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Introduction
Prāṇadā dāsī
Nāgarāja (my husband) and I had been reading the works of Śrīla Bhaktivinoda
Ṭhākura for months when we decided to read Bhaktivinoda Vāṇī Vaibhava, “The Power
of Bhaktivinoda’s Teachings.” The book is a three-volume compilation from the
Ṭhākura’s writings, divided into sambandha, abhidheya, and prayojana and arranged in a
question-and-answer format covering a broad range of topics.
As we reached the end of the third volume, I mentally noted that there were no
instructions on how to deal with illness (and there are few mentions elsewhere in his
writings). This grabbed my attention because it’s clear from Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura’s
autobiography that he was plagued by illnesses throughout his life. I would have liked to
hear something from him because I’ve been ill for thirty years.
A couple of days later, without my having said anything to Nāgarāja Prabhu, he
said to me, “Do you notice there’s nothing about illness?”
I remembered how the article I wrote “When Sick Is Healthy” struck a chord for
many devotees who wrote me about their struggles with illness and asked me how to
cope.
I reasoned that the Vaiṣṇava community would benefit from a little book about
illness and thought that Arcana-siddhī dāsī would be the best person to write it. Not only
is she an excellent writer, but she’s also been personally navigating the challenges of
chronic illness for decades. She walked with Karṇāmṛta, her husband, through his
terminal illness and eventual death, and she has been counseling devotees through crises
for more than thirty years. Significantly, because she also has a high degree of śraddhā,
which gives her insights and convictions that are wholesome, nurturing, inspiring, and
faith-building: she has truly been an anchor for many.
In my heart I strongly felt she was the person to write this book, but I knew the
idea wouldn’t be an easy sell. I had spoken to her in the past about writing to share the
wisdom she has gained in working with countless devotees as they found their way
through suffering. Though she wasn’t completely opposed, she always replied that she
didn’t have the time or inclination. Therefore, I knew I had to do more than just suggest
that she write a book. I decided I would offer to work with her so she wouldn’t feel she
had to do everything by herself.
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When she finished hearing me relate the story that led me to call her, she said,
“That’s really interesting because a few days ago I had the same thought about writing
about illness.”
Both of us acknowledged that we ought to take notice of the synchronicity that led
us to have the same thought the same week. As we ended our conversation, she said she
would think about it and see what might come of it. I was surprised when, a week later,
she told me she had begun writing an essay. Then she made it clear that given my own
experience with illness, I would have to contribute.
With that, When Illness Takes Hold: Hopeful Words for Sādhakas began.
Here you’ll find the essay “When Sick Is Healthy” that garnered attention when I
first published it, and the new essays “Why Doesn’t Kṛṣṇa Make Me Better?” by Arcanasiddhī dāsī and “Beyond Positive Thinking” by me. After the essays is an interview with
both of us, followed by a selection of verses to contemplate.
In speaking with others, Arcana-siddhī and I have found that hearing how other
“regular” devotees lived through their troubles can inspire us in our own journey. To this
end we offer you this little book about the experiences of two sādhakas, with a prayer
that it emboldens and solaces you.

When Sick Is Healthy
Prāṇadā dāsī
I wake at 1:30 AM.
“On the human body clock,” a friend has told me, “it’s the liver’s time of day.”
If I can go back to sleep (unlikely), I’ll be up again at 3:30 AM, when time rolls
around to stimulate the adrenals. They’re exhausted from a year of illness.
Never mind. At any time of the day or night, I have something meaningful to do
even when sick. Even with positive engagement, though, I have to work to surrender to
what is, and as the days wear on, the internal posture of surrender wears on me. I shuffle
to the bathroom to freshen up, and then collapse into an easy chair, where I’ll spend the
next three hours. I carefully draw up my legs into a lotus yoga pose, cover myself with a
throw, and reach for my japa beads. The simple wealth of the beads always invites me. I
slowly pull the first bead of the mālā between the thumb and forefinger of my right hand.
Weakened from the effort of rising from bed, I allow my head to rest on the back
of the chair and close my eyes to bring my awareness to the self. It’s easy to drop into this
meditation. Throughout the day, feeling myself different and separate from the body
dominates my perception, so much so that my body, being so extraneous to me, can feel
downright awkward. Now, I easily feel myself at heart.
Every day I take the opportunity to turn from the world of matter and knock on
the door of consciousness. I petition my Kṛṣṇa, “Please allow me to become present with
love.” I push back distracting thoughts and pain and begin to chant in a low, rumble
whisper, Hare Kṛṣṇa, Hare Kṛṣṇa, Kṛṣṇa Kṛṣṇa . . .
If I’m blessed today, the door will open again. It happens when I least expect it.
The door of eternity opens, and my attachments to this world melt in shame like the
Wicked Witch of the West when Dorothy threw water on her. No experience or
relationship holds any attraction when I glimpse reality. The freedom of the self is so
alluring that I come back every day – and between “whenever” moments during the day
– to knock. To cry. To plead, Hare Hare! O Kṛṣṇa! Please let me serve you. Please
dissolve my wickedness and let me in.
I arrive quickly at this mystical door as soon as I begin my loving petition, Hare
Rāma, Hare Rāma . . . I’ve meditated so often on the charming, carefree youth who plays
enchanting melodies on his flute. He bestows blessings on his loved ones and is
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superexcellently beautiful on account of his broad, merciful smile. He immediately comes
to mind. Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare. He is always surrounded by joyful friends whose
characters are sublimely sweet, gentle, humble, and loving. I wonder, What kind of a
Person is he who draws such extraordinary personalities to him?
Though the liver and adrenals persistently woke me at night, I could fall asleep
with throbbing kidney pain, but not with the three-week searing head pain that made it
nearly impossible to open my eyes or move my head.
“Between 1 and 10, what level is the pain in the head?”
“12,” I said.
But the urgent “stat” MRI of the head was scheduled for six weeks out – the
earliest appointment available.
All systems began failing after an eleven-month assault of intestinal parasites I got
on my visit to Costa Rica. I stopped eating and took to bed.
“You have to eat,” my GI specialist insisted, “even if it makes you sick.”
“Even drinking water makes me nauseated.”
But I followed instructions and ate. A half a bowl of soup one day, a half a cup of
oatmeal another. I ate every day, through three successive kidney infections, a head
infection that took away my hearing for two weeks, and a lung infection that required a
fourth round of antibiotics. But I could not eat with the head pain and accompanying
fevers.
But more prominent are my spiritual practices. At noon I sit again in a yoga pose
and begin to silently chant my Gāyatrī. “Let me understand the truth of who you are.
Allow me to be absorbed in the meditative absorption of pure love.” Each mantra draws
me closer to the other side, to my inner landscape, where I’m most at home. As I finish
the mantra, I wake back up to the world and the body.
As the illness bore down on me, my attempt to surrender demanded more patience,
more prayer, and gave me increasing insights. My experience is the same that everyone
will have: we all get ill, grow old, and die. The more I suffered, the more sincerely I called
out to Kṛṣṇa. Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura said illness is an impetus for spiritual life. This vise
grip shows us things we cannot see in health – like the level of our courage and our
temperament in distress.
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As I lie on the table, Theresa, my acupuncturist, says, “It’s the liver. You can’t
take the amount of strong herbs and antibiotics that you did for that many months and
not burden the liver.”
As I counted the thirty-second needle being inserted, she said, “Sorry. I have to put
in more than usual; you have almost no chi left.”
When I figured out it was parasites, I took a month of homeopathic medicine.
Then oil of oregano – a whopping twenty sickening drops a day – for two weeks. After
that, I turned to Hulda Clark’s famous parasite cleanse. A full thirty days. But the weight
loss, diarrhea, nausea, and loss of appetite continued unabated. The critters feasted on
what I needed and released neurotoxins everywhere. Surely mega doses of neem would
kill them.
“After all, neem can control Lyme disease,” my friend who had recovered from the
illness swore.
But five weeks later, now nine months into the illness, I was sicker.
When the body collapses, it becomes piercingly evident that I’m not independent.
No matter what I do, no matter whether I have money to pay for the best treatments, I
remain held in the grip of the illness. I’m not the controller.
Simple acceptance of what is powerfully mitigates the suffering. But I find
enduring solace only when I’m directly connected to Kṛṣṇa through hearing and chanting.
And I find my relationship with him most immediate when I’m chanting. So I happily
pick up my japa mālā and chant.
“In The 12 Stages of Healing, Donny Epstein calls that suffering,” a friend
counseled. “No matter what you do, what you try, there is no relief. It’s a time when you
just have to be with the suffering.”
Someone else said, “You know, I’m sensitive to people’s energy. So it’s kind of
hard to be around you.”
I stared back at him blankly. Sure, it’s not fun to be around someone who doesn’t
talk much, has a serious expression on her face, and shuffles around the house.
Another well-wishing friend wrote, “Whatever you’re meant to learn, let it become
clear so you can learn and get over this.”
Whenever I spoke on the phone, which was seldom, I got the same response.
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“I can barely hear you. Can you speak up?”
No, I thought, I can’t. Turn up your volume, or let’s hang up.
“What’s wrong with your voice; it’s so raspy?” some would ask.
“I’m sick.”
My heart started to ache, too. Not because conversations with even close friends
and family ended, but because I had to sit with my own ugliness.
“Why do you judge what others do and how they do it? It would be just as easy to
see the good in each person.”
“Sssssh,” I tell myself as I move my beads. “Focus on the names. Why did you
waste so much time in life?”
The speed at which the world flings itself forward appears like madness now. I
recall how I passionately worked. In retrospect, much of my effort seems so very foolish.
“Sssssh. Focus on the names. Why can’t you fully surrender without an
expectation of health or spiritual reward? Ssssh. Chant the holy names.”
As the weeks and months pushed on with no signs of recourse or release, I
summoned patience and became more withdrawn, a foreigner in a world that moved at a
very different pace, driven by different concerns.
In sickness I more clearly see what I’m holding back because life comes to a near
standstill and there is no escaping from myself. There’s no way to hide by just getting
busy. I stop chanting to take a sip of water. As I drink, I decide to spend a few minutes
contemplating the assessments I was making of my character. By honestly examining my
shortcomings, I can make new resolves and commitments. So I squirm and reflect and
own up to my faults. They are more sickening than the nausea of the illness. Why do I
hesitate to surrender completely? I will completely resign my very self to Kṛṣṇa.
Friends and family insisted I seek further medical attention. I knew what I needed
to do. When I had typhoid in 2009, I had taken Flagyl for a concurrent parasite infection.
The medication caused a relapse of the typhoid. I came very close to dying. It’s the reason
I was so reluctant to take Flagyl for this infection. Once, a friend had to take Flagyl for
thirty days in order to save her eyesight. The day before she completed the course of
medication her lung collapsed. Setting this fear aside, I did it. I went back to my primary
care physician, “Give me Flagyl.” She did, the recommended ten-day course. But it didn’t
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work. “Give me more.” Seventeen days in, I was in the ER. After eight hours I saw a
doctor. “Take this booster dose of Erythromycin and go home.”
After the ER sent me home, head pain and fevers started.
“There is no other way,” I said to myself, “submit yourself completely. The only
hindrance to fully surrendering is your mind.”
Stop criticizing yourself, I thought. It’s significant that you continue your practice
no matter what your shortcomings are. Focus on that and be peaceful.
As I tried to pacify myself and ease gently, gratefully into acceptance, a vision of
the Princess Draupadī came to mind. At first, as the powerful warrior tried to disrobe her
in public, she tightly held onto her cloth with one hand and raised her other arm in
petition. “O Govinda! Save me.” Very quickly she understood the folly of trying to
protect herself. She threw up both arms in complete resignation. In response, Govinda
sent unlimited cloth and foiled the attempt of the mighty prince.
The holy name is a reliable, dear friend who has accompanied me for decades;
through close calls with death, through happiness, through distress, through normal days
and extraordinary ones, the mantra of the names has remained. When friends died or
relationships dissolved or the body was incapacitated, my Supreme Friend, the Holy
Name – my sacred mantra – has loyally remained with me.
I’ll throw up both arms like Draupadī, I thought. But where will I find the
patience? How long will this go on? After a few tears, I reenter my inner world with the
holy names. As my fingers pass to the head bead of the mālā, I notice I’m smiling,
consumed in meditation on my flute-playing Friend.
This is good, Prāṇadā, I think as I return to the external world. This is more real
than the fallible mind and body. Continue your meditation; lean into surrender. What you
meditate on, you become.

Why Doesn’t Kṛṣṇa Make Me Better?
Arcana-siddhī dāsī
I hold my grandson’s fragile newborn body and stare into his grey-blue eyes.
Bending close to his tiny ear, I softly ask him, “Do we know each other?” He is
preoccupied with trying to experience his new environment through his tongue, so I don’t
expect an answer.
At the end of my husband’s five-year cancer journey, he accepted that healing was
not ordained for his present wasting-away physical body – no longer able to open his
mouth the width of the tip of his pinky finger, he could barely form words. He
surrendered to the inevitable: that his psychic-emotional body would carry him into
another body to continue his spiritual progress. He knew his unfulfilled mixed desires
would mean at least another birth in this plane of existence.
Karṇāmṛta prayed that his next life would be in a loving Kṛṣṇa conscious family.
On such occasions, I would entertain the thought that maybe he would be my grandchild.
“Well,” I would say, “if Nitāi Gaurāṇga and Prema (my son and daughter-in-law)
get pregnant soon after you depart from the world, I’m going to suspect that it’s you.”
This always made him smile.
Some months after his passing, my daughter-in-law did become pregnant. Perhaps
it is the same soul I was married to for thirty-two years, or perhaps not. Regardless, my
grandson is a soul who has taken birth in a loving devotional family to continue where he
or she left off in a previous birth. Just months before, my grandson, Daujī Nitāi, was in
another body, and his departure from his last situation has likely left some friends and
family still grieving his loss. His current family is rejoicing his arrival, and it is also
conceivable that the people celebrating his birth are same ones still grieving his death.
Immediately after my husband’s passing, condolences rushed in like a geyser. They
slowed to a gentle stream and soon after became a trickle. As announcements of his
passing became buried on Facebook, people moved on into the current of life. A few of us
continued to feel the reverberations of his absence, like a Tibetan gong signaling the end
of the day from a mountain top.
Life and death are cyclical, and each cycle is filled with milestones – like learning
to ride a bike. We celebrate our accomplishment until we have our first spill on rocky
concrete. Our bloody knees stain our ripped jeans – our victory tempered by the
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knowledge that our body is fragile, destructible, impermanent. If we are listening, our
milestones will speak to us and prepare us for the final milestone called death. How we
live our lives will determine how we ourselves celebrate that moment of leaving the body
which we learned to ride a bike in.
Karṇam’s final milestone began when the ear, nose, and throat specialist called us
during lunch to report the malignancy of Karṇam’s recent biopsy. At that moment the
illusion of the normalcy and predictability of my life cracked like the dry chapati in my
hand. I grabbed solace from Kṛṣṇa’s words to Arjuna on the battlefield: “One who is not
dependent on the normal course of activities is very dear to me.”
Karṇāmṛta and I spent thirty-two years of our lives together. We had compatible
natures – both Aquarius rising. We were mission-oriented, with the desire to help others.
This was the foundation of our relationship. We counseled couples together, presented
spirituality and personal-growth seminars together, helped to organize and facilitate
couples’ and japa retreats. We hosted sādhus and had regular home programs over the
years. We traveled to exotic places like the Drakensberg mountains in South Africa and
Vrindavan, India. And last but not least, we raised a beautiful devotional son together.
At the beginning of the cancer journey, we did our due diligence with the medical
establishment. We met with different oncologists in their plush, elegant offices. They
were friendly and warm and had no time pressures. To follow their advice felt seductively
inviting – like the story I heard about Satan, who intercepted a man transitioning from
his body and invited him to visit hell. Enticed by Satan’s marketing strategy, he agreed to
a visit. The man was given a luxurious reclining chair by the side of a pristine pool, and
beautiful celestial women brought him sweet, delicious drinks and appetizers. After a few
days of this royal treatment, the man asked Satan if he could stay.
“Certainly,” replied Satan. “Just sign here on this irrevocable contract.”
Immediately after he signed the contract, two ugly creatures removed him from his
pool-side seat and threw him into a lake of fire.
The man screamed out for Satan to appear.
When Satan gave the man his audience, the man asked incredulously, “What
happened to the pool, the drinks, and beautiful women?”
Smiling, Satan replied, “That is only for the guests.”

Why Doesn’t Kṛṣṇa Make Me Better?

