosperity, in the true sense of the term.
Consider what Śrīlā Prabhupāda has written in the following letter:
"There is a proverb in Sanskrit literature that enthusiastic persons achieve the favor of the Goddess of
Fortune. In the Western part of the world there is tangible example of this slogan. People in this part of
the world are very much enthusiastic in material advancement and they have got it. Similarly, according
to the instructions of Śrīlā Rupa Gosvāmī, if we become enthusiastic in spiritual matters, then we also get
success in that way. Take for example, I came to your country in ripe old age, but I had one asset:
enthusiasm and faith in my Spiritual Master. I think these assets only are giving me some lights of hope,
whatever I have achieved so far with your cooperation."
- Letter to Jaya Govinda, Tittenhurst, 15 October 1969.
And in his purport toBhagavad-gītāAsIt Is 9.3, Śrīlā Prabhupāda writes:
"Faith is the most important factor for progress in Kṛṣṇaconsciousness. It is only by faith that one can
advance in Kṛṣṇaconsciousness."
Those in the spiritual line of authority should preach and behave in such a way that they nourish and
protect their dependents' faith in pure devotional service, in our sampradāya, in Śrīlā Prabhupāda, and in
ISKCON, including its management. Spiritual masters also have the added responsibility of nourishing
and protecting ISKCON’s managers' faith that they (the spiritual masters) are fit representatives of the
spiritual line of authority. If the spiritual masters act in a contrary way, they will erode the faith of others.
Conversely, those in the managerial line of authority should manage, preach, and behave in such a way
that they build and sustain the trust of those in the spiritual line of authority and their disciples. By the
managers showing genuine concern for the devotees under their care, the spiritual masters will then
naturally encourage their disciples to assist the manager in his service. But if managers act in a way
contrary to spiritual principles, in conflict with the spiritual interests of those devotees for whom they
are responsible, that will also erode others' faith.
Therefore, to safeguard the faith of all of ISKCON's members, it is necessary that we delineate clear
principles for both lines of authority to follow.

Spiritual Masters Are Not Independent
To further clarify the need to introduce well-defined principles, we will examine the position of spiritual
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masters within the managerial structure of ISKCON.
When Śrīlā Prabhupāda was physically present, he was ISKCON’s sole initiating spiritual master, its
preeminent siksa guru, and the supreme managerial authority, superior to the GBC:
"we are managing our KṛṣṇaConsciousness Movement by the Governing Body Commission, GBC. We
have got about 20 GBCs looking after the whole world affair, and above the GBC I am there. Below the
GBC there are the temple president, secretary, treasurer in every centre. So, the temple president is
responsible to the GBC and the GBC is responsible to me. In this way we are managing."
- Letter to Vasudeva, New Vrindaban, 30 June, 1976
In Śrīlā Prabhupāda’s physical absence, the structure is now somewhat different. His Divine Grace
instructed that the GBC should be the ultimate managing authority for ISKCON. At the same time, he
indicated that the Society should have multiple spiritual masters.
"Anyone following the order of Lord Caitanya under the guidance of His bona fide representative can
become a spiritual master, and I wish that in my absence all my disciples become the bona fide spiritual
master to spread KṛṣṇaConsciousness throughout the whole world."
Letter to Madhusudana, Navadvipa, 2 November 1967
7
This gives rise to a challenging situation. Many spiritual organizations have one spiritual master
operating as the sole head of the institution, whereas ISKCON has many spiritual masters within one
organization, in addition to a "governing body” that operates as the "ultimate managing authority" for the
institution as a whole. Those serving as spiritual masters in ISKCON are meant to follow the instructions
of Śrīlā Prabhupāda and work under the GBC Body.
The spiritual masters are thus obligated to follow the Society's policies and codes of conduct, including
those outlined in this GBC-approved paper, and to abide by the decisions of its management. Included
within that obligation is the responsibility to inspire their disciples to associate with and serve within
ISKCON's already-existing managerial and devotee-care sangas, located within their disciple's area of
residence rather than only inspiring them to associate with themselves (the spiritual masters) or with
their sangas and projects that have no connection with the ISKCON zonal management structure.

Disciples Should Avoid Creating Conflict Between Their Authorities
Disciples should also understand the greater picture within ISKCON. Certainly,a spiritual master may
be more spiritually advanced than any given GBC member or any other ISKCON manager (while there
may also be cases where the local GBC or ISKCON manager may be more spiritually advanced than a
particular spiritual master).Nevertheless,concerning the spiritual management of the Society, as we
have already clearly shown, Śrīlā Prabhupāda invested authority in the GBC and its individual
members and in other ISKCON managers.
If a disciple has the mistaken conviction that his or her spiritual master is above the GBC and
ISKCON’s laws and policies, that should be corrected by the spiritual master and other authorities.
Otherwise, that misconception may lead to actions which create conflict between his or her spiritual and
managerial authorities
Indeed, all disciples should follow their ISKCON authorities in the same way that all initiating and
instructing spiritual masters should follow their own authorities within ISKCON.

44

By both example and precept, therefore, all spiritual masters should not only educate and train their
disciples in the development of bhakti but should also educate and train them about their relation to the
managerial structure of ISKCON, as well as about the spiritual masters' own relation to that structure.

