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The Qualifications of the
Spiritual Master

An address given at the University of Stockholm in September of 1973 by His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada.

In order to enter into spiritual life, two things are required. As enunciated by Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, one needs
the mercy of the Supreme Lord and the mercy of the spiritual master:

brahmanda bhramite kona bhagyavan jiva
guru-krishna-prasade paya bhakti-lata-bija

The living entities are wandering throughout the universe changing bodies, transmigrating from one body to another,
from one place to another, and from one planet to another. Brahmanda bhramite: they are rotating within this
material universe. This science is unknown to the modern educators-how the spirit soul is transmigrating from one
body to another, and how he is being transferred from one planet to another. But we have explained this in our
book Easy Journey to Other Planets.

In fact, the guru can help you transmigrate from this planet directly to the spiritual sky, Vaikunthaloka, where there
are innumerable spiritual planets. The topmost planet in the spiritual sky is Krishna's planet, called Goloka
Vrindavana. The Krishna consciousness movement is trying to give information of how one can be transferred
directly to the Goloka Vrindavana planet, Krishnaloka. That is our mission.

What is the difference between this material world and the spiritual world? The difference is that in the material
world you have to change your body, although you are eternal. ajo nityah sasvato 'yam purano na hanyate
hanyamane sarire.

You are not destroyed after the annihilation of your material body, but you transmigrate to another body, which
may be one of 8,400,000 forms. Jalaja nava-laksani. There are 900,000 forms in the water, 2,000,000 forms of
trees and plants, 1,100,000 forms of insects, 1,000,000 forms of birds, and 3,000,000 forms of beasts. Then you
come to this human form of life. Now it is your choice whether to be transferred again, by the cycle of transmigration,
from one body to another in the lower species of life, or whether to be transferred to the spiritual sky—to the highest
spiritual planet, known as Goloka Vrindavana. That is your choice. You have been given the chance of this human
form of body to make your choice. In the lower species you are completely under the control of material nature,
but when the material nature gives you a chance to get the human form of body, you can choose whatever you
like.

That is confirmed in the Bhagavad-gita (9.25):

yanti deva-vrata devan pitrn yanti pitr-vratah
bhutani yanti bhutejya yanti mad-yajino 'pi mam

Those who are trying to be elevated to the higher planets—deva-loka, or the planets of the demigods, where the
standard of living and the life span are very great—may worship the demigods. Or you want you may be transferred
to the Pitrloka, to the planets of the ghosts or to the planet where Krishna lives (yanti mad-yajino 'pi mam). This
all depends on your activities. But samsara—rotating, wandering within this material world from one body to another
or from one planet to another—is not advised. Material existence is called samsara. Bhutva bhutva praliyate: you
take your birth in some form of body, you live for some time, then you have to give up this body. Then you have
to accept another body, again live for some time, then go up that body, and then again accept another body. This
is called samsara.

The material world is compared davanala, a forest fire. As we have experienced, no one goes to the forest to set
a fire, but still it takes place. Similarly, no one within this material world wants to be unhappy. Everyone is trying
to be very happy, but one is forced to accept unhappiness. In this material world, from time immemorial to the
present moment, there have been occasional wars, world wars, even though people have devised various means
to stop wars. When I was a young man there was the League of Nations. In 1920, after the First World War different
nations formed the League of Nations, just to arrange for peaceful living among themselves. No one wanted war,
but again there was a forest fire - the Second World War. Now they have devised the United Nations, but war is
still going on—the Vietnam war, the Pakistan war, and many others. So you may try your best to live very peacefully
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but nature will not allow you. There must be war. And this warlike feeling is always going on, not only between
nation and nation, but also between man and man, neighbour and neighbour—even between husband and wife
and father and son. This warlike feeling is going on. This is called davanala, a forest fire. No one goes to the forest
to set a fire, but automatically, by the friction of dried bamboo, sparks arise, and the forest catches fire. Similarly,
although we do not want unhappiness, by our dealings we create enemies, and there is fighting and war. This is
called samsara-davanala. This forest fire of material existence goes on perpetually, and the authorized person
who can deliver you from this fire is called guru, the spiritual master.

How does he deliver you? What is his means? Consider the same example. When there is a fire in the forest, you
cannot send a fire brigade or go there yourself with bucketfuls of water to extinguish it. That is not possible. Then
how will it be extinguished? You need water to extinguish fire, but where will the water come from—from your
bucket or your fire brigade? No, it must come from the sky. Only when there are torrents of rain from the sky will
the blazing forest fire be extinguished. These rains from the sky do not depend on your scientific propaganda or
manipulation. They depend on the mercy of the Supreme Lord. So the spiritual master is compared to a cloud.
Just as there are torrents of rain from a cloud, so the spiritual master brings mercy from the Supreme Personality
of Godhead. A cloud takes water from the sea. It doesn't have its own water, but takes water from the sea. Similarly,
the spiritual master brings mercy from the Supreme Personality of Godhead. Just see the comparison. He has
no mercy of his own, but he carries the mercy of the Supreme Personality of Godhead. That is the qualification
of the spiritual master.