15

Maybe we both too harshly rejected the allopathic cut, burn, and poison treatment.
We had been strongly influenced by “The Truth about Cancer” video series, which
showcased successful cases from alternative modalities and demonized allopathic
treatments. This was another hard lesson learned: that in the material world, there are no
“all black hats” or “all white hats.”
Slow-growing cancers, such as Karṇam’s, evade the immune system’s detection
because they look so like normal cells. Cancer cells build their own insular communities
within the body. These mutated cells need sugar and an oxygen-free acidic environment
to survive.
Cancer cells also vibrate at a higher frequency than normal cells, so some
treatments attempt to lower the vibration of all the cells in the body. Normal cells can
survive the lower frequency, but the cancer cells collapse and die. Some alternative
treatments employ these strategies, and while some people do see results, Karṇam’s cancer
seemed imperious to any of these methods.
After trying a number of alternative treatments with little or no success, we heard
about an Ayurvedic treatment in India. The eighty-year-old kavirāja was purported to be
a hundred percent accurate in diagnosing the condition of the body with his pulse
readings. We heard that in his youth this doctor had an Ayurvedic clinic but felt
discouraged with his lack of ability to properly diagnose and treat his patients. After he
had closed his clinic, a sage approached him and encouraged him to continue his practice.
He said he could teach him a perfect method for pulse reading. In exchange for this
knowledge, Kavirāja had to agree to do his craft as service to Rādhārāṇī and never take
any payment.
Kavirāja agreed to this proposal and studied under the sage for the next two years.
After completing his studies, he opened a clinic in Vrindavan to serve the Brijbasis. After
some time, his reputation spread. Eventually devotees from all over the world would come
for consultation, and some would undergo his treatment, which was not for the faint of
heart. It involved taking powerful herbs along with purified mercury – the agent used to
attack the rogue cells in the body.
Ingesting mercury required drinking over two gallons of water a day. A number of
devotees had been cured from cancer and other deadly diseases by undergoing this
treatment. When we heard about Kavirāja, we were three years into Karṇam’s cancer
journey. We had tried seven unsuccessful protocols, and now, for the first time since his
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diagnosis, he was having physical symptoms such as intense headaches and a constant
raw, sore throat.
We both knew that I wouldn’t be able to accompany him to India. I was the one
who had the weak constitution. I had many bouts of acute illnesses over the years. In
2010, we both went to South Africa to facilitate a japa retreat and a couples’ retreat.
Within an hour of deplaning, my body began to tremble, and the enchanting South
African scenery began revolving around me, reminiscent of being on the merry-go-round
in elementary school. My extreme discomfort continued into the night as I lay in a child’s
pose, enduring the waves of dizziness and nausea outside the bathroom door of the
devotee’s house where we were staying.
Karṇāmṛta insisted on lying on the floor next to me, supporting me through my
agony. This was just one of many indelible memories of illness that made it clear that my
going with him would be more of a liability than an asset to his healing.
It was decided that he would go to India on his own. I drove him to the airport. In
all the years we had been married we had only been separated from each other for short
periods of time. Shrouded in uncertainty, we embraced each other as if it might be the last
time. Tears trickled down my cheeks, and anxious feelings of the unknown enveloped my
body. As I drove away, alone, my tears accelerated. I called out to my dear friend Kṛṣṇa
and asked him to help me accept his perfect plan – whatever it would look like.
It became very evident that my sorrow and suffering were due to my resistance to
the possibility that it could be Karṇam’s time to leave this world. It is not death that is
tragic, but rather our inability to accept that outcome for a loved one. I so much wanted
to be in alignment with Kṛṣṇa’s will and trust his infinite wisdom for our highest good, so
I would continually revisit these thoughts. I revised my prayers to fit this aspiration.
I reflected on my own health struggles. As a child I had repeated episodes of
tonsilitis and strep throat infections. In third grade I had a solo piece to sing in a
Christmas play. For days leading up to performance I would dance around the house and
practice singing my part. My older brother was annoyed at hearing me sing the same song
over and over and threw pillows at me as I glided past his room in abandon. The day
before the play, I could feel my glands swelling up, and it was hard to swallow. I cried
inconsolably when the doctor told me I couldn’t go to the school performance the next
day.
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Another time, when my family and I were traveling across the country, I came
down with impetigo, a contagious skin infection. I was quarantined in the back of our
station wagon with itching sores and fever. When we stopped at a hotel for the night, I
watched my brothers playing together in the pool, feeling sad and left out.
I had many childhood illnesses and was often treated with antibiotics. While
antibiotics can be life-saving drugs, when taken in excess, as in my case, they destroy the
microbiome in the body, making the body more vulnerable to getting sick. I entered the
disease loop: bacterial infection … antibiotics … lowered resistance to bacteria … another
infection.
Whenever I could participate in life, I learned to feel grateful. I learned to manage
my disappointments and saw that the body was not a reliable source of happiness. Illness
was a powerful teacher and helped me look for more substantial and enduring ways to
find joy and meaning in my life.
I also saw how illness tempered my passionate and competitive nature. My sense of
self-importance would expand like a giant tie-dyed helium balloon looming over a
stadium full of spectators. Illness was the arrow that would pierce the heart of my
inflated ego. After expelling the air, the skin of the wounded balloon would drift to the
ground and momentarily lay in the mud of humility.
I am a creature of habit, and my ingrained patterns of thinking and behavior are
obstinate to change. After thirty years of counseling others, I can now more readily admit
many of my shortcomings with less shame. We all share comparable physical hardware
and psychic software, and our human experiences, although nuanced and variegated, are
more alike than dissimilar.
I felt empathy when one of my very physically ill clients angrily expressed, “I feel
like Kṛṣṇa is punishing me and hates me.”
He was raised as a Catholic, and these deeply ingrained beliefs about God hijacked
his connection to a benevolent, loving Lord. Devotees of Kṛṣṇa might see painful human
exchanges as a form of punishment and project blame onto him.
When I was a child in elementary school, there was a large wooden paddle with
quarter-size holes hanging on the wall as an ominous reminder of all the classroom
“don’ts.” Don’t get up from your chair without permission, don’t throw spit balls, don’t
chew gum, don’t pass messages, don’t interrupt the teacher, don’t hit other kids. At the
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same time our “good” behavior was rewarded with gold and silver stars and extra recess
time.
The microcosm of our classroom mimics the macrocosmic universe ruled by the
karmic laws of the māyā-śakti. Without consequences for our behavior, we wouldn’t be
able to rise above animality. When we want to exit the world of illusion, Kṛṣṇa holds his
loving hand out for us to grasp onto. Whatever suffering we undergo from this point on is
suffering to end all suffering forever.
Kṛṣṇa personally takes charge of helping us to detach ourselves from things of this
world that are obstacles to our positive and progressive devotional journey. Viśvanātha
Cakravartī Ṭhākura calls the things that happen to us after sincerely taking up the
devotional path śobhana karma, or auspicious karma. It may look like the justice karma
dispensed by the māyā-śakti, but it is the mercy, śobhana karma, dispensed by Kṛṣṇa
himself, and it is filled with his affection and well-wishing for his sādhakas in this world.
When I was a child, my friend and I found an injured cat in the forest. He was
tangled up in some old rusty barbed-wire fencing. I ran home and told my older brother.
He found some wire cutters and followed us to the spot. When my brother began to cut
the wire, the cat arched his back and hissed. My brother tried to reassure him that we
weren’t going to hurt him, but the cat went into a full-blown fight mode, injuring himself
even more in the process. The cat couldn’t understand that we were trying to help him.
Even as devotees, our past experiences and traumas can cloud our discrimination
between the benevolent and malefic, and we can fight against Kṛṣṇa’s attempts to cut us
free from our entanglement in the barbed wire of our material existence. At every
moment we are consciously or unconsciously choosing between faith in Kṛṣṇa’s plan for
our life versus fear. As Śrīla Prabhupāda’s beloved godbrother Śrīla Śrīdhara Swami said,
“We should see the universe as friendly and that everything is conspiring to do good for
us.” Cultivating this vision will free us from fear.
When I first visited a temple in 1976, I was convinced that everything I was
seeking in my life was there and I should immediately come and live in this spiritual
ashram. I spoke my intention to the devotees, and they made the practical arrangements.
Hours later, my initial faith was attacked by fear. How could I give up my
graduate studies, devastate my family, and leave my long-term relationship? My fear
turned to panic, and I thought, I must leave. I can’t stay here.
At that moment a mystical fire surrounded me – I saw the flames and felt the heat.
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In a mood of abject surrender, I spoke, “My dear Lord, I will stay here and
dedicate my life to your service.”
After I said these words in earnestness, the fire disappeared along with my panic
and fear.
Fear is our mind’s default setting. When standing on the precipice of a world war,
Arjuna tells his supreme teacher, Kṛṣṇa, that controlling the habits of the mind is more
difficult than controlling the wind. Kṛṣṇa has sympathy for the discouragement Arjuna
feels, but counters by saying that these mental patterns can be changed by practice and
detachment.
I often reflect on Kṛṣṇa’s poignant response to Arjuna’s reflections about the mind.
For me “practice” means my daily sādhana, especially my japa. In this pre-war
conversation, Kṛṣṇa also tells Arjuna that the mind of one in conditioned consciousness is
unsteady and fickle. The job of the spiritual practitioner is to bring the mind back every
time it wanders away from thinking about Kṛṣṇa.
For the past four and half decades, I’ve been committed to sitting and repeating
the Hare Kṛṣṇa māhā-mantra for at least two hours every day. Over the years, it has
become easier to keep the mind engaged and focused on these holy names. Chanting with
focus and attention brings about more attachment to the spiritual reality – the land of
faith where the cowherd boys confidently declare, “Even if Aghāsura is a demon, we can
still enter his mouth, because Kṛṣṇa will protect us.”
Faith brings us to the temple doors. Faith encourages us to leave our cigarettes and
Rolling Stone’s albums with a friend we may never again see. Faith allows us to massage
new wooden japa beads between our thumb and middle finger while we softly recite the
Hare Kṛṣṇa māhā-mantra. Faith grows us and helps us to face the challenges and
adversities of life: birth, death, disease, and old age – the package that comes with having
a body.
When our faith is weak and illness is knocking on our door, fear will answer along
with its accomplices – resistance, attachment, anger. Fear decides for us that there is
nothing good in illness. It will hurt us, cause us pain, take us away from the activities we
want and need to do. Fear captures our ability to be present, to be curious, and to explore
the growth potential of our situation.
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Instead of resisting disease when it comes, we can try to greet it with respect and
kindness, as uninvited guests were treated in Vedic culture – a culture filled with faith
that everything is coming from God.
I have found that I can speak to my symptoms and ask them to show me what they
have come to teach me. There can be multiple lessons with every illness. We need to be
open and curious and resist jumping to assumptions and conclusions.
Sit quietly and bring your awareness to the symptoms in your body and ask your
illness, “Please tell me the purpose of your visit? I am grateful that you have come as an
ambassador of my iṣṭadeva.”
Soon after I became a devotee, one of the girls in the ashram was sick and
regularly missed the morning program. She was absent for weeks, and I remember
judging her and even questioning her sincerity. So later when I became very ill and
couldn’t make it to the morning program for months, I sat with my symptoms and asked
them to show me what I needed to learn. The first answer I heard was “empathy.” I
flashed back to the devotee who had been sick in the ashram and immediately felt deep
sadness for not supporting her more.
Aside from empathy, there were many other teachings I extracted from that very
long and mysterious illness.
Karṇāmṛta regularly dialoged with his cancer. He loved to write. For many years
he journaled and had private conversations on white pages, and then he started to share
his life journey by blogging on Krishna.com and later Facebook. He valued and practiced
authenticity and vulnerability – candidly speaking about his own shortcomings and
challenges. He described his most daunting hurdle to be his spiritual mediocrity – a state
of complacency and “stuckness.” He would pray every day for the inspiration and
empowerment to move beyond this obstacle.
His writing helped him penetrate this bedrock of indifference and mediocrity and
draw out his feelings and realizations to share with others. But still, he would find himself
returning to his uncomfortable comfort zone. He felt that this was the real disease he
battled, and saw his cancer as the answer to his prayer.
The cancer was something he couldn’t hide or run away from. He became
courageous. Many times in his healing video blogs he made comments like “Cancer is my
best friend” and “Cancer is Kṛṣṇa’s loving embrace.” His cancer intensified his process of
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surrender, and he was able to extract the ever-present lessons around him and see Kṛṣṇa’s
hand as the conductor of the orchestra of his life.
His hope of getting well enabled him to tolerate the medicines, the water, the diet,
and the isolation in India. Once a month his friend and translator, Vraja Sevakī dāsī,
would accompany him to see the kavirāja. This pre-dawn expedition would always elicit
both hope and fear in both my husband and me. We hoped to hear news that he was
getting better and could come home soon.
Each month his “freedom from the disease percentage” climbed by 10%. After ten
months of treatment the doctor proclaimed he was 100% free of disease. It meant the
cancer was gone and Karṇam could come home. Our elation was tempered by knowing
that freedom from the cancer was only half of the program. The second half of the
program, equally as crucial to regaining his health, involved rebuilding his body. This
involved taking ghee and hot milk twice a day after a very strenuous cardio work out.
Karṇam arrived home on Govardhana Puja, 2019. He had slept very little on the
plane and insisted on going straight to the temple to see the Deities and the devotees.
When we arrived, the devotees showered him with affection. In his almost delirious state,
he accepted the homecoming sentiments with gratitude and appreciation.
The tumor in his neck was still prominently visible, and Kavirāja had said it was
filled with dead cells and would take time to disappear. The cardio workout was difficult.
The cartilage in both of Karṇam’s knees was worn away from years of standing on
concrete and marble floors cooking and serving the Deities in temples around the world.
We hoped his knees could endure the low impact of jumping on a rebounder.
Listening to Aindra’s fast-beat kirtans helped Karṇam start the workout, but his
level of energy was low, and sustaining the workout was difficult. He also continued
having the very intense headaches that had started more than a year earlier.
For two months we tried to reenter our life with family and friends. We went to
South Florida for a family reunion. Things felt normal yet eerily unsettling – like the
crystal blue skies and calm weather pattern in the eye of a hurricane. We walked on the
soft, warm sand of the beach, chanting our japa. Karṇam was taking a lot of Excedrin
every day to control his headaches. He continued to do his cardio workouts as best he
could along with his prescribed amount of ghee and milk.
On that family trip, one night, after turning out the light to go to sleep, Karṇam
sat up and said, “I have to go back to India.”
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We had already planned for him to return to see the kavirāja after six months.
I got up and turned on the light.
“You’re feeling you need to go back sooner than planned?” I asked.
With a sense of intense urgency, he replied, “I don’t know if what I am doing is
working – I need to go back.”
“We can look for a ticket in the morning,” I said.
Again I was gripped by the all-too-familiar feeling of panic. I took deep breaths
and tried to ground myself in my own śaraṇāgati prayers.
“My dear Lord, you are our protector and maintainer. Everything you do is for
our highest good. There is nothing out of sorts in our world. It is just as it should be.
Please help us to feel your presence in guiding us through this life. Help us to embrace
with our whole being what is and what is to be.”
Saying this prayer brought relief, and I drifted off to sleep.
The next morning, we found a well-priced ticket leaving for India at the end of
December, just two weeks away, with a return flight at the end of March 2020. He would
stay in India for three months and receive more guidance from the kavirāja. A very
comforting thought soothed my mind after we bought his ticket. I thought Rādhārāṇī was
calling him back to Vrindavan. How fortunate he was to be spending so much time in the
holy dhāma. Every moment spent there is a precious investment in his bhakti bank
account.
This time there were fewer tears after dropping him off at the airport. He is in
Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa’s loving merciful hands, I thought, and so am I. Whatever happens on
this journey is all good – there is no harm that ever comes to one who is trying to take
shelter of the Lord.
After Karṇam arrived in Vrindavan, he made plans with Vraja Sevakī to go see the
kavirāja. There was no appointment system. Rather it was first come, first serve,
beginning at 6:00 AM. It took an hour by taxi to reach the kavirāja, so they would leave
early in the morning to get a good position in the line to see the doctor.
When the kavirāja cradled Karṇam’s wrist with his own hand, his deft fingers read
his pulse.
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Speaking Hindi in an agitated tone, he asked Vraja Sevakī, “Why has he stopped
taking the medicine? Why has he stopped the medicine?”
Vraja Sevakī, alarmed by the kavirāja’s question, replied in Hindi, “You told him
he was finished with the medicine phase and to start the ghee and milk phase.”
Kavirāja softened and gently replied, “Maybe the ghee is helping a little. Have him
continue the ghee and milk.”
Vraja Sevakī was stunned by the doctor’s words and therefore didn’t relay to
Karṇam what the doctor said. The implications were intense. It was understood that if
one was not free of disease but entered the second phase of the kavirāja’s program and
took ghee, one could become more ill. Vraja Sevakī had done the medicine phase of the
treatment herself and had acted as a liaison and translator for many devotees over the
years. She had great faith in this doctor. Had he mistakenly read Karṇam’s pulse on his
last visit, when he told him he was cancer free, or did his cancer come back?
For the next couple of months, Karṇam continued the ghee and milk phase of the
treatment. He now had more time to visit holy places and meet with devotees because he
wasn’t confined to stay by a bathroom, as was the case during the medicine phase.
Despite his headaches, this was a happy time for him. Vraja Sevakī encouraged him to go
with her to Hardwar to see another kavirāja “for a second opinion.” Karṇam was always
up for an adventure and agreed to the invitation, though he still didn’t know what the
kavirāja had said.
The new kavirāja felt the ghee wasn’t good for Karṇam, and he ordered some
powerful herbs for his disease. At this point Vraja Sevakī disclosed the conversations she
had with both of the kavirājas. Karṇam was disheartened, but his positivity prevailed,
and he hoped the new herbs might help.
Karṇam’s return flight had been set for the end of March, but it was cancelled due
to the Covid outbreak. The airlines rebooked his return ticket to the end of April. He
became isolated as Covid 19 lockdowns, quarantines, and temple closures hit Vrindavan.
Every month, the airline canceled and rescheduled his travel for the following month.
Karṇam’s headaches became more severe, and his throat was inflamed. It was increasingly
more difficult to swallow; therefore eating became a problem. The herbs he received from
the second kavirāja didn’t seem to be helping. We both decided he should see an
oncologist in Mathura and get another PET scan.
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The results of the PET scan confirmed what we suspected: the cancer had spread.
Now it was in his tonsils and the lymph nodes on both sides of his neck. This news
increased his desire to come home. His next flight was scheduled for the end of July, but
as flights were continuing to be cancelled, we were unsure when he could get back. Then
by Kṛṣṇa’s divine intervention his July flight, out of hundreds of flights, was converted to
the special status of an “evacuation flight.”
He flew back in a plastic gown, face mask, and face shield, which were required
attire for the packed flight. When he arrived at the airport an hour and half from our
home, he took an Uber. In the wake of Bhakti Cāru Swami’s dying from Covid on a
respirator, we both were invested in protecting ourselves and each other from this
potentially deadly virus.
As he stepped out of the Uber in our driveway, I saw my husband’s emaciated
body draped in a wrinkled, dingy, white-cotton-khadi dhoti and top piece. His previous
youthful, full face was now gaunt and aged. We embraced through our eyes. keeping the
recommended six-feet distance between us. I flashed on the image of my beloved guru
Śrīla Prabhupāda speaking to his disciples on his death bed, “Don’t think this won’t
happen to you.” Hearing those words at the age of twenty-three, I found them
theoretical, but now, forty-five years later, they deeply resonated in my heart.
“Philosophy means to always keep death in front of you,” not in some morbid way, but
as a reminder that this life is impermanent and our real business is to become Kṛṣṇa
conscious.
Just as separation and meeting both nourish the devotional sentiments of a
devotee, the interplay of health and illness can also strengthen the sādhaka’s devotion.
Consider these apparently contradictory sentiments: Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura said, “I curse
good health because it makes me think everything is all right.” Our Śrīla Prabhupāda
signed all his letters, “I hope this meets you in good health.”
Illnesses are like pop quizzes to prepare us for the final lessons that come at the
time of death. When our body is not well, we often struggle to chant our japa. If we do
our best in that compromised situation, when we feel better our mind’s ability to focus on
the name will reach a new level, preparing us for the time when our body will not
recover.
Karṇam knew his time in his body was running out. Exhausting all curative
options, he began receiving palliative care, or care that would help him stay comfortable
in his last months. Eating his bland, blended-up meals was a chore accompanied with
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moans and grimaces, so he started to take pharmaceuticals to help control the increasing
pain.
He was mentally preparing to depart from the world. We were both accepting that
these were his last days, and we tried hard to spend meaningful time together hearing and
chanting. Just as it felt we were easing into a routine, Karṇam received a call from a
devotee who was one of his dedicated Facebook followers. This devotee was convinced
that my husband could be cured by a healer in Tucson, Arizona. His name was Truth,
and this devotee friend convinced us to speak to the healer.
Truth had recovered from an accident that electrocuted the part of his brain that
controlled sleep. With the help of a Shaman healer, he was able to regain his ability to
sleep, which saved his life. His penchant for research fueled his desire to become an
alternative healing practitioner. He told us he would design a program for Karṇam to
follow from home and be available for regular consultation. I was skeptical, but Karṇam
wanted to try.
The protocol involved a very strict Keto diet that eliminated almost all
carbohydrates and added supplements, enemas, suppositories, and energy work. The
complexity and intensity of the regime reflected Truth’s nature. We muddled through the
thirty-two pages of daily instructions. Then Truth told us Karṇam had to stop taking the
narcotics if he was going to get better. Karṇam refused, and I assumed that would end the
treatment, but Karṇam decided he would go to Tucson and be directly under Truth’s
care. He could replace the narcotics with legal cannabis, available in the state of Arizona,
to manage the pain and give the treatment time to work.
Again I was called to surrender. I felt he should go through the dying process at
home and be close to the devotees, but his determination to try this last-ditch attempt had
gripped him. A few days later he left for Arizona to finish the last chapter of his life.
For the next two and half months, Karṇam worked with Truth and a naturopathic
doctor. Staying with Truth was like being in a new-age wonder world. There were large
crystals amplifying the energetic space, along with frequency, sound, and light healing
apparatuses. Karṇam always held a fascination for the metaphysical, subtle realm of
being. Truth also took Karṇam to Sedona, a place of energy vortexes and esoteric healing
modalities.
In the Bṛhad-bhāgavatāmta, when Gopa Kumara was leaving the material world to
ascend into the spiritual dimension, he had to pass through ten layers of matter, each
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successively more subtle and more seductive. The last layer, the pradhāna, was so
enchanting and seductive that he became momentarily bewildered. But by Kṛṣṇa’s grace
he was able to ground himself in his spiritual ideal and continue his journey.
It felt like Karṇam was passing through this subtle realm to upgrade his position in
his bhakti, so that in his next life he would be free of material desires. At the stage of ruci
we are free of material desires. Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura said it takes at least three
lifetimes of dedicated sincere practice to come to the stage of prema – one lifetime to
reach ruci, another lifetime to reach bhāva bhakti, and a final life to reach prema.
Prabhupāda is reported to have said of his disciples that their children’s children would be
born pure devotees.
Two days before Karṇam passed, he told me he had hurt a rib and was on the
floor of his apartment in pain. The paramedics came and said his oxygen was critically
low. They started him on oxygen and transported him to the hospital. Characteristically,
he continued to chronicle his healing journey. From the ambulance he texted me and sent
short little selfie videos of his trip. I saw his feet, the mountains out of the back of the
vehicle, and a gurney being rolled into the ER.
The next day the doctor called me and said hospice would be transferring him to
an inpatient unit. His body was shutting down, and Karṇam would leave the world
within days. Karṇāmṛta understood. He could no longer speak, so I would speak to him
on the phone and he would respond with a text. His last text message to me read,
“Hospice and final lesson.”
Then the texts went silent.
The next day he was comfortably situated in a very serene hospice room. The staff
put an iPad in the room and connected me to Facetime. We spent his last day together. I
played his favorite kirtans all day, talked to him, and prayed for him.
Throughout the day I watched his breath. With each exhale, fog covered the clear
plastic respirator around his nose and mouth. After his last breath, the fog cleared as if
rising rays of sun were dissipating the thick luminous grey fog hanging low over the tops
of trees in a dense forest.
“My dear husband and friend, your healing journey is not dependent on the still
and lifeless sādhaka-deha that you left behind on the white cotton sheets. That body
served you well. You took advantage of your illness to push past your mediocrity and
embrace the experiences that cancer brought into your life to upgrade your devotion. You
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have become a hero. You faced death to live your life more fully, which was your tag line
for healing. You did it.”

Beyond Positive Thinking
Prāṇadā dāsī
“While located in the mayik world,
man must be humble, bearing the difficulties of life with heroism.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
I’m holding an herb ball too big to swallow whole and a “shot glass” of cow urine.
I’ve stopped breathing through my nose so I don’t gag and will continue breathing only
through my mouth for about fifteen minutes. The smell is extremely noxious to me, and
the saltiness of the urine increases my desire to vomit. Instead of quickly downing the
repugnant medicine, though, I must chew the large ball of smelly roughage that has been
formed using cow urine. The dense fiber of the urine-infused herb requires a fair bit of
liquid – more cow urine – to get it down.
My mind screams – repeatedly.
I hate this. I cannot get used to this. I keep the herb balls in a sealed container
outside the small apartment so I can’t smell them, but the bottle of cow urine has to
remain inside in a bucket filled with water. Even though the bottle is capped, the smell
pervades the apartment. All day long my sense of smell is assaulted, and I push back a gag
reflex. I cannot get used to this. I detest this.
The ball and urine are just one of nine medicines I must take twice a day on a
tyrannical schedule that doesn’t allow much personal time. My life is now on a constant
clock.
I call this “Hodal treatment” by Kavirāja Nahar Singh the chemotherapy of Ayur
Veda. In fact, I suspect it’s largely Siddha medicine with Ayur Vedic overtones.
Panchkarma is child’s play here and forget even momentary comforts like herbal oil
massages and steam baths. Though there’s no guarantee it will cure me, I must commit to
from five to twelve months – of just the medicine phase. Then there’s the rebuilding
phase of an equal duration. My life has been hijacked. I cannot get used to this. I don’t
want to do this!
The fact is I have no choice.
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During my last hospitalization, I starkly, finally, admitted what had been
happening for some time: I was slowly – very slowly – dying. Systems were shutting
down. Multiple medical interventions and modalities had failed.
Though controversial, the Hodal treatment was an option, but I feared it; didn’t
want to do it. I couldn’t imagine doing it! It was a drastic, last-ditch attempt at
resurrecting the body. Depressingly, it was the one that made the most sense at that point.
When the decision was made to take up the treatment, everything – visa, plane
ticket, a place to stay – came together with little effort. It was the week before the
Christmas holidays, a time when visas are usually slow to process and there aren’t seats at
a decent price. But our visas arrived in a week, and we found good tickets – even seats
next to each other (I required to be next to Nāgarāja, my husband, because I was
debilitated).
When doors swing wide open with such ease, you know you’re being ushered in a
direction – almost propelled with a divine precision. You can be sure you’re exactly
where you’re meant to be. Of course, acknowledging this has consequences. It’s a call to
surrender.
We do well to be present to our lives and pay special attention to how and why it
is playing out – especially when it seems we’re being escorted in a certain direction. There
is much to mine in these moments, these events, that form us. But to be sure, just because
something is ordained doesn’t mean the path will be easy. In fact, it’s often the exact
opposite; it’s where we’re called to do the most difficult work of our lives. It’s where we
surrender to Kṛṣṇa’s will. It is where pure love is born.

“In this condition [enthralled by matter],
the soul loses itself in the mind . . . ”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
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The Art of Acceptance

There are so many things in life we don’t like and don’t want to do. We can
protest and push back; we can feel pity for ourselves and wallow in it; or we can accept
what is. Though each manner of approach is difficult, it has seemed to me that
acceptance has been the most troublesome. It has repulsed me even though I knew it was
more productive than putting up a fight or sinking into self-indulgence.
My first reaction has usually been to resist, a response that most often lingered too
long. But protesting changes nothing, a fact that has always greatly annoyed me.
Acceptance brings me closer to Kṛṣṇa, and, though more difficult, by embracing it I
experience a sense of dignity – and inner peace – by taking the higher road.
What’s the difficulty with acceptance? I simply don’t want to accept what is. I
want things my way, according to my likes and dislikes. This, then, is where the work
lies: with the mind.
To be sure, the mind is at the crux of all the spiritual work we must do. So when
we’re forced to deal with the mind, we benefit tremendously. Our goal is to think of
Kṛṣṇa always and never forget him. Before prema manifests and we remember Kṛṣṇa
spontaneously, our remembrance of him requires full mind control – complete, constant
mind control. But we often don’t exercise enough control over the mind. Our sādhana
languishes for lack of focus, and we wonder why we’re not making progress. Turn your
attention to controlling the mind and just see what miracles occur.
Illnesses and other types of losses give us impetus to corral the mind. If we exert
control over it, we suffer less. Therefore we do work in illness that otherwise we might
not do.
Suffering is often a profound spiritual blessing. Illness and suffering increase our
willingness to invest in higher ways of being. In this way, they are glorious, welcome
additions to our lives.
For serious spiritual practitioners, I think that illness exists to bring us to do deep
work of dismantling the false self and controlling the mind.
In my experience what’s really happening in illness is that we’ve been directed
inward, for good reason. The body can no longer physically engage with the world like
other people, who we see busily moving about in services and work and play at speeds
that make us dizzy in our condition (and that don’t facilitate inner development). In

32

WHEN ILLNESS TAKES HOLD

illness we come face to face with ourselves and all of our uglinesses. This is very
beneficial for our progress.
Dissolving the false ego means removing all the desires and false loves we have in
the heart to make a suitable place for Kṛṣṇa. Controlling the mind facilitates and
augments this self-reflective process of cleansing the heart and is best accomplished by
filling the mind and heart with transcendence – with Kṛṣṇa himself in the form of his
names, qualities, līlās, associates, dhāma, etc.
The inner work we’re led to do through illness, loss, suffering, and change is
exactly the work of the spiritual life. We avoid this work when things are “going well.”
For this reason, the world is a place of suffering: We need impetus to get out. So when
suffering comes our way, as it definitely will (no one is given special immunity), we can
know it to be the mechanism that will help us evolve. And if we’re practicing bhakti, it is
given to help us progress toward Kṛṣṇa.
We gain the determination and realization – by cycling through repeated attempts
and failures – to accept what is. When our lives are restricted by illness, we more starkly
see the nature of the body and the world. In this way, we’re coached, step by step, on
how to let go of absolutely everything, to empty ourselves completely, to come to know
unequivocally what keeps us from Kṛṣṇa and guru and give it up. After picking up an
object that repeatedly burns you, you’ll stop picking it up. We’ll release all personal desire
because we gradually learn that those desires are the problem that hijacks our lives.
Illness, then, helps us to detach from the world of things. The sooner we let go of what
we want, the less affected we are by the poison of separateness from Kṛṣṇa that so
tortures us.
There is another component – a crucial one – that will enable us to let go. That is
filling ourselves up with the nectar of the names, forms, qualities, associates, pastimes,
and place of pastimes of our Divine Friend – in other words, associating with Kṛṣṇa in
the ways he has given us to do so.
In this essay, I assume you already have a minimum sādhana practice of daily
chanting the māhā-mantra for a fixed period of time, and I discuss ways we can build on
our spiritual lives to perfect them. We should know that if we don’t have a daily sādhana
practice – even if we love sevā and kirtan – our progress toward the spiritual goal of
associating with and serving Kṛṣṇa directly cannot be realized.
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There is a very specific purification of heart that is required and which only
continual, dedicated sādhana can grant. We need to awaken to our full prospect –
stopping the cycle of going through many lifetimes – by taking shelter of the holy names.
I’ll discuss how to improve our relationship with Kṛṣṇa and the methods of approaching
him directly soon. First let’s continue examining the points I brought up about mind
control and dissolving the ego.
Controlling the mind and effacing the ego is where we change on the most
profound levels, and suffering sends us quickly and deeply into this work – if we allow it.
If we accept what is.
I know what I’m saying here. I know how terrifying and unnerving it can be to
accept what is when we’re deeply suffering and there’s no end in sight. I have first-hand
experience of acute, long-term physical and mental/emotional pain. I know how difficult
it is to live acceptance minute by minute. I know that it can be so absolutely brutal at
times that you want out of the body, out of the situation – out, out, out!
When life presents us challenges, we’re asked to respond. How will we respond? It
can be illness, pain, relationships, loss of a loved one, or any number of situations. They
are all requests for the same thing from us: surrender to Kṛṣṇa.
Surrender means placing ourselves in an honest, correct position in relation to our
Lord. And circumstances like serious or long-term illness or debilitation increase the
urgency of our quest to release ourselves into the freedom of love of God; they shine a
bright light on our inner world and send us there, where we must contend . . . with
ourselves.

“When the soul looks inward, it obtains
its spiritual rasa, and the perverted rasa wanes off
in proportion to the development of the spiritual rasa.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
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The Guiding Light of Intention

Through multiple health crises, I have learned some lessons about the art of
acceptance. In order to face down the enemy Resistance, which blocks our surrender and
therefore our movement toward love of God, we do well to fortify ourselves with clear
intention. What am I doing? Why am I doing it?
The answers to the above questions will be different for each person and his or her
particular circumstances, but the common denominator for everyone should be that we
set our sights on the highest ideal rooted in solid philosophical understanding. If you set
out on solid ground, then you have something very tangible to hold onto as you ride the
ever-changing, nerve-wracking waves of a particular crisis.
Without consciously thinking about it, this is what I did when I made the decision
to go to Vrindavan for the regimen. I set clear intentions. They were more than simply
good intentions. They were urgent guiding principles, and achieving my goals was deeply
important for me – more important than life itself.
I felt obliged to care for the sādhaka-deha given to me by my spiritual master. This
sacred duty was rooted in deep gratitude for the rare gift I had received; the indebtedness
– the abiding humility I felt – for the inestimable good fortune and opportunity to engage
in bhakti; and the painful awareness that I had more inner work to do in order to be able
to factually repay the gift Śrīla Prabhupāda gave me and acknowledge the personal
sacrifices he had made to give it to me. These feelings of love loomed large.
To eventually be successful I needed to determinedly try to make as much progress
as possible before dying so I could stand on more solid spiritual ground. At least I should
reach the more secure platform of niṣṭhā. The symptoms of niṣṭhā are described in the
third verse of Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu’s Śikṣāṣṭakam:
tṛṇād api su-nīcena
taror iva sahiṣṇunā
amāninā māna-dena
kīrtanīyaḥ sadā hariḥ
“One who thinks himself lower than the grass, who is more tolerant than a tree,
and who does not expect personal honor yet is always prepared to give all respect to
others can very easily always chant the holy name of the Lord.”
Though I had held this as a goal for some time, my desire to make tangible
progress increased. It intensified a lot. If I left the body in a lower level of bhakti it would
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mean that my next life would be filled with as much mixed devotion as this one was.
Until reaching niṣṭhā, I could easily veer off the path; my journey to loving Kṛṣṇa and
guru prolonged unnecessarily. The time I had left to make progress was decreasing. I had
to do more, try harder. Whatever it took, I was going to do it. No more hesitation.
Therefore I was committed to following the Hodal regimen, but I also intended to
take practical actions to improve my level of Kṛṣṇa consciousness. I thought my attempt
would focus on developing the qualities of niṣṭha listed in the Śikṣāṣṭakam verse. As you’ll
see, I was sent in another direction, to the way we develop niṣṭhā itself, which will
automatically grant us these good qualities.
My intention, backed by sincere desire, was extremely beneficial, as it formed an
anchor that held me while wild winds roared. I would remind myself of these intentions
repeatedly; they would be my guide as I faced months of a treatment that was the most
difficult thing I’ve ever done.
Setting intentions, I’ve come to understand, besides being an initial step in facing
crises is itself a part of the process of surrender. Sometimes it can take a while to become
clear on your intentions as you sort through inner conflicts and confusion and resistance.
Your intention will set the tone and tenor of your journey. It will illuminate your
path when everything is dark, when you doubt your next step, and when you lose hope. It
is a beacon that will guide and encourage you. You’ll also be in a stronger position to act
firmly and resolutely without constantly wrestling doubts and second-guessing your
decision. Periodically you may have to reassess your choices, such as when given new
information or facing changes in circumstances, but in general it’s helpful to be clear
about an intention and then remain firm in it.
In this way, with clear focus, all internal movement and all external action,
however humble or small, becomes directed as an intentional offering to our Lord, a
service placed at his feet to please him. Illness, losses, and crises define our new service.
Humbled and feeling small by the limitations of our condition, we can understand our
position as servants.
I can’t overstate the importance of carefully, thoughtfully laying this groundwork
of making intentional choices for a course of action after examining our motives,
choosing high spiritual ground to aim for, and acting on the principle of accepting what
is. Choosing a course of action in response to a crisis and setting an intention is best
guided by the counsel and support of friends, preferably more advanced Vaiṣṇavas.
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Though this is obvious, and we all know it, I must say it: No one can do the work
for us. As much as friends and guides may be able to help us come to our personal clarity,
as much as our friends may want to support us, we go to the inner world alone. There is
no way around this. It is a natural, important part of purification. It takes some getting
used to – even some grieving and feeling isolated – but it is a powerful part of the
journey. We experience that our actual shelter lies only with Kṛṣṇa. And it is to him we
must turn.
Though I won’t go into details here, there’s another important consideration I
want to briefly mention: We may need counseling. That I’m not going into details does
not mean this isn’t a crucial aspect that we ought to tend to. The inner work triggers
much from the subconscious that has to be dealt with. Many “Whys?” often haunt us,
and even though we know the philosophy, we wrestle with living it. We may also need to
sort through unprocessed emotions acquired from the traumas of material existence.
Additionally, living with chronic pain or long-term illness requires its own set of psychophysical skills that we can garner through counseling.
Therefore, we may require the assistance of a trained professional. There are
devotees who are counselors.1 If the issues that arise are somewhat less severe, or if we’ve
already done core work earlier, we may be able to make our way alone, or we may just
need to process mental content periodically with a confidante. Obviously we should do
whatever is required.
By the time I had reached Vrindavan, I had already been quite ill for many years
and had faced significant mental and emotional challenges, so I had done a lot of
psychological work. As much as I was suffering, I had had enough experience of this kind
of terrain that I knew what I had to do, and I just had to do it.