Education of Guru's Disciples
It is the responsibility of the spiritual masters within ISKCON to help every one of their disciples
clearly understand the following:
1) The spiritual master draws his authority from his fidelity to Śrīla Prabhupada. This includes
fidelity to Śrīla Prabhupada's order to work within his mission, ISKCON.
2) The spiritual master is a member of ISKCON and, as such, is accountable to the collective will of
its leadership, the GBC Body.
3) The spiritual master does not derive any specific right or prerogative over ISKCON resources
simply by dint of his being a spiritual master. Moreover, the spiritual master should not misuse his
rights and prerogatives over his disciples.
4) The disciples should follow their ISKCON authorities in the same way that all initiating and
instructing spiritual masters set an example by following their own ISKCON authorities.
5) Disciples have the essential task of surrendering to Kṛṣṇa through the spiritual master, and included
within this task is recognizing and respecting other superiors within ISKCON's management who are
helping them in their process of spiritual progress.
6) Spiritually mature managers may be the main śīkṣā gurus for devotees who are not their initiated
disciples, and such relationships are to be fully encouraged by the initiating spiritual masters.

Conduct of Gurus
Moreover, to show respect toward the managerial line of authority and to help nurture and protect
managers' faith in the spiritual line of authority, every spiritual master should:
1) When first visiting or preferably before arriving at a recognized ISKCON temple or preaching center,
ask the local manager how he (the spiritual master) may serve that yatra during his visit (rather than the
spiritual master only pursuing his own agenda).
2) Before planning a visit to a zone or region where there is no local temple or preaching center, first
ask the Zonal GBC if there is a vision local leaders have for that place or region which he (the
spiritual master) could serve.
3) If there is a disagreement in terms of managerial decisions, do his best to cooperate with the
relevant authority. If no agreement can be reached, then the spiritual master should defer to the
decision of the relevant authority, with the option of appealing to higher authorities if necessary.

Duties of Managers
To build cooperation within ISKCON, show respect for the spiritual line of authority, and help nurture
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and protect the faith of spiritual masters and their disciples in the managerial line of authority, all
managers should:
1) Be receptive to advice given by initiating spiritual masters and other itinerant preachers visiting
their area of jurisdiction, especially on matters concerning devotee care.
2) Protect the faith that their dependents have in pure devotional service and in the principle of accepting
and serving an initiating spiritual master and instructing spiritual masters.
3) Encourage and support a system of devotee care (i.e., counselor system, brahminical
advisory board, etc.) within their sphere of management.
4) Assure that the managers in their line of authority are themselves trained in the principles of devotee
care.
5) Inform visiting spiritual masters about the spiritual health and overall well-being of their disciples.
6) Encourage and help visiting spiritual masters and other itinerant preachers to reach out to those
disciples who are in need and who would be most responsive to their help.
7) Ensure that there is an equitable system for initiation recommendations which does not condone
unwarranted pressure or manipulation from the local management for managerial gains.

Summary
To promote the full flourishing of devotees' spiritual lives, Śrīlā Prabhupāda created for ISKCON a
managerial structure with clear lines of authority. Every member of ISKCON should respect this
structure and learn to work within it. The goal of the managerial structure is spiritual: to facilitate the
spiritual advancement of ISKCON’s members through association with devotees, opportunities for
service, and effective preaching strategies. Simultaneously, ISKCON affirms the fundamental
importance of accepting initiation from a bona fide spiritual master.
Of paramount importance, of course, is our Founder-Açārya, Śrīlā Prabhupāda, who is the initiating
spiritual master of many devotees in ISKCON and the foremost instructing spiritual master of every
devotee, now and in the future. Also important are the many initiating and instructing spiritual masters
now serving in ISKCON.
All spiritual masters and their disciples should likewise appreciate the importance of the many managers
in our society, who help guide and train disciples and oversee the facilities ISKCON provides for their
spiritual advancement. All spiritual masters and their disciples should work cooperatively within
ISKCON’s managerial system, both to benefit themselves spiritually and to help the society flourish.
This cooperative, mutually respectful spirit is the best way to preserve the society’s unity, please Śrīlā
Prabhupāda, and expand thesaṅkīrtanamission.
In the mood of Lord Caitanya, Śrīlā Prabhupāda desired that the saṅkīrtanamovement be spread all over
the world, "to every town and village." He demonstrated that desire by his constant traveling, writing,
and speaking. He requested his disciples to open centers far and wide, distribute his books, arrange for
attractive festivals, distribute prasādam, etc. It was Śrīlā Prabhupāda's desire that ISKCON continue to
expand, to rise as the benediction moon of Lord Caitanya’s mercy.
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It is for this purpose that Śrīlā Prabhupāda established ISKCON as a spiritual institution with a
managerial structure. The purpose of this structure is to maintain the standards he established, to offer
shelter and spiritual nourishment to the devotees, and to support and increase the saṅkīrtana mission. To
please Śrīlā Prabhupādaby delivering the mercy of ŚrīŚrī Gaura-Nitāi to the conditioned souls, everyone
within ISKCON - spiritual masters, disciples, and managers alike - should work cooperatively within
this structure.
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What is Initiation?
Prabhupāda says that, "Initiation means to accept, officially, to abide by the orders of Kṛṣṇaand His
representative." Of course, when you are ready to take initiation, it means you have already been chanting
sixteen rounds and following the four regulative principles for at least one year. Initiation means to
formally vow to continue this process under the guidance of a bona fide spiritual master. It is something
like a wedding in that it formalizes a relationship and a vow.
We have seen devotees’ spiritual lives go down after initiation because they viewed dīkṣāas a milestone, a
plateau that took much time and effort to achieve. With this attitude, devotees slack off after receiving
dīkṣā. Initiation, however, is the opposite; it is the beginning. Initiation is the point at which we are
formally committing to accept the orders of the guru as our life and soul and are dedicating ourselves to
help our guru and Śrīla Prabhupāda spread KṛṣṇaConsciousness. Initiation means to become increasingly
more active in your personal spiritual life, and in helping others advance in KṛṣṇaConsciousness.
During an initiation in 1966, Prabhupādasaid that he is giving knowledge, and the initiates are becoming
obliged, by accepting initiation to distribute these teachings widely. He said this is their gurudakṣiṇa.
Initiation also means the spiritual master is promising to help you become Kṛṣṇaconscious. So, it is the
establishment of a working relationship of guru and disciple in helping one another, and in serving
Prabhupāda’s mission together. It is also your second birth, and your guru becomes your parent. Thus,
you receive a new name identifying yourself as a servant of God. In fact, Prabhupāda said the initiation is
not complete unless the disciple's name is changed.

