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Preface

Following the sacred discipular tradition of India, I 
first offer my prostrated obeisance at the lotus-like 

feet of my initiating guru, nitya-lélä-praviñöha oà viñëupäda Çré 
Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Vämana Gosvämé Mahäräja. I then offer 
my prostrated obeisance at the lotus-like feet of my instructing 
guru, oà viñëupäda parivräjakäcärya añöotaraçata Çré Çrémad 
Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja. It is on the order 
of my instructing guru that I have completed this doctoral thesis 
on the role of the spiritual guide and the disciple in Gauòéya 
Vaiñëava theology. The thesis was submitted at Florida Vedic 
College in March 2008 and formally approved in June 2008.

When I first joined the Gauòéya Vedänta Samiti in 1979, Çré 
Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja handed 
me an article by Çréla Bhaktisiddhänta Sarasvaté Öhäkura 
Prabhupäda from the Gauòéya magazine. In this article, Çréla 
Sarasvaté Öhäkura discussed the relationship between the bona 
fide guru and the disciple, and the paramount importance of 
guru-sevä, or affectionate service to the guru. In doing so, he 
quoted from Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, composed by Çréla Sanätana 
Gosvämé and Çréla Gopäla Bhaööa Gosvämé, and from numerous 
Puräëas and other sources. This was my first introduction to 
the subject. The article had a profound effect on me and, since 
reading it, I have tried my level best to dedicate my whole life to 
guru-sevä.

From 1996, Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé 
Mahäräja has been travelling around the world continuously, 
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giving discourses on bhakti, selfless devotion to the Supreme 
Lord. He has regularly had me give lectures on the subject of 
the guru and the disciple in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition, 
and particularly on guru-sevä. This thesis is, therefore, a natural 
continuation of these lectures.

Guru-sevä is the backbone of bhajana, or devotional 
absorption. Whoever wants to enter into the realm of bhajana
must first dedicate his life to the service of a bona fide guru. 
Such a guru will never consider the disciple to be his or her own 
property. Rather, he will consider the disciple to belong to Çré 
Caitanya Mahäprabhu and the Divine Couple, Çré Rädhä-Kåñëa. 
He will transfer the disciple’s attachment and dedication to Çré 
Caitanya Mahäprabhu and Çré Rädhä-Kåñëa. Whoever reads this 
work, will obtain a clear conception of the subject of the guru in 
Gauòéya Vaiñëava thought. For those eager to attain bhakti, this 
book is therefore a lighthouse that guides the aspirant to spiritual 
perfection. Without guru-sevä, no one can advance in Kåñëa 
consciousness.

Over some thirty years I have gathered an extensive range 
of quotations and directives on the subject of the guru and the 
disciple from the Vedas, Upaniñads, Puräëas and Itihäsas, as well 
as from the numerous commentaries, philosophical treatises, 
dramatic works and devotional poems, prayers and songs that 
form part of the Gauòéya Vaiñëava heritage. A relevant selection 
of these are presented in this work. I would like to thank the 
many individuals and well-wishers who have encouraged and 
assisted me in one way or another, particularly Çrépäda B. V. 
Tértha Mahäräja, Çrépäda B. V. Vana Mahäräja, Çrépäda B. V. 
Muni Mahäräja and Çréman Premänanda Prabhu.

I would like also to express my sincere thanks to Çréman 
Madhuvrata Brahmacäré, Çréman Acyutänanda Brahmacäré 
and especially Çréman Anantäcärya Prabhu for their help in 
transcribing and compiling the initial drafts of the manuscript. 
Çréman Våndävana Prabhu provided his library for research, and 
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Çréman Sundara-gopäla däsa assisted by editing the manuscript. 
Çrématé Bhadrä däsé and Çrématé Çänti däsé proofread the 
manuscript, and Çréman Kåñëa-käruëya Brahmacäré and Çréman 
Madhukar däsa completed the design and layout. Particular 
thanks must go to Çréman Tamopahä Prabhu, Çréman Janärdana 
Prabhu, Çréman Vinaya Kåñëa Prabhu, and Çrématé Nandiné däsé 
and Rädhänäth Prabhu for funding the printing of this book. 
I pray that they will quickly advance in Kåñëa consciousness 
through their selfless offering.

—Svämé B. V. Mädhava (N. K. Brahmacäré, Ph.D.)
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Introduction

This study, entitled The Principle of Çré Guru and Service 
to Çré Guru, is a foundational work on the role of 

the guru, or spiritual guide, and of the disciple in Gauòéya 
Vaiñëava theology. Although the relationship between the guru
and disciple is considered fundamental to any genuine spiritual 
inquiry in the Vaiñëava tradition, it has largely been side-stepped, 
glossed over or misunderstood in the numerous academic works 
to date on Gauòéya Vaiñëava theology.

The justification and scope of this study

Religious traditions are multi-dimensional, and can be examined 
from a number of different perspectives. One popular taxonomy 
recognises six such dimensions: (i) doctrinal, (ii) mythic, (iii) 
ethical, (iv) ritual, (v) experiential and (vi) social.1 In terms of 
these six categories, this study sets out primarily to explore the 
doctrinal or theological dimension of Gauòéya Vaiñëavism – with 
a special focus on the line of Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, this being the 
author’s own specific tradition.

Of course, there is considerable overlap between these six 
dimensions, and any single one cannot be considered in complete 
isolation from the others. Nonetheless, this study aims principally 
to examine how the theology of the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition 
treats the subject of the guru and disciple, even if it also moves 

1 Ninian Smart, Worldviews: Crosscultural Explorations of Human 
Beliefs (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1983), pp. 7–9.

xix
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into the ethical, ritual and experiential at times.2 Accordingly, 
this study does not pretend to be a sociological study. Thus, while 
it sets out the theological qualifications of a true guru, it does 
not explore, for instance, the extent to which these criteria are 
actually being applied today or have been applied historically, 
either in India or in relation to gurus who have come from India 
to the West.

Also, while the focus of this study is Gauòéya Vaiñëavism, 
it is sure to be of particular interest also to scholars of and 
practitioners in other Vaiñëava traditions. This is because the 
theological reasoning set out herein rests almost entirely on 
statements found in the Upaniñads, Puräëas and Itihäsas, which 
are generally accepted by all four Vaiñëava traditions of India – 
that is, by the followers of Çré Madhväcärya, Çré Rämänuja, Çré 
Nimbäditya and Çré Viñëu Svämé.3

The Upaniñads, Puräëas, Itihäsas and later writings that 
comprise the Gauòéya Vaiñëava canon repeatedly emphasise 
the need to approach a qualified guru to obtain spiritual 
understanding and wisdom. They also set out the qualifications 
of a genuine guru and a genuine disciple, and the nature of 
the guru-disciple relationship. As the subject is an underlying 
component of the tradition, it is fairly surprising that little 

2 For instance, Chapter 5 (‘Can a Guru Ever Be Rejected?’) has strong 
ethical or normative elements. Similarly, Chapter 2 (‘The Ontological 
Identity of the Guru’) briefly discusses dékñä, which has a ritual 
dimension. The aim of the guru-disciple relationship is spiritual 
transformation, and so the experiential dimension cannot also be 
avoided altogether in any such study.

3 Çré Madhväcärya is in the discipular line descending from Brahmä, 
known as the brahmä-sampradäya; Çré Rämänuja is in the discipular 
line coming from Çré Lakñmé, known as the çré-sampradäya; Çré 
Nimbäditya is in the discipular line of the Kumäras, known as the 
kumära-sampradäya; and Çré Viñëu Svämé is in the discipular line 
descending from Mahädeva, known as the rudra-sampradäya. These 
four discipular lines are regarded as authentic Vaiñëava traditions.
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attention has been given to it in contemporary theological 
studies of Vaiñëavism and Gauòéya Vaiñëavism. For instance, Dr 
Ramakanta Chakravarti observes:

Although numerous books have been written by a host of 
scholars on the theological and literary aspects of Vaiñëavism 
in Bengal, yet several lacunae are discernible… Almost 
nothing has so far been written on the reasons behind the 
popularity of guru-worship and its effects.4

The subject of the guru has largely been ignored or treated 
only superficially in contemporary theological studies, 
notwithstanding its critical importance not only in Gauòéya 
Vaiñëavism but indeed more broadly in all religious traditions of 
India that accept the authority of the Vedas, Upaniñads, Puräëas 
and Itihäsas. The dialogue between the guru and disciple is 
established in the oral traditions of the Vedas and Upaniñads. 
Indeed, the term upaniñad itself derives from the Sanskrit words 
upa (‘near’), ni (‘down’) and ñad (‘to sit’), meaning ‘to sit down 
near’ a guru to receive instruction. One of the best-known 
examples of this relationship is to be found in the Mahäbhärata
in the battlefield conversation between Arjuna and Kåñëa, 
known as the Bhagavad-gétä.

To fill this academic lacuna is therefore the first and primary 
justification for this study. Accordingly, this study may be 
described as foundational or exploratory, to be used by the 
academic community as a basis for further research into any of 
the six dimensions of Gauòéya Vaiñëavism outlined previously 
(namely, doctrinal, mythic, ethical, ritual, experiential and 
social). While this study is not an exhaustive compendium that 
covers every aspect of the guru-disciple tradition,5 it is thorough 

4 Ramakanta Chakravarti, Vaiñëavism in Bengal (1486–1900) (Kolkata: 
Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1985), p. vii.