1

See Resources at the end of this book for links to find devotee counselors.
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“Have strong faith that only Kṛṣṇa can protect you.
Admit him as your only guardian.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
Voluntary Heart Surgery
When we’re given an opportunity to increase our level of self-surrender and we
embrace it, we’re propelled quickly forward in spiritual development and the formation
of the higher self. But this fact is not always immediately apparent, so don’t look for it.
You’ll only set yourself up for disappointment, which can sabotage the work you need to
do. In the future you’ll understand all the gains you made.
Self-surrender (accepting what is) entails emptying ourselves of personal desire.
Completely. Our desires block surrender. They clog the heart, which wants to beat for
Kṛṣṇa. They are our enemies, and they are formidable. Our likes and dislikes, our wants,
our “my’s” – all of them must go so that we become a purified offering. This requires an
ego death. It’s the dying that is much more difficult than the death of the physical body.
Our heart surgery is never going to be easy or fun. But if you genuinely want to
love Kṛṣṇa, if you want to attain the land of perfected beings, you need to submit to the
surgery – voluntarily. You may not voluntarily sign up for your situation, but how you
choose, voluntarily, to respond to it determines whether the suffering is simply abject and
for naught or whether you will benefit by purifying the heart of anarthas. How much do
you want to attain the ideal you’ve been offered? This is really the question: How much
do you want it?
When you’re ready to give up everything, to accept anything (at least
theoretically), you’re ready to be lifted to new breathtaking heights in your Kṛṣṇa
consciousness.
Accepting what is, is a crucial component to the act of accepting Kṛṣṇa’s will and
letting go of ours. Aligning the self with Kṛṣṇa means making one’s desires one with his.
This is not something abstract. It is quite tangible. It means directly dealing with what’s
in front us right now. Your current situation is never an accident. But, of course, we must
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use the circumstances in a way favorable for cultivating cooperation with and love for
Kṛṣṇa. This means accepting what is.
It means implicitly trusting Kṛṣṇa and acting on that trust. When we’re called to a
high degree of surrender, we discover we need to trust more. That trust thickens as we do
the inner work, ask for help, and receive it. We experience how Kṛṣṇa responds to us, and
we come to trust that he will respond next time, too. Experiencing this reciprocal
exchange is required to further develop trust. We can theoretically trust, but it becomes
real when we have to live it. To live it means we have to first trust, in little measure, and
then build on it.
One thing we can do as we are working on developing trust is to speak with other
devotees about their experience with trusting Kṛṣṇa. I’ve found, and others concur, that
the majority of devotees have had mystical experiences in their lives. Hearing about these
experiences is faith building. Devotees have undeniable experiences of the direct presence
of Kṛṣṇa in those moments that change their lives, or call them to proceed, or are
confirmations of all that they were learning at that time. They are real and tangible, and
hearing of other’s experiences is reassuring and can help us.
Internal work is much like tuning an instrument so that it can be played – properly
and beautifully. We are an instrument to be played for our Lord’s satisfaction. It’s a fine
process, a delicate process, that requires our full attention and our care. In tuning
ourselves we must tune out all extraneous, distracting noises coming from the mind about
what we like, what we dislike, what we want, what we don’t want, who we think we are,
what we want to do. It may look like we’re living a small life. In fact, we’re living a large
life by doing the internal work.
All these high ideals are beautiful and inspiring. But as we embark on dealing with
our immediate challenging circumstances, we soon find out we’re actually not up for the
task at hand. We discover we’re very small and dependent and our urgent job is
overwhelming. We become desperate for mercy. We’re very needy, much more needy
than we realized.
We reach a juncture between our sincerest, best effort (which is honestly never
enough and never will be) and our extreme need for mercy. We cried many tears as we
faced the situation and wrestled to accept what is and let go. We had to deal with all the
psychological obstacles that reared their awful heads just when we least wanted to see
them and had the least strength to deal with them. But now, utterly hopeless, feeling

Beyond Positive Thinking

39

humbled, we fall flat, acknowledging how much mercy we need. Now more tears flow,
not fewer!
But these tears are different. They are purer, and they call the attention of our
Beloved. They are not tears of pity, but an acknowledgement of our true condition as
finite atmas, as Kṛṣṇa’s property in need of assistance. These honest realizations have
brought on a deep humility and genuine begging. Kṛṣṇa will respond. He shows up in
simple, surprising, and mystical ways. Acknowledge them. They will sustain you and give
you courage and hope.

“God is the shelter of all.
He sends many obstacles and inconveniences
to those who wish for shelter under him,
in order to test their ardor and steadiness.”
~Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvati Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya’s Teachings

Mind Games
I had well thought-out reasons to go to Vrindavan. They were based on high
philosophical principles and sacred duty. I had conferred with advanced Vaiṣṇavas who
knew me well and had objectively confirmed my decision.
Now, as I faced various challenges in Vrindavan my energy was freed to do the
heavy lifting of what was being asked of me: full surrender. Blind trust. Ignoring doubts.
Completely emptying myself knowing I was being relieved of my foolish attraction to the
world.
I stood objectively as a witness to my mind as it second-guessed my choices, made
offers of how to weasel out of my decision, and incessantly chattered about how utterly
impossible it was to continue. I saw its other creative efforts too for what they were:
offers to not accept what is, to not surrender.
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Though I recognized all this and had strong intentions, it didn’t mean everything
was peachy-keen. I still had to do the program. In my journal I noted,

After getting down the ball and urine, five minutes later I must
drink mercury. And to make sure the mercury doesn’t kill me, I must
drink two and a half gallons of water every day. Every day. I cannot
even skip one hour! My stomach protrudes like a nine-month pregnancy
– the pressure hurts, causes pain in my lungs, and allows little space for
solid food (which I’m not interested in anyway). I cannot leave the
house for more than 15-20 minutes because I must be by a bathroom
day and night. I’m constantly dizzy. Or rather, does it feel like water in
the brain that is giving me the sense of continually spinning and
spinning as if held by a rotating undercurrent? At least the projectile
vomiting and the intense shaking have subsided, though delirium and
exhaustion-to-the-bone prevail.

My mind was screaming about the protocol – all parts of it – and therefore I was
suffering intensely. The weight was unbearable. I was faced with a choice: stop the
treatment and die (how slowly or painfully was the only question), or continue the
protocol detached from the results (and maybe still die).
If you think I decided to continue so that I might live, you’re wrong. I wanted to
die. That was just so much easier than doing what I had to do. I had to take control of
my mind, and it was going to require more than just positive thoughts, affirmations, or
casual chanting.
The mind had declared an all-out war, and it was going to take every single ounce
of the little bit of physical strength I had to respond. Out of necessity I began a rigid mind
control regimen and quickly realized how the force of circumstances – divine grace – had
led me to deal with the most important part of my spiritual life.
It was evident that I could not think – not for a split second – about how long I
would have to do the program or if I would get better or about the smell of urine or the
pain or the frustration of having to use the bathroom thirty times a day. Those thoughts
could not be entertained. Not once. Not at all. Never. I could not allow the mind a
fraction of a second for its own agenda.
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The mind is always thinking of how it will find happiness. It just so happens that
it’s always wrong. It is always wrong. So we need to stop giving it free reign and
executive power.
We have to change the way we’re thinking altogether. We must spiritualize our
mind.
Vrindavan taught me that I could control my mind much more than I had ever
done before. It was the most important lesson I learned in the dhāma, and it was worth
every minute of the suffering I endured.
Why? Because besides that we can be more peaceful in whatever our circumstances
when we control the mind, an uncontrolled mind – inattention – is the root cause of all
offenses to the Names, sevā, and other people. We’re keeping ourselves from prema and
the exalted states we hear about because we just don’t take our sādhana seriously enough
to really pay attention. I decided to apply my full focus to controlling the mind by
spiritualizing it.
During other health crises, I had worked with many tools, such as positive
thinking, affirmations, self-hypnosis, self-cheerleading, and other ways to control the
mind. With varying degrees of success, I endured the tribulations with sincere, concerted
efforts to surrender and accept. I made spiritual progress.
This time I was driven by an even deeper desire to improve myself. The divine
hand of suffering directed me how to accomplish both of my goals: to work on my heart
and be lifted to niṣṭhā, and to control the mind and fully accept.

“Bhakti is the cultivation of a friendly sentiment
for Kṛṣṇa, free from all desires other than those
for the sentiment’s own improvements, . . .
Bhakti is itself both a feeling and an action.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
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Little Ways of Being

As I began to fill the mind constantly with spiritual content and bring my full
awareness and attention to it, it occurred to me that I was tapping into progress I had
made in my sädhana a couple of years earlier. I had become fed up with how little of the
Gāyatrī mantra I heard when I chanted it. How many years, three times a day, had I
chanted while my mind wandered! I decided to stop that behavior. I took control of my
mind.
I wouldn’t meditate on the next word of any mantra until I heard the current one.
Oṁ. Bhūr. Bhuvaḥ. Svaḥ. If my mind wandered from a word, I repeated it. If my mind
wandered during a line, I would repeat it. Many times I had to repeat a whole line two or
three times. I was determined to let my mind know that it was no longer allowed to
wander. After a few weeks, I was able to chant my Gāyatrīs with full attention. I heard
every word, every line.
Once I had been able to focus on the words and whole lines, I began meditating on
the meaning of the mantras. That was also a process that took some practice and
determination.
For the Brahmā Gāyatrī I meditated, “I offer my senses, mind, intelligence, and
very self to the lotus feet of Śrī Śrī Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa, who are deserving of the surrender
of everyone in the unlimited universes. Rādhā, the personification of Kṛṣṇa’s svarūpaśaktī, is the bright sun for Kṛṣṇa, the master of all the worlds, who is conquered by love. I
bring myself in full surrender to them, the divine youthful couple, and ask them to please
increase my willingness and capacity to serve them.”2
This meditation brought up thoughts during the day. For instance, as if in response
to the prayer, I would spontaneously remind myself that the body is not mine, that I
belong to Kṛṣṇa. As his servant I am to use all my senses in satisfying him. I exist for his
happiness. In this way I would remember to bring myself in service to him throughout the
day. How could I do that this minute? And the next? I would receive answers to my
sincere questions. In this way, the focused meditation on Gāyatrī diffused into my life in
unforeseen ways and enriched me.

2

This translation is loosely based on B.R. Śrīdhar Swami’s translation and commentary on the
Brahma Gāyatrī.
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Then I had brought to my japa this newfound trick of not moving to the next
mantra until I actually heard the first one. Hearing the māhā-mantra steadily was more
of a challenge – we have two or three hours of meditation in japa, not just five to ten
minutes as with the Gāyatrī. But using the same insistence that the mind focus, I was able
to increase the stretches of time when I was actually present and hearing while chanting. I
decreased the number of times when I simply mouthed the mantra. When I veered off, I
counseled myself, “Come here, Prāṇadā. Where are you? You don’t actually want to be
there. Everything is right here. The whole spiritual world is right here. Kṛṣṇa is in his
name, and you’re losing your chance to be with him. O mind! Please worship the lotus
feet of Kṛṣṇa-Balarāma.”
The mind is interesting. The more you commit to controlling it the more it
cooperates. But you cannot vacillate even slightly. It’s a full-time job to establish a new
relationship with the mind and take comprehensive control of it. The mind doesn’t give in
easily or quickly, but it does give up when you remain dominating the conversation. It is
your service to control the conversation, and as you do and as new habits develop, it takes
less energy to keep it in alignment and focused on spiritual meditations. This is a
dependable truth. And my relationship with the holy names and my worshipable Lords
has drastically changed for the better.
Remembering the progress with my Gāyatrī and japa, I became encouraged to
extend my work with my mind to all the moments of the day, and as I did, I realized just
how much my mind was out of control. I also saw that I hadn’t realized the extent to
which I could control the mind. It was intense work, often requiring every fiber of my
being to demand cooperation from the mind. Even when we’re healthy it requires a good
amount of exertion and intention. During illness it is very taxing, but the payoffs are
undeniable, and it is during compromised situations that we need the mind’s cooperation
even more.
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“Those who are by circumstances
and position entitled to worship the Śrīmūrti within the mind
have, with due deference to the temple institutions,
a tendency to worship usually by śravaṇa (hearing)
and kīrtana (glorifying), and their church is universal . . . ”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts

What’s Playing in the Foreground?
We can “think” of several things at once. I can say “Hare Kṛṣṇa” in my mind as
I’m looking at something and thinking about what my eyes are seeing. The Names are in
the background. They’re there and that’s great, but they’re not our focus. The thing I’m
looking at is in the foreground, the sound of the Names is in the background. We need to
become fully present to Hare and Kṛṣṇa and bring them to the foreground. This takes
some concentration and a little practice.
In Vrindavan I began to place my seeing, touching, smelling, and doing into a
background position and bring the chanting – or my chosen meditation – to the
foreground as I went about my daily activities. In the foreground I was factually hearing
each syllable ha-re krs-na. I insisted that my mind become fully present to the sound.
Everything is in the holy name, Prāṇadā, I would counsel myself. Hold your mind
right here, right on each syllable. Hear it as if for the first time. What is here? Can you
bring yourself in surrender right here, right now? Hare Kṛṣṇa.
I naturally remembered that the names refer to the people Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa, that
their names are nondifferent from them. I was calling them. They are the Divine Dyad,
the highest manifestation of Divinity, the supreme lovers who call us to love them. The
holy name on my tongue was my opportunity to be with Kṛṣṇa. My chanting is a service
to Kṛṣṇa, a petition for service, a call for acceptance. There’s nothing more important in
my life than hearing Hare Kṛṣṇa.
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All these types of thoughts and more would naturally arise in the mind and become
prominent.
I’ll give you an example. We know how to brush our teeth without paying much
attention to it. Usually the mind just wanders all over, contemplating what has to happen
today, what happened yesterday, who is annoying us, or we notice a pain in the body, etc.
If you’re dealing with a crisis, it can really twist you in a knot about all the possibilities
you’re facing. It can send you on a roller coaster of existential doubt, incapacitate you
with depression, make you question whether Kṛṣṇa loves you – it’s really unlimited where
the mind can drag you. It can wreak havoc and make illness much worse. These are the
times when the mind is noticeably an enemy (in fact, most often it is, but we don’t see the
implications).
When we’re doing our routine daily activities, we can bring Kṛṣṇa to the
foreground and send the activity to the background. And you’ll find that there are many
activities that you do that can be sent toward the background of your attention. You can
chant Hare Kṛṣṇa in your mind with full focus as you brush your teeth, and out loud
when you cut up vegetables to cook, clean the bathroom, sweep the floor, etc. You can
say your own prayer or repeat a prayer by one of our previous ācāryas. If you already
intentionally bring spiritual content to the mind, how much are you paying attention to
it? Has it become rote? If it no longer captures your attention, what can you do
differently?
I have memorized many English descriptions of Rādhā, Kṛṣṇa, Balarāma, their
associates, their qualities, and their līlās, and I “live” there when recalling them. You can
begin to live your meditation in some measure, and then you can increase the amount of
time you’re there as you build on the constancy and quality of filling your mind with
Kṛṣṇa conscious content. Oh, how much mental space I have learned can be occupied
with chanting and meditating during activities done throughout the day!
When I wasn’t chanting japa, reading, or listening to a lecture, I filled all the inbetween moments with favorite verses and prayers, and if at certain times of the day I
had already gone through my repertoire, I chanted Hare Kṛṣṇa. I focused on controlling
the mind in these daily moments, and in the morning I increased my attempt to control it
during japa.
The practice of meditating like this throughout the day strengthens the mind and
increases our ability to control the mind during japa. As our japa sādhana improves, our
meditations throughout the day improve. They nourish each other. This kind of attention
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directly translates into spiritual progress, clarity of vision, and a fixed heart, and calls
Kṛṣṇa to us.
Our aim is to leave no room for mundane thoughts. Of course, we need to think
about some things for our sevā or work or caring for the home, family, etc., but we
should return the mind to our spiritual content immediately. Immediately bring it back to
direct contact with Kṛṣṇa in one of his forms.
I also noticed that these meditations were naturally bringing out thoughts
associated with what I was meditating on, just as I had experienced with my Gāyatrī. And
as thoughts spontaneously developed about a meditation, I would implement the insight.
For instance, it occurred to me that in addition to asking my Lord to accept the bhoga
offering I placed on the altar, I could ask him to accept me. So every time I offered bhoga,
I began to offer myself and beg to be accepted. Then throughout the day I would
remember making myself the offering. This would bring out feelings of wanting to be
accepted, and I would say prayers out loud. These developing conversations with Kṛṣṇa
had a profound effect on me.
I’ll give you another example. One prayer I repeat when I first awake is “O
Madhava, may my bliss increase unlimitedly by meditating on the moonlight of your
smile, which destroys the darkness in the hearts of your devotees, increases the love of the
Vraja gopikās, and defeats the sweetness of an ocean of nectar.”
In just one prayer we’re invited to contemplate many features of Kṛṣṇa’s smile.
Kṛṣṇa is always smiling; he’s joyful – he’s joy personified. He’s known as the playful
youth. Kṛṣṇa and Balarāma are the blissful brothers. Kṛṣṇa is merciful, and therefore his
smile will destroy my material existence. His smile effortlessly brings an end to the
darkness of my material existence. I pray to see his smile. Sometimes a vision of him
smiling would spontaneously enter my mind. He is so attractive that his smile completely
captures the mind and hearts of the most qualified women in all of creation. What
amount of sweetness is there in an ocean? His sweetness is inconceivable and
unparalleled. I began to understand something about Kṛṣṇa’s qualities or activities or
psychology that make him who he is. This brought Kṛṣṇa alive for me in new ways.
In this way each contemplation of a philosophical concept, each prayer, each verse,
each līlā scene unfolds in manifold ways as we meditate on them. The more we
contemplate them the more is revealed to us. Secrets are shared. This gives rise to
spontaneous insights, feelings, and prayers petitioning for mercy, and we return with even
more commitment to our japa sādhana and daily meditation sādhana. There’s so much in
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the name and in Kṛṣṇa conscious topics that will manifest to us when we give them
prominence in our consciousness. In other words, we begin to have spiritual experiences
that were just waiting for us to pay attention!
Then I found I was also able, with increasing frequency, to stop disturbing or
anxious thoughts during sleep at night by chanting the māhā-mantra. It is something like
lucid dreaming, where you stay asleep but have more awareness. The mantra, it seems,
wants to permeate us.
During the day I was having more consistent successes in completely stopping the
mind from wandering. My japa improved further, and I was able to chant with attention
for almost the whole japa sādhana session. I considered this special mercy, and it fortified
my resolve.
Think of these types of meditation as sādhana and as spending quality time with
the transcendental personalities you are meditating on. You are directly associating with
them. They will not ignore you (like ordinary souls when you need them). The more you
spend time with them the more they reveal aspects of their qualities and personality – the
more real they become. As this happens, then you want to spend more time with them.
Ultimately, we want to welcome the descent of prema into the heart so that we
may give pleasure to Śrī Śrī Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa. This can only be done through constant
engagement in the direct aṅgas of bhakti. Therefore, with all our might we ought to try
for our ideal through serious engagement with these aṅgas.

Man’s life to him a problem dark –
A screen both left and right;
No soul hath come to tell us what
Exists beyond our sight.
But then a voice, how deep and soft;
Within ourselves is left;
Man! Man! Thou art immortal soul!
Thee Death can never melt.
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~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura,
Two stanzas from Sāragrāhī Vaiṣṇava
Incremental Progress

Of course, then I’d encounter an obstacle, a disappointment, a setback; the pain
would mount, or the mind would sneak away, and I’d have to assert myself anew. But I
learned that I could increase my inner strength and determination. We do, however, have
to really – really – want our goal and be prepared to pay for it.
As we cycle between determined mind control and suffering that has us flat on the
floor begging for relief, we’ll begin to notice our ability and willingness – our growing
conviction – about the importance, power, and benefit we experience by filling the mind
with spiritual content and focusing on it with attention and growing affection.
We make progress incrementally as we stick to increasing the mental time we
spend on the plane of Reality: meditating on it, acknowledging it, paying obeisance to it,
begging for mercy from that quarter. Don’t fret that this takes time and occurs in stages
and steps. Just start out assured. Kṛṣṇa will guide you. Carefully notice when you were
able to control the mind, and then build on that. Use the little wins to go for bigger ones.
And remain determined, though you may waiver. In my journal I wrote,

When I go out for darśana and someone stops me, I don’t
appreciate their questions: “Are you seeing signs of improvement?”
“How are you?” And especially the comments: “Wow, you’re standing
and walking. You must not be doing too bad.” Or this one is also
good: “You don’t look so bad.”
What does one say? Even if I gave them some hint about
what’s happening behind closed doors – how could I in five words or
less? – people can’t understand, So, why spend my energy? Anyway, I
don’t have time to chat; I need to move on and walk. I have a short
window of time to walk, and that’s the only reason I’m out in public
and vertical. Mostly I just smile and continue on.
Though I keep asking everyone I see to visit, no one comes.
DS stopped as she was passing by me. “You look yellow,” she
said examining my face. I walked a few more steps, and N stopped me.
“You look yellow.” “Yea, I just heard that.” I smile.
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The kavirāja said my liver was infected and Hep B had begun.
I ought to be encouraged that detoxification is working. I’m
fifteen percent better! Should I do a jig? Since I’ve had so much angst
with insomnia for years, should I be over the moon that most nights
I’m sleeping? That I don’t have a raging kidney infection? Ought I not
be grateful that my arms and legs aren’t on fire with the old “anxiety”
symptoms? Why am I so down?
It probably has something to do with being in constant pain in
the stomach and that each sip of water creates more pain and nausea.
Often I feel so dizzy that when I lie down and close my eyes to
get my bearings, I “spin” for a long time. I feel drugged. I have a
cloudy mind of unclear thinking and confusion.
Oh, the pressure behind my eyes, the inability to eat much,
feeling poisoned twice a day as I take medicine, the constant nausea
with food or water – everything that goes near the mouth. And the
menopause inferno-flashes that have plagued and weakened me
throughout the day and night for years are at least twice as bad as they
were. (How is this even possible?!)
“Hot blood,” Kavirāja said. “Infected colon.”

We may momentarily get angry and out of desperation say that what we’re doing
isn’t working, hasn’t worked, and that’s why we’re back to struggling. But when we gain
composure once more and submit, accept what is, then we’ll admit that we did experience
some relief; we have experienced some spiritual progress. Until we fully transcend the
body, we’ll fear pain and we’ll want to be released from suffering when it continues on
with no end in sight. This is natural. There’s no need to lament that you’re not on a
higher platform just yet. What we need to do is just keep going. Again and again picking
up, one minute to the next.
My challenges weren’t magically lifted, nor had I become a saint overnight, just
because I had buckled down and was really taking shelter of Kṛṣṇa on a moment-tomoment basis. But I was feeling deeper connection with my Friend, and he was helping
me. Magic happens, surely, but we have to stay the course in order to be molded by our
Lord.
I can do this. Kṛṣṇa will help me. My spiritual master and the
ācāryas will help me. I will surrender! I will pray to Śrīla Rūpa
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Gosvāmī and Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura. They will hear my prayers
and respond in any number of mystical ways. They are real and willing
to help.
One day Kṛṣṇa will lift me up. He will free me from the
tyrannical mind, the nasty qualities, the illusion of bodily
identification. He’ll remove it all and embrace me in love. I will return
his embrace with a completely pure heart, ready – like all the other
residents of Vrindavan – to give millions of my lives for his happiness.
I can live the next minute the best way I know how, in a way
that might call Kṛṣṇa to me. I will control my mind by living one
minute at a time.
I will tell myself, “I can do what has to be done in the next
minute.” And if the mind protests the very next minute, I will simply
repeat, “I can do what has to be done in the next minute” or “I can
tolerate the discomfort or pain for another minute. You can do this,
Prāṇadā. You must do this.”
Now, in the following minute I have to face the pain or the
next undesirable medicine, but all I have to do is live this minute.

As I continued to exert influence over the mind, I found a second hook to steady
the mind. I chose to see every activity of the protocol, every activity I performed, as small
as it was, as direct service to Kṛṣṇa.
I gained insight that accepting the protocol as service was surrendering to him.
Every aspect of the protocol and my day was service to Kṛṣṇa. I had given my life to
many services; now I was being asked to surrender to this one. If this wasn’t true, I would
not be in the situation. Rather, this was exactly where I was supposed to be, and that’s
why it existed. My situation was ordained. There was no denying it, and the wide-open
swinging doors at the beginning of the trip were reminders. This was service. This was
real service: changing my heart; making the offering that was difficult.
When I embraced the regimen as service – the unassuming, monotonous, lonely,
mundane, and challenging service of spending every waking minute caring for a broken,
hurting machine – I added another way to keep the mind in check.
“This is your service to guru and God. Right now this is what is being asked of
you. If something different was your service, then you’d be released from this situation. I
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will keep going to do my part and will leave the outcome with Kṛṣṇa, where it belongs
and, anyway, always rests.”
When we can see the minutiae of our lives as sacred, we change everything about
them. Of course, it’s more than just seeing, or pretending, that they are sacred. We have
to live them as sacred. With clear intention and attention. With clear goals. With honest
self-reflection, seeking to kill the false ego once and for all. With the surrender of
accepting what is. With the attempt to purify the heart by infusing it with the direct
aṅgas of bhakti.
As I drank mercury or the next difficult sip of water, I said, “I offer this as service.
I am engaged in direct service by responding to what Kṛṣṇa has given me and acting with
the best of my intelligence and intention.”
When I felt down about friends in Vrindavan not coming to visit me, I wrote in
my journal,

I see my opportunity to really understand and act on the
knowledge that ultimately only Kṛṣṇa is my friend, shelter, protector,
and maintainer.
This led me into wonderful prayers during japa and deepening
my understanding of this truth. It helped me cry out in more
desperation. It’s very sobering.
The insight and japa cleared the disappointment and sadness
and gave me resolve that I must, and can, do this: Completely turn
myself over to Kṛṣṇa. Give him everything without expectation from
friends or family. Turn it over. Turn it over. Turn it over completely.
If we really want to change, then we’re willing to do anything
or endure anything to make it happen.
I must do this. I can’t whine about how I can’t do it. How I’m
so fallen. How I must be so sinful to be suffering like this. On and on
with the pity. I just have to do it. What am I waiting for? Do I really
want pure devotion? Do I really want to serve Śyama-Gopāla? I say I
do. But do I really want it? It has to be more than just pitifully
begging, saying, “I don’t know how to uproot the filth in my heart.
Kṛṣṇa help me.”
I have to want it more than anything. I have to do it!
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I made friends with the medicine. That doesn’t mean I liked it. It was the negative
impetus that propelled me forward toward love for Kṛṣṇa. I still had to stop breathing
through my nose for long periods, but I stopped resisting it with all the cells in my body
and continue to dive deep into hearing and chanting continuously.