The spiritual master will never say, "I am God—I can give you mercy." No. That is not a spiritual master—that is
a bogus pretender. The spiritual master will say, "I am a servant of God; I have brought His mercy. Please take it
and be satisfied." This is the spiritual master's business. He is just like a mailman. When a mailman delivers you
some large amount of money, it is not his own money. The money is sent by someone else, but he honestly delivers
it—"Sir, here is your money. Take it." So you become very much satisfied with him, although it is not his money,
he is giving you. When you are in need and you get money from your father or someone else—brought by the
mailman—you feel very much satisfaction.

Similarly, we are all suffering in this blazing fire of material existence. But the spiritual master brings the message
from the Supreme Lord and delivers it to you, and if you kindly accept it, then you'll be satisfied. This is the business
of the spiritual master:

samsara-davanala-lidha-loka- tranaya karunya-ghanaghanatvam
praptasya kalyana-gunarnavasya vande guroh sri-caranaravindam

Thus the spiritual master is offered obeisances: "Sir, you have brought mercy from the Supreme Lord; therefore,
we are much obliged to you. You have come to deliver us, so we offer our respectful obeisances." That is the
meaning of this verse: the first qualification of the spiritual master, or guru, is that he brings you the message to
stop the blazing fire in your heart. This is the test.

Everyone has a blazing fire within his heart—a blazing fire of anxiety. That is the nature of material existence.
Always, everyone has anxiety; no one is free from it. Even a small bird has anxiety. If you give the small bird some
grains to eat, he'll eat them, but he won't eat very peacefully. He'll look this way and that way—"Is somebody
coming to kill me?" This is material existence. Everyone, even a president like Mr. Nixon, is full of anxieties. What
to speak of others. Even Gandhi, in our country—he was full of anxiety. All politicians are full of anxiety. They may
hold a very exalted post, but still the material disease—anxiety—is there. So if you want to be anxiety-less, then
you must take shelter of the guru, the spiritual master. And the test of the guru is that by following his instructions
you'll be free from anxiety. This is the test. Don't try to find a cheap guru or a fashionable guru. Just as you
sometimes keep a dog as a fashion, if you want to keep a guru as a fashion—"I have a guru "—that will not help.
You must accept a guru who can extinguish the blazing fire of anxiety within your heart. That is the first test of
the guru.

The second test is, mahaprabhoh kirtana-nrtya-gita-vaditra-madyan-manaso rasena. The second symptom of the
guru is that he is always engaged in chanting, glorifying Lord Chaitanya Mahaprabhu—that is his business.
Mahaprabhoh kirtana-nrtya-gita. The spiritual master is dancing and chanting the holy name of the Lord, because
that is the remedy for all calamities within this material world.

At the present moment, no one can meditate. The so-called meditation now popular in the West is humbug. It is
very difficult to meditate in this disturbing age of Kali [the age of quarrel and hypocrisy]. Therefore shastra [scripture]
says, krte yad dhyayato visnum. In the Satya-yuga [the age of truth], when people used to live for one hundred
thousand years, Valmiki Muni attained perfection by meditating for sixty thousand years. But now we have no



guarantee that we are going to live for sixty years or even sixty hours. So meditation is not possible in this age.
In the next age [the Treta-yuga], people performed rituals, as they are described in the Vedic shastra. Tretayam
yajato makhaih.. Makhaih means performing big, big sacrifice. That requires huge amounts of money. In the present
age people are very poor so they cannot perform these sacrifices. Dvapare paricaryayam—in the Dvapara-yuga
[the age just prior to the present age] it was possible to worship the Deity opulently in the temple, but nowadays
in the Kali-yuga, that is also an impossible task. Therefore, the general recommendation is kalau tad hari-kirtanat:
in this age of Kali one can attain all perfection simply by chanting the holy names of the Lord. The Krishna conscious
movement is meant to spread chanting. Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu inaugurated this movement of chanting and
dancing. It has been going on for last five hundred years. In India it is popular, but the Western countries have
just introduced it five or six years ago. Now people are taking to it, they are feeling happy. This is the process.

Therefore, the guru is always engaged in chanting. Mahaprabhoh kirtana-nrtya-gita—chanting and dancing. Unless
he performs it himself, how can he teach his disciples? So his first symptom is that he will give you such instructions
that immediately you will feel relief from all anxiety, and his second symptom that he is always personally engaged
in chanting the holy name of the Lord and dancing. Mahaprabhoh kirtana-nrtya-gita-vaditra-madyan-manaso
rasena: spiritual master enjoys transcendental bliss within his mind by chanting and dancing. Unless you become
blissfull, you cannot dance. You cannot dance artificially. When devotees dance, it is not artificial. They feel some
transcendetal bliss, and therefore they dance. It is not that they are dancing dogs. No. Their dancing is performed
from the spiritual platform. Romanca-kampasru-taranga bhajah. There are sometimes transformations of the body
with spiritual symptoms—sometimes crying, sometimes the hairs standing on end. There are so many symptoms.
These are natural. These symptoms are not imitated, but when one is spiritually advanced, they are visible.