5 Aspects that could form the basis of further research include the 
sacred meaning and importance of dékñä, or spiritual initiation 
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and accurate in its presentation of those key aspects it does 
examine.

For the spiritual practitioner, this study is a valuable 
compilation of passages drawn from a wide range of authoritative 
sources on the nature and importance of the guru, the 
qualifications of the guru and of the disciple, the primary 
importance of service to the guru, and the dynamics of the 
guru-disciple relationship. While Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, an 
extensive work composed by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé and Çréla 
Gopäla Bhaööa Gosvämé, contains significant material on the 
subject in Parts I and IV, it does not always spell out the rationale 
behind the guru-disciple relationship and the various scriptural 
edicts governing that relationship. Naturally, Çré Hari-bhakti-
viläsa assumes a great deal of knowledge and acceptance by 
the reader of the culture and traditions of India, including 
those relating to the guru. This study therefore aims to make 
the subject more accessible to the lay reader and to explain the 
foundational principles and coherent rationale behind the guru-
disciple relationship. In doing so, it draws widely from original 
Sanskrit sources that are not to be found in Çré Hari-bhakti-
viläsa. Accordingly, this study will also be of great value to the 
Vaiñëava community.

Unaware of the qualifications of a true guru, many Westerners 
have over the years been seduced by false gurus, both in India and 
in the West. Such charlatans do not possess the characteristics 
of a genuine guru, as set out in the scriptures. Rather, they 
pander to their disciple in the hope of securing and maintaining 
wealth, women and worship. In his book Feet of Clay: A Study 
of Gurus, British professor of psychiatry Anthony Storr refers to 
‘false prophets, madmen, confidence tricksters or unscrupulous 
psychopaths who exploit their disciples emotionally, financially 

(which is examined only briefly in this study); the illegitimacy of åtvik
initiation; and questions of gender, race and caste in the guru-disciple 
tradition. 



xxiii

inTroducTion

and sexually’.6 Similarly, Dr David C. Lane writes in his book 
Exposing Cults: When the Skeptical Mind Confronts the Mystical:

The 1980’s may be known in the future by spiritual aspirants as 
the decade of the fallen guru. Already a number of prominent 
and respected religious masters in India and elsewhere have 
had their secret, private lives exposed: hidden Swiss bank 
accounts; extensive cases of plagiarism; sexual misconduct; 
violent retaliations against detractors; egotistical power plays; 
drug trafficking and more.7

These regrettable events have led secular scholars, theologians, 
anti-cultists and sceptics to study and critique the role and 
desirability of the guru-disciple tradition. For instance, Dr David 
C. Lane proposes a checklist of seven points to assess a guru. One 
of these points is whether the would-be guru has a high standard 
of moral conduct. Another is whether he or she charges money 
for membership. Another is whether the guru is self-proclaimed 
or from a legitimate lineage.

Clearly, there are serious dangers in submitting to an 
unqualified guru. As Aldous Huxley points out, ‘Devotion to a 
deified person who is still alive tends to degenerate that person.’8

If a spiritual aspirant is to submit to a guru, that individual must 
be a true teacher of extraordinary character with no interest 
in worldly affairs or in exploiting his or her disciples. Such a 
person is rare. Journalist Sacha Kester notes in a 2003 article 
in the Dutch newspaper De Volkskrant that finding a guru is 
a precarious venture. She points to many so-called holy men 
in India who are really frauds. She also relates a comment by 

6 Anthony Storr, Feet of Clay: A Study of Gurus (London: 1996), p. xii.
7 David C. Lane, Exposing Cults: When the Skeptical Mind Confronts 

the Mystical (Garland Publishing, 1994), Ch. 12. Available at <http://
www.geocities.com/eckcult/cultexpose/crucible.html>.

8 Shankar Gopal Tulpule, Mysticism in Medieval India, (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 1984), p. 125.
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Suranya Chakraverti, who points out that some Westerners do 
not believe in spirituality and ridicule a genuine guru, while 
others believe in spirituality but tend to place their faith in a 
guru who is a swindler.9

The numerous sociological studies on the guru since the 
1980s offer a variety of solutions and sets of criteria to try to 
help spiritual seekers recognise and avoid swindlers posturing as 
gurus. However, the sacred literature of India has already set out 
in significant detail the onerous criteria by which the spiritual 
aspirant should evaluate whether or not someone is a genuine 
guru (and also whether or not someone is a genuine disciple). 
The sacred texts of India even set out circumstances in which 
a disciple is under a positive duty to reject a spiritual teacher.10

Thus, far from advocating blind acceptance, the Vaiñëava 
scriptures require the spiritual seeker to remain vigilant and 
perspicacious.

To ascertain whether someone is a genuine guru and not a 
swindler, the spiritual seeker needs a clear set of criteria. But 
rather than apply criteria formulated by sociologists with little 
or no internal knowledge of the tradition, it seems far more apt 
to begin by examining the highly onerous set of criteria that 
already exists within the tradition and that has served that 
tradition for thousands of years. This, then, is further reason why 
a theological examination of the role of the guru and the disciple 
in Gauòéya Vaiñëavism has real value, and is, accordingly, the 
second justification for this study. Indeed, it is precisely the lack 
of knowledge of the existing stringent criteria set out in the 
Upaniñads, Puräëas and Itihäsas of India that has led so many 
naive spiritual seekers, Indian and Western alike, to succumb to 
false gurus.

9 Sacha Kester, ‘Ticket naar Nirvana’ (‘Ticket to Nirvana’), De 
Volkskrant, 7 January 2003.

10  See Chapter 5 of this study.
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Dr Georg Feuerstein, a well-known German-Canadian 
Indologist, writes in the article ‘Understanding the Guru’ from 
his book The Deeper Dimension of Yoga: Theory and Practice:

The traditional role of the guru, or spiritual teacher, is not 
widely understood in the West, even by those professing 
to practice Yoga or some other Eastern tradition entailing 
discipleship. ... Spiritual teachers, by their very nature, swim 
against the stream of conventional values and pursuits. They 
are not interested in acquiring and accumulating material 
wealth or in competing in the marketplace, or in pleasing 
egos.11

The false guru will tend either to be ignorant of or to shy 
away from any in-depth discussion of the characteristics and 
requirements of a true guru. This is because he himself does not 
possess these characteristics. The true guru, however, will begin 
by teaching the prospective disciple about the meaning of the 
guru-disciple relationship and the qualities of a genuine guru and 
a true disciple.

This study not only considers the qualifications of a genuine 
guru, but also of a genuine disciple.12 All too often, a would-be 
disciple approaches a guru for the wrong reasons, or with a 
whimsical or impulsive attitude. The sacred texts of India 
therefore also delineate the qualifications of a true disciple. 
Indeed, a person who has these qualifications is far less likely to 
be taken in by the community of charlatans and swindlers.

The many unhappy experiences with false gurus, especially in 
the West, have led to a new trend among spiritual practitioners: 
the complete ‘demythologizing’ of the teacher. It has also 
led some Western critics to reject the guru-disciple tradition 
altogether. For instance, authors Diana Alstadt and Joel Kramer 

11 Dr Georg Feuerstein, The Deeper Dimension of Yoga: Theory and 
Practice (Boulder: Shambhala Publications, 2006).

12 See Chapter 4 of this study.
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claim in their 1993 book, The Guru Papers, that the tradition 
suffers from structural defects.13 These alleged defects include 
the authoritarian control of the guru over the disciple, which 
is heightened by the scriptural edict that the disciple should 
surrender himself to the guru. In Alstadt and Kramer’s view, 
gurus are likely to be hypocrites, because to attract and retain 
disciples they must present themselves as purer than and superior 
to the public and to other gurus.

However, these views reveal a distinct ignorance of the 
function and nature of the guru-disciple relationship in the 
Vaiñëava tradition. Informed by the numerous cases of false 
gurus, Alstadt and Kramer’s work demonstrates no understanding 
of the function and benefits for the disciple of a relationship with 
a true and qualified guru. Cheaters are not properly regarded as 
gurus, for they lack the necessary qualifications of a genuine guru
set out in the sacred texts of India. Accordingly, Alstadt and 
Kramer’s conclusions are specious. Their approach is similar to 
that of a person studying air travel who has no real understanding 
of the function and benefits of airplanes, but who nonetheless 
reaches sweeping conclusions by focusing on air disasters.

There is a distinct and coherent rationale behind the guru-
disciple tradition of India, as this study will show. It is not 
a dogma designed to allow a brähmaëa elite or a handful of 
charming and charismatic individuals to dominate a section 
of the public and earn an easy livelihood. This type of view 
betrays a prejudiced perspective and a lack of understanding 
of the Vaiñëava theology and tradition. To correct such 
misunderstandings is the third justification of this study.

Academic works on Gauòéya Vaiñëavism in the field of 
theology rather than sociology frequently contain errors and 
misunderstandings too. For instance, Dr Ramakanta Chakravarti, 

13 Joel Kramer and Diana Alstad, The Guru Papers: Masks of 
Authoritarian Power (Richmond: North Atlantic Books, 1993).
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having first identified a number of lacunae in the numerous 
theological and literary studies of Vaiñëavism in Bengal, goes on 
to assert:

Later the Dikñäguru was honoured as God. Service to the guru
was described as the fundamental duty of the bhakta. There 
could be no question of any personal relation between the 
devotee and the deity. The intermediacy of the Guru became 
an essential concept of bhakti. Devotion to the Guru was 
described as something more important than devotion to God. 
The devotee was not permitted to do anything without the 
Guru’s advice. He was even asked to be a menial servant of the 
Guru.14

Dr Ramakanta Chakravarti says he has come across these 
teachings in the writings of Gauragovindänanda Bhägavatasvämé, 
and concludes that they must represent later ‘theories’ in the 
development of the role and function of the guru.15 However, 
the worship of the guru on the same level as God is hardly 
a development that occurred in medieval India. It derives 
directly from the Upaniñadic and Puräëic literature, which was 
committed to writing long before the renaissance of the bhakti
tradition in the fifteenth century.

The Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, for instance, states:

    yasya deve parä bhaktir
        yathä deve tathä gurau
    tasyaite kathitä hy arthäù
          prakäçante mahätmanaù

14 Ramakanta Chakravarti, Vaiñëavism in Bengal (1486–1900) (Kolkata: 
Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1985), pp. 81–82.

15 Ramakanta Chakravarti refers the reader to Çré Guru-vaiñëava-
bhakti-kusumäïjali, by Gauragovindänanda Bhägavatasvämé, pp. 6, 9, 
14, 25, 28–29 and 37–38.
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All the confidential meanings of the scriptures manifest in his 
heart of one who has supra-mundane devotion equally for the 
guru as for the Supreme Lord.16

The Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad is, of course, one of the Upaniñads 
of the Yajur Veda. The Padma-puräëa similarly states:

    bhaktir yathä harau me’sti 
         tadvan niñöhä gurau yadi
    mamästi tena satyena 
         svaà darçayatu me hariù

If my devotion to my guru is even stronger than my devotion 
for Çré Kåñëa, then may this fact cause Çré Kåñëa to reveal 
Himself to me.17

Likewise, Çré Kåñëa states in Çrémad-Bhägavatam:

    äcäryaà mäà vijänéyän
         navamanyeta karhicit
    na martya-buddhyäsüyeta
         sarva-deva-mayo guruù

Know the äcärya, or spiritual preceptor, to be Me. One should 
never disrespect him under any circumstance, nor should 
one envy him, thinking him an ordinary man, for he is the 
representative of all the demigods.18

There are many other such references, as we shall see in 
Chapter 2 of this study. If the practices of Vaiñëavas or Gauòéya 
Vaiñëavas in relation to the acceptance and worship of the guru 
are considered unique, then this study provides the theological 

16 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.23; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.346).

17 Padma-puräëa, 6.128.269; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.358).

18 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.17.27.
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and philosophical reasons why this is so. It shows where in the 
Upaniñads and other sacred texts of India the theology finds its 
basis and support.

The limitations of the outside perspective

The conclusions reached by sociologists like Alstadt and Kramer 
highlight the dangers and limitations of approaching a subject of 
study from the position of a complete outsider. Some academics 
fall into error by imagining that they can approach a subject from 
a position of true objectivity. However, all positions are informed 
by a particular set of ideologies and prejudices.

This is, of course, most grossly evident in the works of early 
Western scholars and pioneer Indologists such as Sir William 
Jones, Horace H. Wilson, Theodore Goldstuker and Sir M. 
Monier-Williams, who studied the Vedas and Upaniñads with the 
specific ulterior motive of replacing them with Christian beliefs.19

They sought to learn the Vaiñëava religion so as to be able to 
undermine it and convert natives of India to Christianity. 

Horace H. Wilson, speaking before the University of Oxford 
in 1840, emphasised the need to study the Hindu religions in 
order to falsify them and to convert the Hindu intelligentsia 
to the Christian faith.20 He pointed out that ‘to confute 
the falsities of Hinduism, and affirm to the conviction of a 
reasonable Hindu the truths of Christianity’, it was obligatory 
that one should know the doctrine and beliefs of the Hindus, 
for a Hindu would not take seriously one who argued with him 
without knowing his scriptures.21

19 Richard Garbe, India and Christendom: The Historical Connection 
Between Their Religions, trans. Lydia J. Robinson (La Salle, Illinois: 
Open Court Publishing, 1959), pp. 214–2.

20 Suvira Jaiswal, The Origin and Development of Vaiñëavism (Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1967), p. 1.

21 Ibid.
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In his book Modern India and the Indians, Monier-Williams, 
Professor of the prestigious Boden Chair at Oxford, wrote 
unabashedly:

… when the walls of the mighty fortress of Brähmanism are 
encircled, undermined, and finally stormed by the soldiers 
of the Cross, the victory of Christianity must be signal and 
complete.22

In his preface to his famous Sanskrit-English Dictionary, 
Monier-Williams reveals Colonel Boden’s objective in founding 
the prestigious Boden Chair for Sanskrit studies:

I must draw attention to the fact that I am only the second 
occupant of the Boden Chair, and that its founder, Col. Boden, 
stated most explicitly in his will (dated Aug. 15, 1811) that the 
special object of his munificent bequest was to promote the 
translation of the scriptures into Sanskrit; so as to enable his 
countrymen to proceed in the conversion of the natives of 
India to the Christian religion.23

Such ulterior motives and religious prejudice coloured the 
thinking of even Professor Max MÈller, who in a letter to his wife 
in 1868 wrote:

It [Veda] is the root of their religion, and to show them what 
the root is, I feel sure, the only way of uprooting all that has 
sprung from it during the last 3000 years.24

22 Sir M. Monier-Williams, Modern India and the Indians: Being a Series 
of Impressions, Notes, and Essays (London: TrÈbner & Co., 1878; 
reprint, Adamant Media: 2005), p. 218.

23 Sir M. Monier-William, Sanskrit-English Dictionary (1899), Preface, p. 
ix.

24 F. Max MÈller, The Life and Letters of the Rt. Hon. Fredrich Max 
MÈller, Volume I (London: Longmans, 1902), p. 328.
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Meanwhile in Germany, Albert Weber and other scholars, 
witnessing the favourable reviews of the Bhagavad-gétä, 
postulated that it was influenced by Christian thought:

The peculiar colouring of the Kåñëa Sect, which pervades the 
whole book, is noteworthy: Christian legendary matter and 
other Western influences are unmistakably present...25

Weber published an article on ‘An investigation into the 
origin of the festival of Kåñëa Janmäñöhamé’ in 1874, and 
some of his arguments were supported and carried further by 
Hopkins, Kennedy and Macnicol. However, these theories were 
vigorously refuted in the early 1920s by R. P. Chanda and H. 
Raychaudhuri, whose arguments have won general approval.26

Clearly, these early scholars did not make any effort to enter 
into the tradition they were studying. They did not themselves 
accept a guru or undergo the rigorous practice of a disciple, called 
sädhana. The sacred texts of India actually debar such scholars 
from studying the Vedas, because they lack the qualifications of 
a genuine disciple. This leads one to wonder under whom they 
studied the Vedas and Upaniñads. It would appear that they did 
so either on their own, after gaining some grounding in Sanskrit, 
or from unqualified preceptors – for a bona fide guru would not 
consent to teach a person who has such ulterior motives.

Today, Western scholars take a more sympathetic approach 
to India. However, the prevalent view to this day is that the 

25 Albert Weber, The History of Sanskrit Literature (popular ed. 1914), p. 
189, footnote. See also p. 300, footnote.

26 Suvira Jaiswal, The Origin and Development of Vaiñëavism (Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1967), pp. 3–4. See also R. P. Chanda, 
Archaeology and Vaiñëava Tradition, Memoirs of the Archaeological 
Survey of India, no. 5 (1920), and Hemchandra Raychaudhuri, 
Materials for the Study of the Early History of Vaiñëava Sect (1921), 
pp. 128–60.
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European tradition is not just another cultural tradition in the 
world. It is regarded as having a unique global mission to fulfil, 
predicated upon its distinct achievements in philosophy and pure 
theory. This view is nicely encapsulated in E. Husserl’s judgment:

Europe alone can provide other traditions with a universal 
framework of meaning and understanding. They will have 
to ‘Europeanize themselves, whereas we … will never, for 
example, Indianize ourselves.’ The ‘Europeanization of all 
foreign parts of mankind’ … is the destiny of the earth.27

The translation and understanding of texts from 
other cultures is an art, and it therefore requires personal 
interpretation. However, it is highly questionable whether one 
can translate one symbolic universe by trying to interpret or 
judge it from another symbolic universe. This is because you are 
working from different paradigms. If this is so, then an outside 
observer can never truly understand the nature of the genuine 
Vaiñëava, who has completely dedicated his life to the Supreme 
Absolute. Such an observer is unable to escape the lens of his 
own conditioning.

Indian thought strives not for information but for 
transformation.28 As Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles 
A. Moore remark, ‘Every Indian system seeks truth, not as 
academic, “knowledge for its own sake,” but to learn the 
truth which shall make all men free.’29 This transformative 
experience, however, is closed to the outside observer. 
In other words, the outside observer cannot appreciate the 

27 Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1988), p. 437.

28 Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India (New York: Pantheon Hooks, 
1951), p. 4.

29 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles A. Moore, A Sourcebook in 
Indian Philosophy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1957), 
p. xxiii.
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transformative experience of one who is actually progressing 
on the spiritual path – whose perspective on life is altering 
daily and who is gaining deep wisdom in the living tradition. In 
Gauòéya Vaiñëavism, the outside observer is sometimes likened 
to a bee licking the outside of a jar of honey and never getting 
a taste.30 The flavour of bhakti, or devotion to the Supreme 
Lord, is not something that can be grasped through academic 
speculation or empirical observation alone: it requires to be 
tasted to be understood.