What Does “No Illicit Sex" Mean?
This is an item of concern that is important to clarify. When you take dīkṣā, you will take a vow of "no
illicit sex." What do we mean by that? Are we breaking the principles if we have sex within marriage
more than once a month for the sake of procreation, and then only after chanting fifty rounds?
First, if one is not married, any kind of sex is illicit because Prabhupāda has defined illicit sex as "sex
outside of marriage." But this would lead us to believe that if one is married, sex within marriage is
acceptable as part of one's vow of no illicit sex. Is this true?
Illicit sex, strictly speaking, is sex for any other purpose than procreation after having chanted 50 rounds.
However, almost fifty years of ISKCON history tells us that even sincere devotees occasionally fall short
of this standard. And other devotees, try as they may, have a more difficult time with this principle. Can
restricted sex within marriage also come under the category of no illicit sex? Some will argue “yes,” and
others “no.” What all will agree on is that it is better than sex outside of marriage. But it is not the
standard that Prabhupāda wants us to strive for. After all, we must eventually become free from sex.
Thus, if one cannot perfectly follow the higher standard, one should do what is necessary to gradually
come to that standard as soon as possible.
Controlling sexual desire is certainly not always easy, and many after initiation do not always perfectly
follow. I am not saying this to give you a license for less restrictive sex, but to be realistic about this
challenge and to make you aware that not perfectly following all the time is not uncommon, especially for
younger couples. However, by sincerely practicing KṛṣṇaConsciousness, increased sense control and
detachment naturally evolve. In my discussions with godbrothers and sisters who are both liberal and
conservative, we have concluded, based on Prabhupāda’s own words, that first initiation can be given a
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little more liberally than second initiation. However, Prabhupāda required that we ensure that those taking
second initiation are "strictly following."
We wish to become free from sexual attachments to advance in KṛṣṇaConsciousness, so we deal with our
sexuality in a way that we can gradually become more attached to Kṛṣṇa, and more detached from bodily
gratification. The reward is that when we transcend our lust, we can understand and relish the loving
affairs of Rādhāand Kṛṣṇa, love that has nothing to do with mundane lust.

What About Gambling?
You may be thinkingthat since you have rarely (or never) gambled in your life, taking this vow is easy.
Gambling also includes wasting time in idle sports and mundane entertainment (however, wrestling and
swimming are considered Vaiṣṇavasports!). Prabhupāda writes: "Finally, you should not take part in any
gambling, including so-called sports, cinema, theater, or any such entertainment." This principle would
also include unnecessary time spent on social media or other diversions and putting money into high-risk
investments.
Do all initiated devotees in ISKCON perfectly avoid this definition of sports? No. But this is the standard
Prabhupāda wanted for us. If we cannot entirely give up these things immediately, they should be
minimized as far as possible. The point is that our time on this planet is limited, and therefore we should
utilize as much time as possible to cultivate KṛṣṇaConsciousness.