The third symptom of the guru is :

sri-vigraharadhana-nitya-nana- srngara-tan-mandira-marjanadau
yuktasya bhaktams ca niyunjato 'pi vande guroh sri-caranaravindam

The spiritual master's duty is to engage the disciples in worshiping the Deity, sri-vigraha. In all of our one hundred
centers, we engage in Deity worship. Here in Stockholm this worship has not yet been fully established, but we
worship the pictures of Lord Chaitanya and the guru. In other centers, such as the ones in England and America,
there is Deity worship. sri-vigraharadhana-nitya-nana-srngara-tan-mandira-marjanadau: Deity worship means to
dress the Deity very nicely, to cleanse the temple very nicely, to offer nice foodstuffs to the Deity, and to accept
the remnants of the Deity's foodstuffs for our eating. This is the method of Deity worship. Deity worship is done
by the guru himself, and he also engages his disciples in that worship. This is the third symptom. The fourth
symptom is:

catur-vidha-sri-bhagavat-prasadam- svadv-anna-trptan hari-bhakta-sanghan
krtvaiva trptim bhajatah sadaiva vande guroh sri-caranaravindam

The spiritual master encourages distribution of prasadam (remnants of Krishna's foodstuffs) to the public. Ours
is not dry philosophy—simply talk and go away. No. We distribute prasadam, very sumptuous prasadam. In every
temple, we offer prasadam to anyone who comes. In each and every temple we already have from fifty to two
hundred devotees, and outsiders also come and take prasadam. So prasadam distribution is another symptom
of the guru.

If you eat bhagavat-prasadam, then gradually you become spiritualized; it has this potency. Therefore it is said
that realization of God begins with the tongue. Sevonmukhe hi jihvadau: if you engage your tongue in the service
of the Lord, then you realize God. So what is that engagement of the tongue? You chant the holy name of the Lord,
and you take this prasadam, remnants of foodstuffs offered to the Lord. Then you become self-realized, God-
realized—by these two methods. You don't have to be very highly educated or be a philosopher, a scientist, or a
rich man to realize God. If you just sincerely engage your tongue in the service of the Lord, you will realize Him.
It is so simple. It is not very difficult. Therefore the guru, the spiritual master, introduces this prasadam programme.
Svadv-anna-trptan hari-bhakta-sanghan. Hari-bhakta-sanghan means "in the association of devotees." You cannot
do it outside. Krtvaiva trptim bhajatah sadaiva: when the guru is fully satisfied that prasadam distribution is going
on, he is very much pleased, and he engages himself in the devotional service of the Lord by chanting and dancing.
This is the fourth symptom.

The fifth symptom is:

sri-radhika-madhavayor apara- madhurya-lila guna-rupa-namnam
prati-ksanasvadana-lolupasya vande guroh sri-caranaravindam

The spiritual master is always thinking of the pastimes of Krishna with His consort Srimati Radharani and the gopis.
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Sometimes he is thinking about Krishna's pastimes with the cowherd boys. This means that he is always thinking
of Krishna engaged in some kind of pastime. Prati-ksanasvadana-lolupasya. Prati-ksana means he is thinking that
way twenty-four hours a day. That is Krishna consciousness. One must be engaged twenty-four hours a day in
thinking of Krishna. You have to make yourself a programme like this. We, at least, have made such a programme—
all the boys and girls in the Krishna consciousness movement are engaged twenty-four hours daily—not just
officially, not that once a week they meditate or go to some temple. No, they engage twenty-four hours a day. The
next symptom is:

nikunja-yuno rati-keli-siddhyai ya yalibhir yuktir apeksaniya
tatrati-daksyad ati-vallabhasya vande guroh sri-caranaravindam

The spiritual master's ultimate goal is that he wants to be transferred to the planet of Krishna, where he can
associate with the gopis to help them serve Krishna. Some spiritual masters are thinking of becoming assistants
to the gopis, some are thinking of becoming assistants to the cowherd boys, some are thinking of becoming
assistants to Nanda and mother Yashoda, and some are thinking of becoming God's servants. Some are thinking
of becoming flower trees, fruit trees, calves, or cows in Vrindavana. There are five kinds of mellows: shanta
[veneration], dasya [servitorship], sakhya [friendship], vatsalya [parenthood], and madhurya [conjugal love].
Everything is there in the spiritual world. Chintamani-prakara-sadmasu: in the spiritual sky, even the land is spiritual.
The trees are spiritual, the fruit is spiritual, the flowers are spiritual, the water is spiritual, the servants are spiritual,
the friends are spiritual, the mothers are spiritual, the fathers are spiritual, the Lord is spiritual, and His associates
are spiritual. It is all absolute, although there are varieties.

In the material world these spiritual varieties are merely reflected, just like trees on a riverbank. A tree is reflected
in the water, but reflected how? Upside down. Similarly, this material world is a reflection of the spiritual world,
but a perverted reflection. In the spiritual world there is love between Radha and Krishna. Krishna is always young—
nava-yauvana. And Radharani is always young, because She is Krishna's pleasure potency. Sri-radhika-madhavayor
apara. Jaya radha-madhava. We worship not Krishna alone but Krishna with His eternal consort Srimati Radharani.
There is eternal love between Radharani and Krishna. Therefore the Vedanta-sutra says, janmady asya yatah:
the Absolute Truth is that from which everything emanates. In this world we find love between mother and son,
love between wife and husband, love between master and servant, between friend and friend, between the master
and the dog or the cat or the cow. But these are only reflections of the spiritual world. Krishna is also the good
lover of the animals, the calves and cows. Just as here we love dogs and cats, there Krishna loves cows and
calves. You have seen this in pictures of Krishna. So the propensity to love even an animal is there in the spiritual
world. Otherwise, how can it be reflected? This world is simply a reflection If in the reality there is nothing like that,
how can it be reflected here? So everything is there in the spiritual world. But to understand that original propensity
to love, you have to practice Krishna consciousness.