The process of learning any art can be divided conveniently 
into two parts: mastery of the theory and mastery of the 
practice.31 For instance, if someone wants to learn the art of 
medicine, he will first need to learn a vast array of facts about 
the human body, about illnesses that affect the body, and about 
drugs that combat illnesses or suppress their effects. Once he 
has created this theoretical foundation, he is still far away from 
having mastered the art itself. He will still need a great amount 
of practice, at the end of which the results of his theoretical 
knowledge and the results of his practical experience will blend 
in him to make him a master of the art of medicine.

The spiritual path of Vaiñëavism may be considered an 
art.32 To study it as an outside observer is therefore much like 
studying the art of medicine or swimming without ever having 

30 For instance, see Rüpänuga däs Adhikäré, ‘Éçävasya: God-centered 
Society’, Back to Godhead Magazine, Issue 32 (1970).

31 See Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving (Thorsons edn; London: Harper 
Collins, 1995), p. 4. 

32 According to Fromm, ‘… there is a third factor necessary to become a 
master in any art – the mastery of the art must be a matter of ultimate 
concern; there must be nothing else in the world more important 
than the art. [Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving, p. 4]’ In his Çré 
Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu (1.1.11), Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé defines uttamä-
bhakti, or pure devotion to Çré Kåñëa, as being continuous, free from 
all self-interest, and not covered or obscured by any other practice. 
Vaiñëavism therefore fits Fromm’s third requirement of an art.
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treated a patient or jumped in a pool. In other words, such 
knowledge is incomplete or deficient. Knowledge of theory 
alone, however correctly understood, is insufficient to provide 
a true and full understanding of the subject. This serves to 
underline the value of a study of Gauòéya Vaiñëavism by 
someone who is not an outside observer, but who comes from 
within the authentic living tradition.

The author of this study is such a person. He was born into 
a family of Vaiñëavas in Midnapur, West Bengal, in 1956. He 
has been a full-time practising monk in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava 
tradition since 1979, and accepted initiation in discipular 
succession from Çré Srémad Bhaktivedänta Vämana Gosvämé 
Mahäräja, a Vaiñëava of the highest level with all the 
characteristics of a true guru described in the scriptures. For 
nearly thirty years, the author has served continuously as the 
sevaka, or personal servant, of his instructing guru, Çré Srémad 
Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja. Like his initiating 
guru, his instructing guru is also a Vaiñëava of the topmost 
calibre and a true guru, as described in the sacred texts of the 
tradition. In March 2000, the author was given the sacred order 
of sannyäsa, the highest level of a renunciant.

In 1977, the author graduated in Sanskrit with honours from 
the University of Kolkata. Thus, the author is fluent in Bengali, 
Sanskrit and Hindi. This has allowed him to read and study 
the Vedas, Upaniñads, Puräëas, Itihäsas and later writings that 
comprise the Gauòéya Vaiñëava canon in the original languages 
in which they were composed. Accordingly, the author is in a 
privileged position to undertake this study. He has dedicated 
the better part of his life to serving his guru directly as his 
sevaka. Thus, he has met all the requirements of a disciple, as 
set out in the Vaiñëava scriptures. This renders this contribution 
particularly authoritative and valuable.
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Objectives, theory frame and methodology

The core question this study seeks to examine may be put 
succinctly as follows: Is there any scriptural basis or coherent 
theology to justify, qualify and circumscribe the central role of 
the guru in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition? More specifically, 
this study has the following three objectives:

1. To determine what basis or support there is in the Gauòéya 
Vaiñëava scriptures and theology for the fundamental role of 
the guru in the tradition.

2. To examine how, if at all, the Gauòéya Vaiñëava scriptures 
define the qualifications of the guru and the disciple.

3. To examine how, if at all, the Gauòéya Vaiñëava scriptures 
define the nature and limits of the guru-disciple relationship? 

The expression ‘Gauòéya Vaiñëava scriptures’ is intended 
here to encompass all sacred literature that is generally accepted 
as authoritative within the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition. This 
includes the Vedas, the Upaniñads, the Puräëas that glorify 
Viñëu or Çré Kåñëa, and the Rämäyaëa and Mahäbhärata, which 
are known as Itihäsas, or great epics. However, it also includes 
the writings of the principal teachers in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava 
tradition itself – including the Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa of Çréla 
Sanätana Gosvämé and Çréla Gopäla Bhaööa Gosvämé and the 
Çré Tattva-sandarbha and Çré Bhakti-sandarbha of Çréla Jéva 
Gosvämé. These significant works draw on a variety of sacred 
texts, mostly from the body of literature just defined, to elucidate 
various aspects of the guru-disciple relationship in the Gauòéya 
Vaiñëava tradition.

As already mentioned, this study is exploratory. It seeks 
to fill an academic lacuna by setting out the theological 
foundation of and coherent rationale behind the guru-disciple 
tradition. To achieve this, the author has conducted extensive 
bibliographical research over some thirty years. This has yielded 
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a large collection of theological and normative material on the 
subject of the guru and the disciple. The author has selected 
those elucidations and norms that relate directly to the three 
specific objectives of this study, as defined previously. Within 
the parameters of these objectives, this study is not selective. 
It does not suppress or ignore contrary evidence. Rather, it 
examines the full array of bibliographical material and seeks 
to explain or interpret any apparent inconsistencies within the 
contextual whole.33

The material has been divided into seven chapters. Chapter 
1 considers the necessity of accepting a guru, and carries 
strong epistemic and axiological elements. Chapter 2 considers 
the ontological identity of the guru, and touches upon some 
of the more esoteric teachings relating to the guru in the 
Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition. These two chapters address the 
first objective of this study, namely, to determine what basis 
or support there is in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava scriptures for the 
fundamental role of the guru in the tradition.

Chapters 3 and 4 consider how the Gauòéya Vaiñëava 
scriptures define the qualifications of the guru and the disciple, 
respectively. Hence, these two chapters address the second 
objective of this study.

Chapter 5 examines whether, and in what circumstances, 
a disciple is permitted to reject his guru. Chapter 6 considers 
the primary duty of the disciple to serve his guru, focusing on 
the theological foundation and rationale behind this sacred 
tradition and the benefits to the disciple of such dedication. 
Finally, Chapter 7 sets out the different types of guru-sevakas, 
or servitors of the guru, according to the degree and intimacy 
of their service to their spiritual master. These three chapters 
address the third objective of this study, namely, to examine 

33 A good example of this is a verse from the Aditya Puräëa quoted by 
Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.359), which is 
examined in Chapter 5 of this study.
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how the Gauòéya Vaiñëava scriptures define the nature and 
limits of the guru-disciple relationship.

Unless stated otherwise, all English translations of Sanskrit, 
Bengali and Hindi quotations in this study are the author’s own. 
These translations accord fully with the meanings generally 
accepted within the Gauòéya Vaiñëava community. In every 
case, the quotation is also provided in the original language 
in roman transliterated form with diacritic marks. The system 
of transliteration used is one that scholars now accept almost 
universally to indicate the pronunciation of each Sanskrit 
sound. Source references for all quotations are provided as 
footnotes. Reference numbers in these footnotes are verse 
identifiers and not page numbers, unless otherwise indicated 
using the abbreviations ‘p.’ or ‘pp.’

In this study, the bona fide spiritual preceptor is referred to 
using the Sanskrit word guru. This word has now found its way 
into the English dictionary to mean (1) ‘A (Hindu) spiritual 
teacher’ and (2) ‘Anyone looked up to as a source of wisdom or 
knowledge; an influential leader or pundit’.34 However, the word 
guru in this study is not accorded this broad or loose usage. 
Rather, it carries the specific Sanskrit meaning of sad-guru, or 
a bona fide spiritual preceptor who has met a set of very specific 
and onerous criteria, as set out in Chapter 3 of this work. To 
remind the reader of this, the word guru is frequently qualified 
in this study with the adjectives ‘genuine’, ‘true’, ‘qualified’ or 
‘bona fide’. This is to set the sad-guru apart from the multitude 
of so-called gurus who lack the qualifications of the sad-guru.

The guru is sometimes also referred to in this work as ‘Çréla 
Gurudeva’ or ‘Gurudeva’. This is the traditional mode of address 
of a disciple to his or her guru. This mode of address nicely 
conveys the personal and deeply affectionate nature of the 
relationship between the guru and the disciple. Indeed, the 

34 New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Version 1.0.03 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996). 
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essence of the guru-disciple tradition, as we shall see, is an 
unbreakable bond of trust and unconditional love between the 
guru and disciple. This bond – which is symbolized by the sacred 
thread conferred upon the disciple at the time of initiation – 
leads the disciple to ultimate spiritual transformation in the form 
of unconditional devotion to the Supreme Absolute. Upon the 
attainment of such devotion, everything this world has to offer, 
in comparison, appears trivial and worthless to the spiritual 
aspirant.



1

The Necessity 
of Accepting a Guru

Is it necessary, according to Gauòéya Vaiñëava theology, 
for a spiritual seeker to accept a guru? If so, why is 

this? Why is it not possible to rely upon one’s own intellectual 
acumen to grasp the Vaiñëava theology? Alternatively, if the 
spiritual aspirant has an eternal relationship with God, why 
can he or she not approach God directly, without the need for 
any intermediary? These questions are fundamental to any 
examination of the role and importance of the guru in Gauòéya 
Vaiñëavism, but have scarcely been addressed in the numerous 
academic works on Gauòéya Vaiñëava theology. When they have 
been discussed, it has all too often been superficial only, casting 
the principle of the guru, so fundamental in Vedic thought, in 
the light of an accepted dogma.