What About Intoxication?
Do not consume any products with caffeine, use cigarettes, drugs (unless for medical purposes), alcohol,
or any substance that would cause you to become intoxicated, high or addicted. I have written two
newsletters on vows (available on my website) whichare important in helping you better understand the
proper mindset required for taking and following vows.
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GBC Rules on Initiation
Any guru in ISKCON will help you better understand and come closer to Śrīlā Prabhupāda. It is
important to understand Śrīlā Prabhupāda’sposition and the position of all gurus in relationship to him.
The GBC resolutions in this regard are as follows:
“As it is enjoined in scripture that a devotee must honour his spiritual master, ISKCON members shall be
trained to place their faith, trust, allegiance, first and foremost in the Founder-Ācārya who is the preeminent śīkṣā guru for every member of ISKCON. Śrīla Prabhupada is to be worshipped through his
words, his murti, his picture, and his devotees. Disciples of ISKCON dīkṣā gurus, other than Śrīla
Prabhupada, may worship their gurus according to the guidelines of ISKCON laws and in keeping with
the spirit of the abovementioned standards for guru worship in ISKCON."
"ISKCON members conducting vyasa-puja ceremonies for ISKCONśīkṣā and dīkṣā gurus shall observe
them in a modest way, significantly less elaborate in duration and cost, than Śrīla Prabhupāda’s vyasapuja. In general, devotees shall observe these vyasa-puja celebrations in their own locales. In ISKCON,
only Śrīla Prabhupada’s vyasa-puja books shall be published."
"In order to offer appropriate respect to Śrīla Prabhupāda as Founder-Ācārya and pre-eminent spiritual
master of ISKCON, it is considered an essential devotional practice for all ISKCON devoteesto observe
or perform Śrīla Prabhupāda’s guru-puja daily, either in an ISKCON temple, or if not possible, in one’s
home."
"With an aim to focus more fully on Śrīla Prabhupada and every devotee’s special relationship with him,
and to correct any imbalance in application between the respect offered tośīkṣā gurus, dīkṣā gurus, and
other senior Vaiṣṇavas contributing to a devotee’s spiritual progress, an ISKCON śīkṣā ordīkṣā guru may
accept public guru-puja (arati and/or foot-bathing) in person once a year on ISKCON property as vyasapuja."
"Events welcoming Vaiṣṇavas, including śīkṣā and diksa gurus to ISKCON temples, should be modest
(for example, limited to presentation of garland(s) and accompanying kīrtana)."
Note that you are not bound to these restrictions when welcoming your guruat your home or at other
private places, but you should keep these restrictions in mind if you are doing a program at home in which
guests who are not disciples of your guruare participating.
"ISKCON leaders shall teach that Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books and teachings are the foundation of the
spiritual lives of all ISKCON members. Therefore, all ISKCON members shall consider it their
compulsory duty to study Śrīla Prabhupada’s books. Hearing from other devotees’ books and teachings is
secondary and supplemental and should not be done at the expense of hearing regularly from Śrīla
Prabhupada. At the time ofdīkṣā initiation, all disciples will be further instructed by their initiating guru
that Śrīla Prabhupada is their pre-eminent śīkṣā guru as ISKCON’s Founder-Ācārya, ever present in his
books and teachings. Thus, they have a recognizedśīkṣālink to Śrīla Prabhupada."

Other Standards for Initiation in ISKCON
Prabhupādawrites:
“After being initiated and receiving the orders of the spiritual master, the disciple should unhesitatingly
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think about the instructions or orders of the spiritual master and should not allow himself to be disturbed
by anything else. This is also the verdict of Śrīla Viśvanātha Cakravartī Ṭhākura, who, while explaining
the verse of Bhagavad-gītā beginning vyavasāyātmikā buddhir ekeha kuru-nandana (Bg. 2.41), points out
that the order of the spiritual master is the life substance of the disciple. The disciple should not consider
whether he is going back home, back to Godhead; his first business should be to execute the order of his
spiritual master. Thus, a disciple should always meditate on the order of the spiritual master, and that is
perfectional meditation. Not only should he meditate upon that order, but he should find out the means by
which he can perfectly worship and execute it.”
Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam4.24.15 purport

GBC Resolutions Regarding First Initiation
“In order to receive first initiation, one must have been engaged favorably in devotional service, strictly
following the four regulative principles, and chanting sixteen rounds a day, for at least one year without
interruption.
During the first six months of following the four regulative principles and chanting sixteen rounds daily, a
new devotee who is aspiring for initiation should not commit himself to a particular initiating guru.
Rather, he should chant Śrīla Prabhupāda's praṇāma mantra and worship him as Founder-Ācārya of
ISKCON and as his śīkṣā guru.
After six months of living in the temple, or a year of being a congregational member of a temple, one may
approach a guru and be accepted as an aspirant for future shelter and initiation.Candidates for initiation
should accept initiation from a spiritual master only after developing firm and mature faith in that devotee
and in his ability to take them back to Godhead.
Each member of ISKCON has a right to accept dīkṣā from a guru of his or her choice. Similarly, the
initiating spiritual master is free to accept or reject anyone as a disciple. A spiritual master is not obliged
to initiate a devotee simply because a proper recommendation has been given. It should be understood
that the purpose of śīkṣā and dīkṣā within ISKCON is to strengthen the devotee’s relationship with Śrīla
Prabhupāda in terms of fidelity, attachment, and affection.”
- ISKCON Law 7.2.1

Second Initiation
"Regarding your questions, second initiation is real initiation. First initiation is the preliminary, just to
make him prepared, just like primary and secondary education. The first initiation gives him chance to
become purified, and when he is actually purified then he is recognized as a brāhmaṇaand that means real
initiation. The eternal bond between disciple and spiritual master begins from the first day he hears. Just
like my spiritual master. In 1922 he said in our first meeting, you are educated boys, why don't you
preach this cult. That was the beginning, now it is coming to fact. Therefore, the relationship began from
that day."
-ŚrīlaPrabhupāda Letterto Jadurani, 4 September, 1972
The GBC resolution regarding second initiation states:
"There is a one-year wait between 1st and 2nd initiation."
You should strive to eventually become qualified to take second initiation, as second initiation will help
you. But if you are not qualified for second initiation, it is not necessary to take it as a formality. Unless
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one is situated in the mode of goodness, chanting thegāyatrīand otherdīkṣāmantras received, second
initiation will not be effective. First initiation is sufficient to become Kṛṣṇaconscious.