Here in this world we are experiencing frustration. Here we love—a man loves a woman, or a woman loves a
man—but there is frustration. After some time they are divorced, because their love is a perverted reflection. There
is no real love in this world. It is simply lust. Real love is in the spiritual world, between Radha and Krishna. Real
love is there between Krishna and the gopis. Real love is there in the friendship between Krishna and His cowherd
boys. Real love is there between Krishna and the cows and calves. Real love is there between the trees, flowers,
and water. In the spiritual world, everything is love. But within this material world, we are satisfied merely by the
reflection of the things in the spiritual world. So, now that we have this opportunity of human life, let us understand
Krishna. That is Krishna consciousness—let us understand Krishna. And as the Bhagavad-gita [4.9] says, janma
karma ca me divyam evam yo vetti tattvatah—you should understand Krishna in truth, not superficially. Learn the
science of Krishna. This is the instruction—you should simply try to love Krishna. The process is that you worship
the Deity, you take prasadam, you chant Krishna's holy names, and you follow the instruction of the spiritual master.
In this way you'll learn how to understand Krishna, and then your life will be successful. This is our Krishna
consciousness movement. Thank you very much. 

Mar 18 Ekadashi
Mar 19 break fast

Apr 3 Ekadashi
Apr 4 break fast

Fasting
Mar 17 Ratha Yatra in Chennai
Apr 1 Rama Navami: Appearance of Lord 

Sri Ramachandra
(fasting till sunset)

Apr 5 Brahmotsava celebrations begin
(in Bangalore)

Apr 16 Brahmotsava celebrations end
(in Bangalore)

Festivals



SRILA PRABHUPADA SPEAKS OUT
On “Science” and “Belief”

The following conversation between His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada and some of his
disciples took place in March 1974 on an early-morning walk in Perth, Australia.

Bhagavad-gita scientific? The Bhagavad-gita says,
annad bhavanti bhutani parjanyad anna-sambhavah:

"All living entities subsist by eating food grains, and
grains are produced from rain." Is that belief?

Devotee: That must be true.

Srila Prabhupada: Similarly, everything in
the Bhagavad-gita is true. If you think

carefully about what Krishna says in the
Bhagavad-gita, you will find that it is all
true. For example, Krishna says that in
society there must be an intelligent class
of men, the brahmanas, who know the
soul and God. They are civilized men. But

where is such a class of men in today's
society?

Devotee: Throughout
the world there

a r e  m a n y
p r i e s t s ,
m in i s te r s ,
and rabbis.

S r i l a

10

Devotee: [Taking the part of a materialistic scientist]
Why do you call Krishna consciousness a science? It
seems like it's only a belief.

Srila Prabhupada: Your so-called science
is also belief. If you call your way science,
then our way is also science.

Devotee: But with our science we can
prove our beliefs.

Srila Prabhupada: Then prove that
chemicals make life. Your belief is that life
is made from chemicals. So prove it; then
it is science. But you cannot prove it;
therefore it remains a belief.

Devotee: Well, you believe in the soul, but you
can't prove that it exists. Since we cannot
see the soul, we have to conclude that
life comes from matter.

Srila Prabhupada: You cannot see
the soul with your gross senses,
but i t  can be perceived.
C o n s c i o u s n e s s  c a n  b e
perceived, and consciousness
is the symptom of the soul. But
if, as you say, life comes from
matter,  then you must
demonstrate it by supplying
the missing chemicals to
make a dead body live again.
This is my challenge.

Devotee: We will require
some time to find the right
chemicals.

Srila Prabhupada: That
is nonsense. Your belief
is that life comes from
chemicals, but you
cannot  p rove  i t .
Therefore you prove yourself
to be a rascal.

Devotee: But you accept
the Bhagavad-gita on faith.
How is that scientific? It's
only your belief, isn't that
correct?

Srila Prabhupada:
Why isn ' t  the
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Prabhupada: But what do they actually know about
God? They speculate about God as much as the
scientists speculate about material nature.

Just try to see this one point clearly: You are not
independent; therefore, there must be some authority
over you. And ultimately you have to accept that a
supreme authority exists. So if you claim to have
knowledge of the supreme truth but you do not know
the supreme authority, what is the value of your
knowledge?

Suppose a man does not know about the government
of his country. What kind of man is he? He is simply a
third-class man, a rascal. A civilized man knows about
his country's government. Similarly, there is a government
of the whole universe, but if you do not know it you are
a third-class, uncivilized man. That is why Krishna
teaches in the Bhagavad-gita that there must be an
intelligent class of men who know God and who
understand the whole universal management—how it
is running under the order of God. Krishna devotees
know these things. Therefore they are the real
brahmanas and the real scientists.

Devotee: But the Bhagavad-gita is five thousand years
old, so it doesn't pertain to our modern world.

Srila Prabhupada: The Bhagavad-gita is not five
thousand years old; it has always existed. Have you
read the Bhagavad-gita?

Devotee: Yes, several times.

