WHAT IS VAISHNAVISM?
Bhagavat Dharma Discourse #1
(based upon a booklet from the Vaishnava Research Institute,

re-edited by Suhotra Swami)

How Did it Start?

Krishna is the most sublime, awepinag and

compassionate appearance of the Supreing Bver to be

known in human history. His words andtpaes have given

hope and reassurance to untold millidrdewotees since time
immemorial. He is the Creator - the original meuof everything.
He effortlessly maintains the entire cosmos,civhincludes
innumerable universes like our own. And whensees fit,
He may dissolve the whole thing and start ogaira
He is realized as the embodiment of eternitpvkedge and bliss.
He is one and indivisible, yet He is simultangdgypresent
within the hearts of all. And He is presenteemally in countless
transcendental forms by the expansion of Hisngeivable potency.

Krishna consciousness, the pure sthtognition
of God, is attainable through bhakti-yogathe yoga
of devotion. Bhakti-yoga is the foundatiof the religion
known commonly as Vaishnavism, or worstfiy/ishnu (a
name of Krishna that indicates that Hiestiousness
pervades everything).

Actually, Vaishnavism has no begnnin time, for
Vaishnavism is the expression of God's oature and so
exists with Him since all eternity. Metspiritual realm,
far beyond the limits of material existanevery soul
is by natural constitution a Vaishnavagevotee of
Krishna.

According to the Vedic literaturéss universe,
along with countless others, was proddoaa the breath
of Vishnu some 155,250,000,000,000 yages The Lord's
divine breath also transmitted all spailtwisdom required
to revive the dormant Krishna consciossngf the souls
dwelling in the material creation. Thissdom is called
Veda, and it was received by 4-headedhiBeg the first



created being within this universe. Bnah acting as

an obedient servant of the Supreme Lpogulated the
planetary systems with all species &f &§hd gave the
Veda as the guide for proper human lifethis way,
Vaishnavism has existed since the begmof the cosmos.

Unlike other religions, Vaishnavism@s not changed,
even after thousands of years. Thieabse Vaishnavism,
being completely transcendental, haseedrof trying
to keep up with the world. Rather, Vaighism is the
sanatana-dharma, the religion of eteyiaityl therefore
does not change.

The hymns of the Veda were passesirwe time
immemorial via the system of guru-pararapar disciplic
succession, which has formed a continebai of
enlightened spiritual masters extendiagkito Brahma.
Students of such spiritual masters lehtheir portions
of the Vedas by hearing and memorizatidbhe Vedas were
formally set down in writing 5000 yeagoaby the great
sage Vyasa.

Modern academicians who study thdi%/&exts often
dispute the Vaisnavism of the Veda. Ttiyk that the
Vedic religion was polytheistic, recogng no single
Supreme Being. The big mistake of treedwlars is that
they refuse to understand the Vedic ngessa the
authorized disciplic succession but iadte2ly upon their
own "objective" speculations. Thus tlfel/to comprehend
that the "many gods" praised in the Vagaultimately
just aspects of the one Supreme Perssimni Who is
glorified in the Purusha-shukta, the eiof all the
Vedic hymns. In the philosophical pontiof the Veda,
called the Upanishads, Vishnu is equatiéidl Krishna,

Who appeared in this world as the sovagudeva (narayana
vidmahe vasudevaya dhimahi tan no vigimagodayate, from
the Taittiriya-aranyaka). And in the Baaad-gita, which
was spoken by Krishna during His appeagam earth 5000
years ago, the Lord says "l am that wisdo be known
through all the Vedas. Indeed, | amadbenpiler of Vedanta
and the know of the Vedas." (B.g. 15.15)

Another mistaken idea that is foimdome Western
books is the notion that Vaishnavism asKkna worship
was an outgrowth of Christianity, whishsiaid to have
reached India within the first centurjeafChrist.



However, this is not supported by histakior

archeological evidence. The Greeks wdithesl India's
northwestern provinces in the wake ofxaleder's
conquest have mentioned in their antasthe Indians

of their time (300 B.C.) were devout wappers of Krishna.
There is also other evidence in insavipsi, architecture,
sculpture, coins and so forth to validaewidespread
existence of Vaishnavism in India londdoe Christianity.