Making Disciples
It is sometimes found that disciples want others to appreciate their guru because they are inspired by and
benefited from his teachings, association and service. This often leads to telling others how much you are
gaining from your spiritual master, and guiding them to his books, website, music, lectures, etc. This is
fine if done in a genuine mood to help someone, but it should not go beyond that, i.e., it should not be
with the intention of canvassing disciples for your guru. Yes, it's natural to want to tell others about your
guru. When it comes to telling someone who their guru should be, that is not your position. You can
invite them to hear from your guru if you think it will help them,and if they are inspired to hear and learn
more, then encouraging or facilitating this is fine. But they must make up their own mind about who to
accept as their guru.
The GBC resolution in this regard is as follows:
“ISKCON devotees shall instruct new members to take shelter of Śrīla Prabhupāda and receive guidance,
training, and assistance from those who are practically and directly instructing them in Krsna
consciousness. ISKCON members shall not compel or coerce new members to accept any particular śīkṣā
or dīkṣāguru, or to take dīkṣāinitiation at any particular point in time. New members shall choose when
and from whom they wish to request initiation. However, for a minimum of six months of strict sādhana,
they must focus their attention on Śrīla Prabhupada as Founder-Ācārya and their śīkṣā guru. After having
established a solid relationship with His Divine Grace’s vani, they may accept an ISKCON guru, and after
a subsequent minimum of six months, accept Vaiṣṇava-dīkṣā.”
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Qualifications of a Bonafide Disciple
(From the GBC Book on Deity Worship)
The Hari-bhakti-vilāsalists the following qualifications for a bonafide disciple, a disciple who may be
trained and engaged in Deity worship:
• He should be devoted to the lotus feet of the spiritual master
• He should be fully capable of upholding the vows made to the spiritual master
• He should be engaged day and night in the Lord's service with body, mind, and words
• He should be desirous of knowing the Absolute Truth
• He should be spotless in character, truthful, gentle, and polite, pleasing in appearance, and intelligent
• He should show proper respect to elders, to initiated Vaiṣṇavasand to the Lord; he should observe
silence concerning material subjects and should have control of his senses
• He should have no attraction for committing sinful activities
The bona fide disciple should not possess the following characteristics:
• He should not be lazy, dirty, sickly, continually afflicted or lamenting, angry, proud, lusty, or coveting
material desires
• He should not show the enjoying mood; he should not indulge in sinful activities such as taking meat,
intoxication, gambling, or illicit sex; he should not earn a living by unjust means
• He should not use vulgar or coarse language, should not be critical of others, and should not be miserly,
malicious, devious, or envious; he should not give pain to others or be addicted to cruel activities
• He should not be ignorant, nor should he be proud of material learning; he should not indulge in nonVaiṣṇava philosophies; he should not be addicted to over-eating
Note: I have been asked by some disciples to share what I personally look for (as an initiating spiritual
master) in an aspiring disciple. Below are some of the qualities I look at:
● The prospective disciple should have a strong connection with Śrīla Prabhupāda
● The prospective disciple should be in good standing /get along with other devotees
● The prospective disciple should ideally trust, have affection for, and like to hear from me
● The prospective disciple should be doing (or have the intention to do) regular service, either in my
projects or their local projects, or both
● The prospective disciple should work on themselves if they have personal problems that inhibit
healthy relations, balanced living, and good sādhana
● The prospective disciple should be (or work towards being) steady and stable in both their material
and spiritual lives
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How Do I Find a Guru and How Do I Know He’s the Right One?
Initiation means putting yourself under the guidance of a superior devotee. In fact, KṛṣṇaConsciousness
means taking shelter of superior Vaiṣṇavas/gurus. The guru is described as āśraya-vigraha, the person of
whom you must take shelter.
How shall we approach this guru? First is praṇipātena (Bg.4.34).Approach the guru humbly, bowing
down. By doing so you are acknowledging that you are approaching a superior. (Students will not learn
well without respecting their teacher.) You bow the highest aspect of yourself (your head, intelligence) to
the least aspect of the guru (their feet). The disciple’s faith is that “if I dedicate myself to my guru(s), I
will get everything.”
Next is paripraśnenaand sevayā:inquiring how to advance and how to serve. Materially, we get
knowledge to use it selfishly, but we gain spiritual knowledge to learn how to surrender our false egos
and awaken our serving attitude. We offer ourselves to the knowledge - and the knowledge is Kṛṣṇa.
Upadekṣyanti te jñānaṁ jñāninas tattva-darśinaḥ:He will impart the knowledge he has heard and
realized/seen. Philosophy in Sanskrit is called darśana, what you see. Those who see the truth share their
observations. Sādhus are the living scriptures. We need a living truth from a living guru who speaks to the
life we are living.
How do you know this person is your guru? You know in the heart. But you will only know by your
sincerity. Your sincerity is the real thing that will help you. Sincerity is invincible. If you are sincere, you
will be victorious. Kṛṣṇaalways guides the sincere on the right path. How to know who is your guru?
First become a sincere disciple. As the adage goes, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.”
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When Can/Should a Disciple Reject a Bonafide Guru?