“We must pray for continual development
of our religious sentiment. Bhakti alone,
with prīti, or pure love, is the final object of our existence.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
Love is the Cure
I was unable to completely end the struggle I felt due to the intensity of the
program and the depth of an ill body, and sometimes I would succumb. One day, it
occurred to me how my thoughts about how Kṛṣṇa has been dealing with me for years
have led me subconsciously to believe he doesn’t love me. Proof, of course, is that I’m
always ill. I’m so sinful that I’m always sick was the thought that often plagued me. It’s
subtle. I didn’t recognize it, but the perception had been underlying my approach, my
desperation, my lack of self-love.
Does Kṛṣṇa want me to get better? Will he make me better? Those questions
hadn’t formed clearly in my mind, but I was feeling a heavy burden and presented myself
before Lord Balarāma in the temple and bared my heart to him, begging for help. His
response was immediate.
When our need is great and our prayer is sincere, we will receive an answer.
As I walked away from the altar, a devotee I hadn’t seen for a long time came up
to me, took me by the arm, and walked with me to Śrīla Prabhupāda’s samādhi. We stood
in front of Śrīla Prabhupāda as she quietly conversed with him for a few minutes. Then
she turned to me, having mystically seen into my heart and received some inner
communication.
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“You must know that you are loved. Prabhupāda loves you. Kṛṣṇa loves you. Love
heals. Rādhārāṇī loves Kṛṣṇa so dearly she loses sleep and endures many things because
she wants to give pleasure to Kṛṣṇa. We are parts of Kṛṣṇa. She loves all of Kṛṣṇa, and
thus She loves us deeply. She is so very compassionate. Her heart is full of compassion,
and it breaks if Kṛṣṇa is not happy. She wants to help us go to Kṛṣṇa so we can give
happiness to Kṛṣṇa. It is love that will cure you. Rādhārāṇī is helping you.
“Whether the body is cured or not. Their love is not on the platform of the body
or mind, but it is much deeper than that. It is deep.
“You just do your duty, do your part, give up all resistance or desire for certain
things, and let go. Let go into Kṛṣṇa’s love for you. It [your care and outcome] is their
business . It’s not your business. Kṛṣṇa loves you so much he brought you here to be close
to him and feel his company more directly. They brought you to Vrindavan to understand
this and build on it. This is the real reason why you’ve been brought here.”
Mystical occurrences are commonplace events in Vrindavan, but this one was
exceptional and affected me deeply.
To be fueled by a mistaken bodily conception is a slippery slope. Spiritual love
doesn’t pertain to the body. It’s exchanged from heart to heart, from soul to soul. The
body will deteriorate and die. That’s not a sign that Kṛṣṇa doesn’t love me but is the
natural working of the external energy. To equate love with the idea that the body should
not fail – that I should not suffer – is not clear thinking. Of course, that doesn’t mean I
won’t be haunted from time to time by thoughts like “How could Kṛṣṇa allow me to
suffer so much if he loved me?” To not allow the mind to dwell on untruths, I will need
to apply devotional thinking and mind control.
For several days, realizations flooded my heart in waves, and I expressed them in a
Vyāsa-pūjā offering to Śrīla Prabhupāda. This is one stanza from the poem that came
out3:
You introduced us to our Friend, Maintainer, and Protector
and filled us with hope and confidence that we could do the impossible
and achieve our ideal in this life. Bolstered by you, as we walk through
the inevitable acid tests and suffering in this world, we repeatedly take

3

For the full poem see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NLfRbl9JVWw&ab_channel=PranadaComtois
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shelter of your vāṇī and the association of devotees you created.
Holding tight to the holy names, we constantly remember the import
of the verses tat ’te nukampām and yasyāham anugṛhṇāmi. After
returning to the rāsa dance, Kṛṣṇa told the gopīs, “Some people think I
wish to create calamities for My devotees. These complaints bring Me
great sorrow.” May I fully trust; may my vision be clear and steady.
O Prabhupāda, brilliant moon in the firmament of Śrīla
Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura’s glorious disciples, I fall again and
again and again at your lotus feet.

Understanding that Kṛṣṇā’s love is not related to the body and mind is especially
powerful. Much of the guilt I had about my serious mistakes and anarthas lightened. My
shortcomings won’t – don’t – keep Kṛṣṇa from loving me. I was released from my guilt
and felt accepted. I felt it deeply, maybe for the first time in my life. Just because I cannot
engage in what looks like active service, Kṛṣṇa loves me. My relationship with Kṛṣṇa isn’t
based on the externals. Of course, I knew this, but now I felt it as well.
This revelation from Balarāma gave me secure footing to claim calmness and to
focus even more during my sādhana. The revelation was a powerful key to unlock the
huge door that I could not pass. Not by going up, down, sideways, or from another access
point. No matter what I tried, no matter how much I felt the block of the door, no matter
all my piteous petitions, it wouldn’t open. But it opened then.
I could let my chanting accomplish what it definitely will in its own time, and I
could relax, knowing that Kṛṣṇa is helping me. He does care about me. How can he not?
That is his eternal nature. He loves his devotees. And Rādhā does love Kṛṣṇa, and I am a
part of Kṛṣṇa.
This was a layer of misunderstanding, confusion, or contamination of the heart.
It’s the nature of inner discovery and ego effacement to remove these layers, one at
a time. Sometimes we have to peel something back multiple times as the distinctions of a
covering’s veil are so very subtle. We grab a corner and pull, but it leaves our hand.
Often, it’s not for us to do, not within our power. We think we’re pulling on a corner of
the veil, but we grab something else entirely. And sometimes, by causeless mercy,
something we had struggled with for a long time evaporates.
The process works. We have to apply ourselves in earnest.
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No matter what we are wrestling with, we need bring ourselves back to these
higher ways of being and pay daṇḍavats there with all sincerity, begging for help. It is a
journey into understanding real love, finding real love, expressing real love. Whether
we’re in Vrindavan or not, the process, the purpose is the same. We’re trying to leave
aside restlessness, indifference, and laziness, the root causes of offenses to the names, so
that love for Kṛṣṇa may blossom.

“As a man’s spiritual vision improves,
he sees Kṛṣṇa and loves him with all his heart.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts

Holding Tight to Japa
For years, I’ve experienced how much japa of the Names, which are nondifferent
from the person Kṛṣṇa, saves, nourishes, informs, gives hope, reveals, awards realizations
and insights, and makes the inner world brighter – even as we face the darkness of
anarthas. My japa has been my conversation with Kṛṣṇa, the most important
conversation of my life.
Kṛṣṇa, who through his beauty and love is infatuating, bewildering, and
enchanting, has come alive through a japa sādhana. He has personally guided me and in
response to my sincere chanting has saved me repeatedly. It is through his holy names that
he comes to us. We are to welcome him and take advantage of the method he has
arranged for us to associate with him. Therefore chanting has been very, very dear to me.
And it is more so in crisis.
Whether I’m in pain or feeling happy, whether I’m peaceful or disturbed, wretched
or prosperous, the constant current of chanting rises above the din and carries me along.
Its constant nature shelters me and gives solace. By chanting, we begin to come alive, even
as the body fails us, even as we still struggle to free ourselves from the demands of the
world and our bodies trapped in it. More and more we’ll urgently want to stop living on
the rotting surface of material life and be with the Names.
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I have seen devotees let go of their chanting when they struggle with the body. We
can take care not to set our mālās down before we absolutely must. We don’t want to
prematurely stop our japa sādhana. We may have a long haul in front of us, and we need
the companionship of the Names. My experience is that illness and suffering are exactly
when we need to grab hold tighter, even as it may be difficult to chant.
I ask us to carefully examine when we truly cannot chant. Our examination should
be backed by a strong desire to continue chanting through all the obstacles as far as
possible. Before you say you are unable to chant, do some soul searching.
Chanting is the best way to engage the mind. It is the most potent, direct way of
being in Kṛṣṇa’s presence. Just as we use more of our faculties by giving a class than by
hearing a class (a more passive activity), so we use more of ourselves by chanting than by
listening to a kirtan or someone else chanting. A more engaging activity is better than
passive activity for controlling the mind and bringing our awareness to Kṛṣṇa. Most often
we send these passive engagements into the background. We always need the advantage
of active participation; we need it more so in illness.
This is our primary shelter, the shelter Kṛṣṇa has granted us while we are suffering
in separation from him in the material world. He is present in his name. When you’re
suffering, this becomes an especially soothing offer. Our first option should be to ignore
the excuses of the mind and push through. I’ve seen I could always do more than I
thought I could.
That said, I don’t question that there are times when we cannot chant.
Due to a botched surgery some years ago, I had lost a lot of blood. I couldn’t raise
my head from the hospital bed, couldn’t raise my arm, could barely move my fingers.
Soon I had difficulty opening my eyes, and then difficulty speaking because I had so little
strength. It became hard to stay conscious, what to speaking of thinking. The nurses
anxiously rushed to transfuse three liters of blood, but they couldn’t get it in quick
enough and they were worried. I had someone put earbuds in my ears and put lectures on
an endless loop. Hearing is an aṅga of bhakti, the aṅga we will likely turn to as death
approaches.
A friend described his experience with the holy name during an acute illness. He
had vomiting and diarrhea for days and became extremely weak, so much so that he
wondered if he might die. He was completed divested of energy but felt an utmost
urgency to chant. But there was nothing in him to draw from to chant. He felt desperate,
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and internally, in deep angst, he let out a distressed “scream” for help. Immediately he
was enveloped by a resonating pulse of the holy names that completely filled every part of
him. It felt, he said, like the names “chanted him” as if he were bellows, as if he were
receiving a huge reassuring embrace. As he peered into the realm of the Names, the
dhāma, he could only glimpse a fraction of it but was overcome with the exquisite beauty
and gentleness of what he experienced.
When we can’t chant, what do we do? We turn ourselves over to prayer, knowing
that all that we have done before this moment will help us. Sincerely pray, “Kṛṣṇa please
carry me, fill in the effort I’m physically unable to make.” And then do what you can:
listen and try to focus the mind on the prayer for help and how dependent we are. And
when you simply can’t focus because the vital life force is so reduced, simply bathe in the
sound as you come in and out of consciousness. Kṛṣṇa will not abandon you; the Names
will chant you.

“Do everything Kṛṣṇa wants you to do,
and never act independent of the holy wish of Kṛṣṇa.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
Let the Flame Blaze
Vrindavan showed me that the flame of concentration is lit; it just needs to be
protected from the wind of motivated desire. The flame needs to stay steady and calm. It
will gradually, gradually burn brighter. Another reason to embrace what is.
Truly, other desires are subsiding, the ability to concentrate while suffering is
increasing, and I can focus on my japa for nearly the whole time; progress is being made.
Even if I haven’t permanently pulled back the veil of matter, just temporarily touching
full surrender creates a memory, a saṁskāra. From that memory I can draw hope and
perspective and determination. Doing things with intensity is my nature, but that
approach simply doesn’t work with spirit. Everything is gifted, revealed, given. There is
no forcing or demanding.
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Swami B. R. Śrīdhar said, “If the Lord says, ‘Come sit here and be with Me,’ we’re
not to say, ‘But I would like to be active, do some service.’ ”
These words hit me powerfully. I will follow you, my Friend. You have made my
current service clear. I am responding.
I’m not thinking about getting better or not; the thought doesn’t come to mind.
The real thing I’m doing is bhakti sādhana. In addition to hearing and chanting and
giving my best attention to that, my service to the maintenance of the body is part of the
sādhana.
I’ve found that in effacing the ego there is a pace that cannot be easily violated;
otherwise one goes into despair, depression, or can even go crazy. There’s a delicate
balance to stripping, as I discovered with the Ayur Vedic treatment. A little too much
medicine and I’d be vomiting all day long. That is counterproductive and can’t lead to
health. We have to find our balance. At the same time we should keep pushing our limits.
Our willingness to push a little more, a little more, is a sign that our spiritual greed is
increasing, which is a sign of spiritual health.
Yet, the more I “progress” the more I see how fallen I am. What an odd
phenomenon! The inner work becomes more and more subtle as gross layers are
dispensed with. As this happens, I see more shortcomings, not fewer.
“As far as I can understand,” a visiting devotee said, “the closer we get to Kṛṣṇa
the further away we feel and simultaneously the more we are humbled and anxious to
achieve prema.”
To demonstrate the concept, he held his hands in the prayer pose – but not
touching each other.
“My right hand is humility and feeling unworthy to gain Kṛṣṇa,” he said. “My left
hand is eagerness to attain Kṛṣṇa and actually make tangible progress toward the goal.
Watch the space between my hands, which represents the progress we’re making toward
the goal.”
Then he slowly moved his right hand farther right to indicate an increase of
humility and feelings of unworthiness, and simultaneously his left hand moved slowly
father left, showing an increasing desire to attain Kṛṣṇa. As both emotions grew, the
space showing progress did also.
Humility and prema are co-eternal, forever intrinsically related.
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His lesson was at once encouraging and distressing. It was encouraging, because he
articulated what I felt was happening in my life. Distressing because the longing is making
separation from Kṛṣṇa more and more painful. The longing is growing.

“The principle of bhakti is sincere, entire dependence
on the Supreme Lord in every act of life.”
~Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura
Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts
Kṛṣṇa’s Presence
One day in Vrindavan I saw Kṛṣṇa’s presence in the ordinary and how my
response to the ordinary was my response to him. I can take it that Kṛṣṇa, quite literally,
is before me – looking, watching, waiting for my response. He is encouraging me. “Come
to Me! Take another step. Take another one.”
One step at a time – I wanted to keep stepping toward him in full surrender. It’s
really a simple choice that we make complex because of personal desires and a skewed
idea of self-interest and an uncontrolled mind.
As I was marveling at this experience of “seeing” Kṛṣṇa waiting for my responses,
I encountered a setback. It was very clear to me that Kṛṣṇa was observing me. How I
would respond became even more important to me.
The cyst in my right groin that had bulged out from the hip joint a year earlier
increased in size. My hip “clicked” when I walked, catching on bone. The pain was
almost intolerable. It traveled from the front of my hip to my back and reached all the
way to my toes. There was a little swelling in my lower leg, ankle, and toes and slight
discoloration in a few places on the foot. Circulation in the leg was being compromised.
The cyst was pushing against my femoral artery and nerve – the largest nerve and
artery in the body. Doctors had tried unsuccessfully to drain it, and two orthopedic
surgeons deferred doing the surgery to remove it because, they made clear, one wrong
move and I could bleed to death or lose the leg. I was to just wait and see if the
conditioned worsened. If circulation became affected, they had said, I would have to take
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action. As I looked at the leg and acknowledged the level of pain, I thought, Do I need to
return to the US right away for a risky surgery? The idea of dying on the operating table
was okay, but not the idea of losing a leg.
Walking was already difficult, but soon I wouldn’t be able to do a brisk walk,
which is a nonnegotiable part of the kavirāja’s program. If you couldn’t walk, the
kavirāja would not give medicine. If I was unable to complete the protocol, then all the
sacrifice and suffering for the past months on the program would be for naught.
O Kṛṣṇa, how can I approach the issue of the cyst with detachment and full
dependence?
I prayed to Balarāma,
Whatever is sanctioned will happen whether I manage around
it or not: lose a leg, die, suffer another surgery, travel to the US and
disrupt the healing program, stop the program because I can’t walk or
have to have surgery. I can’t wish it away. I can’t change the course of
the destiny that you ordain by any amount of competently getting in
there and managing the situation. At first I didn’t want to be in India;
now I don’t want to leave India to do a surgery. I always have some
idea, some demand, some desire to fulfill.
Daujī, it’s in your hands. I need to focus on what I am required
to do and can do: my sādhana, my service offering. I have to leave this
to you. I leave it in your capable hands as an act of surrender, not one
of ignoring my responsibilities. I am putting the little bit of attention I
have on what I need to do: developing my love for you through
practice.
Whatever you ordain is meant for me to experience and live
through and love through. There are no shortcuts to fully surrendering
myself. We’re not going to get off the hook of the material experience
of the mind-body hell just because we’re trying to be devotees. The
point is, how will I respond to whatever must be lived through? I can
repeatedly, repeatedly, repeatedly, turn to the holy name and give
myself fully to Nāma Prabhu. It’s all I can do. I do it happily and with
growing attention.
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I felt obliged to confer with the kavirāja before going to see the orthopedic
surgeon in Mathura. Since I was under the kavirāja’s care, I went to consult him about
the cyst, even though I was sure he couldn’t help with a structural issue.
He was bright, happy, clean shaven with śikhā in his saffron cloth. He definitely
didn’t look 88. He palpated the cyst. I was standing in front of him; he was sitting crosslegged on his raised platform. My hip was at the level of his knees.
All of a sudden, he grabbed my back with both arms, pushed his knee onto the
cyst at the femoral artery at the hip, pulled me to his chest and leaned backwards as far as
he could go – to create the most pressure on the cyst he could.
It happened so fast it took me a second to register what he was doing, but as soon
as I did, I felt panic: he could puncture the femoral artery and I would bleed out and die
right there – right now! In the next split second, remembering to trust, I released the fear
and allowed the movement, and even added my weight to increase the pressure on cyst at
the artery. He shook me as I leaned against him and then released me.
As he straightened up, I marveled. He was pushing the cyst back into the hip!
What!? Then he repeated this sequence two more times and palpated the cyst again.
He pointed to the middle digit of his index finger with his thumb.
“The cyst was protruding this far.”
Then he pointed to the last digit of his index finger toward its tip.
“Now the cyst is here. We will do this, and gradually the area will heal and close
up.”
He said I had to repair the problem because the cyst had adhered to the bone in
such a way that it had begun shifting the bone structure of the hip and was pulling bones
together. He explained that it was quite a serious problem, and it would be just a matter
of time before I was in so much pain that I would have been mostly bedridden the rest of
my life!
He said the medicine was softening the cyst so it could be pushed back into the
hip. It was interesting he said that. When doctors had tried to aspirate it, they could
barely pull anything out because the synovial fluid was so thick. It was such a moment of
surprise in the operating theater that the attending doctor and nurses called in a few
people to touch the fluid. A few commented with amusement, “I’ve never seen it this

62

WHEN ILLNESS TAKES HOLD

thick!” I felt like saying, “Whoopie Do!” but instead said, “Get a bigger needle.”
Unfortunately, they couldn’t find one, so I was left with surgery as the only option.
Leading up to the moment when the kavirāja did the first manipulation, I had been
in an active process of releasing to all the possible eventualities, and none of them were
easy to accept. The experience of the internal struggle and then an unforeseen possible
resolution was faith building. Confirming.
Do this more, Prāṇadā. You can do this. You can completely turn yourself over to
your Lord. This is the only reason for this life. This is the nectar. This is the direction. This
is love.
Two times a day Nāgarāja pressed down, using his knee, with all his might to exert
pressure on the cyst as I braced against the pain by grabbing pillows. But as the months
wore on, the cyst and pain remained. I had to recommit to my acceptance of what is.
Kṛṣṇa was watching and waiting.
Give it up, Prāṇadā. Give it up. Kṛṣṇa is right before you
asking you to release everything for Him. Śyāma is personally asking
you. You can see it! You can hear him! That itself is an incredible gift
that doesn’t come of its own. You wanted to see him, hear him. Now
you do – by his mercy. It’s a rare benediction.
See him and laugh at the foolishness of your resistance. That
playful, gorgeous youth is taking care of you. He’s giving you what
you need and much, much more.
Stop asking for all types of things and respond to him.
But that gnarly fear! I remain afraid to leap into the unknown.
To actually, finally, factually release everything, every single last
request, demand, desire. What will be the level of physical pain? How
will I find the fortitude to live with it?
I can’t seem to free fall, can’t clamp down on my mind, can’t
be that person. Can’t be that devotee. Can’t be that sincere. All this
appears beyond me because the mind has me in its tight grip. It’s not
just a matter of leaping once, but every minute of the day, without
regret, without personal desire, without expectations.
O Kṛṣṇa, I need courage and strength, intelligence and insight,
determination and patience. All qualities I lack. O Baladeva, help me!
Please, please help me actually become a servant. Give me the strength
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to endure; give me fortitude, forbearance, the ability to control my
mind, the hope to continue to face myself and improve.
I want to jump. I want to jump. I want to jump! I want to
jump into the unknown and be able to stay in the free fall, no grabbing
for jutting rocks – no holding on to anything. Nothing at all.
I will jump!

I wrote this in my journal the night before I went to see the kavirāja. It had been
two months of painful twice-daily work on the cyst. If only we had begun work on the
cyst when I started the medicine, maybe I wouldn’t have had to do all these additional
months, I thought.
My journal writing was my attempt to recommit to full surrender, because I just
knew without a doubt, given the pain, that I had to continue the gag-worthy medicine
even as the Vrindavan heat was set to reach 110 degrees, which would make the program
that much more challenging. To me, the pain meant the cyst had not healed and I
remained in prison.
For some days I had been wrestling down doubts – somewhat unsuccessfully –
about continuing the Hodal program or stopping. It didn’t seem that it was working on
the cyst, and the other symptoms I had come to resolve were yet to be tested after the
program. I was looking at surgery and wondered if any healing had occurred these past
months. I felt I was succumbing to the intensity of the situation once more, and therefore
I bore down with all my might and will power to reaffirm full surrender. I was crying out
for mercy but determined to carry through for the next round of medicines, the heat, the
pain . . .
The kavirāja held my left wrist, then palpated the cyst.
“Done,” he said.
What did he say?
The second I realized I had heard correctly, I collapsed limp into his lap, weeping.
I had completed the medicine. It was over. Kṛṣṇa is such a trickster. He stood by
watching – smiling – and pointing to the ledge of the unknown, indicating I should jump
with full faith.
Kavirāja placed his comforting hand on my back and smiled at me. He knows how
grueling his program is.
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Kṛṣṇa pushed me to the edge to observe my response to him and then said, “Very
good.” In an instant, unexpectedly, when I thought I simply could no longer bear it, he
pulled me back from the ledge and silenced all the wrangling thoughts and doubts.

Conclusion
Thomas Merton, a well-known trappist monk, took much inspiration from a
Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava named Mahanambrata Brahmachari, whom he met in 1938 while
Brahmacari visited America to attend “The World Fellowship of Faiths” in Chicago.4
“On one occasion, Brahmachari gave Merton this advice: ‘There are many
beautiful mystical books written by the Christians. You should read St. Augustine’s
Confessions, and The Imitation of Christ. . . . Yes, you must read those books.’. Looking
back at that moment, Merton writes: ‘it seems to me very probable that one of the
reasons why God had brought him all the way from India, was that he might say just
that.’ . . .
“In 1964, in celebration of Brahmacari’s sixtieth birthday, Thomas Merton wrote,
‘Dr. Brahmachari came into my life precisely at the moment when I stood at a crossroads,
and my encounter with him helped me to decide upon the road I myself must take. This
meeting was as I even then realized, quite providential. There was nothing of mere chance
here. The fruits of the meeting clearly testified to a wisdom at work in mystery, which I
could not then attempt to explain to myself. Indeed one of the main things I learned from
Dr. Brahmachari was a lesson he taught not so much by his words as by his life: the lesson
that one can and must entrust himself to a higher and unseen Wisdom, and that if one can
relax his frantic hold on the illusory securities of everyday material existence and
abandon himself peacefully to a Supreme Will, he will himself find freedom and peace in
that Will.’ ”
There is intelligence in life. We can trust the divine intelligence of a supremely
conscious person orchestrating ours; events are unfolding in perfect order. Let’s ask for
the eyes to see the miracles and the presence of Kṛṣṇa in our lives. Let’s ask for the
intelligence to discriminate and the heart and will to determinedly take action.

4

The next two paragraphs are taken directly from an article written by Richard V. Croghan titled
“Mahanambrata Brahmachari and Thomas Merton.”
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It may feel counterintuitive to jump into a seemingly dark abyss in order to soar to
heights and toward illumination, but this is exactly how transcendence works.
As B.R. Śrīdhar Mahārāja would say, “No risk, no gain. All risk, all gain.”
Come, will you?
Let’s fearlessly jump together, fully trusting, toward that all-attractive, joyful,
playful youth, who is waiting.

Interview with Arcana-siddhī & Prāṇadā
INTERVIEWER: Thank you so much for sitting with me. I read your essays. They were
great, but they brought up some questions for me. I thought I could begin asking you
those questions, and then as we speak, if anything else comes up I can ask more. And I
have a few questions that devotees submitted online as well.
Prāṇadā said something to me the other day that really struck me. She said that we
are trying to make ourselves offerable to Kṛṣṇa – to become a pure offering to Kṛṣṇa –
and this is our only concern whatever our life circumstances. And that Kṛṣṇa knows very
well how to mold us. We can rest confident and cooperate with the process. She said that
when you understand this singular goal and view all life events with this lens, then your
perspective changes drastically. When you experience the internal process and changes
that are brought on by suffering or illness, you recognize an opportunity to become fit to
be offered. Then we’ll stop looking to escape and instead seek patience and tolerance so
that you can prepare yourself as the offering. Seeing from this perspective will translate
into developing an ability to endure – even happily – because you’re seeing a higher order
of action taking place on a subtle level.
It was powerful to think about this, that she was seeing from this overall
perspective and how that could really define someone’s experience. If we want to make a
pure offering and illness can help us to become purified, then we’ll want to embrace that.
And if we do adjust our minds to this way of thinking, it can great reduce our suffering,
because when psychological suffering is added on top of physical suffering, we suffer
more.
I think this sets the stage for our discussion today.