Srila Prabhupada: Then where do you find in the
Bhagavad-gita that it is five thousand years old? Krishna
says, imam vivasvate yogam proktavan aham avyayam:

"I spoke this imperishable science of Bhagavad-gita to
Vivasvan more than 120 million years ago." You do not
know this? What kind of reader of the Bhagavad-gita
are you? The Bhagavad-gita is avyayam, eternal. So
how can you say it is five thousand years old?

[Pointing to the rising sun with his cane] Here we see

the sun just rising. But it is always there, in space. The
Bhagavad-gita is like that: it is eternal truth. When the
sun rises we don't say, "Oh, the sun is just now coming
into existence." It is always there, but we can't see it
until it rises. Men used to think that at night the sun died
and in the morning a new sun was created. They also
used to believe the earth was flat. This is your scientific
knowledge: every day a new opinion.

Devotee: This means that we are discovering the truth.

Srila Prabhupada: No. It means you do not know what
the truth is. You are only speculating. Now you accept
something as true, but after a few days you say it is not
true. And you call this science!

Devotee: Yes, you're right. Many of the scientific
textbooks that were written just a few years ago are
outdated now.

Srila Prabhupada: And the scientific books you are
now using will be useless in a few years. This is your
science.

Devotee: But at least what we know now is more true
than what we knew before, and if we keep trying we will
know more.

Srila Prabhupada: This means you are always in
ignorance. But the Bhagavad-gita is not like that. Krishna
says to Arjuna, "I first instructed this science 120 million
years ago, and today I am teaching you the same thing."
That is scientific knowledge: the truth is always the
same. But you scientists are always changing—
"discovering the truth," you call it. That means you do
not know what the truth is.

Devotee: [As himself] The problem is, everyone is a
cheater. Everyone is speculating and presenting his
own knowledge as the truth.

Srila Prabhupada: Yes. Therefore we accept Krishna,
who does not cheat. And since I am presenting only
what Krishna has said, I am also not a cheater. That is
the difference between the scientists and us. 
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I read a recent statistic that was mind-boggling: According
to a series of Gallup surveys, ninety-four percent of
Americans believe in God, and ninety percent pray.
Why, I wondered, in our modern age of science, do so
many people still believe? This is a time when things
not empirically proven are left by the wayside. Of course,
a good number of believers have simple faith, and that’s
that. But there is also a burgeoning scientific community
offering impetus for statistics like those above.

I happened upon the work of Patrick Glynn, a Harvard
scholar, currently the associate director of the George
Washington University Institute for Communitarian Policy
Studies in Washington, D.C. He promotes the Anthropic
Principle, which originated in the 1970s as the brainchild
of Cambridge astrophysicists and cosmologists, including
Brandon Carter, a colleague of people like Stephen
Hawking and Roger Penrose. Glynn, however, made
the theory popular through his book God: The Evidence.

Basically, the Anthropic Principle posits that “what we
expect to observe in the universe must be restricted by
the conditions necessary for our presence as observers.”
In other words, all the seemingly arbitrary and unrelated
constants in physics have one strange thing in common:
these are precisely the values you need if you want to
have life in the universe. Moreover, the myriad laws of
physics seem to have been fine-tuned from the very
beginning of the universe for the existence of human
beings.

According to Glynn, more and more scientists are
subscribing to the Anthropic Principle, which heavily
implies an ordered universe and a supreme controller,
i.e., God. Because of this, Glynn tells us, “Pascal’s
Wager” is starting to really make sense.

“Who’s what?” I asked myself.

I promptly went on-line to find out exactly what Pascal’s
Wager is all about.

Pascal’s Wager

The seventeenth-century mathematician/philosopher
Blaise Pascal formulated a pragmatic argument for
justifying belief in God. Which is worth the risk of error,
Pascal questioned, belief or non-belief? It is wise, he
said, to “wager” on the existence of God, for the
alternative, to put one’s faith in faithlessness, is an
inferior bet. And, more, if one believes in God but is
eventually proven wrong, one loses nothing. But if one
believes and is proven right, one gains just about

everything. And what if one disbelieves in God and is
proven wrong? What if one lives an atheistic life and
then finds out there is a God? That’s going to be trouble
for sure.

Most philosophers think Pascal’s Wager is the weakest
of all the traditional arguments for believing in the
existence of God. But Pascal thought it was the strongest.
After completing his construction of the full argument in
his work Pensees, he wrote, “This is conclusive, and if
men are capable of any truth, this is it.” This declaration
was a rare moment of certainty for Pascal, one of the
most skeptical thinkers of the modern era.

But here’s how he saw it: Suppose a loved one is dying.
You’ve tried everything, and all the specialists agree
that there is no hope. Then a doctor comes along and
offers a new “miracle drug.” He says there’s a 50-50
chance it can save your loved one’s life. Would it be
reasonable to try it, even if there were some expense?
And what if it were free? Couldn’t one conclude that it
is entirely reasonable to try it and unreasonable not to?

Here’s another analogy: Suppose you’re at work and
you hear a report that your house is on fire and your
children inside. You don’t know whether the report is
true or false. What is the reasonable thing to do? Do
you ignore the report, or do you take the time to check
it out, either by going home or by phoning in?