If a once bonafide spiritual later tells the disciple not to surrender to Kṛṣṇaor Prabhupāda, becomes
adverse to bhakti, gives up bhakti, becomes a māyāvādī,or falls and does not rectify himself, the ācāryas
recommend rejecting that guru and taking śīkṣā(and possibly dīkṣāagain) elsewhere. (Of course, we
always have Prabhupāda’s śīkṣā).
If the guru was a bonafide Vaiṣṇava at the time of dīkṣā and is still a devotee -although no longer able to
properly fulfill his role as guru- it is not required to take re-initiation. If a disciple takes shelter of a śīkṣā
guru, that guru may decide that re-initiation is helpful or necessary for the disciple’s advancement.
If before joining ISKCON, one has taken dīkṣā from a guru who is not a Vaiṣṇava or not a bonafide
Vaiṣṇava (like a family guru), then the disciple should take initiation from a bonafide Vaiṣṇava guru.
If one was initiated into the ŚrīSaṃpradāya, and one wants to take dīkṣā in the GauḍīyaSaṃpradāya, one
would then ask the blessings of their Śrī guru to take dīkṣā as a Gauḍīya. The Śrī guru will most likely
give his blessings because they do not give harināma dīkṣā.
Also, there are variations to this situation. For example, a guru might have a slight transgression among a
lifetime of impeccable service. Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura does not recommend leaving that guru but states
that the disciples of that guru plead to the guru to recover. If the guru does not recover, then they should
take shelter of another guru.
However, in some cases, in spite of a lifetime of service and a minor discretion, one may lose one’s
previous faith in that guru and will feel a need to keep a distance and take guidance from another guru, or
simply take shelter of Prabhupādaand ISKCON. Although this is neither recommended nor ideal, it is
understandable that it may happen to some disciples. However, if the guru is properly situated in
KṛṣṇaConsciousness and one rejects him or takes re-initiation based on the newfound guru being a much
superior Vaiṣṇava, this is improper. With the permission of one’s guru, a disciple can take shelter of
another advanced devotee as a śīkṣā guru but rejecting one’s bonafide guru and taking re-initiation
elsewhere is wrong.
In some cases, the GBC will also give guidance on whether to seek shelter from another guru. In other
words, the GBC may make a judgment as to the status of a fallen or deviant guru. Sometimes a guru is not
fallen but takes shelter of someone outside of ISKCON. In these cases, the GBC asks that if a guru leaves
ISKCON, the disciples stay within ISKCON and remain dedicated to Prabhupāda's mission. This creates
a tension between institutional fidelity and fidelity to one's guru and puts the disciple in an awkward
place. Thus, some devotees will leave ISKCON in the name of loyalty to their guru, and other disciples
will stay in ISKCON in the name of loyalty to ISKCON and Prabhupāda, and often seek shelter from
another guru. And there may be those who still are guided by that guru but who remain in ISKCON. It is
difficult to legislate such decisions, and every situation is different. Still, Prabhupādawanted us to stay in
ISKCON and help make it stronger and greater.
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You Promised
After being in the KṛṣṇaConsciousness movement for nearly forty years, I began to deeply ponder the
reasons that I and other devotees do not always keep the vows and promises we make. I also pondered
how we are being negatively affected, even unconsciously, when we make spiritual promises which we
do not keep.
This chapter is both a reflection on those thoughts and what Śrīlā Prabhupāda said on this subject. Also, I
will give you some questions you can ask yourself to help you better look at where you stand with your
commitments. I feel it is essential that we all look more deeply into this topic.

Why We Do Not Keep Promises
Sometimes we make promises we don’t keep. We might tell a friend we will do something for them and
then we forget. Maybe we tell someone we will get back to them tomorrow and we let it go for a week or
two – or we don’t get back to them at all. We might promise our children or spouse to take them
somewhere special, but we don’t end up doing it.
Then, of course, there is borrowing. Have you ever borrowed something and promised to return it the next
day? Then you keep it for a week, a month, or a year before you realize you didn’t return it (or maybe you
just never return it).
We also make promises to ourselves we don’t keep. We promise to finish something by a certain date, to
go to bed at a certain time, to not eat certain foods, to break a bad habit - and we often don’t do it.
Sometimes we break more serious promises- like marriage vows, promises to pay back money to a friend,
and promises to do an important job. We even break vows we make to our spiritual master.
Keeping promises, then, is a challenge. I often ask myself, “Why don’t I always take seriously the
promises I make?” Have you ever contemplated this question? If not, it is a good question to ask
yourself.
Those of us who have taken initiation are faced with keeping the important - and sometimes difficult promises we have made- the kind of promises that practically no one else in the world has made. Some of
us made our vows at an early age; some of us made them without fully understanding what we were
doing; some of us made them because we felt pressure to take initiation. However, we made those vows
anyway, and the reality is that many of us have a difficult time keeping them.
I often wonder if it is really those vows themselves that are difficult to keep, or if it is that we have not
developed a deep commitment to keep vows in general, no matter what they are. Granted, they can be
difficult vows to keep, yet the issue of commitment in general plays into the equation.