Vaishnavism was never a closed ialigout always
welcomed members from outside the Hiradd.f Thus the
Greeks who came to conquer India werm#gdves conquered
by the special charm of Vaishnava-dhariflae same happened
in the case of other invaders, such asttythians, Huns,
Mongols, Tartars, etc. By adopting treasWinava customs
they were accepted by the Hindus as bgioaists.

According to Vaishnavism, there are noadars that

can prevent one from developing love otiGIn Vaishnavism
a person is accepted according to higeoindividual
sincerety, not by social position or east

Today Vaishnavism is practiced dypabple from
all walks of life all around the worldin India a
Vaishnava may be anyone from a great éghaown to a
simple villager. And in the rest of terld, Vaishnavas
are businessmen, teachers, housewivestists, students,
lawyers, artists, etc. All kinds of pémpave come to
Vaishnavism because of its ability toggtliem spiritual
fulfillment.

Vaishnavism was first introducedhe West in 1965
by the arrival of His Divine Grace A.Ch&ktivedanta Swami
Prabhupada in New York City. Althoughmadndians who
were Vaishnavas came to America befarg tiey were
ordinary working people who were tryirgestablish
themselves in a foreign land, so theyt kiegir religion
as a private matter. Who would ever imaghat Americans
would adopt Vedic practices and becomishfavas? Only
Srila Prabhupada had that vision, and treifounded his
International Society for Krishna Conssoess, which
has since become established all ovewtd, including
even in communist countries like Rus€iaina and Poland.



What am [?

Everyone knows what the words "pleaSand "pain”
mean. But how and why do we perceivaglee and pain?
Some people think it's just a simple eratif sensual
stimuli - a soft touch on the skin cregdéeasure, and
a hard slap creates pain. But a singb&en word - for
instance, "no" - can be more painful thaslap, although
no physical contact is involved. Anddifferent
circumstances, hearing someone say "a®if {four doctor
tells you, "No, you don't have cancegih ®dring great
pleasure.

If you think about this little puezior a moment,
you'll soon realize that it can't be solwntil we
determine what we really are. Are wegintonglomerations
of gross physical matter? If so, themfrwhere arises
consciousness with all of its idealistionmaterialistic
yearnings (like the desires for "peaae”emdless,
selfless love", which simply don't existhe material
world)? If we're not our bodies, themhags we are our
minds. But then, a person can "losentired”, go insane
or otherwise undergo a radical personaliange. What

is it about a person that cannot change?

According to the Vedic literaturege are neither
bodies nor minds, but pure spirit sowgezed by bodies
and minds. The body is changing conktdrdm a new-
born infant to a toddler to a child, aekdent, adult
and old person. Despite this continlange there is
an unbroken sense of identity. Whahes'self"
throughout all these physical and mesttajjes of
development? Obviously, it is somethatiger that the
body or mind. That something is our ief - the soul.

The symptom of the soul is permageardd stability
- it does not change. Therefore, asthe passes through
the different conditions of birth, infanehildhood,
youth and old age, we can also underdfaaicthe soul
continues undisturbed by the final chaofgeody at death.
But after death, what happens to thesddbes it go
somewhere? The Bhagavad-gita informthaisas the soul
passed through different bodies in infaryouth and old
age, it similarly passes on to anothehtafter death.
The next birth is determined by the stdteonsciousness
that one develops in this life. Butsitnot that we



are condemned to eternal reincarnatmmikKfishna assures
in the Bhagavad-gita that those who wiprshm with all
their heart and thus remember Him atithe of death

do not take birth again in this world} httain His
supreme abode.

Karma is the material law of actamd reaction.
According to how one acts in this lifeeowill be rewarded
in the next. Thus if one observes thegyples of dharma
and leads a pious life, one will acheavgood birth full
of material enjoyment. But if one diszeds common sense
and morality and acts in a licentious aelf-centered
way, one will take a miserable birth, grs even as an
animal or plant.