“No reasonable person,” wrote Pascal, “will be in doubt
in such cases. Deciding whether to believe in God is a
case like these... It is therefore the height of folly not to
‘bet’ on God, even if you have no certainty, no proof,
no guarantee that your bet will win.”

Srila Prabhupada agreed with Pascal on this point. In
Dialectic Spiritualism: A Vedic View of Western
Philosophy, a series of dialogues between Prabhupada
and some of his disciples, he is apprised of Pascal’s
Wager Here is the substance of the exchange:

Disciple: Pascal claims that by faith we have to make
a forced option, or what he calls a religious wager. We
either have to cast our lot on the side of God—in which
case we have nothing to lose in this life and everything
to gain in the next—or we deny God and jeopardize our
eternal position.

Prabhupada: That is our argument. If there are two
people, and neither has experience of God, one may
say that there is no God, and the other may say that
there is God. So both must be given a chance. The one

Betting on God
Satyaraja Dasa

Pascal's Wager and the Spoils of Faith
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who says there is no God dismisses the whole case,
but the one who says there is a God must become
cautious. He cannot work irresponsibly. If there is a
God, he cannot run risks. Actually, both are taking risks
because neither knows for certain that there is a God.
However, i t  is preferable that one bel ieve

Disciple: Pascal says there is a fifty-fifty chance.

Prabhupada: Yes, so take the fifty percent chance in
favour.

Disciple: Pascal also advocated that. We have nothing
to lose and everything to gain.

Prabhupada: Yes. We also advise people to chant Hare
Krishna. Since you have nothing to lose and everything
to gain, why not chant?

Of course, Pascal’s Wager is not the best way to
approach God. Obviously, if one has an inborn
appreciation for God and serves Him out of natural love
and devotion, that’s best. If not, one should develop the

sense of loving God by following the recommendations
of one who does love God, along with the advice given
by the scriptures and the sages. But, as the Bhagavad-
gita (Chapter 12) tells us, people are rarely spontaneous
lovers of God. Second best, says Lord Krishna, is to fix
one’s mind on God. And if one can’t do that, then one
should follow the regulative principles of an established
religious path. This would be Pascal’s advice, too. In
this way, the Gita offers many options for those of us
not born with a natural or innate love of God.

To understand Pascal’s wager, it helps to understand
its background. Pascal lived in a time of great skepticism.
He was a Christian apologist looking for a way to explain
God to skeptical peers. He saw faith and reason as two
ladders to the Divine. What remaining options were
there for those bereft of these ladders?

“Could there be a third ladder,” he questioned, “out of
the pit of unbelief and into the light of belief?”

Pascal’s Wager claims to be that third ladder. Pascal
was well aware that it was
a low ladder.

“If your belief in God
emerges as a bet,” he
wrote, “that is certainly not
a deep, mature, or
adequate faith. But it is
something, it is a start, it
is enough to dam the tide
of atheism.”
appeals not to a high
ideal, like higher echelons
of faith, hope, love, or
even proof, but to a low
one: the instinct for self-
preservation, the desire
to be happy and not
unhappy. Bet on God and
you’ll be happy; don’t, and
you won’t. That’s what it
amounts to.

Counterarguments

Of course, atheist ic
philosophers are naturally
critical of Pascal’s wager.
The first problem, they
say, is that the Wager
implies the necessity of
making a choice. But in
fact, say Pascal’s critics,
we don’t really have to.
We can just adhere to the
principle of agnosticism
and admit that we don’t
really know if God exists
or not. We can live our



20 Krishna Voice, March 2012

days with this lack of certainty. Period.

But on the battlefield of life, one simply must choose to
go one way or the other. Consider Arjuna, the hero of
the Bhagavad-gita. At the onset of a civil war, right there
on the battlefield he said, “I’m not going to fight.” Like
Arjuna, we sometimes pretend there is no battle, that
we can live our lives without answering to one course
of action or another, that we can live our lives without
consequence. Clearly, this sort of denial is not
advantageous. In Arjuna’s case, armies were arrayed,
waiting for battle. He had to choose. Pascal says we
must bet for God or against Him, and this bet will
determine exactly how we live our life, for better or for
worse. One can be a good person without God, says
Pascal, but it is far less likely.

Another problem put forward by critics of Pascal’s Wager
is that it focuses on accepting the God of Christianity,
along with His rules as given through the Biblical tradition.
But why, they wonder, should the wager be that narrow?
What if I bet on the Christian conception of God but that
conception turns out to be wrong? What if God is
someone else, with a whole other set of rules?

The fact is that God Himself may be unknowable in all
His fullness, but His laws are certainly within our range
of knowledge. Moral law and, higher, spiritual law are
no secret to humanity. Despite what some may think,
God’s commandments vary little from religion to religion.
Sanatana-dharma, or the eternal function of the soul,
is a thread that connects the mystical essence of religion.
And the science of God focuses in on that. Krishna
consciousness teaches that betting on God is the
prerogative of the human form of life. Pascal’s Wager—
even if only a fifty-fifty chance that God exists—is a
wise choice.

God Is a Safe Bet

If God does not exist, it doesn’t matter how you wager,
for there is nothing to win after death and nothing to
lose as well. But if God does exist, your only chance of
winning eternal happiness is to believe—and to act on
that belief—and your only chance of losing it is to refuse
to believe.