A Gentleman Will Keep His Promise
When Śrīlā Prabhupāda was asked about devotees who were not keeping their vows, he did not accept
any excuses. It is not that he was heavy-handed with those who did not follow their vows or that he was
not willing to engage them in service. He always simply said that since they promised to do it, they must
do it; he added that a gentleman will always keep his promise.
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Didn’t Śrīlā Prabhupāda know that many would not follow their initiation vows? Didn’t he realize he was
taking a risk by giving initiations? He did. Still, his answer remained the same, “You promised.” He
forgave those who “fell down,” and he wanted them to get back on their feet and again stick to their vows.
He expected those who took vows to follow them.
Once a pregnant woman went to the hospital because she had become extremely weak. Since she was
finding it nearly impossible to chant sixteen rounds a day, her husband wrote Śrīla Prabhupāda to ask if
she could chant fewer rounds while she regained her strength. Prabhupāda said emphatically, “She must
chant her sixteen rounds every day.”
Prabhupāda once asked all the devotees in the Los Angeles temple if they were chanting their rounds. One
devotee raised his hand and said he was not. Śrīlā Prabhupāda asked, “Why?” The devotee responded
that he had so much work to do that he did not have time to finish his rounds, and still he was sleeping
only four hours a night. Prabhupāda forcefully replied, “Then sleep less. You must finish your rounds.”
Why was Śrīlā Prabhupāda so strict about this? Because he knew that if he were lenient with us, he would
be opening Pandora’s Box. He knew we were not afraid of māyāand he knew we were weak. Imagine
how much more difficult it would have been to follow our vows if Prabhupāda had not been strict with us,
that is, if he just told us, “try to follow.”

Who Should Take Initiation?
Generally, devotees who take initiation think they will keep their vows for life. However, there are some
devotees who take initiation before they are certain they can follow all the regulative principles.
Understanding that a formal relationship with a guru is necessary, they feel it’s important to take initiation
sooner rather than later. Perhaps they feel that initiation might give them the strength and impetus to
better follow the regulative principles.
There are other reasons to take initiation. Some devotees feel pressure to take initiation before they are
ready. Others want to get initiated to belong, to be part of a community of initiated devotees.
Often the thinking behind this is that since some devotees have difficulty following the regulative
principles, it is okay to take initiation as long as one is certain that someday he or she will follow the
principles.
Prabhupāda‘s idea was different. He thought that devotees who took initiation should be determined to
follow their vows from dayone. Also, he thought that if you had taken initiation and then stopped
following your vows, you should devise a plan to gradually begin following them again.

I Just Can’t Follow
If Prabhupāda thought that KṛṣṇaConsciousness was not powerful enough to enable us to control our
senses, he would not have initiated us. He knew if we practiced KṛṣṇaConsciousness properly and lived in
the mode of goodness, we could follow the four regulative principles.
Once Prabhupāda was told about a sincere devotee who was having trouble following his vows.
Prabhupāda’s analysis was that he was “strongly under the grip of ignorance.” Keeping vows requires
living in goodness as much as possible. Doing things like staying up late and watching movies full of
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sexual scenes will obviously make it difficult to be celibate. We often say things like, “I just can’t
follow,” while we choose to do the very things that make it difficult or impossible for us to follow.
At times I have entertained the idea of being more accommodating by lowering standards. In many ways,
this seems more practical. If we set a lower initiation standard, more devotees will be able to keep their
vows. However, since Prabhupāda never introduced a lower standard, we cannot implement it.
Alternatively, to deal with the dilemma of not following, some have suggested that people can take lesser
vows outside of a formal initiation. This would be a means of preparing for initiation in the future, a sort
of pre-initiation.
This and similar programs have their merits. However, there needs to be education about vows. We all
need to understand better what it means to take and keep a vow and what causes us to break our vows.

What’s Your Story?
As I said, I often pondered the reasons that we do not always strictly follow the promises we make, even
when we have the intention to do so. Late at night, when I still have a few rounds left, I often ask myself
why I am thinking of going to sleep and finishing my rounds the next day? Why would I even
contemplate not following the vows I made?
I think for many, not keeping a promise or agreement is like the following equation: keeping an
agreement or promise = not keeping an agreement or promise + a good story. The thinking is that if you
have a good story, you really have not broken your agreement. The problem with this logic is that
Prabhupāda did not accept that anyone had a good story. When someone makes a promise to you and lets
you down, don’t you feel betrayed, hurt, disrespected, or angry? I think that on some level we feel this
way about ourselves when we break our promises. Although keeping our vows may be difficult, even
painful, it is also painful - and sometimes even more painful - not to keep them.