QUESTION: Besides giving up material desires, when you’re ill it seems like you have to
give up spiritual desires, even compromise your spiritual practices. For instance, often you
can’t fast on fast days, can’t attend festivals or even go to the temple regularly for
darśana or offer services to one’s temple or community. Oftentimes one’s schedule
becomes irregular, and one may have to sleep more. Are these things that hinder spiritual
progress? If not, where do you draw the line of what an ill person should not give up.
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Prāṇadā: Life with an ill body looks quite different on the outside than life with a
body that functions. But this doesn’t change the potential for spiritual advancement in the
least. A person lying in bed chanting their prescribed number of rounds in the late
afternoon may be chanting with more feeling and attention than someone up during
predawn hours, showered, properly dressed, chanting with back erect in the temple room.
Kṛṣṇa consciousness is a matter of the heart, not what the externals look like. It is one of
the glories of Kṛṣṇa consciousness and gives an ill person great hope.
When I first fell ill, I was absolutely beside myself that I couldn’t go to the temple
for maṅgala-ārati. It was my favorite time of day and a most gorgeous ceremony. I found
complete absorption and happiness in maṅgala-ārati. I enjoyed getting up early to attend
the ārati and chant in the darkness of the predawn hours. It was just the best time of day,
and when I could no longer go, I was more than sad.
And I was also beset with anxiety, wondering what devotees were thinking of me.
I had never missed a day. I thought my ill health would make me fail as a devotee and it
was going to seriously hamper my progress because I simply could not carry on my sevā
and sādhana as I had previously.
I was very much rooted in the externals of Kṛṣṇa consciousness. Through a
multiyear gradual growth, I began to see how illness was helping me in my Kṛṣṇa
consciousness. I still missed my participation in the temple services, but I finally gave up
worry about what people were thinking of me. In fact, they stopped thinking about me at
all! The community grew, and many members didn’t even know I was once a key
member. This was humbling and freeing.
My services changed from being very active with projects to focusing my attention
on hearing, chanting, and internal meditation and development. I gave up guilt for not
being able to fast or for having to sleep extra. Previously I was proud that for years I only
slept for four hours a day. When my body gave out, I had to sleep at least nine hours. So
pushing my body beyond reason didn’t serve me, and I had to pay a price later. This is
one reason why Kṛṣṇa advises in the Gītā that a yogi is moderate in eating, sleeping, and
recreation. The body does better with balance than with excess – even when such excess
is employed in the name of sevā.
Many layers of misunderstandings were gradually revealed and dealt with as I
remained ill and had to adjust and accommodate a new life. When we look carefully and
closely at what we think are spiritual desires, most often we find they are disguised
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material desires or misconceptions. These are insidious because they’re hiding. Illness
forces them out into the open. This is good!
Wanting to attend maṅgala-ārati, for instance, is no longer spiritual if it takes my
meditation away from Kṛṣṇa to self-centered ideas of myself and my wants. This is the
kind of trickery the mind and māyā can employ.
Therefore we require a high degree of self-reflective honesty. And when we notice,
or are shown, the ways we’ve been tricked by the mind, then we must act to purify
ourselves of the contamination we see. That is done by more intensive sādhana and prayer
for mercy.
Spiritual desire means the desire to please guru and Kṛṣṇa. They are pleased by a
purified heart, not by tons of external service or “model sādhana.” They want to see what
is really in our heart. And this is why illness can be so glorious: it forces us to look into
our heart and make changes because the current situation is so darned uncomfortable.
Luckily, our relationship with Kṛṣṇa is not based on externals. It is based on where
we place our hearts, and we have the ability to make choices whether we’re ill or well.
Illnesses and loses are actually an excellent impetus for us to free our hearts from all our
false loves and hopes and desires and orient ourselves properly in relation to our Beloved
Lord. Kṛṣṇa is interested in our intentions not the perfection of our execution.
The story of Vidura’s wife offering Kṛṣṇa banana peels is especially endearing in
this regard. Kṛṣṇa didn’t just accept the peels; He ate them! He accepts the love of our
offering. In fact, it is love that He demands and is the only offering he accepts.
Duryodhana had prepared a royal feast. We can only imagine the opulence of that meal.
But Kṛṣṇa didn’t go near it.

QUESTION: What are the pros and cons of praying to Kṛṣṇa or Lord Nṛsiṁhadeva for
cures. What should we pray for?
Arcana: Vadana, prayer, is one the nine processes of bhakti. We can learn the
prayers of saintly personalities and recite them, and we can also pray to Kṛṣṇa and his
different manifestations from own heart and with our own words. Prayer is generally a
petition – a request to the Lord for something we think will be helpful to us in some way.
If we are ill, it is natural to want to get better and to pray for that outcome.
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When Śrīla Prabhupāda was very sick in the last months of his manifest līlā, he
told us we could pray for him. He gave us the words to recite in our prayer. “My dear
Lord, if you so desire, please cure Śrīla Prabhupāda.” By prefacing our petition with “My
dear Lord, if you so desire,” we were giving Kṛṣṇa “permission” to make his perfect
arrangement, which may look different from curing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s bodily condition.
Had we just prayed, “My dear Lord, please cure Śrīla Prabhupāda,” our faith in Kṛṣṇa
and bhakti could have been damaged when Prabhupāda left his body.
Our vision is myopic. We see one frame of a movie and think we understand the
whole film. Kṛṣṇa sees the big picture – past, present, and future. If our desire based on
the one frame of the movie conflicts with the big picture, what would we expect our ever
well-wishing Kṛṣṇa to do?
In one sense we don’t need to pray – Kṛṣṇa knows our hearts and what we need
better than we know. He will take care of us even if we never ask for anything. Prayer is
for us. Prayer helps to clarify our intentions and most importantly to connect to Kṛṣṇa as
a real person we can confide in. It helps to build a trusting and loving relationship.
The prayers I have found to be the most helpful are the ones that bring deep,
satisfying peace to my heart. They are the ones that ask Kṛṣṇa to help me accept his plan
for my life and to help me trust his perfect plan.
Kṛṣṇa will always help us to “get better.” Our real disease is separation from our
spiritual consciousness and spiritual relationship with Kṛṣṇa. If healing the body will
facilitate curing our real disease, then Kṛṣṇa will surely make that happen.

QUESTION: Psychological disturbances like panic disorder and anxiety that involuntarily
activate the sympathetic nervous system are very much related to fear. Even simply
chanting in these situations may be difficult. How do we manage debilitating fears while
trying to practice bhakti?
Prāṇadā: Just as we see a doctor to set a broken bone, we’ll see a therapist and/or
find self-help tools to assist us in managing emotional and psychological symptoms. Panic
and anxiety – especially when they move into a disorder – can be quite crippling. During
a panic attack, you might not be able to chant japa on beads as part of your daily
numerical count, but you definitely can chant the mantra. In fact, it’s exactly when we’re
filled with fear, anger, sadness, or other disorienting emotions – or face danger or
suffering – that we must chant.
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For real concentration, it’s ideal for a japa practice to sit, focus, and chant
peacefully, but we can chant anytime, anywhere, no matter how disturbed or frightened
we may be. And it’s good if we get used to turning to the mantra in difficulties.
Let’s look at a practical example. Conscious, slow breathing can significantly help
to reduce and cope with a panic attack. But to breathe during an attack requires that we
first remember to breathe, and then it demands that we focus; you really have to force
yourself to breathe. That requires sitting with the discomfort of the panic and controlling
your mind enough to turn your attention to your breath. This doesn’t come naturally or
automatically at first, least of all when the whole body and mind may be screaming in
fear. But this is exactly the time we need to breathe. So with all your energy you bring
your attention to breathing.
In the same way, you can bring your attention (even if you have to force yourself)
to breathing and chanting. You can, of course, just chant in the mind. In this way you’ll
cope with the immediate physical symptoms and address the underlying issue that has us
bound in fearful material existence in the first place.
Chanting is miraculous; it has the power not only to comfort us materially but to
elevate us spiritually. What’s more, it’s so easy. You can chant out loud or silently, with
beads, without beads, while happy or distressed. It costs you nothing. You can chant
when you’re close to death or in great pain. You can chant! It’s truly wondrous to see
how kind Kṛṣṇa is to allow us to be with him anytime, even in the most awkward
circumstances.

QUESTION: Arcana, what core themes do you encounter when counseling devotees
struggling with illness or loss?
Arcana: Three core themes I encounter are:
1. If Kṛṣṇa loves his devotees, why does he have them suffer so much?
2. I must be a very horrible person to be suffering so much.
3. I can’t do my service and can barely chant my japa, so I don’t see how illness is
helping me advance in my spiritual life.
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I think Pranada and I addressed these points in our essays, so I won’t go into a
lengthy discussion. Rather I want to reinforce that the underlying issue related to all these
themes is trust. To comprehensively address these themes, we must first develop the trust
that Kṛṣṇa is my dearmost friend and ever well-wisher and everything he does is for my
highest good. Until we embrace this foundational truth, we will think that something is
wrong with us, with Kṛṣṇa, and with the process of Kṛṣṇa consciousness.
In the beginning of our spiritual journey our faith is tender – komalaśraddhā. Through association with more advanced Vaiṣṇavas and through our own
experiences as devotees, our faith and trust in Kṛṣṇa will mature and deepen. Then our
inquiries will shift from “If Kṛṣṇa loves his devotees, why does he have them suffer so
much?” to “Please help see how this suffering I’m undergoing is Kṛṣṇa’s love for me.”
You will receive answers to those kinds of petitions. Eventually we will come to the
understanding that all adversity is Kṛṣṇa’s love and mercy to bring us out of illusion and
attachment to our body and the world so we can be eternally happy in a transcendent
reality of pure love.
QUESTION: How do you cope with chronic pain or severe insomnia?
Prāṇadā: I assume that you’ve taken steps to understand the underlying cause of
your symptoms and you’re using all available tools to control the symptoms. I bring this
up because, for instance, sometimes what seems like intractable insomnia is rectified with
simple lifestyle changes like getting to bed earlier, using the bed only for sleep (instead of
hanging out), making the room dark if you’re sensitive to light, not using electronic
devices just before it’s time to go to sleep, taking herbal remedies like melatonin, listening
to delta sound waves or other soothing music or hypnosis tapes, etc.
If you’ve made all practical adjustments and you’re unable to fall into a deep,
restful sleep consistently, then you’ll need to take further action. Do you have sleep apnea
or another underlying condition?
Sometimes it happens that we’re faced with a situation that doesn’t have an
immediate or complete resolution no matter how much we carefully tend to it. Then we
have to learn how to live with what is, and there’s usually a period of getting used to
something so debilitating as true insomnia. Anyone who has experienced insomnia knows
that it can be life-threatening in its severe forms, and completely disorienting in its more
mild forms.
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But what happens when no matter what you do, your sleep still remains so
disturbed that it takes hours to fall asleep, or you can’t stay asleep, or you wake too early,
or you don’t go into enough rem sleep? Well, then your life begins to revolve around
getting sleep whenever possible and becoming patient with the fact that you don’t have a
“normal” life.
Luckily, because we have a spiritual sādhana we don’t lack activities to do in the
middle of the night that will elevate us spiritually even as we suffer materially. I find this
a great solace. I know many insomniacs who pass their time watching TV. But a devotee
is able to use the time in hearing and chanting about Kṛṣṇa. In other words, even though
they are facing a challenge, they’re not losers.
Your sādhana schedule can become flexible around your sleep schedule. If you’re
clearly not going to be able to sleep, you can chant. A word of caution. Sometimes you
must lie in bed for a long time without any intention of getting up, essentially forcing
yourself to not do anything, so you send a signal to your body to shut down. In order to
do this, it’s especially important not to worry about not being able to fall asleep.
When it takes a long time to fall asleep day after day, it’s natural to begin
worrying about whether you’re going to fall asleep. But this mental loop will cause you
not to be able to sleep! So controlling the mind every night is important. When you
become distressed about the pattern, don’t dwell on it; otherwise you’ll fuel it. Remind
yourself that your body does, in fact, know how to fall asleep and sooner or later it will.
It may be at a different, less convenient time, but you will sleep again.
If I’ve calmed the mind and done everything possible, yet it’s clear I won’t be
falling asleep and it’s after midnight, I rise, rinse my mouth, wash my hands and face,
take my beads, and sit up in bed and chant. I’ll chant all my rounds or whatever I can
before becoming so sleepy I know I can doze off.
When I wake again, I chant again if I have more rounds. If I need more rest, I try
to sleep again or at some other point during the day. I embrace flexibility, reassure myself
I will sleep sometime, and sit with the discomfort of feeling exhausted and drained from
lack of sleep. This mental approach of acceptance and mind control is important because
it helps us not to escalate an insomnia issue.
When faced with chronic pain or something so disruptive as intractable insomnia,
we need to develop patience and learn to flow with the day/night or pain instead of
fighting against it. The more we push against what is, the more stress we will create for
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the body, the more difficult it will be to heal, and the more awful we’ll feel. When we
push against pain, panic, or insomnia, we actually create more panic, pain, and insomnia.
So when we’re faced with these symptoms, we’re called to learn to flow like water around
whatever is presented. Learn to flow like water. We’ll be happier for it. And, importantly,
it's an exceptional way of being because it fosters surrender.
When life presents chronic challenges, we’re forced to endure and learn patience.
And, of course, the mind control I wrote about in my essay “Beyond Positive Thinking” is
also very helpful.
When I was 24, I injured my back. I had lifted a 15-gallon bucket of milk to put it
on a candy stove. I had been lifting many of them every day for a while. They weighed
more than I did, so it was pretty stupid that I was doing this service, but anyway, this
time my back gave out. For four or five years I lived with excruciating sciatica pain –
around the clock, twenty-four hours a day. There was no end in sight, not a minute’s
break. Every gingerly placed step shot pain up and down my leg and back, and my body
would shake uncontrollably in response. I walked hunchbacked with a cane. When I lay
down at night, my back would spasm intensely for forty minutes to an hour before I
could fall asleep.
When I first injured my back, a devotee gave me muscle relaxers, but I didn’t like
the sensation of being drugged, so I didn’t take any pain killers during this time. A
surgeon at Johns Hopkins Hospital said my leg had atrophied and I had permanent nerve
damage. He wanted to do surgery immediately, but I declined. Eventually I tried
prolotherapy by the doctor who invented it, and it worked.
How did I make it through the ordeal? One day at a time, one moment at a time,
and looking for the lessons that were being asked of me, while holding tight to my
sādhana. Each illness, every incident, taught me something new. These life lessons
accumulate to change us, to help us improve as devotees, to mold us into the offering
Kṛṣṇa wants us to become. We are being prepared to become people who can actually
give pleasure to Kṛṣṇa. There is a learning process to become such an instrument.
One thing is sure. Like everything, pain and insomnia and other conditions shift
and change. They move in cycles of intensity, which means they will periodically lighten
somewhat. So, even when it seems there is no hope of the pain going away, or we don’t
know when it will, the level of pain does change. Everything changes. Always. Knowing
that everything changes, including pain, can help us make it through the next moment.
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QUESTION: Arcana, you said that you surrendered by letting Karṇam go to Arizona for
the last chapter of his life. What was it like to let him make his own choices? How
important was it for you to allow him to do that? Why?
Arcana: As long as a person in our lives has the cognitive and physical faculties to
make decisions for themselves, we should respect their choices, even though they may be
different from our personal sensibilities. Going to Arizona expressed Karṇam’s deep
desire to continue his service in that body and situation. We all have heard stories of
“miracle” healings. He felt inspired to try, and I felt I had no right to deny his hope for
getting better.

QUESTION: How does one make decisions about taking practical actions for how to
proceed with healing an illness?
Prāṇadā: You need information to decide how to address an illness. I’ve found
that I’ve never be able to self-diagnose. I know my symptoms, but I rarely know what the
underlying cause is. I’m always on one diet or cleanse or another, or one protocol or
another, so I think I’ll get better, but usually I don’t!
Ultimately, when I have an acute or chronic illness that hasn’t shifted in days,
weeks, or months (how long to wait depends on the symptoms), I inevitably see a
healthcare practitioner. I have been treated by allopathic doctors, homeopathic doctors,
Ayur Vedic doctors, Siddha medicine doctors, nutritionists, orthomolecular doctors,
acupuncturists, functional medicine doctors, and others. How do I choose? Usually on a
wing and prayer or by the force of circumstances (or symptoms).
Usually I research about the symptoms, or what a practitioner (or test) has told
me, and then determine what the options are, allopathically or more naturally, through
further research and asking questions. Then I pray about the course of action I will take.
Oftentimes I confer with a trusted friend. I have sometimes down astrological prashna
charts. Sometimes there are no alternatives, and I just submit to what is.
Once I’ve decided how to proceed, I’m always a compliant, attentive patient and
commit to all the austerities of any given protocol. Fully embracing the proposed cure is
the only way to find out if something is going to work for you. Sometimes one type of
modality will work, sometimes another, sometimes none. If one modality doesn’t work
after some months or a year, then try another.
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When one door closes, another will eventually open. Or if the door stays closed,
then that is also an answer.
If you had information and you took a course of action but later the information
changes or more knowledge is given, then you’ll need to reassess, which may include more
research and changing your healthcare practitioner. But this shouldn’t be done casually or
often.
If you don’t know how to do research or advocate for yourself, ask for help. Ask
Kṛṣṇa to send you assistance. Ask Kṛṣṇa to help you make the decision that is best for
you so that you can be of service. And be careful not to think that you ought to get better
so you can do “active” service. Sometimes the illness itself is making you “better”
spiritually, and that is the service. We’re called on to use our intelligence as best we can.
Then the results are in Kṛṣṇa’s hands.

QUESTION: How can we be grateful, joyful, and connected in service to Kṛṣṇa, even with
chronic illness.
Arcana: Our human conditioning tends to see what is wrong rather than what is
right in any given situation. We also judge what is good and what is bad based on the
perception of our material senses. Given these conditioned biases, it is natural to think
that disease is bad and wrong.
Śrīla Prabhupāda often spoke about the sequence of thinking, feeling, willing –
giving us the understanding that our thoughts precede our feelings. How we think about
our illness will greatly inform how we feel about our illness. It is always helpful to
recognize the feelings we’re having about any situation we’re in and approach the feelings
with genuine interest to understand the thoughts behind them. Once we uncover the
thoughts, we have a choice to accept them as true or to challenge them. Exposing our
negative thinking allows us to replace it with helpful and positive thinking.
Our human bodies are designed for spiritual realization. In the first half of our
lives, we have a lot of facility to enjoy the world through our senses. If we are fortunate
enough to understand that the external sources of happiness diminish significantly as we
age, we look inward to discover the happiness coming from spirit and not matter. Then as
old age and disease strip away the pleasures we derive from the body and senses, we are
well practiced to go within and find the joy of the true self.
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QUESTION: Are you opposed to allopathic medicine in general?
Prāṇadā: No. I’m not opposed to allopathic care. I have required such care many
times. Allopathic doctors can be good at diagnosing an illness and naming it (though not
always) and surgical operations, to name two of their specialties. I don’t know any other
modality that will, for instance, do a kidney transplant or set a broken arm. That said, in
my experience I have found that allopathic doctors know less than they think they do,
and their treatment protocols too often address symptoms, not root causes, which
encourages other diseases to develop.
We have to keep this in mind when a doctor advises us about how to proceed. I
don't recommend going forward blindly even if you’re in the care of a high-ranking
specialist. We need to be educated patients of healthcare options, and getting second
opinions is sometimes highly advisable.
No doctor is a god, though allopathic doctors (at least in the United States) often
behave as if they think they are. In fact, they have the same human frailties everyone has,
and they make lots of mistakes. In my case, they have made several life-altering and lifethreatening mistakes – and not just one doctor.
I think it's important to remember this because as a patient our care is ultimately
up to us. We have to be able to advocate for ourselves or have someone who can help us
with that. We should use our intelligence to decide about what regimen to follow or
whether we’ll take a pill or supplement. Then we should carry through with
determination and see if things will shift.

QUESTION: How can we better learn to set boundaries for ourselves and others in a way
that is respectful to ourselves and others?
Arcana: One of the most challenging times of my life was living in the ashram and
being sick. There was an unspoken culture in the ashram that surrender meant never
saying no to service requests and attending all the daily temple programs. Devotees were
glorified if they had a 104° temperature and crawled to maṅgala-ārati, or if they stayed
up all night for several days to finish a Deity outfit for a festival. While these were
extremes, they were the kind of benchmarks that devotees used to assess one’s sincerity
and surrender.
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As a result, many times I would push beyond my body and mind’s limits, seeking
approval and validation from my temple authorities. The result was that I prolonged my
illnesses, and they became more chronic, until I literally collapsed. For many months my
energy level was so low that all I could do was chant my japa throughout the day. My
incapacitated condition became my forced boundary. There was no question of saying yes
to anything else.
After one year, I slowly regained some energy and stamina. If I did too much in a
day, I was out of commission for a few days. I learned the words “sustainable,”
“balanced,” and “in it for the long haul.” By this time I had seen so many shooting-star
devotees and knew bhakti was not dependent on a quantity of service. This new paradigm
gave me the confidence to set guilt-free boundaries based on my needs and limitations.
It helps to find devotee role models who understand how their spiritual life is
supported by attending to their physical and emotional needs. If setting boundaries is
really difficult for you due to low self-esteem or other emotional issues, then I would
recommend finding a therapist to help you address these problems.

QUESTION: When one is in hospital for long periods of time, unable to eat prasāda or get
association or even chant with attention, how can that person stay motivated in bhakti
yoga? What are some practical ways to practice bhakti yoga while being in hospital?
Prāṇadā: If you’re in the hospital it probably means you’re pretty sick. It also is
likely that you’re undergoing a lot of tests or procedures, which is fairly disruptive to
sleep, what to speak of sādhana, and sleep is essential at this point. Still we can remember
Kṛṣṇa and performs different acts of devotion. In its most core, essential form bhakti
means remembering Kṛṣṇa. We can do that in very reduced or compromised conditions.
I recommend a few things while in the hospital.
•

If you’re able to eat solid food and people aren’t bringing prasādam, offer the food
the hospital staff brings you. If you don’t have a picture, mentally draw up your
Beloved Lord and guru and offer to them.

•

If you can hold a book or a reader, read! Even if you can only read for a few
minutes, you can meditate on what you read. Instead of thinking of reading for an
hour at a time, read for five minutes or so several times a day.
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If you have the ability and energy to speak, chant japa. If you don’t but are
conscious, chant in your mind. You can still keep count on your mālā if you have
access to them. If not, don’t worry about it. Just keep chanting as much as you
can.

•

Put earphones in and listen to lectures and kirtans – nonstop. In other words, you
can have lectures and kirtans on an endless loop and playing constantly. This is a
great companion when you’re alone.
Even when I’ve been wheeled around in the hospital bed going to different tests
and procedures, I was always able to listen to transcendental sound vibration with
earphones. And the one time I was close to death, although I couldn’t move I was
able to hear even as I came in and out of consciousness.

•

Talk to nurses and staff members about Kṛṣṇa and your experience of bhakti.

•

Don’t turn on the TV in your room. Watch YouTube kirtans, lectures, and other
Kṛṣṇa conscious educational content. We turn on the TV so that we don’t have to
think, and we’re transported to another reality. Viewing bhakti-infused content
can offer the same escape but purify you at the same time.
We should acknowledge that focusing the mind on hearing and chanting in the

hospital is going to be more of a challenge if we haven’t already brought hearing and
chanting into our lives in a significant, steady way. If you haven’t yet grabbed hold tight
of a daily sadhana program that includes weaning off of devices and media as much as
possible, then take your hospital stay as an opportunity to practice.
Being in the hospital ought to make your more reflective about the temporary
nature of your life. Take this seriously and respond and become better for it. And as you
think of the bigger picture of your life, take these moments in the hospital serious and use
whatever little energy you have – amidst the chaos of that environment – to hear and
chant and pray for help.
Anyway, what do you mean by “staying motivated”? Does it mean to remain
enthusiastic about bhakti? Enthusiasm comes from having a taste for hearing and
chanting about Kṛṣṇa, and when we’ve reached a certain stage of sādhana that
enthusiasm remains whether we’re ill or not. We want to come to this unflinching
platform before we’re given difficult tests, which should be one motivating factor in our
practice of sādhana when we’re well. How we respond in difficulty is a major contributor
in our advancing. Kṛṣṇa reciprocates with our attempts to go to him.
That said, I wouldn’t put a lot of demands on yourself in the hospital when you
will usually have an IV drip or two, are being pumped full of different medicines, being
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poked and prodded by nurses and doctors, have difficulty sleeping, are uncertain about
your future, and may not even be able to make it to the bathroom on your own.
Try to carry on with some Kṛṣṇa conscious activities that I have listed above to the
best of your ability. You will find they will give you much solace in that trying time. Even
if all you can do is hear, it will comfort you materially and spiritually.

QUESTION: Am I sick because of offenses? Is it because of a lack of faith or purity? Is
there something wrong with my attitude?
Arcana: These are natural, healthy questions. It’s good for us to check in on our
physical, mental, and spiritual states and assess ourselves – take our temperatures. Ask
yourself questions. Am I taking good care of myself? Am I not eating properly? To help
ourselves, we need to be introspective. Am I doing something that is contributing to an
illness? Is it something I can work on? What can I change?
After self-examination and prayer, then ultimately we see that Kṛṣṇa is teaching or
showing us something; he’s trying to bring something to our attention to help us grow
through our situation. It’s up to us to do the work that is shown us. But we can’t make a
blanket statement that illness is due to offenses, or lack of faith, or a wrong attitude. Are
any of these contributing to our condition? Pray and look inside for an answer, change
what you can, and trust that you’ll be shown the work that is needed. The cause of the
need for work is less important.
QUESTION: Can we actually change any outcome? Can we see that Kṛṣṇa is giving us the
intelligence and guiding us where he wants us to go – even if that means down a “wrong”
path? Is there a right and a wrong choice?
Prāṇadā: What a great question! Early on in my years of dealing with poor health
I would fret about what decision to take and be anxious about how difficult and timeconsuming it was to get a diagnosis. Now I’m more at peace with the process. I do the
best I can to educate myself, and I know that I can never know enough because the body
and our situations are so complex. In other words, we might not be able to figure it out!
So we need to get comfortable with that. That’s a preliminary realization.
Then I take a decision using my best intelligence, knowing I can, and likely will,
make mistakes. In fact, if I make a mistake, that is part of the journey. I think of it as also
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Kṛṣṇa’s arrangement, because He is guiding every detail. I just accept this reality. Doing
the best I can is all I can do, and it’ll never be “perfect,” because I’m not omniscient.
In fact, I’ve begun to question what is perfect. I used to think perfect was getting
better. Now I think perfect is in my attitude and intentions, not end results.
Anyway, then I apply myself wholeheartedly to a protocol, following with
precision and determination, knowing full well that the situation may not change. I have
to become detached about the results of my effort. I am not in control; Kṛṣṇa is in
control.
All this is to say that I don’t believe we can change outcomes. But this doesn’t
mean we’re not supposed to try to service the body with utmost attention. It is, in fact,
our duty, our sevā, to do so. What is happening in the process of taking care of the body
is that we’re being given opportunities to act with sincerity, detachment, and dependence
on Kṛṣṇa. We’re learning how to place ourselves in our true spiritual position. We’re to
examine our motives and align with higher principles. We need to act with a desire to
please Kṛṣṇa by taking care of the vehicle he has given us for sevā and sādhana.
When we’re ill, our service becomes caring for the body. That means thinking
about how the body works, what it needs, deciding on the proper care, acting on that
information, adjusting our thinking and attitudes to reflect higher states of being, etc. All
the aspects of ill health and dealing with it are our laboratory for surrendering to Kṛṣṇa.
Instead of thinking whether we’re getting it “right,” how we’re going to get better, why
things aren’t different, etc., we’re meant to focus on our internal states.
So many changes happen internally when we’re faced with illness. As a matter of
fact, these internal shifts and developments of character are necessary parts of sādhana
bhakti. Exactly what we need to do to advance in Kṛṣṇa consciousness is happening
during illness – usually with more intensity and focus.

QUESTION: Mental illness can sometimes bring increased inactivity. How do we
remain active in Kṛṣṇa consciousness during these depressive episodes when the mind and
body experience low mood, lack of motivation, or grief?
Arcana: The spectrum of mental illness is vast, and the symptoms a person
experiences also range from mild to very severe. There is a point of severity of
biochemical imbalances when a person needs medications to manage symptoms. Milder
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symptoms can be managed with a good support team, which could include a therapist,
health practitioners, trusted friends, mentors, and family members.
Connection with others who can encourage us to take care of ourselves by eating a
healthy diet, exercising, getting fresh air and sunlight, and getting proper rest are all
foundational to managing our mental states. It is also imperative to associate with people
who have a positive mental attitude and strong faith in the practices of bhakti, and to
practice gratitude, appreciation, and prayer.
We should also avoid things that feed our negative mind states – like watching the
news, spending a lot of time on social media, and negative addictive behaviors.