The limits of perception and deductive reasoning

To understand the position of the guru in Gauòéya Vaiñëavism, 
one must turn first to an epistemological consideration of what 
constitutes a reliable source of knowledge in the tradition. 
Çréla Jéva Gosvämé does just this in his ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ 
commentary to his Tattva-sandarbhaù, where he identifies 
various means to acquire knowledge, particularly perception 
(pratyakña) and inference (anumäna). Perception refers to 
knowledge obtained by cognition of external objects based on 

1



2

THE PRINCIPLE OF ÇRÉ GURU AND SERVICE TO ÇRÉ GURU

sensory perception.1 Inference refers to knowledge obtained by 
deductive reasoning and analysis. Çréla Jéva Gosvämé concludes 
that both perception and inference are ultimately unreliable. 
This is because of four inherent defects found in all humans 
without exception: every human being is liable to be deluded 
or confused (bhrama), is prone to inattention (pramäda), 
has a propensity to cheat (vipralipsä), and has limited and 
imperfect senses (karaëäpäöava).2 Indeed, these defects are so 
commonplace that we say, ‘To err is human’.

The only method by which we perceive the external world 
is through our human senses, namely, the eye, ear, nose, tongue 
and skin. These senses are blunt instruments, capable of 
perceiving only a small range of material phenomena – and 
only from a limited and subjective perspective.3 When the 
human senses are extended, as by microscopes and telescopes, 

1 The word ‘perception’ itself derives from the Latin percepio, meaning 
‘the action of taking possession, apprehension with the mind or senses’ 
(Oxford English Dictionary, www.oed.com).

2 Tattva-sandarbhaù, Pramäëa-prakaraëam, text 9 (as well as Çréla 
Jéva Gosvämé’s ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ commentary on this text). See also 
Çréla Baladeva Vidyäbhüñaëa Prabhu’s commentary on this same text, 
in which he states, bhramaù pramädo vipralipsä karaëäpaöavaà ceti 
jéve catväro doñäù. See also Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré 
Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädé-lélä, 2.86.

3 This position on the limits of perception accords fully with the 
conclusions of modern physics. Physical scientists no longer claims to 
be able to resolve for us what is meant by ‘real’. Instead, they seek to give 
only the best description of the world they can devise, and one that rests 
entirely on sense impressions. Albert Einstein, for instance, emphasised 
that ‘the concept of the “real external world” of everyday thinking rests 
exclusively on sense impressions’ (‘Physics and Reality’, Journal of the 
Franklin Institute, 221(3), pp. 349–50). Similarly, Eddington, the great 
English physicist-astronomer, warned, ‘I very much doubt if anyone 
of us has the faintest idea of what is meant by the reality or existence 
of anything but our own Egos’ (The Nature of the Physical World, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1928), p. 282).
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they have a greater range, but we are still limited to the 
subjective material sphere. The Vedas therefore emphasise that 
the material senses have no ability to tell us anything about 
the existence and nature of a reality beyond this phenomenal 
world. 

For instance, the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, one of the Upaniñads 
of the Yajur Veda, states:

             na saàdåçe tiñöhati rüpam asya
      na cakñuñä paçyati kaçcanainam

His form is beyond material sense perception. No one can see 
Him with material eyes.4

The Kena Upaniñad, which belongs to the Säma Veda, 
expresses the same idea, emphasising that the Absolute lies 
beyond our powers of sight, speech and hearing.5

Similarly, the human mind cannot conceive of an object 
that exists outside time and space, that is limitless, or that is not 
governed by the principle of causality. The Vedas emphasise that 
the Absolute Truth lies beyond the categories of understanding 
of this observable world. For instance, the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad 
states:

sa vrkña-käläkåtibhiù paro ’nyo

He is free from the entanglement of the complex tree of time.6

na tasya käryaà karaëaà ca vidyate

He is not governed by the laws of action or cause.7

4 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 4.20.
5 Kena Upaniñad, 1.3–8. For instance, verse 1.3 of the Kena Upaniñad 

states, na tatra cakñurgacchati na väggacchati no manaù (‘The eye 
does not go there, nor speech, nor mind’).

6 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.6.
7 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.8.
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Similarly, Çrémad-Bhägavatam and Brahma-saàhitä describe 
the Supreme Lord as sarva-käraëa-käraëam, the cause of all 
causes.8 This is supported by the Vedänta-sütra, in the famous 
aphorism janmadyasya yataù (‘From whom everything emanates’),9 

which also forms the first words of Çrémad-Bhägavatam.
The Supreme Lord is referred to as adhokñaja because He is 

beyond the purview of the material senses and mind. Accordingly, 
the Vedas place little weight on human perception, inference, 
logic and linguistics as methods of acquiring knowledge about 
Him.

For instance, the Muëòaka Upaniñad, an Upaniñad of the 
Atharva Veda, states:

          näyam ätmä pravacanena labhyo
    na medhayä na bahunä çrutena
          yam evaiña våëute tena labhyas
    tasyaiña ätmä vivåëute tanüà sväm

The Supreme Self cannot be known by any amount of 
discourse, intelligence or learning (hearing). Rather, He fully 
reserves the right to reveal Himself to whom He chooses.10

This same verse is also to be found in the Kaöha Upaniñad,11

which further states:

          naiña tarkena matir äpaneyä
    proktänyenaiva su-jïänäya preñöha

This realization, my dear boy, cannot be acquired by deductive 
reasoning. It can be properly understood only when an 
especially qualified person speaks it.12

8  Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 3.11.42, and Brahma-saàhitä, 5.1.
9  Vedänta-sütra, 1.1.2.
10  Muëòaka Upaniñad, 3.2.3.
11  Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.2.23.
12  Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.2.9.
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The Taittiréya Upaniñad similarly states:

yato väco nivartante apräpya manasä saha

Our thoughts and words return to us, being unable to reach 
the Absolute.13

In other words, our thoughts and words, grounded as they 
are in this phenomenal world, echo against the coverings of 
this material universe. They cannot pierce the fabric of matter. 
Nor can they reach beyond the perspective of the conditioned 
observer.

The Vedänta-sütra affirms this with the words tarkäpratiñöhänät, 
‘Logic and discourse are inconclusive’.14 The accepted purport of 
these words is that the discourse of one great thinker will in due 
course be challenged by another great thinker, whose discourse 
will in turn be deconstructed by another critic. In this way, such 
academics spend their days in fruitless debate, caught in the self-
referential frame of this material world.

This is echoed in the Mahäbhärata:

          tarko ’pratiñöhaù çrutayo vibhinnä
    näsäv munir yasya mataà na bhinnam
          dharmasya tattvaà nihitaà guhäyäà
    mahäjano yena gataù sa panthäù

Logic and discourse are inconclusive. A person whose opinion 
does not differ from others is not considered a great sage. 
Merely by studying the Vedas, which are wide-ranging, one 
cannot come to the correct spiritual path. Knowledge of 
this path is hidden in the heart of a self-realized person 
(mahäjana). Consequently, one should accept whatever path 
these self-realized persons advocate.15

13 Taittiréya Upaniñad, 2.4.1 and 2.9.1.
14 Vedänta-sütra, 2.1.11.
15 Mahäbhärata, Vana-parva, 313.117.
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The Mahäbhärata further states:

    acintyäù khalu ye bhävä
          na täàs tarkeëa yojayet
    prakåtibhyaù paraà yac ca
          tad acintyasya lakñaëam 

That which is beyond matter and thereby outside the 

parameter of sensory perception is the inconceivable Absolute 
Truth. Do not attempt to approach it through deductive 
reasoning.16

Everything we know about this world begins and ends in 
sense perception. Accordingly, no one has been able empirically 
to either prove or disprove the existence of God. The attempt 
is futile, for the Absolute Truth exists beyond the range of the 
material mind and senses. To see Him, you need a position of 
objectivity; a position beyond matter. This is one of the first 
teachings of Vedänta.

The limits of independent study of the Vedas and meditation

If the Absolute Truth is truly limitless, independent and all-
powerful, then He surely also has the power to make Himself 
known to the limited self. In other words, He must be able to lift 
a living being beyond this phenomenal world and afford him a 
glimpse of divinity. On this basis, the Vedas contain numerous 
accounts of sages and mystics who, by the grace of a highly 
qualified guru, crossed the threshold of matter and witnessed the 
Absolute. What they saw has been recorded in the Vedas and 
supporting texts. This body of literature is therefore regarded as 
perfect knowledge – knowledge transcendental to this world and 
untainted by the four human defects.