Because there is a soul in eveipndjthing, no
one has the rightt to kill anything, ®een an ant.
To do so makes one guilty of violating tight to live
of other creatures, and thus one brirgmic reactions
upon himself. Since it is karmic reanidhat keep one
entangled in the cycle of birth and deattyone desiring
liberation will have to avoid killing atl costs.

It is said, "One living being is tfeod of another.
This is the way of nature." If we eae will always
have to kill something. Although Vaisknaa are vegetarians
who do not eat meat, fish or eggs, tla@tsl they eat
are also living things. So, by vegetaisen does one
become implicated in karma? Yes, untessoffers the
food to Krishna. In the Bhagavad-gitaskna promises
that if one offers Him with love and déen vegetarian
food, He will accept it. And when ondsetine remnants
of that offering, one becomes absolvedllo$inful
reaction by His mercy.

The devotee lives in harmony wita thniverse because
he is in tune with the will of its Creatorhe devotee
is exemplary in whatever he or she ddedeed, Vaish-
navism is the highest standard of condadtmorality
and the most liberal as well becausakies$ into account
all living beings.

Those who seek the spiritual trutlerohope to attain
mukti, or liberation, after a whole lifee of severe
austerities and meditation. The devdtegever, simply
engages in serving the Lord. By His mehe devotee



attains liberation as soon as pure servegins. He

does not have to wait for death to becteefrom the

dualities of this material world. He géb enjoy that

freedom while still in this world. Heways relishes
transcendental bliss in ecstatic commumidh the Lord

by serving Him, remembering Him and ciantis holy names.

Our True Nature

According to usage, the word dhahasa several differ-
ent meanings. First of all, dharma mehany. Everyone
has certain responsibilities to performelationship
to family, friends, society, etc. Thatone's dharma
or duty and should not be neglected. Whe disregards
this kind of dharma is irresponsible apdils his life.
Dharma also means religion. Many peepiend temples,
churches and mosques out of a sensetpfdd they go
through the motions of being religioughe required
ceremonies without ever feeling any feat or devotion
for God. They do this in the hopes aheduture material
reward from God. This, then, is dharméhie sense of
mundane religiousity.

Dharma has another meaning whi@vén more
significant. Everything has a particutharacteristic
or propensity which is natural to it, whiin fact defines
the very nature of that thing. For exemfire is hot
and bright. Something which is cold alagk can never
be termed "fire". Ice is cold and halirose is soft
and fragrant. Those qualities whichiaseparable from
a thing and which distinguish it from etthings are
called dharma. Every entity has its pasable dharma.
As explained earlier, our most esseimdiahtity is the
soul. What, then, is the essential attersstic, or
dharma, of the soul?

The dharma of the soul is serviEgeryone renders
service to someone. One has to serweifes his boss,
his dog, his country, etc. And if oniedrto avoid doing
any service for anyone else, he'll s@ve to serve
his own self, his own senses and mimdarly case,
everyone has to serve without exceptibne sanatana-
dharma or eternal function of the sowddsvice to the
Supreme Lord. When we engage in Hisisemwe are actually
fulfilling our true service.



The hand gets nourishment by givoay to the
stomach. Similarly, the soul gets reaidfit, or eternal
spiritual benefit, by serving God, whex#lae benefit
of things done for the body last at madly as long as
the body.

Bhakti is devotion to God, bitien we turn away from
God and refuse to serve Him, our natseatiment of bhakti
manifests itself as attachment for matehings.
Vaishnavism teaches us how to purify ti@tural tendency
to love God by engaging us in regulatedational service
practices at the temple and at home. "\ are free
from all material identity and attachmemir bhakti will
fructify as prema, or pure love of Gothis is the highest
religion and duty of the soul. Thists $anatana-dharma
or eternal character. Devotional serigcthe means
of obtaining self-realization. Self-reakion is simply
the platform of pure (materially unmoted) devotional
service. It is not that after becomieglized one does
not have to do anything. It is only aftealizing our
spiritual nature that our real, eterrealge begins.

Can God be Known?