But is it worth the price? This is the real question. What
must be given up to wager that God exists? Let us
remind ourselves that whatever we give up is only finite,
and, as Pascal would say, it is most reasonable to wager
something finite on the chance of winning something
infinite. That’s what the theistic enterprise is all about.
Even if you have to give up certain deep-rooted habits
or pleasures to wager on God, doesn’t the possibility of
a higher happiness make it worth it in the end? Patrick
Glynn, mentioned earlier, deals with this at some length:

Of course, the touchy issue here concerns what those
who opt for belief must sacrifice in this life: Revelation

teaches that they must, in Pascal’s words, “curtail” their
“passions.” Pascal tried to minimize this sacrifice by
pointing to the purely rational benefits of a life lived in
conformity with the moral law. “Now, what harm will you
come by,” he wrote, “in making this choice? You will be
faithful, honest, humble, grateful, generous, a sincere
friend, truthful. Certainly, you will not enjoy those
pernicious delights—glory and luxury; but will you not
experience others?” The atheist and agnostic position
has always been that Pascal had soft-pedaled the
sacrifice end of the bargain. In giving up the pleasures
and glories that religion teaches us to forgo, so the
atheist argument has run, we are indeed sacrificing
much. But modern research in psychology makes clear
that the morally unrestrained life is not worth living. The
crowning irony is this: Even if their beliefs were to be
proved illusions, religiously committed people lead
happier and healthier lives, as numerous studies show.

But the larger point to recognize is that the modern
secular psychological paradigm—the effort to give a
complete account of the workings of the human mind
without reference to God or spirit—has crumbled.
Modernity failed to achieve its ambition of a
comprehensive, materialistic alternative to the religious
understanding of the human condition. A purely secular
view of human mental life has been shown to fail not
just at the theoretical, but also at the practical, level.
The last thing that Freud would have predicted as the
outcome of more than a half century’s scientific
psychological research and therapeutic experience was
the rediscovery of the soul.

A God-conscious life has much to offer, with spiritual
bliss superseding any and all hardships. Sure, devotees
rise early, commit to regulated chanting, and follow
certain restrictive principles, like no meat-eating, no
intoxication, no illicit sex, and no gambling. But these
accoutrements of devotional life are not as hard as they
seem, and they get easier as the years pass.

Actually, research shows that these things are good for
you. Rising early and being regulated in one’s habits
are good for health, and so is vegetarianism and
refraining from intoxication. Learning how to meditate
on Krishna’s names and contemplating the philosophy
of Krishna consciousness are good for the brain,
stimulating in ways that material pleasure can’t even
approach. Associating with devotees means being with
the best people in the world. I’ve come to love many of
my co-practitioners, for they exhibit higher qualities and
are some of the best people I’ve ever met. And chanting
the holy name in kirtana—at home, at the temple, or in
the streets—has to be the highest pleasure known to
man! The spoils of faith definitely outweigh the difficulties
of devotion. And if Pascal were here today, he would
clearly have reason to increase his odds. 
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Whenever a spiritual movement or a spiritual leader has
emerged and has set forth a way of life which appears
to be deviant or different from the conventional values
or conventional religion of the time, a person who
adheres to that way of life is almost always viewed with
suspicion, generally is thought to be a little crazy, very
often has the state authority brought down upon him or
her, and generally has problems with his family.

Now, without appearing to be overly pious, I would like
to refer you to a section in the Gospel of Mark. It's the
third chapter of the Gospel of Mark, recounting some
of the early experiences in the life of Jesus.... It begins
with the seventh verse of the third chapter of Mark,
which we think is probably the oldest and maybe in
some ways the most authentic of all the four gospels:

Jesus withdrew with his disciples to the sea, and a great
multitude from Galilee' followed him. And many who
had diseases pressed in upon him to touch him. And
he went up into the hills and called to him those whom
he desired, and they came to him. And he appointed
twelve to be with him and sent them out to preach.

And then he came to his hometown and
the crowd came together, so many of them
that they could not even eat. And when his
family heard about this, they went out to
seize him, for they said, "He is beside
himself." And the scribes who came down
from Jerusalem said, "He is possessed by
Beelzebub and by the prince of demons."
And Jesus said to them, "If the house is
divided against itself, that house will surely
not be able to stand."

And then his mother and his brothers came,
and standing outside the house where he
was, they sent a message into him, calling
him. And a crowd was sitting around him
and they said to him, "Your mother and your
brothers are outside and they are asking
for you." And Jesus replied, "Who are my
mother and my brothers?" And looking
around on those who sat about him he said,
"Here are my mother and my brothers. For
whoever does the will of God, he is my
brother and my sister and my mother."

Now, I don't read that passage to engage
in any cheap prooftexting or to justify or to
legitimatize anything. It simply is to say that
at the heart of the Biblical faith, the Christian
faith, I think there is this tragic note: that

the need for a personal decision about one's own lifestyle,
one's own philosophy, one's own faith, one's own spiritual
path, often results in tragic brokenness and pain in the
relationships to those with whom one is close. This is
the price that is required by any kind of freedom of
choice. I think there's no one in this room who would
want to deny that each one of us has eventually to make
this ultimate choice, which we all have to make for
ourselves—not to have it made for us by a family which
is pressuring us, by policemen or "programmers" or
"deprogrammers" or "unprogrammers" or anybody else
who is pressuring us, but somehow or other to be given
the possibility and the dignity to make that choice
ourselves. And that's not an easy thing to do. But I think
all of us here would want to underline the need for that.
And we can feel some empathy not only with Jesus,
who, as a young man, was beginning to engage in his
ministry, but perhaps also with his family and his friends
and his brothers and sisters who were baffled and
distressed by his activities.