Would You Break a Promise to God?
As I thought about why I don’t always keep my vows and promises, I began to imagine myself making a
promise directly to Kṛṣṇawhile He was standing before me. Then I asked myself a heavy question,
“Would I break a promise I made directly to God?” I immediately thought, “Of course I wouldn’t. How
could I? How could anyone?” Then I realized that, during initiation, I had made a vow personally to
Kṛṣṇa. He was standing on the altar and He was also witnessing the vow as the sacrificial fire burned.
Only then did I realize how low I had fallen. I had broken a vow I made to God. That thought hit me hard.
It made me think that if I could break a promise I made to God, then how seriously do I take promises and
vows in general?
Thinking about breaking a promise I made to God has helped me tremendously. Has it made it easier to
follow the principles? Not exactly. Has it made it easier to chant my rounds? No. However, it has given
me more determination to keep the promises I made to Kṛṣṇaat my initiation. Now, when a think of not
following a vow I made, or whenever not completing my rounds comes to mind, I think, “How can I
break a promise I made to God? What kind of person would break a promise to God?”
I suggest you ask yourself these same questions because, if you don’t ask these questions, it is all too easy
to rationalize the answers. You may think that very few devotees follow their vows strictly, so it’s natural
or normal not to follow them. You may think you didn’t know what you were getting into when you took
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initiation so it’s okay to back down on your promises. You may even think it’s impossible to ever follow
your vows.

It is About Attitude
Kṛṣṇaresponds to our attitude and desire. If our attitude is, “How can I follow my vows?” Kṛṣṇawill give
us the intelligence, inspiration, and strength to follow them. If our attitude is to find all the reasons we
can’t follow our vows, Kṛṣṇawill make sure those reasons stare us right in the face. In fact, He will even
convince us they are all true. Since Kṛṣṇawill help one way or the other, why not ask to go up instead of
down?
I totally understand why devotees may think they cannot follow their vows and I also sympathize with
their struggles. Still, we need a way of thinking that supports our vows, not one that undermines them.
The Nectar of Devotion tells us not to make vows we cannot keep. Devotees still can have an intimate and
deep connection with their guru before they are ready to formalize their relationship. And surely everyone
can have an intimate relationship with Śrīlā Prabhupāda through reading his books and serving him.
Prabhupāda made it simple for us. If we cannot follow our vows, do not promise. If we promise, follow
them.

Exercises
The exercises for this chapter are the questions above that I suggested you ask yourself. Aside from this,
consider creating a support group for chanting rounds and following the principles. You could have one
support group for chanting and another one for the regulative principles. Alternatively, you might want to
have a support group that focuses on one specific regulative principle – or even on other vows.
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Helpful Links:

Social Media
Platform

Name of page (Language)

Link:

HG Mahatma Das (English)

https://www.facebook.com/HGMahatma
Das

La Sabiduria de Mahatma
(Spanish)

https://www.facebook.com/LaSabiduria
DeMahatma/

Махатма Дас - Mahatma Dasa
(Russian)

https://www.facebook.com/mahatmadas
a

Mahatma Das Lietuva
(Lithuanian)

https://www.facebook.com/MahatmaDas
Lietuva

Mahatma Das Italia (Italian)

https://www.facebook.com/MahatmaPra
bhuISKCONLeader

@mahatma_das (English)

https://instagram.com/mahatma_das

@mahatma_das_en_espanol
(Spanish)

https://instagram.com/mahatma_das_en
_espanol

@mahatma_das_italia (Italian)

https://instagram.com/mahatma_das_ita
lia

@mahatma_das_ru (Russian)

https://www.instagram.com/mahatma_d
as_ru/

Mahatma Das (English)

https://www.youtube.com/user/Mahatma
dasa

Living the Wisdom of Bhakti by
Mahatma Das (English)

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCuI
2HR4zf6sk_2rcD3f6VJA

Mahatma Das en Español
(Spanish)

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_k
oPmwP_IuEOPmxawf2jfA

Facebook

Instagram

YouTube

VK
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HG Mahatma Prabhu (Russian)

https://vk.com/mahatmaprabhu

HG Mahatma Das daily wisdom

https://t.me/mahatmadas

Telegram

Other Helpful Links:
WhatsApp:
● To receive regular inspirational messages, audio, and video, send a WhatsApp message to +44
7947 336863, or write to jennyyue@hotmail.co.uk.
●

To be added to the WhatsApp group for disciples’ (dīkṣāandśīkṣā/well-wishers) send a
WhatsApp message to +27 849857679.

Study Requirements
Receive access to soft copies of the books required for the study requirements, by emailing your request
to disciplepackage@gmail.com
Please also send us an email should you require a downloadable copy of His Grace Mahātmā Prabhu’s
Vyāsasāna picture.
ISKCON Disciples’ Course (online):[LINK TO BE COPIED AFTER AUTHORIZATATION]
Donate to His Grace Mahātmā Prabhu:
1. PayPal:https://mahatmadas.com/donate-by-paypal/
2. Other ways of donating:https://mahatmadas.com/donate-by-other-ways/
**Photo credits:
ISKCON LOGO: ISKCON GBC webpage
Śrīla Prabhupada Books Photo: ISKCON Times webpage
HG Mahātmā Das pictures and quotes: Facebook- Mahatma Das
Smiling Śrīla Prabhupada: ISKCON Desire Tree webpage
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Hare Kṛṣṇa Hare Kṛṣṇa
Kṛṣṇa Kṛṣṇa Hare Hare
Hare Rāma Hare Rāma
Rāma Rāma Hare Hare
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