Every living being has four defects:

1. The tendency to perceive thingsngly due to
imperfect senses.

2. The tendency to make mistakes.

3. The tendency to become illusioned

4. The tendency to cheat.

To illustrate these defects, thera hice example:
because of imperfect senses, a man canopérly discern
that the thing he sees laying in his patit one evening
is just an old piece of rope. He themumistakenly
assumes that it is a snake. Fear igltiseon that
follows. And cheating occurs when, in fright, he warns
another man: "Don't pass this way. Tleaesnake in
the path!"

Because of these four defects, kedgeé acquired
through sense perception cannot be relpesh as final
or authoritative but is always subjectdwaision and
so-called improvement.



In contrast, the Vedic process afuaeng knowledge
is to receive the perfect verdict of auity. Although
people are not usually inclined to ac@pghority, there
really is no other way for understandingth. If a child
wants to know who is father is, he haadoept the verdict
of his mother. He cannot speculate,iimply has to accept
her version. And if we want to know fa¢her of all
living beings, then we have to acceptuilict of the
scriptures revealed by God. The wordad/edans knowledge,
thus the Vedas are full of knowledge dliba Absolute
Truth. Although Napoleon was a real parsve cannot
see him and speak with him because weegarate from
him by time and space. But we can knomething about
him by reading authorized literature terit by his
contemporaries and by seeing his portiaithe same
way, we can know about God through tiermation given
in the Vedic literatures.

Our present inability to see Godas natural to
the soul, it is due to the encumberariceebody. The
ability of the soul to see God is latant atrophied
because of disuse. The Vedic literatesgsecially
instruct us how to purify ourselves fromaterial
contamination so that we can revive onate spiritual
ability.

Although people think that yoga iway to lose weight
or keep physically fit, this is incorrectoga means
the process for putting us back in towgh God. The
scriptures recommend various paths ofyfog different
classes of people. For instance, presiyopeople would
realize God by meditating, performingoeleate sacrifices,
or by opulent temple worship.

The present age is called Kali-yugthe Vedic
literatures, or "The Age of Quarrel." this age everyone
is full of anxiety due to war, social ast, natural
disasters, etc. The scriptures havemeaended that we
simply chant the holy names of God toeiad the perfection
of yoga. God has innumerable namesphetmantra
(spiritual vibration), formed from theljimames Krishna
(the All-Attractive), Rama (the All-Bli&d), and Hare
(the Liberator from material desires)idientified as the most effective
for this age: Hare Krishna Hare KrishrrésKna Krishna
Hare Hare Hare Rama Hare Rama Rama RameaHtare. The
holy name is an incarnation of the Losdsaund and thus



immeasurable transcendental benefit eaolbained by
regularly chanting it in an inoffensiveanmer.

When we chant the Lord's name, veedanectly in
contact with Him. Thus we can experieHo® and know
Him through His holy name.

The Concept of God

God is the source of everything thomaterial and
spiritual - therefore He is the divinaifwainhead, or
Godhead. He has no equal or superitirerdde leads
all others. For all these reasons Hmiked Godhead.
Godhead is both personal and impersonal.

Ultimately, however, Godhead is paa. He is called
Bhagavan, which means "The Possessqodénce.” There
are six transcendental opulences théihdigsh the
Personality of Godhead from all othdre possesses all
beauty, knowledge, wealth, strength, fame renunciation.
Ordinary living creatures may exhibitsdeeopulences
partially, but the personality of Godhgebsesses them
in full.

Although the Personality of Godh&adot subject
to mundane duality but is always absoéuté one, He ex-
hibits His Personality in two ways:

1. The original Supreme Personaiftsodhead is
the original source of all manifestatioris/erything
is resting on Him like pearls on a thre@dthough the
original Supreme Personality of Godhestthé source of
infinite manifestations, He never becomiesinished by
their production - He remains ever themsa And He is
always in the position of being original.