Now, let me make just one other point. I've asked myself

A Christian Tribute to Krishna Consciousness
The following is a statement by Dr. Harvey Cox, theologian at Harvard Divinity School, at a symposium titled
"Krishna Consciousness and Religious Freedom," conducted at the Center for the Study of World Religions,

Harvard University, November 22, 1976.



VEDIC THOUGHTSVEDIC THOUGHTS
O Supreme Lord, for self-realization I surrender unto You, who are worshiped by
the demigods as the supreme controller of everything. By Your instructions,
exposing life's purpose, kindly cut the knot from the core of my heart
and let me know the destination of my life.
King Satyavrata, Srimad Bhagavatam 8.24.53

The Supreme Godhead is the supreme platform on which everything rests, the ingredient
by which everything has been produced, and the person who has created and is the

only cause of this cosmic manifestation. Nonetheless, He is different from the
cause and the result. I surrender unto Him, the Supreme Personality

of Godhead, who is self-sufficient in everything.—
King Gajendra, Srimad Bhagavatam 8.3.3

O Supreme Lord, O changeless, unlimited supreme truth. You are the origin of everything.
Being all-pervading, You are in everyone's heart and also in the atom. You have
no material qualities. Indeed, You are inconceivable. The mind cannot catch
You by speculation, and words fail to describe You. You are the
supreme master of everyone, and therefore You are worshipable
for everyone. We offer our respectful obeisances unto You.
Sri Brahma, Srimad Bhagavatam 8.5.26
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in recent weeks, as there has been more and more
controversy about the Hare Krishna movement (many
devotees of which I've personally known and respected
highly), "Why is it that suddenly this movement and
other movements have come in for such attention, to
the point that one might even begin to speak of
harassment? Why is this? And I have to confess now,
as a theologian mainly committed to Christianity, that I
think it indicates a feeling of guilt and a feeling of failure
on the part of those who have tried to preserve something
of the critical and creative spiritual possibilities that
Christianity itself offers. Could it be that we have allowed
Christianity itself and perhaps Judaism to be so identified
with the values of accumulation, profit, performance,
success, and material gain—which are, after all, the
main values of our society—that it takes something as
apparently esoteric and exotic as a movement coming
from India to remind us that there is, in fact, another
way of life, that there is a way of life that is not built on
accumulating profit, property, success, and degrees,
but has at its core a certain kind of simplicity and
plainness of living, if you will? Isn't it strange that that
message can now be presented to us by movements
coming from so far away, when the prophets of our own
tradition—the ones that we officially celebrate but often
ignore—have a message so similar? Jesus of Nazareth;
St. Francis of Assisi, who certainly worried his parents
when he made his strange decision to put on a new

kind of clothing, to go out to sing and dance in the
streets and to talk to the birds; Baal-Schem-Tov, in the
Chassidic Jewish tradition, who was viewed as a little
strange, but who brought a kind of gaiety and affirmation
to life and a rejection of the values of mere profit and
accumulation.

Why is it, I asked myself, that we can't hear the voices
of these prophets from our own tradition, and yet
somehow people from as far away as India can bring
a message which in some ways sounds so similar?
Maybe this is a way that we are being called back to
something more essential in our own tradition—a way
that God has of reminding us of what we've left behind
and forgotten and ignored. What is the meaning for us
of this movement's coming into our midst in this century?
I would put it in a very theological sense: What is God
saying to us? What does it mean? Is it merely a legal
issue? Is it merely an issue of civil liberties, however
important that may be? Or is there something else which
is happening here? Are we uncomfortable with some of
these movements because at a certain level we're very
uncomfortable with ourselves, with the kind of materialistic
society we've built? Maybe one of the results of this
Hare Krishna movement will be to stimulate us to
rediscover some things that we've ignored and
suppressed in our own religious heritage. I think it may
happen. And if it does, then I'm very grateful for the kind
of gift that they bring. 
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Sri Nityananda Trayodashi 2012

Lord Nityananda is the expansion of the original
Personality of Godhead. No one except Lord

Nityananda served the Lord as a companion, a
friend, a brother, an umbrella, a bed, and a carrier.
Lord Nityananda by His own will serves the Lord
in various ways.  If Lord Nityananda bestows mercy
and qualification on anyone, then he can serve the

Lord.

Bangalore: Special darshana

(above & left) Abhisheka
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Sri Nityananda Trayodashi 2012

Hubli

nityanandam aham naumi
sarvananda-karam param
hari-nama-pradam devam

avadhuta-shiromanim

I bow down to the Supreme Lord Nityananda
Prabhu, who is the awarder of the highest joy to
all, the bestower of the holy name and the crest

jewel of all paramahamsa mendicants.

Mysore

Ahmedabad

Bellary

Guwahati



Ratha Yatra 2012

Dharwad

Hubli
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