16  Mahäbhärata, Bhéñma-parva, 5.12.
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The Vedänta-sütra affirms that the Absolute Truth may be 
known only through the revealed scriptures: çästra-yonitvät.17 In 
his ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ commentary to Tattva-sandarbhaù, Çréla 
Jéva Gosvämé similarly writes:

tathäpi bhrama-pramäda-vipralipsä-karaëäpäöava-doña-
rahita-vacanätmakaù çabda eva müla-pramäëam

Nonetheless, the revealed scriptures are accepted as the most 
reliable form of evidence because they are free from the 
four defects of illusion, inattention, deception and imperfect 
senses.18

It does not follow, however, that one can understand the 
Absolute Truth simply by independently studying these scriptures 
or meditating on their import. To do so is once again to rely 
on the strength of one’s own mind and senses, and one will 
inevitably miss the spiritual essence of the Vedas. This is because 
the Vedas are not mere words on a page. They are secret truths 
concealed in Sanskrit verses and axioms, and passed down 
from master to student for centuries. Vedänta is the vision of 
the ancients, recorded in Sanskrit codes. First, these codes are 
difficult to decipher. Many a student has broken his teeth trying 
to pick apart the hard knots of these axioms.19 Without the 
instruction of a qualified teacher, the true meaning of the Vedas 
will be lost. This is why in the verse from the Kaöha Upaniñad

17 Vedänta-sütra, 1.1.3.
18 ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ commentary to Tattva-sandarbhaù, Pramäëa-

prakaraëam, text 9.
19 The Sanskrit word vedänta is a compound of veda (‘knowledge’) 

and anta (‘end’, ‘conclusion’), translating as ‘the culmination of 
knowledge’. It also signifies ‘the essence of the Vedas’. However, 
vedänta is sometimes referred to as vidanta, by way of a pun, which 
means ‘without teeth’ or ‘toothless’: in other words, the subject is so 
difficult that the student is likely to break his teeth on it.
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beginning with the words naiña tarkena matir äpaneyä,20 the 
word proktä (‘said’ or ‘spoken’) has been used. In other words, 
the Vedas can be properly understood only when explained by a 
highly qualified teacher.

Çréla Jéva Gosvämé confirms this in his ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ 
commentary to Tattva-sandarbhaù:

kintu sarvajïeçvara-vacanatvenäsarvajïa-jévair durühatvät 
tat-prabhäva-labdha-pratyakña-viçeñavadbhir eva sarvatra 
tad-anubhave çakyate, na tu tärkikaiù

But since they consist of the words of the all-knowing Supreme 
Lord, finite living beings who do not know everything have 
difficulty construing what they mean, and so only those who 
have by His power received special perceptive capacity are able 
to understand their meaning in all instances. Speculators are 
not able to do so.21

Similarly, the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad states:

     chandäàsi yajïäù kratavo vratäni
            bhütaà bhavyaà yac ca vedä vadanti
     asmän mäyé såjate viçvam etat
            tasmiàç cänyo mäyayä sanniruddhaù

The Vedas describe a bewildering variety of hymns, prayers, 
sacrifices, rituals, vows, austerities, histories and predictions. 
Simply by studying the Vedas it is very difficult for conditioned 
souls clouded by illusion and trapped in this phenomenal world 
to understand the Absolute, from whom this illusory potency 
and the material cosmos originate.22

20 Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.2.9.
21 ‘Sarva-saàvädiné’ commentary to Tattva-sandarbhaù, Pramäëa-

prakaraëam, text 11.
22 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 4.9.
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Moreover, while study of the Vedas may yield intellectual 
learning (jïäna), it will not impart true spiritual perception 
(vijïäna). The former is merely the appearance of knowledge, 
while the latter is transformative wisdom that alters the way 
one sees the world and lives his life. The teachings of the Vedas 
are layered, according to the qualification of the student. But 
the scholar who studies the Vedas from a position of imagined 
objectivity does not experience their transformative power, and 
is thereby robbed of their actual essence. He does not obtain 
the qualification to enter into the progressively higher stages 
of learning, but remains always a distant observer, holding only 
the empty shell of the Vedas. He may have grasped the material 
words and letters, but the spiritual content has eluded him.

This is why the Muëòaka Upaniñad and Kaöha Upaniñad state:

          näyam ätmä pravacanena labhyo
    na medhayä na bahunä çrutena

The Supreme Self cannot be known by any amount of 
discourse, intelligence or learning (hearing).23

As we have seen, the Mahäbhärata makes the same point.24

The Çrémad-Bhägavatam similarly states:

     jïäne prayäsam udapäsya namanta eva
          jévanti san-mukharitäà bhavadéya-värtäm
     sthäne sthitäù çruti-gatäà tanu-väì-manobhir
          ye präyaço ’ jita jito ’py asi tais tri-lokyäm

Those who abandon the pursuit of knowledge entirely and 
who instead offer homage with their body, mind and words 
to topics of You spoken by pure devotees, dedicating their 
lives to these narrations while remaining in whatever social 

23 Muëòaka Upaniñad, 3.2.3, and Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.2.23.
24 Mahäbhärata, Vana-parva 313.117.
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position they are in, certainly conquer You, although You are 
otherwise unconquerable by anyone in the three worlds.25

The words sat-mukharitäm are important. They signify that 
spiritual knowledge should be received by a qualified disciple 
from a qualified speaker or guru, who has transcended this world 
of self-interest and illusion. Independent study of the Vedas 
cannot yield transcendental perception. Such perception is to 
be obtained by dedication to one who has it already – that is, to 
one who is connected to transcendence. Such a person is able to 
impart this knowledge by referring to the Vedas – and in doing so 
will transmit not only the outer shell or appearance of knowledge 
(jïäna) but also the inner kernel (vijïäna), which is the ability to 
directly perceive it.

Taking shelter of a spiritual guide

In the Bhagavad-gétä, Çré Kåñëa advises:

tad viddhi praëipätena paripraçnena sevayä
upadekñyanti te jïänaà jïäninas tattva-darçinaù

Try to understand this knowledge by accepting a spiritual 
preceptor, asking relevant questions of him, and rendering 
service unto him. Those who are self-realized can impart 
knowledge unto you because they have seen the truth.26

Indeed, Arjuna accepts Çré Kåñëa as his guru before Çré 
Kåñëa even begins to recite the Bhagavad-gétä.27

The Muëòaka Upaniñad offers the same advice:

tad-vijïänärthaà sa gurum eväbhigacchet

25 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.14.3.
26 Bhagavad-gétä, 4.34.
27 Bhagavad-gétä (2.7): çiñyas te ’haà çädhi mäà tväà prapannam (‘Now 

I am Your disciple and have taken shelter of You. Please instruct me.’)
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To understand transcendental knowledge, one must certainly 
approach a guru.28

The Chändogya Upaniñad similarly maintains:

äcäryavän puruño veda

One who has a spiritual preceptor can know things as they are.29

Çrémad-Bhägavatam corroborates this: 

tasmäd guruà prapadyeta jijïäsuù çreya uttamam

Therefore, one who wishes to know about the ultimate goal 
of life should take shelter of a guru.30

There are numerous other such references in the Upaniñads 
and Puräëas. A qualified guru will be the perfect disciple of 
another qualified guru, who too will have become perfect under 
the tutelage of a guru. This unbroken chain of perfect guru and 
perfect disciple is known as guru-paramparä – a discipular line 
that has its origin, ultimately, in Çré Kåñëa Himself.31

Thus, the Padma Puräëa states:

sampradäya-vihénä ye manträs te niñphalä matäù

Unless one is connected with a bona fide discipular line, 
whatever mantras he chants will be without effect.32

28 Muëòaka Upaniñad, 1.2.12.
29 Chändogya Upaniñad, 6.14.2.
30 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.21.
31 See Bhagavad-gétä, 4.1 and 4.2.
32 There are several different recensions of the Padma Puräëa, and some 

do not appear to include this verse. However, this verse is quoted by 
Çréla Baladeva Vidyäbhüñaëa Prabhu in his Prameya-ratnävalé (1.5). It 
is also quoted in BÎhtlingk’s Sanskrit dictionary (Sanskrit-WÎrterbuch) 
and in the Çabda-kalpa-druma Sanskrit dictionary, under the entry 
sampradäya.
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The process of acquiring knowledge in this chain of 
transmission is known as avaroha-panthä, the top-down or 
descending process of the Vedäntic tradition. It is in opposition 
to äroha-panthä, the bottom-up or ascending process of empirical 
and deductive speculation. 

The Vaiñëava discipular lines explain that the highest good 
and ultimate aim of the Vedas is to attain bhakti, pure love for 
the Supreme Lord. Çrémad-Bhägavatam, for instance, states 
without reservation:

 çabda-brahmaëi niñëäto
      na niñëäyät pare yadi
 çramas tasya çrama-phalo
      hy adhenum iva rakñataù

If a person becomes a scholar of Vedic literature through 
meticulous study but he does not absorb his mind in the 
Supreme Lord, then his hard labour is as useless as that of a 
man who works hard to care for a cow that gives no milk.33

In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Çré Kåñëa says to his friend Uddhava:

 na sädhayati mäà yogo
       na säìkhyaà dharma uddhava
 na svädhyäyas tapas tyägo
       yathä bhaktir mamorjitä

I am not controlled by those who practise yoga, Säìkhya 
philosophy, religious work, study of the Vedas, penance or 
renunciation. Uddhava, I am controlled by bhakti. Those who 
have firm bhakti for Me control Me by their love.34

Like Çré Kåñëa, bhakti is also not to be had through mere 
empirical study, scholarship or meditation. Rather, it is a gift 

33 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.11.18.
34 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.14.20.
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from one who already possesses it. In other words, it is transferred 
from the heart of the genuine, qualified guru to the heart of the 
genuine seeker or disciple. This, indeed, is the true meaning of 
dékñä, or spiritual initiation, as we shall see in Chapter 2.