2. When the original Supreme Perbiynaf Godhead
expands Himself into plenary forms, thasein no way
different from or inferior to His origihaelf. The
relation between them is like that of jmaandles lit
from one original candle. The only difface is that
one is original. In the same way, ail fhenary
expansions of Godhead are identical With. Since Godhead
exists beyond time and space, His diffeexpanded
Personalities have no beginning or efde fact is that



all of the Lord's Personalities exisHim throughout

all eternity. It is only because of &aing in the

material world that we have to use sechs as "expanded
form" in order to understand Their redaghip. The many
facets of a gem shine with different haksolors, yet

the gem is an integral whole. So, thaymrexpanded
Personalities of Godhead are nondiffefienmh the original
Supreme Personality of Godhead. Sont¢isséxpansions
are only manifested in the spiritual wiothut others

are the avataras or incarnations whoatesmto this
world for our benefit.

Although the original Supreme Pesdity of Godhead
is always in the spiritual world and thsishe Supreme Tran-
scendent Being, He is immanent in thisemal world as
Paramatma or the Supersoul. This iseidEansion by which
He pervades and supports all existafite Supersoul
is present everywhere, and He is thees#rand guide
present in the heart as the constant aaiop of the indi-
vidual soul. Because of His omnipresdieds also om-
niscient.

The impersonal Godhead is just greetsof the
Personal Godhead. A person can act imparsonal way,
but something impersonal can never beque. Therefore
personality is the source of the impeatohe impersonal
is simply the divine light or effulgenoéGodhead. Seeing
it, one should try to know its sourceriskna.

Sri Caitanya

Krishna personally appeared in tinsld just prior
to Kali-Yuga, or approximately 5000 yeago. Actually,
Krishna incarnates in different agesdtablish true
religious principles. Because of therdegtion of the
present age, Krishna again appeared &as\ago in
Mayapura, West Bengal, as Sri Caitartya.travelled
extensively throughout India preachingelof God and
made His headquarters at Puri in the sthOrissa.

The most noteworthy thing aboutGaitanya was His
magnanimity in accepting all personsardtess of caste,
creed, race or sex, as devotees in Hiement. According
to Him, every fallen conditioned soul danrectified



by following the principles of Vaishnadaarma and by
chanting the holy names of the Lord. ngefull of
compassion for the suffering of all emieaddbeings, He
propagated everywhere sankirtana, comgi@tal chanting
of the holy names. Sri Caitanya taugistfdllowers the
principles of humility, tolerance, compias and devotion
for the holy name, and asked them taidigte the treasure
of love of God freely. He said that tluge of God based
on chanting His names would spread toyetavn and village
of the world, a prediction which is predg being

fulfilled.

Lord Caitanya also instructed Hisciples to write
books explaining the philosophy of Vaiatism. This is
being continued by His modern-day follosve

Vaishnavism Today

Since 1965 Vaishnavism has sprelagval the world.
How does such an ancient religion refatine hectic
material advancement of this age? Andtvalbout science
and technology? The principle of Vaishiam is utility.
Whatever can be used for the advancenfeabd
consciousness should be accepted. Adtinthe Vedic
literatures explain that the material Mfas temporary
and not eternal, it is not unreal andenastant.
Vaishnavism sees that the world hasvits particular
utility in relation to the service of therd.

As far as politics is concerned,sbaiavism teaches
that God-conscious leadership is the ¢mim of government
that can actually do good for humanitynfortunately,
in the present day, political leadersraostly self-
interested, even when they are so-cadiegious persons.
But even though we may not be able teele®od conscious
government, at least we as individuatslmacome God
conscious and go back to Godhead, baokit@riginal
spiritual home.

Because His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaddianta Swami
Prabhupada was the one who introducedhviavism into
the West, most people who become Vaisim#ake initiation
into the parampara, or disciplic sucaassio which he
belongs. Initiation means to receiveamte into the
chanting of the holy name from a bonaBgeitual master



or guru. Before initiation one must diyahim or herself
spiritually by accepting the disciplinefsno meat eating,

no illicit sex, no gambling and no intoation, as well

as chanting the prescribed daily numlbérobdy names:

Hare Krishna Hare Krishna Krishna Krisltexre Hare Hare
Rama Hare Rama Rama Rama Hare Hare.