QUESTION: How do you deal with it when people don’t understand? Do you often find
that people who don’t deal with regular or chronic illness, or haven’t experienced acute
illness, cannot understand? Perhaps they're not the best people to seek advice from. What
are your thoughts on this?
Prāṇadā: It has been a significant, and painful, learning experience to accept that
people cannot know what I'm going through. We need the most support and
understanding when we’re ill and needy. And, for a number of reasons, that’s exactly
when we’re least likely to receive it. Those who haven’t dealt with serious or chronic
illness or pain simply cannot imagine what it’s like to live with such a condition day in
and day out for weeks, months, or years. If we think they can, then that's our own
silliness. We’re expecting too much from them, and we need to adjust our thinking.
And, factually, most people don’t care or don’t know how to show they care. Let’s
be real, it’s awkward to be around people who cannot live a “normal” life. We think their
illness might be in their head.
“Is it psychosomatic?” our friends secretly ask. “Why can’t she just pull it
together?” Hearing about these private queries compounds what we already have to deal
with.
Certainly an ill person puts a damper on our own living and desire to enjoy and be
happy. They are graphic reminders of the real nature of the world, which we try to avoid.
Of course, we also have the simple truth that everyone must deal with the
complexities and stresses of their own lives. Then factor into the elements of the equation
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that the ill person may have an unrealistic idea of what caring should look like! Even if
our idea isn’t unrealistic, most people cannot help in the ways we would like or need.
All of this is to say that illness is a journey we make pretty much alone because so
much time is spent with just ourselves. And when we’re chronically ill, this fact becomes
more pronounced. Even the most dedicated supporter will have trouble following us for
the long haul. And our closest friends or family members may not be there for us in ways
we had hoped, need, or expected.
When this happens, I take it that Kṛṣṇa is helping me detach from the world.
Seeing that our own friends and family are unable or unwilling to help us at crucial
junctures is a powerful motivator for letting go of attachments to the people we’re close
to. When we face the stark reality that we’re actually alone in this world – that our only
friend and shelter is Kṛṣṇa – we’re more apt to detach. And we do really want this, even
as it is painful, because we don’t need to be clinging to anything or anyone when we enter
the active dying stage.
From what I’ve seen, this is a common factor in an ill person’s journey, and it is an
important characteristic that purifies the heart and helps us relinquish what we hold onto.

QUESTION: What is a sādhaka-deha?
Prāṇadā: Deha means “body,” and sādhaka means “one who engages in sādhana.”
Sādhaka-deha means the practitioner’s body. At the time of initiation, the spiritual master
gives the devotee a sādhaka-deha, or a body to be engaged in bhakti sādhana. At initiation
we’re meant to give ourselves completely to the spiritual master in service. The body is no
longer our property; it belongs to Śrī Guru.
Sādhana bhakti is a gradual process that will take us to bhāva bhakti and
ultimately prema bhakti, at which time we’re awarded a permanent siddha-deha, or
spiritual body, to engage in direct and eternal service to Śrī Śrī Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa.
I used the term sādhaka-deha in my essay to consciously highlight how the body
(a) is not actually ours, (b) is being spiritualized by the mercy of guru and sādhana, (c)
requires our attentive care for these reasons, and (d) is a precious gift that can take us to
the highest attainments for a human being.
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QUESTION: Arcana, you said you talk to your symptoms. Can you describe how to do
that and how you know you’re receiving an answer? How do you receive answers?
Arcana: I believe we all have the capacity to listen to our symptoms – we call it
intuition, or guidance from the inner witness, Paramātmā. We are most in tune with this
sense of knowing when we are in a sāttvika mind space of peace, harmony, and presence.
This is the space we can enter in our daily meditation of japa. The more practiced we
become in meditation, the easier it is to access our intuition.
To begin accessing this inner guidance, find a quiet, serene setting where you
won’t be disturbed. You can do some chanting and/or deep breathing to help calm the
mind. When you feel you are centered and present, you can gently approach a symptom
in your body as your revered teacher. Welcome it and thank it for coming to give you
guidance. You can then ask the symptom to share with you the purpose it has come into
your life. Patiently sit and wait for an answer.
If nothing comes during your session with the symptom, it will often come at
another time during your day or even in a dream at night. Trust the process and be
patient.
Each stage of bhakti has a corresponding curriculum of things we must learn to
progress to higher stages of spiritual consciousness. Faith gives us entrance into the
process, and it matures and deepens throughout our journey. Once we come under the
shelter of Kṛṣṇa and the Vaiṣṇavas, we can be certain that everything that comes into our
life is to strengthen our faith in the Lord and the process of bhakti.
In my own journey, the early lessons I had with health issues revolved around
overeating, under-sleeping, overdoing things, learning to control my senses (especially the
tongue), being regulated, learning to set boundaries, and taking care of my physical needs.
Further into the practice, my lessons, which have continued into the present, centered
more on developing humility and empathy. In addition, health issues have forced me to
prioritize my time and resources into things that truly nurture my own bhakti – such as
breaking free of a very deep emotional pattern of wanting to please others even when it
isn’t in my best interest.
Most recently I have been inviting my symptoms, such as a headache, to sit down
with me during my japa meditation. In the past I relied on pain medication so I could
chant japa. In an effort to minimize medications for pain, I’ve discovered that my pain
can be a very good japa partner. Since the mind can’t multi-task, it isn’t able to focus on
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the name and the sensation of the headache at the same time. We all know how the mind
easily wanders from the holy name to other thoughts. But when my mind roams when
there is a prominent symptom present, it drifts into the unpleasant sensation of my
symptom. Therefore I practice immediately returning to the safety and comfort of my
japa. This allows the mind to dive deeper into the holy name.
Another observation I’ve had while chanting with my symptom is that I’m
accepting the presence of the pain without trying to escape from it. This diminishes the
discomfort, whereas trying to resist the pain intensifies the sensation of pain.

QUESTION: Prāṇadā, you say we can’t give in to the mind. That seems very difficult, and
it seems when I’m that strict with my mind, it becomes more obstinate. Shouldn’t we
work with the mind and not against it?
Prāṇadā: Arjuna, almost as if pleading for a concession, told Kṛṣṇa that
controlling the mind seemed more implausible than controlling the wind. There is no
scope for controlling the movement of air. The comparison between the air and the mind
is compelling – it gives us pause. Whoa! How hard it is! Further, the statement comes
from the extraordinarily powerful Arjuna. We half expect Kṛṣṇa to change his request
that Arjuna control his mind. After all, even Arjuna can’t manage such an impossible
task.
Kṛṣṇa offers a little sympathy, but he doesn’t concede and say, “That’s all right.
Don’t worry about it. Yes, it’s impossible to control.” Rather, He tells Arjuna that it must
be done, and it can be done with detachment and practice.
Kṛṣṇa gives us a clear, direct means for controlling the mind: keep trying and
become detached from everything.
You suggest that we need to work with the mind instead of forcing thoughts and
behaviors. I completely agree – to a point. Getting the mind to cooperate is often a
delicate dance that requires some finessing, especially as we begin our sādhana practice.
We’re going against the forceful current of the material energy, we’re changing
entrenched lifestyle habits, we’re encountering deep-rooted saṁskāras (impressions from
limitless lifetimes), and we’re coming face-to-face with the core reason we’re in the
material world: resistance to serving Kṛṣṇa.
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No doubt, then, we declare war when we take up bhakti. Battles have to be
intelligently planned and fought. We require reserves to last a lifetime. We need the
cooperation of the mind.
What’s the best way to gain that cooperation? Perhaps if we’re too unrelenting, the
mind will rebel like a wild horse that has just been bridled. We could hurt ourselves.
Maybe we could lose courage, enthusiasm, hope, or faith. So, yes, we need to proceed in
such a manner that we’re not losing too many battles with the mind. We want to
gradually win more and more and gain the upper hand. To help us do this, other sādhakas
may have suggestions about creative maneuvers we can employ.
But let’s be clear about what we’re doing. In attempting to control the mind, we’re
countering our resistance to surrender to Kṛṣṇa. The material mind embodies resistance
to Kṛṣṇa, full as it is with our material desires and our deep wish to be independent
controllers. Since these are so deeply ingrained, then yes, we necessarily take things
slowly, step by step, to get the horse we’re trying to train used to the bridle, reins, and
saddle.
We intend to ride the horse not let it remain in training forever (and therefore still
in control). It will be trained. It can be trained. With a clear goal in mind – absolute mind
control – we will begin to train it with sincere practice and increasing detachment. Each
person’s horse-mind will require different maneuvers and will take a different amount of
time to be tamed.
But sooner or later we’re simply going to have to take full control. Even with
gradual detachment and daily practice, and all the fancy steps we take to dance around
the mind, when it’s time to take full control of the reins more is required of us, not less.
At least that’s my experience.
Yes, our gradual practice will teach us how to become good at countering the
mind. Our gradual steps prepare us for more advanced mental control. But from the stage
of training the mind, gaining some control, and learning when to push and when to back
off, we must eventually make the leap into full control.
When I speak of full mind control I'm referring to filling the mind with topics of
Kṛṣṇa. Bhakti is positive engagement. We’re not telling the child, “Shut up, don’t think,
stare at the wall, sit quietly in the corner, and keep your hands in your lap.” We’re telling
the child, “Here, play with this instead.” We’re giving it the nectar of Kṛṣṇa’s qualities,
pastimes, names, associates, and abode. At some point we stop giving the mind facility to
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wander, to regurgitate, find fault, ponder nonsense, relive previous moments a thousand
times – all the ways it wastes precious time. We take the reins and insist that it remain
constantly focused on thoughts of Kṛṣṇa. We force it, against its will.
Perhaps, though, we think that full control isn’t actually possible, or that it’s not
even necessary. Both thoughts are inaccurate and unhelpful. They encourage us to live in
comfort zones that limit us. Then we remain too long at certain stages and can even get
stuck.
Oftentimes what’s happening is that we’re increasing the length of time we spend
in lower stages of sādhana bhakti because we’re not continually pushing ourselves
forward. We need to apply regular additional pressure on ourselves to stay healthy in
spiritual life. Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura said we should make progress every day. What can
we add today to our life?
Of course, mostly we don’t keep a slight pressure applied on ourselves, and that’s
why change, loss, and suffering are benedictions. They’re intense motivators, powerful
negative impetuses. However the opportunities come to control the mind and fill it with
topics of Kṛṣṇa, we can embrace them.
To fully control the mind requires that we develop mental strength, or
determination. In Amṛta Vāṇī, Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura says, “We are
weak and need to become mentally strong. Our mental condition will become stronger if
we faithfully hear krsna-kathā from living devotees. It is not possible to strengthen our
mental state without associating with devotees.”
And he further says, “Partial surrender does not bring a complete result. . . .
“A practitioner should know that anartha-nivṛtti is the last platform before
attaining the goal of life. Part of that understanding is to know that unfavorable situations
create situations favorable for devotional service in the next moment. [Emphasis mine] If
one develops the mentality that everything in this world is meant for Kṛṣṇa’s service, then
the propensity for material enjoyment cannot disturb him. We should all gladly accept
whatever pleases Kṛṣṇa. . . .
“Do not give up hari-bhajana simply because you see obstacles or dangers on the
devotional path. . . .
“Actual devotees do not become disturbed in any situation whether it is happy or
full of distress, convenient or inconvenient. Rather, they always engage in the Lord’s
service with body, mind, and speech. Devotees are firmly established in the principle of
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serving the Lord. They think, ‘I am the Lord’s servant. Serving Him is my life and soul.
Apart from service everything is material existence or death.’ ”

QUESTION: What are some practices we can do to fortify our faith so we don’t fall into
fear?
Arcana: The material mind is by nature aniṣṭhā – unsteady and flickering. I have a
three-month-old grandson, and within the time it takes me to whisper “Rādhe,” he can go
from hysterical crying to smiling and laughing. Our mind is a kaleidoscope of emotions –
more perceivable in the infant to early childhood stage, since the faculty of intelligence
hasn’t come online yet to help us cope and self-soothe.
Our intelligence has a taṭasthā nature – it is very affected by its association. If our
intelligence is surrounded by materialistic propaganda encouraging us to use our time and
energy to enjoy our senses in a temporary body, then our intelligence will conspire with
our lower-consciousness mind to help obtain sense pleasures.
If, on the other hand, the intelligence associates with higher consciousness in the
form sādhus and scriptures, then the intelligence takes on the qualities of spirit. In this
way our intelligence becomes a key player in choosing faith over fear. Chanting japa
every day with focus and attention and hearing the philosophy spiritualize the mind and
senses over time.
However, in the early stages of our devotion, our practices are aniṣṭhā – unsteady.
It is in this stage of practice that we can get help from tools designed to steady the mind,
tools developed by people who have access to the material mode of goodness. We can use
the material mode of goodness in the service of bhakti to create an internal and external
environment favorable for practicing bhakti.
In my counseling practice I have found many tools to help practitioners to stay in
their higher-consciousness self, where they can access faith over fear. One of my favorite
tools is positive affirmations – both for their simplicity and efficacy. You can write these
statements yourself or find affirmations written by others.
Here is an example of an affirmation I often say. “I have full faith that Kṛṣṇa is
my dearmost friend and ever well-wisher. Everything that happens in my life is for my
highest good.”
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This statement is affirming a truth I want to fully embrace. Often when we start
saying affirmations, we may theoretically believe the statement, but doubt the statement
at the same time. It is common to think things like “Why would Kṛṣṇa be involved in my
life? I’m not anyone special” or “I don’t believe such a painful situation would be for my
highest good.” It is helpful to acknowledge the doubts that come up when you say the
affirmation. This is called cognitive dissonance – a disparity or a gap between what you
believe in the present moment and what you want to believe.
Saying affirmations every day with feeling will gradually close this gap. I believe
that affirmations work in the same way that prayers work, and indeed they are a type of
prayer. The Lord and his agents, hearing your petition, will help to bring resources into
your life to help you realize the affirmation.
Another very simple and powerful technique is EFT (Emotional Freedom
Technique), also known as tapping. EFT, like acupuncture, focuses on meridian points to
restore balance to our energetic body. It has been proven through numerous research
studies to be effective in treating PTSD, anxiety, and depression. It can be used to change
negative patterns of thought that underlie fearful emotions – thoughts such as “I won’t be
able to deal with the pain if my illness progresses.”
While affirmations work with saying a positive statement, such as “By Kṛṣṇa’s
grace and mercy, I am able to feel comfortable in all stages of my illness,” EFT starts with
the fearful feeling you are having in the present moment. An example of a startup
statement would be “Even though I feel fearful that I won’t be able to tolerate the pain of
my illness, I still know Kṛṣṇa loves and accepts me.” By tapping on this fear, the charged
feeling of the fear is downgraded and often eliminated.
Here is a link to a 3-minute YouTube video with Nick Ortner shows the basic
tapping recipe. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XRfLTQjJhp0.

QUESTION: How can we deal with the guilt of not managing as much sādhana and service
as others on difficult days and even good days, since our capacity may be reduced
compared to others?
Prāṇadā: Guilt arises because we have a conception of what is ideal, or model,
behavior and we can’t live up to that ideal. Or it plagues us if we compare ourselves with
others or are looking for some attention (fame, profit, adoration, or distinction) by being
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noticed by others. When we fall ill, we’re unable to “compete” with external excellences.
Being ill demands humility because all the external props are removed.
To rid ourselves of the unhealthy emotion of guilt, we can do a few things, such as
carefully examining what we think is ideal. We may discover that our perspective is
simply ill-informed. Perhaps our idea is based on what is appropriate behavior for a
young, healthy (or moderately healthy) person and does not apply to an old or ill person.
We can counsel ourselves to stop comparing ourselves to others. This unhelpful
(and distressing) tendency distracts us, and most often roots our awareness in the self (the
false self) and not Kṛṣṇa. In this case we’re called to control our mind and stop dwelling
on these comparisons and berating ourselves.
Finally, we may notice that what’s actually happening is that because we can’t
“perform” as others can, we’re unable to secure attention from others. This is most often
a slightly veiled form of seeking adoration and fame and is the most deeply entrenched
material disease. We need to work to root out the desire for distinction because it keeps
us from chanting Hare Kṛṣṇa purely. It is, in fact, a considerable obstacle on the path of
bhakti. Name the internal desire for what it is and then work on removing it.
For myself, it was drilled into me what good sādhana must look like, and it took a
long time to just change my way of seeing it. Over time the guilt will gradually decrease.
After all, what can we do? The body impairs our ability to function.
In one sense, the initial guilt that arises when we’re sidelined is good. It can
motivate us not to be lazy or make excuses. We know how well or unwell we are. We
shouldn’t use illness to be released from sevā or sādhana. Even when ill, we can still offer
both sevā and sadhana, and I know many people who push through pain and other
debilitations to serve. In short, there are degrees of being unwell, and we should function
at our highest capacity even though we’re dealing with challenges.
I remember when Jayānanda Prabhu was dying at the Los Angeles temple, New
Dwaraka. He couldn’t walk to the temple, so two men carried him to maṅgala-ārati.
They placed him on the floor, he sat there for the services, and then he was carried back
to his room. This was in 1977, before many devotees were terminally or seriously, ill. I
marveled at his determination and wanted to be like that if I ever got sick. In fact, when I
got ill, I continued to go to the temple and attend the full program. But as my condition
deteriorated, my sleeping patterns were so disturbed that sometimes I would be awake
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most of the night and finally doze off just at maṅgala-ārati time. The more ill I became,
the more evident it was that I could not go.
I bring this up to say that we shouldn’t too quickly or easily succumb to giving up
sādhana practices. And definitely we should not let go of our japa sādhana of chanting
the holy names a prescribed number of times every day – even if chanting them takes all
day.
For me this has been the non-negotiable bottom line: whatever was going on, I was
going to chant. My life revolves around chanting the holy names.

QUESTION: Would you have done things differently with Karṇam now that you have
gone through that experience? Do you have any regrets?
Arcana: If Karṇam and I could relive the experience knowing what had happened
the first time around, naturally we would try something different, since we both were
invested in curing his cancer. We tried many alternative cancer treatments, and when
none of those worked, we did look at the allopathic options, but it was too late. In the
beginning of our cancer journey, we met with an ENT surgeon who told us how he
would remove the tumor in Karṇam’s neck and then do a series of radiation treatments to
kill the cancer in his tonsil. The side effects included loss of feeling on one side of the
face, loss of most teeth, the worst sore throat of his life for many months, damage to his
vocal chords, and the possibility of needing a feeding tube for some time. He said
Karṇam’s chance of survival was 80%. After his presentation, he expected we would be
ready to schedule the surgery.
Karṇam and I told the surgeon we wanted to try some alternative treatments first
before undergoing surgery. The doctor became livid and with raised voice said, “No one
has every cured cancer with alternative treatments – NO ONE!” He turned to me and
said, “Ma’am, today I can confidently tell you I can cure your husband. If you come back
six months from now, it is likely that it will be too late.” He continued to paint a grim
picture of Karṇam’s future if he didn’t do the treatment.
This doctor’s outburst and false proclamation that no one had ever cured cancer
with alternative methods confirmed the warning in the documentary “The Truth About
Cancer” that mainstream doctors would try and scare us into their cut, burn, and poison
treatments. For us it was the defining moment that convinced us we would go down the
road less traveled.
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This interview with the doctor was one of many signs that kept pointing us in the
direction we took. I don’t regret going down the road we were guided to take. We hoped
for a different outcome – but that was clearly not Kṛṣṇa’s plan. Karṇam was meant to
leave his body when he did, and I was meant to be separated from him – all for our
highest good and our progress toward loving Kṛṣṇa.

QUESTION: How do we deal with others’ indifference, lack of support, lack of empathy
(when caring for others is seen as a burden or an inconvenience), and the feelings we have
when we don’t get the help we need as a result?
Prāṇadā: Of course, you need to express yourself. Did you ask for help, or did you
expect someone to anticipate what you needed or wanted? Because needs vary with the
individual, few people can anticipate what an ill person needs.
Also, you may need to seek different types of support from different people. Not
one person, or two people, will be able to fulfill all your needs. Someone may be able to
cook a meal for you, but not offer a hug and listen to your woes for a while. It’s up to us
to develop relationships, not expect them to develop automatically. You’ll have to ignore
that some people are indifferent. Either they’ve never experienced a health challenge, or
they are incapable of being empathic. They may not be bad people, just ill-equipped to
offer that specific service. So don’t look to them for what they are unable to give.
And when we become very distressed by these types of burdens that come along
with illness, then we can seek association and reveal our minds, or have a good cry and
then move forward.
Now let’s say you’ve tried everything, but you really feel alone and in need. There
are two pieces of advice. As with any situation we cannot change or control, we have to
tolerate. We’re called on to draw up patience and tolerance, two qualities that are
essential for progressing in bhakti. If you cannot simply tolerate, then you need more
help. Maybe you need coping skills to deal with the dynamics of your particular situation.
In that case, why not speak with a counselor? Counselors can be good confidantes to help
you on your learning journey.
I addressed this to some extent in replying to the question “How do you deal with
it when people don’t understand?” I explained that I found this experience to be directly
orchestrated by Kṛṣṇa to curb my attachments. This is not a slight benefit or
unimportant. It is a major lesson for one advancing on the devotional path, and it might
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be the reason help is being withheld: so that you take full shelter in your actual guardian,
Śrī Kṛṣṇa.
I’ve also seen devotees reject the good – empathic – advice they receive, which
only prolongs their condition. If a well-intentioned friend or family member familiar with
our situation makes informed suggestions, we ought to give them some serious
consideration – even if it means going against our idea.
For instance, I know many devotees who have a mental handicap that has reduced
their capacity for sevā and sadhana, and no modality or self-help tool has shifted their
condition. Such people may need medication, but they refuse it. If medication can
improve our functionality, we ought to consider taking it.

QUESTION: How can we cultivate self-compassion?
Prāṇadā: See yourself as you would see someone you loved who is struggling or ill.
You would have empathy and help them. Be your own best friend by sympathizing with
your situation – without wallowing in self-pity.

QUESTION: How can we create loving relationships when we are limited in our ability to
physically help others or even regularly associate with others?
Prāṇadā: Naturally if we’re so unwell that we can’t get out of the house much, we
will have less facility for interactions, and our relationships will be affected. This is an
undeniable result of long-term illness that cannot be changed. However, by setting aside
superficial interactions, you can make more meaningful whatever exchanges you can have
with others, whether in person or through emails and texts.
Because our ability to have exchanges is reduced when we’re ill, we can give each
opportunity more quality attention and deepen the dialogue, as well as keep Kṛṣṇa as the
focus.
As we develop this habit in structuring our relationships, when we do get better
we’ll tend to have more meaningful relationships because we have learned to cherish what
time we do have with people.
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QUESTION: How does one deal with Ekādaśī and fasting requirements for holy days
when it conflicts with medication and other health needs?
Prāṇadā: Whenever possible, on Ekadāśi don’t take a supplement that has grains
in it. Of course, what is good for one may not be good for another. In other words, you
may absolutely need to take that supplement every day without fail, including on Ekādaśī.
Then take it. But often that’s not the case, and then you ought to skip it that day.
If you can fast without experiencing adverse side effects, then by all means fast if
you want to. But if your body can’t function when fasting, then don’t worry. Eat
healthful prasādam in good spirits to nourish the body. In fact, though, fasting is often
recommended for many poor health conditions. If you can fast for health and a holy day
simultaneously, great!
Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura was extremely pragmatic (so was Śrīla
Prabhupāda) about these matters. For instance, the devotees he sent to England
sometimes had to take meals prepared by nondevotees, and their veg preps were prepared
next to meat dishes. Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura was unfazed and told them
to do what was required for preaching.
We exist to please Kṛṣṇa and guru. We are in a line of preachers who have so
much compassion on the fallen souls that their very being was dedicated to giving bhakti,
and they want that of their disciples. Therefore, our bodies are meant to be used for their
aims. We care for our bodies so that we can try to engage in sevā to our gurus. When we
act with these honest, high intentions, then everything is properly adjusted.

QUESTION: Can we do japa in bed when we are bedridden?
Prāṇadā: By all means, definitely do japa when you’re confined to bed!
It’s helpful to chant immediately upon waking, when you’re the most likely to be
able to stay awake for a while.
I find that it’s difficult to focus on chanting while lying down. I don’t exactly
know why that’s so. But this is the real challenge with chanting japa in bed. I find it helps
to prop myself up with pillows so that I’m not completely lying flat. Make whatever
adjustments you need to make to be able to focus on your chanting as best you can.
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QUESTION: How to navigate the challenges to our sādhana when the illness of a loved
one takes much of our time and energy?
Prāṇadā: I don’t have a lot of experience of giving long-term care or caring for
terminally ill patients. But from what little I have done, I know that at these times our
lives are not going to look “normal” – when we used to run about doing different things.
Our daily lives begin to revolve around new circumstances. If you’re the primary
caregiver of a seriously compromised family member or friend, then you’re probably not
going to be going to work or school but will be more confined to the home and
caregiving. Either that, or you’ll need to hire some help. In other words, caregiving
becomes your primary occupation.
But we have to be careful that such situations don’t change our primary need of
self-care, which means getting plenty of rest (however you have to get it, in the day or at
night), eating properly, and keeping up a minimum sādhana by chanting your japa. These
things have to come first if you’re going to be able to give care long term. You cannot set
aside your spiritual life for the care of another person. You can skip a day of japa, or a
few days, but you cannot change your schedule to simply not include any spiritual
practice.
If the level of care your loved one requires isn’t a full-time occupation and you
have to attend to work or school, then you still have spiritual and material self-care as
your first priority.
Since how to structure your days will be specific to the individual and
circumstances, I can’t say more about this here. We’ve included Resources in this book.
See if something there can help you.