The Båhan-näradéya Puräëa makes it clear that bhakti is 
obtained only from one who possesses it:

bhaktis tu bhagavad-bhakta saìgena parijäyate

Bhakti awakens through the association of devotees of the 
Supreme Lord.35

In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Prahläda Mahäräja makes the same 
point, having heard and understood it from Çré Närada in 
discipular succession:

 naiñäà matis tävad urukramäìghrià
  spåçaty anarthäpagamo yad-arthaù
 mahéyasäà päda-rajo-’bhiñekaà
  niñkiïcanänäà na våëéta yävat

As long as they do not cover themselves in the dust of the feet 
of the great souls, persons addicted to sense pleasure cannot 
become free from the bondage of this world and attain the 
lotus-like feet of the Supreme Lord, who is celebrated for His 
uncommon activities.36

Indeed, this point is repeatedly emphasised in Çrémad-
Bhägavatam. Consequently, it is also echoed throughout the 
entire canon of Gauòéya Vaiñëava literature. For instance, 
Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé states in his Çré Caitanya-
caritämåta:

mahat-kåpa vinä kona karme ‘bhakti’ naya
kåñëa-bhakti dure raho saàsära nahe kñaya

35  Båhan-näradéya Puräëa, 4.33.
36  Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 7.5.32.
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Unless one obtains the mercy of the pure devotee one cannot 
attain bhakti. To say nothing of bhakti for Çré Kåñëa, one 
cannot even become free from the bondage of material life.37

The company of exalted devotees is so highly prized because 
it is able to confer bhakti, that rarest of treasures, to the spiritual 
seeker. Çrémad-Bhägavatam states:

tulayäma lavenäpi
 na svargaà näpunar-bhavam
bhagavat-saìgi-saìgasya
 martyänäà kim utäçiñaù

The value of even a moment’s association with a pure devotee 
cannot be compared to the attainment of heaven or liberation 
from matter, what to speak of worldly riches, which are meant 
for those who are destined to die.38

Bhakti is the essence of transcendental knowledge. Therefore, 
a pure devotee who bestows it upon a spiritual seeker is to be 
regarded as his or her guru. Without taking shelter of such a true 
and realized guru, bhakti will remain distant and elusive. It is like 
a person who studies a jar of honey, but never thinks to open the 
jar and relish its contents.

There is a further reason why accepting a guru is fundamental. 
Spiritual life is difficult: the road is long and has many dangers. 
The guru is one who guides the disciple on this path, continually 
correcting his trajectory ever so slightly so that he remain always 
on course.  The Kaöha Upaniñad expresses this as follows:

uttiñöhata jägrata präpya varän nibodhata
kñurasya dhärä niçitä duratyayä
durgaà pathas tat kavayo vadanti

37  Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya, 22.51.
38  Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 1.18.13.
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Arise! Awake! Approach the great and learn. That path is like 
the sharp edge of a razor, so say the wise – hard to tread and 
difficult to cross.39

Çrémad-Bhägavatam poetically expresses the same idea using 
the analogy of a boat and its captain or navigator: 

nå-deham ädyaà su-labhaà su-durlabhaà
  plavaà su-kalpaà guru-karëadhäram
mayänukülena nabhasvateritaà
  pumän bhaväbdhià na taret sa ätma-hä

While the human body, which permits one to attain all 
benefit in life, is obtained automatically in due course, it is a 
rare facility that may be likened to a dependable boat. The 
guru is the navigator, and I [Çré Kåñëa, in the form of His 
instructions] am the favourable winds that propel it on its 
course. Considering this, one who does not use this human 
life to cross the ocean of repeated birth and death is verily the 
killer of his own soul.40

So long as we are entrapped in this world of illusion, our 
mind and intelligence lack clarity, and we are likely to slip on 
the razor-sharp edge of spiritual life. But the guru personally 
takes responsibility for the disciple’s progress, and regularly offers 
direct guidance to ensure the disciple remains on the path of 
the mahäjanas, or great ones.41 Thus, the guru is our compass. 
Without a compass, we are lost in the raging sea of material 
existence.

As this chapter demonstrates, the Upaniñads, Puräëas and 
later writings that comprise the Gauòéya canon repeatedly 
emphasise the need to approach a qualified guru to obtain true 

39 Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.3.14.
40 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.20.17.
41 See Mahäbhärata, Vana-parva, 313.117: mahäjano yena gataù sa 

panthäù (‘One should follow the path traversed by the great ones’).
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spiritual understanding. The Upaniñads declare that the Absolute 
lies beyond the reach of the mind and senses. Empirical study 
and logical analysis are therefore impotent in approaching the 
Absolute. Independent study of the Vedic scriptures, which record 
the mystical experiences of the sages, also cannot take one to the 
Absolute; nor can independent meditation or contemplation 
on their hidden import. The Sanskrit verses and axioms of 
the scriptures are not only difficult to comprehend, but their 
essence lies in transformative wisdom that is not easily attained. 
The ultimate goal of the Vedas is bhakti, or unconditional love 
for the Supreme Lord. Bhakti cannot be isolated, examined 
or appropriated like ordinary objects of this world. Rather, it 
is independent and difficult to attain. It is transmitted from 
the heart of a qualified guru who possesses it to the heart of 
a qualified disciple. The qualified guru is one who guides the 
student on the path to spiritual perfection, having traversed that 
path already.
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The Ontological 
Identity of the Guru

In the previous chapter, we explored the reasons why the 
Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition places such emphasis on the 

need for a spiritual aspirant to accept a bona fide guru. In this 
chapter, we turn to the nature of the guru. This brings us within 
the ambit of some of the more esoteric teachings of the tradition. 
Specifically, this chapter looks at the etymology of the Sanskrit 
term guru, the nature of the guru as non-different from God, 
worship of the guru on the same level as God, and the four types 
of gurus.

Etymology of the word ‘guru’

The Sanskrit word guru stems from the verbal root gri, which 
means ‘to invoke’ or ‘to praise’.1 Accordingly, the guru is 
that person who invokes the Supreme Lord on behalf of the 
disciple. The disciple therefore always worships the guru before 
worshipping the Supreme Lord. Çré Kåñëa Himself affirms this:

prathamaà tu guruà püjya
 tataç caiva mamärcanam
kurvan siddhim aväpnoti
 hy anyathä niñphalaà bhavet

1 Leza A. Lowitz and Reema Datta, Sacred Sanskrit Words (Berkeley: 
Stone Bridge Press, 2004), p. 85.

2
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If anyone worships his guru first and then worships Me, he 
certainly achieves perfection. If he does not do so, his worship 
bears no fruit.2

Expressed differently, the guru is that person whom the 
disciple invokes or praises before worshipping the Supreme Lord 
or before beginning any endeavour on the spiritual path.

As an adjective, guru means ‘heavy’ or ‘weighty’, in the 
metaphorical sense of heavy with spiritual knowledge and 
wisdom. Thus, Swami B. B. Tirtha defines the term guru as ‘one 
who is heavy with knowledge of the Absolute and who removes 
nescience with the light of the divine’.3 As an adjective, guru is 
also associated with gravity of disposition. Indeed, Barnhart’s 
Dictionary of Etymology compares gravis – Latin for grave, 
weighty or serious – as cognate with the Sanskrit guru.4

This brings us to a popular, traditional etymology of the 
term guru that is based on the interplay between darkness and 
light. Sometimes it is said that the syllables gu and ru stand for 
darkness and light, respectively.5 The guru is seen as one who 

2 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.344).
3 Swami B. B. Tirtha, A Taste of Transcendence (Mandala Publishing, 

2002) p. 161. See also Jeffrey Hopkins, Reflections on Reality (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), p. 72, and Jean Varene and 
Derek Coltman, Yoga and the Hindu Tradition (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1977), p. 226.

4 John Grimes, A Concise Dictionary of Indian Philosophy: Sanskrit 
Terms Defined in English (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1996), p. 133.

5 John Grimes ascribes this etymology to the ‘Guru-gétä’, a spiritual 
text in the Märkaëòeya Puräëa, which takes the form of a dialog 
between Çiva and Pärvaté on the nature of the guru and the guru-
disciple relationship: see John Grimes, A Concise Dictionary of 
Indian Philosophy: Sanskrit Terms Defined in English (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1996), p. 133. M. Burley and D. Frawley 
ascribe this etymology to the Advaya-täraka Upaniñad: see M. Burley 
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brings the disciple from spiritual ignorance (darkness) to spiritual 
illumination (light). For instance, the Gautaméya Tantra states:

oà ajïäna-timirändhasya 
 jïänäïjana-çaläkayä
cakñur unmélitaà yena 
 tasmai çré-gurave namaù

I offer my obeisance to the guru and pray that, with the 
torchlight of divine knowledge, he opens my eyes, which have 
been blinded by the darkness of ignorance.6

In this metaphor, spiritual knowledge, or bhakti, is compared 
to light, and spiritual ignorance to darkness. Spiritual ignorance 
is everything that prevents one from serving the Supreme Lord 
continuously without any vestige of self-interest. This ignorance 
causes one to turn away from the Supreme Lord and become 
entangled in sinful activity in this world.

Interestingly, this verse from the Gautaméya Tantra has close 
parallels with the definition of dékñä, or initiation, in the Viñëu-
rahasya, which is quoted as follows by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé 
in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa and by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré 
Bhakti-sandarbha:

divyaà jïänaà yato dadyät 
 kuryät päpasya saìkñayam
tasmät dékñeti sä proktä 
 deçikais tattva-kovidaiù

and D. Frawley, Hatha Yoga: Its Context, Theory, and Practice (Asian 
Educational Services, 2000), p. 65. However, Reender Kranenborg calls 
this a ‘people’s etymology’ (Reender Kranenborg, Neohindoe¡stische 
bewegingen in Nederland: een encyclopedisch overzicht [English: Neo-
Hindu movements in the Netherlands] (Kampen Kok cop., 2002), p. 50).