QUESTION: Sometimes people refer to the suffering of great devotees and compare our
own experience to theirs. This makes me uncomfortable because we’re not on their level.
What are your thoughts?
Prāṇadā: It can be discouraging if people cite the examples of perfected devotees
as if we could exactly follow them. So no one should be reminding us of these examples
with that intention.
Though the nitya-siddha devotees’ experience of suffering in this world is different
from ours, their predicaments show us that not even Kṛṣṇa’s closest devotees are exempt
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from the suffering of this world. We’re meant to take notice: this world is a place of
suffering, and no one gets a pass on that. This has given me much solace as I’ve endured
pain and suffering. I’ve had to acknowledge that it’s not that Kṛṣṇa just wants us to
suffer, but we cannot escape what this world is: it is a place of suffering. There’s no way
around it, even for nitya-siddhas.
This world is a place of suffering, so let’s not be surprised that we suffer. And let’s
not think that we ought to be exempt. Each of us is required to learn to live through loss,
obstacles, and suffering with faith and increased determination. None of us will be
exempt – not even nitya-siddha devotees.
Think of the unending, significant trials that Kuntī Devī endured. Amazingly, she
spontaneously prayed for more difficulties if that meant Kṛṣṇa would remain present to
her. We have the pitiable story of Devakī and Vasudeva. Can you imagine your brother
murdering seven of your children in front of you? I can’t. It makes me shudder.
What other stories do we have in the Bhāgavatam of devotees facing these types of
circumstances? There are many, and if we think about what it would be like to go
through what they went through, we’ll understand that just because we have taken up the
chanting of Hare Kṛṣṇa under the auspices of a spiritual master doesn’t mean we won’t
face difficulties. In fact, Kṛṣṇa says he sometimes intentionally takes things away from us
to bring us closer to him!
In Śrī Caitanya Bhāgavata we learn that Lord Caitanya would regularly hear
Śrīmad Bhāgavatam from Gadādhara Paṇḍita. Caitanya Mahāprabhu would ask
Gadādhara to tell the story of Prahlāda Mahārāja over and over – a hundred times or
more. What does Prahlāda show us? He demonstrates how to persevere with unflinching
faith and love. We may not be of the caliber of Prahlāda Mahārāja, but his example is
meant to guide us and encourage us.
All of us must become resolute – unshakeable – in the determination to attain our
Beloved. It is an absolute necessity for unmotivated love for Kṛṣṇa to blossom: we must
want to love Kṛṣṇa more than anything else in our lives.
Prahlāda’s example is the example of Śrīmati Rādhārāṇī herself. There is no
obstacle that can keep Śrī Rādhā from her Prāṇanātha, and she faces many every single
day and every single night. When she is called to serve her Beloved, she must navigate
untold obstacles. It’s a feature of what makes her love so intense and makes her so dear to
Kṛṣṇa.
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Śrī Caitanya never tired to hear how Prahlāda persevered. Why? His resoluteness is
at the core of Śrīmati Rādhārāṇī’s love for Śrī Kṛṣṇa, and since Lord Caitanya wanted to
taste her love, then hearing of Prahlāda’s triumph reminds him – and us – of this essential
ingredient and necessary foundation for unconditional love to flourish. Our obstacles then
– the ones in the lives of us conditioned souls – are factually opportunities for this type of
love to develop. We do want to follow in these footsteps, to become selfless lovers. We
want to persevere in difficult circumstances.
No doubt we will face obstacles, whether they be physical, mental, emotional, or
circumstantial. They are often quite a challenge to navigate, though through them we’re
given an opportunity to grow.
So let’s try to be courageous like little Prahlāda, to bear suffering with dignity and
a firm knowing like Queen Kuntī, and to unequivocally excise anarthas without
hesitation, however dear they are, as exemplified in the story of Devakī, so that grand
love for Govinda takes birth within our hearts.

Meditations for Coping with Illness
IF THERE IS ONE SINGLE VERSE that summarizes the highest and most comforting
mentality that a Vaiṣṇava maintains when facing difficulties, it is the eighth verse of the
fourteenth chapter of the tenth canto. Fully embracing this verse alone is enough to
assuage all the angst of any devotee.
Śrīla Prabhupāda’s commentary on the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam ended before he
reached the fourteenth chapter, but he did translate the verse and make comments on it in
other places in his writings. In fact, it is a verse he often quoted in his writings, lectures,
room conversations, morning walks, and letters. We include comments Śrīla Prabhupāda
made from various places here. And below these quotes from Śrīla Prabhupāda, we
include the enlightening commentaries of several our ācāryas who have commented on
Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 10.14.8.

Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
tat te ’nukampāṁ susamīkṣamāṇo
bhuìjāna evātma-kṛtaṁ vipākam |
hṛd-vāg-vapurbhir vidadhan namas te
jīveta yo mukti-pade sa dāya-bhāk ||
tat—therefore; te—Your; anukampām—compassion; susamīkṣamāṇaḥ—
resplendently, thoroughly awaiting; bhunjānaḥ—experiencing; eva—only; ātma-kṛtam—
done by oneself; vipākam— the result (karma) (“especially ripe”); hṛd-vāk-vapurbhiḥ—
with the heart, the voice, and the body; vidadhan namaḥ—while making obeisances; te—
to You; jīveta—can live (lives); yaḥ—who; muktipade—in the position of liberation;
saḥ—he; dāya-bhāk—the recipient of a gift (or of an inheritance).

One who seeks Your compassion and thus tolerates all kinds of adverse
conditions due to the karma of his past deeds, who engages always in Your devotional
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service with his mind, words and body, and who always offers obeisances unto You is
certainly a bona fide candidate for becoming Your unalloyed devotee.5

A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami
The purport of this verse is that when a devotee is in a calamitous condition he
takes it as a benediction of the Supreme Lord and takes responsibility himself for his past
misdeeds. In such a condition, he offers still more devotional service and is not disturbed.
One who lives in such a disposition of mind, engaged in devotional service, is the most
eligible candidate for promotion to the spiritual world. In other words, such a devotee’s
claim for promotion to the spiritual world is assured in all circumstances.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 4.6.45)

This verse states that the devotee accepts a reversal of his position in life as a
benediction by the Lord and consequently offers the Lord more obeisances and prayers,
thinking that the punishment is due to his past misdeeds and that the Lord is punishing
him very mildly. The punishment awarded by the state or by God for one’s own faults is
actually for one’s benefit.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 4.26.21)

Even while suffering in the midst of difficulties, devotees simply offer their prayers
and service more enthusiastically. In this way they become firmly fixed in devotional
service and eligible to return home, back to Godhead, without a doubt.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 6.9.40)

When a devotee is in a condition of so-called distress, he considers it a gift or
blessing from the Supreme Personality of Godhead. When a devotee is always thus
situated in Kṛṣṇa consciousness in any condition of life, he is described as mukti-pade sa
dāya-bhāk, a perfect candidate for returning home, back to Godhead. The word dāyabhāk means “inheritance.” A son inherits the property of his father. Similarly, when the

5

Prabhupada’s translation takes from Cc. Madhya 6.261
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devotee is fully Kṛṣṇa conscious, undisturbed by dualities, he is sure that he will return
home, back to Godhead, just as one inherits his father’s property.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 7.9.31)

A devotee who tolerates everything in this material world and patiently executes
his devotional service can become mukti-pade sa dāya-bhāk, a bona fide candidate for
liberation. The word dāya-bhāk refers to a hereditary right to the Lord’s mercy. A
devotee must simply engage in devotional service, not caring about material situations.
Then he automatically becomes a rightful candidate for promotion to Vaikuṇṭhaloka. The
devotee who renders unalloyed service to the Lord gets the right to be promoted to
Vaikuṇṭhaloka, just as a son inherits the property of his father.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 8.4.13)

A devotee knows that so-called punishment by the Supreme Personality of
Godhead is only His favor to correct His devotee and bring him to the right path.
Therefore the punishment awarded by the Supreme Personality of Godhead cannot be
compared to even the greatest benefit awarded by one’s material father, mother, brother
or friend.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 8.22.4)

The devotee accepts that it is due to his own past misdeeds that the Supreme
Personality of Godhead has caused him some small amount of suffering. Thus he offers
obeisances to the Lord again and again. Such a devotee is called mukti-pade sa dāya-bhāk;
that is, he is guaranteed his liberation from this material world.
(From commentary to Bhāg. 10.8.41)

How does a devotee receive dangers? There must be dangers because this material
world is full of dangers. But foolish people who do not know this try to avoid the
dangers. Thus they struggle for existence. Everyone is trying to become happy and avoid
danger. . . .
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Here Kuntīdevī speaks of apunar bhava-darśanam. The prefix a means “not,” and
punar bhava means “repetition of birth and death.” The real danger is the repetition of
birth and death. That must be stopped. . . .
As long as we are in this material world, there must be calamities because this is
the place of calamity. But even with calamities our business should be to develop our
Kṛṣṇa consciousness, so that after giving up this body we may go back home, back to
Kṛṣṇa.
On the Battlefield of Kurukṣetra, Arjuna said to Kṛṣṇa, “Whatever You are saying
is all right. I am not this body. I am a soul, and this is also true of everyone else. So when
the body is annihilated, the soul will continue to exist. But when I see that my son is
dying or my grandfather is dying and that I am killing, how can I be solaced simply by
knowing that they are not dying, but that only their bodies are changing? I am
accustomed to thinking of them with affection in terms of the body, and so there must be
grief and suffering.”
Kṛṣṇa did not deny what Arjuna said. “Yes,” He replied. “That’s a fact. Because
you are in the bodily concept of life, there must be suffering. So you must tolerate it,
that’s all. There is no other remedy.” . . .
In America it may sometimes be very chilly in the morning, and that may make
taking one’s morning bath a little difficult. But does that mean that those who are
devotees will stop taking their prescribed morning bath? No. Even if it is chilly, they must
take this regular bath. The duty must be done, even if there is a little suffering involved.
That is called tapasya, or austerity. Tapasya means that we must proceed with our
business of Kṛṣṇa consciousness despite all the dangers and calamities of this world. This
is called tapasya, or voluntary acceptance of the difficulties of life.
(From The Teachings of Queen Kuntī, Verse 8)

Śrīdhara Svāmī on Bhāgavatam 10.14.86
“Therefore only bhakti makes sense.” This is the thinking: “When will You show
mercy to me?” and only experiencing the result of karma accrued by oneself – but not

6

The commentaries from our acaryas are from A Symphony of Commentaries on the Tenth Canto
translated by Gaurapäda Däsa and edited by Matsya Avatära Däsa. I have made some slight edits for ease
of reading here.
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toiling by performing harsh austerities and so on. The gist is the person is not attached to
anything – “a person who lives in this manner inherits liberation.” As the only way to
gain an inheritance is to patiently live out one’s life, so the only way to gain the
inheritance of liberation is to patiently live out one’s life as a devotee of the Lord.

Sanātana Gosvāmī on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
“One who lives nicely, expecting Your compassion while undergoing various
results of karma earned by oneself.” The sense is those results must be experienced, hence
there is no consideration of being attached to happiness. And making obeisances with the
heart, the voice, and the body – great attachment is to be carried out is in this regard –
becomes the giver of a gift on the topic of mukti-pada. The sense is: “The person is a
giver at His lotus feet, because of which feet there is no liberation.” The devotees think
nothing of liberation: By an immersion in the nectar ocean of His glories, liberation is
made to be insignificant as if it were a drop of salt water.

Jīva Gosvāmī on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
“One who lives while undergoing various results of karma earned by oneself (the
sense is those results must be experienced, hence there is no consideration of being
attached to happiness) and making obeisances with the heart, the voice, and the body to
You, who were made relishable via a discourse of that sort, becomes dāya-bhāk on the
topic of mukti-pada.” This means more than what it says.
The sense is the person becomes the recipient of the feet of another compassionate
devotee; such feet are called “liberation.” For example, in the first canto:
“By the knowledge worded by the son of Vyāsa, the great devotee Parīkṣit, whose
intellect was not little, attained the footsoles, known as liberation, of Him on whose
emblem is Garuḍa, the king of birds.” (Bhāg. 1.18.16)
Or:
“In the tenth canto the tenth topic is defined: He is a shelter for those who are
surrendered. The great bliss who frolicked in the ocean of the Yadu dynasty is
proclaimed.” (Bhāvārtha-dīpikā 10.1.1 maṅgalācaraṇa 2)
“The person inherits You, the foundation of liberation too.” Kṛṣṇa, the āśraya
(foundation, shelter), is the main topic of the tenth canto, as described above by Śrīdhara
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Svāmī. Āśraya is the tenth topic, and liberation is the ninth. This means Kṛṣṇa is an
allotted share of that person like a father’s property is divided among the brothers, so
what is the fuss about the talk of lowly liberation?
In his commentary, Śrīdhara Svāmī says that without living, the devotee cannot
claim his inheritance, liberation. What this means is that a harshness of intellect and other
such bad traits are forbidden, because without those bad traits a son who stays alive gets
an inheritance. As regards the verse, being alive means being on the path of bhakti. For
example: “If those who sustain life airs are not followers of Your orders, they breathe like
bellows.” (Bhāg. 10.87.17)

Viśvanātha Cakravartī on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
“Therefore a person who has given up all other types of spiritual practice and only
does bhakti obtains You.” This is the gist of this section. What is the mindset in that
situation? Brahmā talks about it. Here the result done by oneself does not proceed from
bhakti; in other words, the results are unhappiness, the fruit of bhakti aparādha, and
happiness. This result is expounded in, “Wealth, the result of dharma, is not suitable for
being the fruit of the dharma that culminates in liberation” (1.2.9). “Because only a
person who performs bhakti obtains You, therefore one who lives while only experiencing
the result done by oneself and nicely, fully expecting Your compassion, as well as making
obeisances with the heart and so on, but not toiling too much, becomes the recipient of a
gift as regards both liberation and a position.”
The person nicely and fully expects His compassion, knowing that both happiness
and unhappiness are obtained in time and are only the results of the Lord’s compassion,
“As a father mercifully makes his son drink milk and bitter juice time and time again,
embraces him, kisses him, and draws him close with the hand, so only my Master, not I,
knows what is good for me, hence Time, karma, and the like have no influence on me,
Your devotee. Thus, out of mercy You make me experience happiness and sorrow and
induce me to serve You. I, like Pṛthu, am letting You know, “Just as a father
automatically does what is beneficial for his child, You should fulfill our longings”
(4.20.31).”
In other words, “The person becomes the recipient of a gift both as regards
liberation from material existence and as regards serving Your feet.” These two are a
concomitant result and the main result respectively. As the life of a son is the cause for
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obtaining a gift, so is the life of a devotee. And that is exactly the case here, on the path
of bhakti.

Baladeva Vidyābhūṣaṇa on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
Therefore, having rejected the endeavor for jñāna, only bhakti is to be performed,
in conformity with one’s energy level. “He who lives, i.e. who abides in a genuine
sampradāya, only experiencing the results of deeds earned by oneself (happiness and
unhappiness are given only by the Svāmī like sweet rice and bitter juice are given by a
father who desires good) and while making obeisances with the heart and so on (i.e. not
excessively agonizing because of vows etc.) can become the recipient of a gift as regards
both liberation and serving His feet.” Only while living does one partake of a gift as
regards the affluence of the father. Only while staying on the path of bhakti mentioned in
the Vedas does a person become a recipient of the gift of His feet.

Śrīnātha Cakravartī on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
Therefore only bhakti brings about the highest good, for the sake of which You
descend for the benefit of the devotees, hence only bhakti should be done. One who lives
in that way is a dāya-bhāk. How “at the lotus feet, in such a way that there is no
impersonal liberation.” Being an eternal pārṣada, one becomes a person who serves the
lotus feet.

Śrīnivāsa Sūri on Bhāgavatam 10.14.8
“A person who wants to become liberated, who only experiences the joys and the
sorrows which are his karma and who offers respect to You inherits the position of
liberation.”

THE FOLLOWING TWO EXCERPTS are from Śrīla Prabhupāda and Śrīla B. R. Śrīdhar
Mahārāja. They are especially dear to me (Prāṇadā dāsī) as they solaced me during a year
of unrelenting pain and precarious uncertainty about whether I was approaching death.
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Śrīla Prabhupāda’s quote is from the Tenth Canto of the Bhāgavatam, written
while he was personally very ill. Hearing these words from him and knowing the extent
and seriousness of his condition deeply affected me; his words were especially powerful as
he was speaking from living those words. His words fortified me and gave me strength to
endure, tolerate, and be patient.

ŚRĪLA PRABHUPĀDA’S PURPORT on Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 10.2.28
Learned devotees accept even conditions of distress as representing the presence of
the Supreme Lord. When a devotee is in distress, he sees that the Lord has appeared as
distress just to relieve or purify the devotee from the contamination of the material world.
While one is within this material world, one is in various conditions, and therefore a
devotee sees a condition of distress as but another feature of the Lord. Tat te ’nukampāṁ
susamīkṣamāṇaḥ (SB 10.14.8). A devotee, therefore, regards distress as a great favor of the
Lord because he understands that he is being cleansed of contamination. Teṣām ahaṁ
samuddhartā mṛtyu-saṁsāra-sāgarāt (Bg. 12.7). The appearance of distress is a negative
process intended to give the devotee relief from this material world, which is called
mṛtyu-saṁsāra, or the constant repetition of birth and death. To save a surrendered soul
from repeated birth and death, the Lord purifies him of contamination by offering him a
little distress. This cannot be understood by a nondevotee, but a devotee can see this
because he is vipaścit, or learned. A nondevotee, therefore, is perturbed in distress, but a
devotee welcomes distress as another feature of the Lord. Sarvaṁ khalv idaṁ brahma. A
devotee can actually see that there is only the Supreme Personality of Godhead and no
second entity. Ekam evādvitīyam. There is only the Lord, who presents Himself in
different energies.

ŚRĪLA B.R. ŚRĪDHARDEV GOSWAMI in Follow the Angels, pages 54–55
When we are going to have a touch of the Super-subjective, we must know that He
is all-seeing, all-feeling, all-hearing. . . . He is Infinite and He likes the finite. The finite is
His friend. But when the finite wants to show a sham tendency to become big, He dislikes
it. When one takes the minutest position, then He comes to embrace him, trnad api
sunicena, taror api sahisnuna, amanina manadena, kirtaniyah sada harih.
Do not aspire after anything, and whatever comes to attack us, try to know the
futility of the attempt. All is under one hand. The Supreme hand is behind everything, so
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resolve to tolerate all. We must exhibit tolerance, until the upper hand comes to control.
We don't have to hinder or oppose anything – trnad api sunicena. Do not disturb the
environment, and if the environment comes to oppress us, then take the course of
tolerance. Do not return tit for tat. Try to find the Supreme will there. We should feel, “I
have done something wrong, so this is coming to control me and to exact the reaction for
my offenses. Tat te ’nukampam susamiksamano. In the perfect vision, we are not to
quarrel with the environment. Not even a straw can move without the Supreme will,
without the order of the Supreme will. So, whatever is coming to attack me is my
necessity. It is necessary for me, to correct me.”
When the mother is punishing the child, she does so only with the good intention
to correct the child. Similarly, the Absolute has no vindictive nature to punish us, but His
dealings are only for our correction. We shall have to see and approach in that way.
Tat te ’nukampam susamiksamano bhunjana evatma-krtam vipakam: “Whatever
undesirable things we find here are the result of our previous karma, and by the good will
of the Supreme, that previous karma is going to be finished. We will be relieved. We will
be made fit for higher service to Him, so this has come.” That is the advice in Bhāgavatam. Don't quarrel with the environment. Try to be adjusted with it, correct ourselves.
Everything is all right.

THE FOLLOWING ARE QUOTES from lectures, letters, and books by Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta
Sarasvatī Ṭhākura found in the book Amṛta Vāṇī: Nectar of Instructions for Immortality.
In that book the compiler presents a question and then answers by quoting Śrīla
Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura. Here we present the question and answer.

QUESTION: Is praying to the Lord for a healthy life detrimental to devotional
service?
Whatever way Lord Kṛṣṇa is pleased to keep us we should accept without
reservation. To desire sound health in order to worship the Lord is favorable for
devotional service. To desire sound health in order to engage in sense gratification is not
acceptable. Devotees do not wish to follow the path of the nondevotees, who demand that
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the Lord serve them. Rather, they pray for good health at the lotus feet of Śrī
Nṛsiṁhadeva, who destroys all obstacles, in order to worship Kṛṣṇa, and this is certainly
favorable.

QUESTION: Is the path leading to the ultimate goal of life full of impediments?
Persons who want immediate happiness may seem to face no inconvenience at
present, whereas persons who want ultimate fortune may face difficulties. Aspiring
devotees should accept the difficulties. To accept such difficulties is called tolerance.

QUESTION: What should a devotee facing material distress do?
Everything that happens is the Lord’s supreme will. Therefore there is nothing we
can do but wait patiently for the Lord’s mercy whenever we experience distress. Śrī
Nṛsiṁhadeva always protects His devotees from all inauspiciousness. If we are fixed in
devotional service we need not worry about our protection or maintenance. All material
inauspiciousness will be destroyed simply by our surrendering to the Supreme Lord.

QUESTION: Is everything the Supreme Lord does beneficial?
Everything about the Lord is merciful. There is no inauspiciousness in the Lord’s
arrangements. Whatever He does is for the good of all living entities. Those conditioned
souls who consider interference to their sense gratification inauspicious or as an example
of the Lord’s cruelty understand only one move of the chess game. They do not know
what will happen four or five moves later.
The mercy of Śrī Caitanyadeva and His devotees is causeless and yields no negative
results. When a doctor prescribes a bitter medicine, the patient thinks him cruel. When he
becomes cured by taking that medicine, though, he understands how merciful the doctor
really was.

QUESTION: Should we follow all the Lord’s arrangements with happiness?
Everything takes place by the will of the Supreme Lord. Therefore if we suffer
some inconvenience, there is nothing to do but wait patiently for the Lord’s mercy. Due to
our previous karma we sometimes become ill and sometimes remain healthy. When we
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think we are well, we become averse to Kṛṣṇa and consider ourselves superior to His
devotees. Therefore according to our situation Kṛṣṇa places us in various types of distress,
illness, or inconvenience. This forces devotees to try to understand the purport of the tat
te ’nukampām verse.
We should happily agree with whatever pleases Kṛṣṇa. If Kṛṣṇa is happy by
turning us away, then we accept it. Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura stated, “If I feel any
distress while serving You, O Lord, I consider it a source of great pleasure.” This is
Vaiṣṇava realization, and one should try to follow it.

QUESTION: Is material distress an example of the Lord’s mercy?
The Supreme Lord is full of mercy. Whatever He does is beneficial for the living
entities. It is all for the best. People should live happily wherever they are situated by the
merciful Lord and gladly accept His reward and punishment. All the Lord’s rewards and
punishments are awarded for the living entity’s benefit. We love the rewards awarded by
Maāyā and hate the punishments because they cause pain. But Maāyā’s punishments are
awarded to make us eligible for the Lord’s mercy. That is why devotees gladly accept
Maāyā’s punishments with a smile; they understand that all suffering is the Lord’s mercy.
Those who cannot understand that mundane calamities are the Lord’s mercy end up
disappointed even as they seek material happiness and prosperity again and again.

QUESTION: When we commit sinful activities, is that also some expression of the
Lord’s mercy?
No, it is not. We experience the desire to commit sins because we are being tested.
Just as parents place money, rice, and a Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam before a newly crawling
child in order to test that child’s inclination, so the Supreme Lord, who is an ocean of
mercy, does the same with us. Ignorant, godless people consider Him cruel, but whatever
the Lord does only benefits others. Just as both a father’s kissing and slapping of his son
displays his mercy, so the Lord’s activities are also His mercy. If the Lord’s mercy is
mistaken for punishment, then that means we lack the serving temperament or a
developed attraction to God.
When a person desires to take shelter of the Lord, the Lord tests his sincerity by
placing various obstacles before him, just as a doctor presents restrictions on the lifestyle
of the patient in order to cure the disease. When a doctor is about to operate on a boil

110

WHEN ILLNESS TAKES HOLD

and picks up a knife, we would be foolish to consider him merciless. We should not be
foolish enough to fail to recognize our well-wisher. Maāyā has arranged objects for our
sense gratification to tempt us. Being attracted by these temptations we sometimes engage
in unrestricted sense gratification, in welfare activities to benefit others, or begin to think
the impersonal Brahman the goal of life. Similarly, sometimes we may become attracted
to glorifying the philosophies propounded by Buddha and Śaṅkarācārya. None of these
activities benefit us. We should simply hear kṛṣṇa-kathā. There is no other way to attain
our good fortune.
The Supreme Lord does not interfere with anyone’s independence. He does not kill
the living entity’s spiritual propensities. If He interfered in our independence, we would
have to consider Him merciless. Instead, He simply informs and warns the living entities
about good and bad activities. In His form as Śrī Caitanyadeva, the Supreme Lord
instructs us not to follow the doctrines propounded by Jaimini or Śaṅkarācārya. Those
doctrines do not teach us how best to use our minute independence. Rather, we should
act only in ways that please the Supreme Lord.

QUESTION: Are the tests the Lord presents the living entities manifestations of His
mercy?
Teachers mercifully arrange for examinations in order to take students to a higher
class. For attentive, intelligent students, examinations are a source of happiness. Only the
inattentive students are afraid of or dislike examinations.
Those who glorify material enjoyment and who speak accordingly to their
audience’s taste do not face danger, inconvenience, or obstacles in their preaching, but
those who preach about devotional service and the soul’s eternal propensity face many
difficulties. These inconveniences come and try to cause discouragement. But those who
have taken shelter of devotional service should definitely know that these obstacles have
come to test our love of and determination for the Lord’s service; they are actually
assisting us in our progressive advancement on the devotional path.
We should remain firmly fixed in devotional service while accepting the ideal
examples of nāmācārya Haridāsa Ṭhākura and the topmost devotee, Prahlāda Mahārāja.
Both of them exhibited a wonderful service attitude and a high degree of tolerance.
Simply to achieve something temporary, human beings are baffled for hundreds of
lifetimes. If in spite of seeing thousands of examples of failure, such people will even dare
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to give up their lives to attain insignificant enjoyment, then can’t intelligent and fortunate
devotees dedicate their temporary lives to understand the Supreme Lord, who is the
Absolute Truth for all time?

QUESTION: Should a devotee continue to worship the Lord even when the devotee
is ill?
One should not become detached from serving the Lord when one is not physically
well. I will never refrain from engaging in the Lord’s service. If I am physically unable to
serve, my worship will turn to remembrance of the Lord.
Anyway, as long as we have this material body we are in an ocean of discomfort.
Therefore we prefer to be absorbed in Cārvākism. We do not understand that these
discomforts are Kṛṣṇa’s mercy, so we leave spiritual life and go home. We do not
remember that Kṛṣṇa’s lotus feet are our eternal home and that our soul’s eternal health
lies at Kṛṣṇa’s lotus feet.

QUESTION: To whose prayer does Lord Kṛṣṇa listen?
“O Kṛṣṇa! I do not want from You any happiness for myself. Whatever You want
from me, I will obey without fail. Even if I have to suffer in doing Your will, that
suffering will be my pleasure. You are the all-auspicious Lord, and as such Your
arrangements can never be inauspicious.” If a servant of Kṛṣṇa prays to Him with such
faith and feelings, the Lord will certainly accept his offering. Without these feelings and
faith, the Lord does not.

QUESTION: Is there any happiness in this material world?
There is no happiness in the material world. Rather, the world is full of danger,
which disturbs us. Conditions may sometimes appear pleasant, but ultimately they end in
misery of one type or another. That is why the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam verse beginning tat te
’nukampām was spoken. There is no waywardness in Goloka. In this world, there is no
alternative but to tolerate inconvenience at any particular time or in any circumstance.
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THE FOLLOWING IS A PARTIAL LIST TAKEN FROM “Krishna Is,” by Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta
Sarasvatī Ṭhākura. The original list details 125 qualities of Śrī Kṛṣṇa drawn from the
verses in the tenth canto of the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam. “Krishna Is” was originally
published on 24 November 1932.

Krishna is the destroyer of the miseries of persons who enjoy themselves in
meditating upon Him (58.10).
Krishna is unstinted in giving Himself away to one who recollects Him (80.11).
Krishna is the fiver of Himself to those who covet nothing (86.33).
Krishna loves those who covet nothing (60.14).
Krishna is the healer of the miseries of the submissive (73.16).
Krishna is the destroyer of the sins of the submissive (31.7).
Krishna is the destroyer of the distress of the submissive (73.8).
Krishna loves His devotees (48.26).
Krishna is the destroyer of the fear of the mundane sojourn of the submissive
(85.19).

Miscellaneous Quotes
I offer obeisance unto that unlimited Bhagavān, by whose remembrance or by the
chanting of whose name all mental anxieties and bodily ailments immediately disappear.
Skanda Purāṇa.
In this verse, the implication is that the sun, by its very nature (svabhāvata eva),
completely dissipates fog by its own rays alone. To accomplish this, no effort is required.
Similarly, it is to be understood that the devotes who are exclusively intent upon
Vāsudeva (vāsudeva-parāyaṇaḥ) destroy all their sins simply by bhakti.
~Śrī Jīva Gosvāmī in Bhakti Sandarbha
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“But is it that the Lord, who can do anything, cannot accomplish His purposes
without giving distress to His devotees?”
“Yes, He, the reservoir of unlimited pastimes, cannot accomplish His purposes
without this. But when He sometimes gives suffering to His beloved devotees, that
suffering gives rise to great pleasure, just as a stinging ointment applied by a physician
cures his patient’s infected eye. In addition, suffering protects the confidentiality of
devotional service, prevents the disruption of beliefs of the various categories of outsiders,
and increases the eagerness with which the devotees call upon the Lord to appear.”
~ Commentary by Śrīla Viśvanātha Cakravartī Ṭhākura, Bhāg. 10.88.8

If one becomes My friend, I will never leave that person, even if there are faults in
that person.
~Rāmāyaṇa, Yuddha-kāṇḍa 12.19

I bestow constant fearlessness to him who, just once, surrenders, and beseeches Me
by saying, “I am Yours.” This is My oath.
~Rāmāyaṇa, Yuddha-kāṇḍa 12.20

Everyone is trying to get out of the ocean of material existence. One cannot
immediately reach the coast, but if one endeavors, he can cross the ocean by Śrī Caitanya
Mahāprabhu’s mercy. One may be very eager to cross this ocean, but he cannot attain
success by acting like a madman. He must swim over the ocean very patiently and
intelligently under the instructions of Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu or His representative.
Then, one day, he will reach the shore and return home, back to Godhead.
~Śrīla Prabhupāda’s purport to Śrī Caitanya-caritāmṛta, Madhya 16.237

While living in the world, we encounter many difficulties; but there is no need for
us to be bewildered by these difficulties – nor need we make any effort to remove them.
What is necessary is for us, while we are still here, to learn what will remain after we
have removed all those difficulties – what will be the nature of our eternal life. There are
so many things which we want or don’t want, but we have to come to terms with this
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duality of attractions and repulsions. The more we distance ourselves from Kṛṣṇa’s lotus
feet, the more these things will draw us in. We can only begin to comprehend the
exquisite taste of service to Kṛṣṇa’s lotus feet after transcending these worldly attractions
and repulsions and being attracted by his holy name. The doctrines of Kṛṣṇa-bhakti seem
startling at first, perhaps even perplexing. Knowingly or unknowingly, every human being
is struggling to eliminate the adventitious elements in life which interfere with his direct
experience of eternal fulfillment. Our only obligation is to go beyond duality and to enter
the world of that eternal fulfillment.
We have no attachment for anyone in this world, nor any hostility. Whatever
arrangements we make in this world last but a moment, while the need to search out the
supreme fulfillment is equally unavoidable for everyone. May all of you work united and
in harmony toward the same goal: to earn the right to serve the root āśraya-vigraha. May
the current of ideas propagated by Rūpa Gosvāmī flow, . . . If our attraction to the
sacrificial flame of the Holy Name remains ever-increasing, we will achieve all perfection.
Remain faithful to Rūpa Gosvāmī’s followers and preach Rūpa and Raghunātha’s
teachings enthusiastically and fearlessly.
~ Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura

The Supreme Personality of Godhead said: My dear Lord Brahmā, because of
material opulence a foolish person becomes dull-witted and mad. Thus he has no respect
for anyone within the three worlds and defies even My authority. To such a person I
show special favor by first taking away all his possessions.
~ Bhāg. 8.22.24

Confidential devotees of the Lord see in every step a benedictory direction of the
Lord. What is considered to be an odd or difficult moment in the mundane sense is
accepted as special mercy of the Lord. Mundane prosperity is a kind of material fever,
and by the grace of the Lord the temperature of this material fever is gradually
diminished, and spiritual health is obtained step by step. Mundane people misunderstand
it.
~ Śrīla Prabhupāda’s purport to Bhāg. 1.6.10, which
describes how Narada Muni left home when his mother died from a snakebite
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Don’t think that these things are taking place automatically. Therefore, even in a
reverse condition a devotee does not see that “This thing is happening without the
direction of Kṛṣṇa.” Even if he is in an adverse condition, he does not feel any pain,
because he knows that “This adverse condition is also under the direction of Kṛṣṇa. So I
am fully surrendered to Kṛṣṇa. Why shall I take this adverse condition not as the mercy
of Kṛṣṇa?” . . . Anyone who takes it in that way, his going back home, back to Godhead
is guaranteed. Because he takes everything as Kṛṣṇa’s mercy.
~ Lecture by Śrīla Prabhupāda in Vrindavan on September 11, 1976

“Mahāprabhu may release all the misfortunes of the universe upon me millions of
times so that I will worship Him. I am ready for that with all my senses. Accepting those
calamities, I surrender to His feet, thinking He is protecting me, drawing me toward His
lotus feet. He is most merciful to remove my duplicity. He is not allowing me to enjoy my
senses. He is making me understand that other than His lotus feet, there is no eternal
object of which to take refuge in this world. I am bearing the heavy weight of karmic
reactions due to my past actions. If I endure these with a little sufferance and take refuge
in my eternal Lord, I will find actual benefit. . . .
“But one performs daëòavats to the Lord’s feet with body, mind, and words is the
rightful heir to liberation. Whatever drawback may come, he will accept it as the Lord
manifesting in the form of mercy. It defies description how much Śrī Caitanya has
arranged for our welfare. We are on the path of material enjoyment. To open our eyes He
orchestrates that certain obstacles appear, stage by stage, among the objects of
attachment. He gives me bad health and step by step gave me accidents. He gave me a
specific transitory nature to all things, to help put us on the spiritual path.”
~ Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura from the Gaudiya 17.480-89

FROM A ROOM CONVERSATION with Śrīla Prabhupāda:
Prabhupāda: . . . I.A.S. civil service examination before one man is posted in some
responsible office. Similarly, to be recognized by Kṛṣṇa, as He says, na ca tasmān
manuṣyeṣu [Bg. 18.69], one has to pass examination, severe test of examination.
All the big, big devotees we see. Nārada Muni, before becoming Nārada Muni, he
had to pass through severe examination, test. That chance is there in the human form of
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life, to pass the examination, test. But they are passing this human life with ordinary
animal propensities. They are not trained up to pass the examination and be recognized
by God. That civilization is lost, Vedic civilization, to prepare the human beings for
passing the test, examination for being recognized by God.
Atreya Ṛṣi: To pass the examination, one must follow a strict, austere life.
Prabhupāda: Yes. Tapasā brahmacaryeṇa, beginning tapasya, austerity.
Brahmacarya, celibacy. Tapasā brahmacaryeṇa śamena damena [Bhāg. 6.1.13],
controlling the senses, controlling the mind. Tyāgena, by renunciation. Satyaśaucābhyām, by following truthfulness and cleanliness. Yamena niyamena vā, by
practicing yoga, yama-niyama. These are the different items of being qualified. But all
these things can be done by one stroke, kevalayā bhaktyā, by engaging oneself in
devotion, vāsudeva-parāyaṇāḥ.
kecit kevalayā bhaktyā
vāsudeva-parāyaṇāḥ
aghaṁ dhunvanti kārtsnyena
nīhāram iva bhāskaraḥ
Bhāg. 6.1.15
One becomes qualified by one stroke of bhakti to Vāsudeva. Just like the sunrise
immediately dissipates the fog. Aghaṁ dhunvanti kārtsnyena nīhāram iva bhāskaraḥ. In
the Kali-yuga, this one item of bhakti can make one perfectly fit candidate to pass the
examination. Aghaṁ dhunvanti kārtsnyena nīhāram iva bhāskaraḥ. What is this nonsense
life?
Atreya Ṛṣi: Is it true, Śrīla Prabhupāda, that Kṛṣṇa is testing us every day? We’re
having tests, opportunities . . .
Prabhupāda: Ah, for devotees, there is test. For devotees there is test. We see from
the devotee’s life, Prahlāda Mahārāja, how much severe test he had to pass through. Bali
Mahārāja, Nārada Muni.
Atreya Ṛṣi: And the most advanced the devotee is, the more severe the test is, the
more chance.
Prabhupāda: No, after you pass the examination, there is no more test. But before
coming to the post of recognized devotee, Kṛṣṇa tests very severely. That one has to pass.
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Hari-śauri: I read once in the Bhāgavatam in one of your purports, you said that
māyā is there to test the sincerity of the candidate.
Prabhupāda: Yes, we see from the life of Bali Mahārāja, how he was put into
difficulty. Even his spiritual master cursed him. [break] ... put into test and still he
remains in his determination, then he’s passed. That is very natural. And there is a word,
“acid test”?
Hari-śauri: Yes.
Prabhupāda: For ascertaining real gold, the acid test one has to pass to become real
gold.
Nava-yauvana: [break] ...this test depends on one’s faith in Kṛṣṇa?
Prabhupāda: Faith in Kṛṣṇa? What do you mean by faith?
Hari-śauri: If you want to pass the test, he says, does that depend on one’s faith?
Prabhupāda: What does that faith mean?
Atreya Ṛṣi: Conviction.
Prabhupāda: What is that conviction? Describe it.
Atreya Ṛṣi: That Kṛṣṇa is the controller.
Prabhupāda: Kṛṣṇa is controller. You may have faith or no faith, that doesn’t
matter.
Hari-śauri: If one is convinced that Kṛṣṇa will always protect him.
Nava-yauvana: When he’s convinced to abide by the instructions of...
Prabhupāda: Faith means that you are meant for giving some service to Kṛṣṇa.
You should stick to that service, that path, in spite of all impediments. That is the passing
of test. Generally, just like we are meant for preaching Kṛṣṇa consciousness. So there may
be severe test, but still we shall remain determined. That is wanted. There may be so
many impediments, punishment, still you should do that. That is wanted. That is test. Not
that as soon as there is some difficulty I give it up. There may be severe test, but still we
shall not give it up. We must go on. That is determination.
Nava-yauvana: Passing the test means executing the order of the spiritual master.
Prabhupāda: Yes, that is spiritual life. One has to take order from the spiritual
master and execute it, despite all impediments. That is determination.
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THE FOLLOWING IS A LIST OF 96 POINTS compiled by Bhūrijana dāsa.
Surrendering to Kṛṣṇa; Depending on Kṛṣṇa
1.

Apply principles so we can measurably change our lives whether the world

around us changes or not.
2.

We have to search for our “rest” in the correct place. It is not linked with

external circumstances.
3.

The key is the internal condition of the heart.

4.

The presence or absence of rest at the center of our lives determines the

manner and extent to which we are shaken by the circumstances of life.
5.

We have to accept Kṛṣṇa’s mercy and accept His timing. We have to wait

for Him.
6.

Time is generally a factor in anxiety.

7.

We have to abandon the notion that our circumstances must change.

8.

We have to rest in faith when solutions remain unseen. We have to trust

His timetable, despite that it may be different than our own.
9.

This means “surrender” and “acceptance.”

10.

External circumstances are dictated by our karma and, ultimately, Kṛṣṇa’s

desire or sanction. Our freedom lies within the realm of our response and attitude. These
are our choice.
11.

The challenge in difficult circumstances is to accept the process and take

shelter of Kṛṣṇa.
12.

During difficult times, know what is internally required. Take shelter of the

words of śāstra.
13.

However, taking shelter of Kṛṣṇa and acceptance of circumstances isn’t a

matter of sitting back. It is a position of active dependence of Kṛṣṇa. It means working,
doing one’s duty, acting correctly according to the need, yet trusting the results to Him.
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This type of living by one’s faith is an intention, aggressive, pro-active

choice of the will.
15.

This type of acceptance and surrender means choosing to hold out for His

solutions, His results, His direction, and His timing – regardless of how long or what
direction that takes.
16.

All problems should be given to Kṛṣṇa, both through surrender and prayer

and through practical action. But the practical action should follow the prayerful
surrender.
17.

It means that we should place things in His hands and trust His ability to

work them out – in His way and in His time.
18.

Once circumstances and problems are placed with Kṛṣṇa, they should be

left there.
19.

Often timing strains our faith and trust. It can stretch our faith to its

breaking point.
20.

Although we may feel fearfully cut off from Kṛṣṇa’s mercy, we must

willfully trust the caring and unfailing affection of Kṛṣṇa and His servants. During
difficult stretched times, we have to deliberately redirect our attention from our
circumstances and choose to dwell on Kṛṣṇa’s words. Relief lies only there.
21.

How one waits in difficult, stretched, “out of control” circumstance is a

product of our choice. If we faithfully, trustingly, and acceptingly take shelter of Kṛṣṇa
and surrender to Him, we will give Him a free hand to use us as He desires. And work
things out as He desires.
22.

At difficult times, take shelter of the path already walked upon by the great

23.

What to practically do in difficult times? First commit your will to Kṛṣṇa

souls.
and desire to surrender to His merciful desire. This is a conscious choice. Pray. Willfully
choosing to seek His shelter is an act of surrender that ignites faith in the core of the
heart.
24.

When you pray, focus on Kṛṣṇa, not on the problem. Remember śāstra and

what śāstra says about 1. His power, 2. His care for His devotees, 3. then turn to your
own problem at hand, 4. and then declare your full surrender to and dependence on Him.
25.

Be willing to wait for Kṛṣṇa and His directions.
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If you don’t get some clear response, understand what surrender is.

Understand what will be pleasing to Śrīla Prabhupāda and Kṛṣṇa. Be prepared to move
towards those required actions.
27.

Don’t expect answers that are full and complete in every detail.

28.

How can we move towards actions, as is often required, yet remain

faithfully dependent? When it’s time to act, we should review Kṛṣṇa’s power and care for
His devotees. This will help us deal with our fear, feelings of inability, and perhaps lack
of details. Our ability to peacefully surrender depends upon our faith in Him and His
commitment in His dealings with His devotees.
29.

Chant Hare Kṛṣṇa, study śāstra, and take shelter of His service! Expand the

time of your sādhana. Depend upon Him; don’t depend upon yourself. Move forward
with deliberate dependence upon Kṛṣṇa and His words. Focus your consciousness upon
Him and remain in that focus.
30.

Fear tends to be strong, faith weak, when a confrontation arises. The

challenge is to be strong in faith. You’ll need that to confront the increase in fear that
accompanies action on faith, with dependence, and heading toward a situation with
“unknown results.”
31.

Expect fear to increase. Separate your faith from your feelings. Fear of the

unknown is normal. Acting on faith despite fear and doubts is courageous faith! Move
forward in faith despite fear and doubt and other negative, un-ideal feelings.
32.

Honor and thank Kṛṣṇa after it’s over. Mercy is present; honor Kṛṣṇa’s

gifts. This may be a good time to review Kṛṣṇa’s continued mercy on me throughout my
life.
33.

When life seems out of control, we tend to want Kṛṣṇa’s help to change the

externals. Rather, we are more likely to need His help changing us within. We need to
pray, and through prayer relinquish our hold on circumstances beyond our control. We
have to give our circumstances, as well as our illusory control over them, to Him. The
result is internal peace, regardless of the external circumstances.
34.

This should be done at any time for everything. We should relinquish our

ownership, and as Kṛṣṇa’s servant, offer all to Him.
35.

Surrendering in this way should be continuously recurring. Results

generally do not come in a once-and-for-all fashion.
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The peace offered to us by Kṛṣṇa also offers protection and warnings.

When that peace recedes, we should recognize that as an indication that we need more
shelter. Thus ongoing turmoil offers an opportunity for more dependency and intimacy.
37.

Beware of the internal voices of impatience that steal away our dependence

upon Kṛṣṇa and lack of trust in His timing.
38.

Turn to trusted others in times of difficulty.

39.

Beware of discontent and its throwing of blame on the imperfectness of

external circumstances. Discontentment is an internal state, independent of external
circumstances.
40.

Better to see discontentment as Kṛṣṇa’s calling us closer to Him.

41.

Contentment is not a matter of will-power. It is not a matter of trying

harder. It is a gift of strength from Kṛṣṇa. We truly need this minute by minute, hour by
hour, and day by day. We need to learn what it means to live always through the strength
of Kṛṣṇa.
42.

Acknowledgement and admission of our own incapacity and taking it to

Kṛṣṇa is required. Learning to face circumstances by His strength is a slow, expanding
discovery. We seem only to take shelter and call out when our strength has completely
proved insufficient.
43.

To deal with discouragement, tell Kṛṣṇa openly and honestly how you feel.

Do so until you are certain that you’ve been fully heard. Take your situation directly.
44.

Next telling yourself the truth about Kṛṣṇa restores a more accurate

perspective. We learn this from śāstra, from the Bhagavad-gītā and Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam.
We may learn, and even memorize, Kṛṣṇa’s words and promises, and His pastimes of
dealing with devotees in the past.
45.

When discouraged, seek help from others.

46.

When our dreams are broken, good lessons may be learned. Yet, this gold

isn’t acquired easily. The process is unavoidably painful with no shortcuts.
47.

Brokenness may be the greatest lesson learned by this process. Brokenness is

that ability to stand before Kṛṣṇa and others openhanded – no longer preoccupied with
yourself, your abilities, or your ambitions.
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Broken people have stopped making demands about how things should

happen. They leave themselves available for Kṛṣṇa to do anything He pleases. They are
surrendered. They are accepting and dependent.
49.

This attitude causes intimacy and privilege in their service.

50.

This surrendered kind of brokenness often arises from years of

unfulfillment, frustration, and disappointment and having let go of one’s dream of how
and when Kṛṣṇa should have acted. One is detached from one’s own plans. Rest,
acceptance, and peace but not betrayal. This type of surrender has trust in Kṛṣṇa even
when things happen differently than expected.
51.

When our dreams remain unfulfilled Kṛṣṇa often is asking for us to fully

and actually renounce our attachment and desire for them. Forever.
52.

In this detached state of mind, we are free to receive what He has for us.

That degree of faith and trust may be the fruit grown from broken dreams.
53.

Our dreams often are born of, or are contaminated with, false-ego and self-

centeredness. Sometimes these contaminations are subtle and unnoticed.
54.

We are therefore required to trust Kṛṣṇa’s discretion and accept His will as

best. Are we willing to trust Kṛṣṇa when what he ordains is different than our desire? Are
we willing to offer Him our plans, even those for service?
55.

The difficulties of the journey should not be mistaken for the absence of

Kṛṣṇa’s compassion. He is there, whether or not we can perceive Him.
56.

At other times we have no alternative other than waiting. At those times we

often are unable to discern either His presence or His desires. We just are forced to wait.
57.

We may respond to Kṛṣṇa’s merciful request for obedient waiting with “I

didn’t ask for this!” or “Nothing I do matters!” or “Why should I be obedient when
compromise seems more practical!”
58.

The longer the wait is, the easier it becomes to rationalize away obedient

waiting instead of waiting still further for Kṛṣṇa to execute His will in His own way at
His own time.
59.

Another response to the request to wait is “That’s it! I can’t go on any

further!” Actually, our hope never was in that “last straw”; it was in Kṛṣṇa. That last
change of circumstances doesn’t actually change what you are being requested to do.
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Another response is “How long can this go on, Kṛṣṇa?” Time looks

different from Kṛṣṇa’s point of view, the viewpoint of eternity. Trust that Kṛṣṇa is still
there and that days of waiting are never wastes and for naught. Often great prayers and
other long-standing literary offerings that give solace to others are born from the distress
and despair of waiting for Kṛṣṇa to act.
61.

When life seems to have stopped, take shelter of transcendental literatures

that describe advanced souls demonstrating the patience and mentality required to deal
with this type of challenge.
62.

Often the writing that offers us the most solace was written by individuals

in times of great difficulty. Often we find tenderness, raw honesty, an openness toward
Kṛṣṇa accompanied by a willingness to accept and surrender to Kṛṣṇa’s plan as well as
His timing – despite the adversity that may be present.
63.

We walk by faith, not by sight, for Kṛṣṇa’s workings are often carried out

beyond our view. Kṛṣṇa’s work is present despite our lack of awareness of it.
64.

We are asked to trust that we are neither alone, abandoned, nor forgotten.

65.

Those moments appearing as worst at times turn out as our best. They can

transform our character, point out our weaknesses, and reduce attachments.
66.

Good may occur by Kṛṣṇa’s will despite the lack of expertise or even good

(or the inclusion of malice) in the hearts of those who have been instrumental to Kṛṣṇa.
Not a blade of grass moves without Kṛṣṇa’s sanction.
67.

Although grudges should not be held towards others, one should

nevertheless act practically in one’s dealings.
68.

When you feel stuck, imprisoned by circumstances, and can do little of

what appears to be your duty, do another service. Serving Kṛṣṇa is our intrinsic nature,
and our material situation cannot eradicate His service. Ultimately, Kṛṣṇa consciousness
is independent of material externals.
69.

If the desire to serve Kṛṣṇa is present, we will always be able to do some

service, even if it is of a different kind. We always have something to offer others,
regardless of the externals of our circumstances.
70.

Again, there is an intimacy in service to Kṛṣṇa when one is broken. Kṛṣṇa

uses cracked pots; every individual possesses their own spiritual gifts.
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After all, true success comes by and from Kṛṣṇa’s mercy not from our own

abilities.
72.

When we serve from our own strength, people get the impression they

should be like us.
73.

When we serve from our own strength, we tend to stand in front of Kṛṣṇa

and block others’ ability to see Him.
74.

If you wish to always appear strong or successful, you lose the ability for

transparency. By attempting success through the management of appearances, you lose
freedom to be honest, you are unable to express needs, you must cover up your mistakes,
you need to have all the answers, and you lose the freedom to be yourself.
75.

My desire is to be used instrumentally by Kṛṣṇa, despite not being what I

had hoped I would be. I can end the performance.
76.

May Kṛṣṇa use me in my weakness even more than in my strength.

77.

Although we’ve mostly emphasized acceptance, patience, and waiting, there

is nevertheless activity in that waiting. It is a detached dutiful waiting for Kṛṣṇa’s results.
78.

Strong and decisive actions are also required within uncertain times of

waiting.
79.

When do we directly and decisively act? When do we prayerfully wait?

How to discern Kṛṣṇa’s desire during perplexing, uncertain times?
80.

We can view circumstances through five filters, and they can help us decide

whether we should wait, be cautious, or act. These five filters will help you discern your
options with greater clarity.
81.

One: Motives. What is behind my desire for action? What motivates me to

act instead of wait?
82.

Be brutally honest. What wants and needs are present? Our motives may be

admirable, pure, and worthy of action. At times they are self-serving, full of avoidance,
and tainted by fear, impatience, envy, pride, or the desire to place everything under our
control. What is compelling me to act? What pushes me to change the circumstances from
what they currently are? Is Kṛṣṇa’s purpose behind the desire to act? What purpose? Am I
willing to be Kṛṣṇa’s instrument with no strings attached?
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Two: Contentment. Is our attempt to draw strength and stability from

Kṛṣṇa? Or is it attempt to seek contentment in material, external circumstances or
relationships. Will I accept as Kṛṣṇa’s mercy whatever happens as a result of the action?
Or is my well-being wrapped up in the outcome or my circumstances? Will I be willing to
do what you think is correct regardless of the outcome, even if it takes my life? Or if the
result is a disaster, will I blame Kṛṣṇa? Śrīla Prabhupāda? If it doesn’t work out, will I
doubt? Will I be satisfied, regardless of the result, with having done what I thought best –
according to my understanding, inspiration and capacity? If my motives are in the correct
place, I am content to act without any guarantee of the outcome. Do I wish to act because
I desire a change of circumstances so I can experience a calm center inside? Do I act
because I am unable to tolerate the turmoil any longer? Am I at rest, content deep down
inside, regardless of whether life makes sense or not in the immediate future?
84.

If this filter reveals that you are dependent on circumstances to make you

content, taking action will do very little in the long run. If you find that this is the case,
remember that daily taking shelter of Kṛṣṇa is your only hope.
85.

Three: Prayer. Talking and thinking of prayer and acknowledging the need

for prayer is different from praying. Prayer needs time. Without prayer, we do not
receive. In prayer we share with Kṛṣṇa our needs.
86.

Prayer is entering Kṛṣṇa’s presence and engaging Him with our concerns.

To pray, we must set aside other things, both physical and mental, so we can present to
Kṛṣṇa our need for His mercy.
87.

When viewing prayer from the viewpoint of deciding on action or waiting,

ask “Have I prayed substantially about the circumstances and the decision being faced?”
88.

Four: Time. Ask: “Have I already given Kṛṣṇa time enough to answer, to

work His plan?”
89.

If the above four points indicate that it is time to act, it’s probably

appropriate to act as you see fit.
90.

Once you begin to take action, it’s easy to again assume all rests upon you.

Anxiety will thus fully return. Yet our desire should remain to surrender to Him. We act,
yet the work and its results are Kṛṣṇa’s.
91.

Therefore, as we act, we are required to ask: “Am I assuming that

everything depends on me and my ability? Or am I surrendered to Kṛṣṇa, and am I fully
depending upon Him?
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In taking action, I should ask myself a final question: “Can I remain

surrendered to Kṛṣṇa and dependent upon Him as I act? Am I ready to allow Kṛṣṇa His
time and ways for things to reach their conclusion?”
93.

If the answer is no, perhaps you should reconsider your course of action. If

the answer is yes, that is yet another indication that you’re moving ahead is correct.
94.

Allow Kṛṣṇa to direct and redirect your movements as you move forward.

Allow Kṛṣṇa to work from sources that you’ve never considered. Allow Kṛṣṇa to do as
He wishes with you, i.e., perform surgery on your character at a deeper level.
95.

Trust Kṛṣṇa in your actions as you did in your inaction.

96.

We are trying to achieve an active dependence on Kṛṣṇa in our lives.

IF YOU HAVE YOUR OWN FAVORED VERSES that inspire you, please share them, as
periodically we will add to this book.

Resources
Karuna Care, founded and managed by Rambhoru dāsī, offers training in pastoral
care, and the website has a “Get Help” section that lists resources for Support Groups,
Compassionate Listening, Websites & Education, Counselors & Mental Health
Professionals, Suicide Hotline, Request Prayers, and Books & Videos.
Vaishnava Family Resources offers premarital education, courses, and
counseling.
Vaishnavas CARE, founded by Sangīta dāsī and Jusaniya dāsī, has a book about
hospice care for devotees called The Final Journey: Complete Hospice Care for Departing
Vaishavas. CARE offers online training of how to care for terminally ill devotees and
grief support. They’re also on Facebook here.
Transcendence: Finding Peace at the End of Life, by J. Philip Jones (Paramahaṁsa
dāsa, ACBSP), gently guides readers through experiences that surround death that he
learned as a hospice nurse.

IF YOU KNOW OF OTHER RESOURCES, please share them and we’ll add them here.
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