6 Quoted and ascribed to the Gautaméya Tantra by A. C. Bhaktivedanta 
Swami Prabhupäda in his Çrémad-Bhägavatam (Bhaktivedanta 
VedaBase 2003, Bhaktivedanta Archives, Bhaktivedanta Book Trust), 
8.1.11 (purport) and 8.3.25 (purport).
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The process by which transcendental knowledge is imparted 
and sinful activity is completely destroyed is called dékñä, 
according to those who are expert in the revealed scriptures.7

The guru is therefore that person who transmits spiritual 
knowledge to the disciple, and this spiritual knowledge has the 
transformative effect of destroying the disciple’s suffering and 
bondage to this world. In the next chapter, we shall examine the 
strict criteria of one who is qualified to fulfil this role.

Çré Kåñëa is the spiritual archetype of the guru

Only Çré Kåñëa has complete knowledge of the process for 
attaining the ultimate goal of bhakti, or selfless devotion for Him. 
Çré Kåñëa, the original source of all knowledge, is the original, 
collective or undivided guru. This is confirmed in the scriptures. 
For instance, the Gopäla-sahasra-näma refers to Çré Kåñëa as 
jagad-guruù, the ‘guru of the universe’.8 Çrémad-Bhägavatam
refers to the Supreme Lord as jagatäà paraà guruù, the ‘supreme 
guru of the universe’.9 Çrémad-Bhägavatam further states:

yo vidvän sa gurur hariù

One who is truly educated is fit to accept the position of the 
guru, who is non-different from Çré Kåñëa.10

There are numerous such statements. In the Bhagavad-gétä, 
Arjuna addresses Çré Kåñëa as follows :

pitäsi lokasya caräcarasya
     tvam asya püjyaç ca gurur garéyän

7 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (2.9) 
and by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 283).

8 Gopäla-sahasra-näma, 19.99.
9 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 12.3.43.
10 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 4.29.51.
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na tvat-samo ’sty abhyadhikaù kuto ’nyo
 loka-traye ’py apratima-prabhäva

O possessor of unrivalled power! You are the father, the most 
worshipful, the guru, and the most honoured person in this 
entire world of moving and non-moving beings. No one in the 
three worlds is Your equal, so who could possibly be greater 
than You? 11

According to the Viñëu-sahasra-näma-stotra of the 
Mahäbhärata, two of the Supreme Lord’s names are Guru, which 
denotes the spiritual master, and Gurutama, which signifies the 
‘greatest spiritual master’.12 The Supreme Lord is the very author 
and knower of the Vedas, and the teacher in all spiritual study. In 
the Bhagavad-gétä, Çré Kåñëa declares:

vedaiç ca sarvair aham eva vedyo
vedänta-kåd veda-vid eva cäham

By all the Vedas, I am to be known. Indeed, I am the origin of 
Vedänta and the knower of the Vedas.13

Indeed, Çré Kåñëa explains in the Bhagavad-gétä that He is 
the origin and guardian of the ancient tradition of discipular 
succession.14 Accordingly, He is the original guru. The name 
Gurutama indicates that the Supreme Lord is also the guru of all 

11 Bhagavad-g étä , 11.43. English translation from Çré Çrémad 
Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s Çrémad Bhagavad-gétä (with 
bhävänuväda of the commentary of Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravärté 
Öhäkura and commentary by Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa 
Mahäräja) (Vrindavan, India: Çré Gauòéya Vedänta Samiti, 2000), p. 
699. Used with permission.

12 Viñëu-sahasra-näma-stotra, 23. Guru and Gurutama are the 209th 
and 210th names of Çré Viñëu contained in Viñëu-sahasra-näma-
stotra.

13 Bhagavad-gétä, 15.15.
14 Bhagavad-gétä, 4.1–3.
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gurus. He is therefore the origin of all spiritual knowledge. The 
name Gurutama also means ‘heavier than the heaviest’.

The Manu-småti affirms this:

gurur brahmä gurur viñëur 
     gurur devo maheçvaraù
gurur eva paraà brahma 
     tasmät sampüjayet sadä

The guru is none other than Brahmä. He is none other than 
Viñëu. He is none other than Çiva. Indeed, the guru is the 
supreme Absolute Truth. Therefore, one should carefully 
worship the guru at all times.15

Çré Brahmä is the cosmic creator, Çré Viñëu is the maintainer 
of the cosmic universe, and Çré Çiva is the annihilator of the 
cosmic creation.16 Çré Kåñëa is the Absolute Truth, the origin of 
all incarnations. The Manu-småti is stating here that the guru is 
Çré Kåñëa Himself.

The Varäha Puräëa corroborates this:

guruù çré-brahmano viñëuù
suräëäà ca guror guruù

Çré Viñëu is the guru of Brahmä, and is thus the guru of the 
guru of the demigods.17

15 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(4.352).

16 Like Çré Brahmä, who manifests this universe, the guru gives the 
disciple the seed of bhakti, from which manifests the disciple’s 
relationship of love with the Supreme Lord. Like Çré Viñëu, who 
maintains and protects the universe, the guru nourishes and protects 
the bhakti of his disciple. Like Çiva, the destroyer of the cosmos, the 
guru vanquishes the disciple’s spiritual ignorance and suffering in this 
world.

17 Quoted by Çré Madhväcärya in his commentary to Çrémad-
Bhägavatam, 10.29.15.
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The Varäha Puräëa then goes on to state:

müla-bhüto guruù sarva-
janänäà puruñottamaù

He is the Supreme Person and the existential root of the guru
of all living beings.18

The ‘Gétä-dhyänam’ and ‘Çré Kåñëäñöakam’, both renowned 
throughout India, echo this:

kåñëaà vande jagad-guruà

I humbly prostrate to Çré Kåñëa, the universal guru.19

In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Çré Kåñëa tells His confidant 
Uddhava:

äcäryaà mäà vijänéyän
     navamanyeta karhicit
na martya-buddhyäsüyeta
     sarva-deva-mayo guruù

Know the äcärya, or spiritual preceptor, to be Me. One should 
never disrespect him under any circumstance, nor should 
one envy him, thinking him an ordinary man, for he is the 
representative of all the demigods.20

Närada Åñi similarly instructs Mahäräja Yudhiñöhira:

18 Quoted by Çré Madhväcärya in his commentary to Çrémad-
Bhägavatam, 10.29.15.

19 ‘Gétä-dhyänam’, verse 5, and ‘Çré Kåñëäñöakam’, verse 1. ‘Gétä-
dhyänam’ is a traditional short poem sometimes found as a prefatory 
inclusion in editions of the Bhagavad-gétä. ‘Çré Kåñëäñöakam’ referred 
to here is not the prayer composed by Çaìkaräcärya, but a devotional 
hymn composed by an unknown author.

20 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.17.27; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in 
his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.347).
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 yasya säkñäd bhagavati
       jïäna-dépa-prade gurau
 martyäsad-dhéù çrutaà tasya
       sarvaà kuïjara-çaucavat

The guru, who enlightens with the torchlight knowledge, is 
directly the Supreme Lord. If someone has the false idea that 
the guru is an ordinary human being, his study of the Vedas is 
like the bathing of an elephant.21

After an elephant comes out of a lake, it at once throws dust 
all over its body. Thus, his act of bathing is considered futile. 
Similarly, a person’s attempts to understand the Vedas are futile 
if he considers the guru to be an ordinary mortal. This is because 
the Vedas instruct one to worship the guru, who is the direct 
representative of the Supreme Lord and non-different from Him. 
One who ignores this, thinking the guru to be different from the 
Supreme Lord, has already rejected the Vedas.

In his commentary to this verse, Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté 
Öhäkura writes:

säkñäd-bhagavatéti bhagavad-aàça-buddhir api gurau na 
käryeti bhävaù 

You are not to think of the guru even as a portion of the 
Supreme Lord, but as the Supreme Lord Himself – säkñäd 
bhagavän.  
 
In his celebrated prayer to the guru called ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’, 

Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura reinforces this:

   säkñäd-dharitvena samasta-çästrair
 uktas tathä bhävyata eva sadbhiù
   kintu prabhor yaù priya eva tasya
 vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam

21 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 7.15.26; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.349).
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All the scriptures proclaim Çré Gurudeva is säkñät hari, the 
direct potency of Çré Hari, and is thus considered by saintly 
authorities to be His non-different representative. Because Çré 
Gurudeva is so dear to the Lord, being His confidential servitor 
(acintya-bhedäbheda-prakäça-vigraha, the inconceivable 
different and non-different worshipful manifestation of the 
Lord), I offer prayers unto his lotus feet.22

Thus, the Supreme Lord is the collective or undivided guru, 
the original spiritual archetype of the guru. He is the sum total 
of all gurus.23 To destroy the spiritual ignorance in this world 
and introduce selfless devotion, He manifests as the innumerable 
separate forms of the bona fide guru.24

The guru as an empowered avatar of the Supreme Lord

In Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu explains 
to Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé:

sva yaà-rüpa, tad-ekätma-rüpa, äveça – näma
prathamei tina-rüpe rahena bhagavän

The Supreme Lord exists in three principal forms: svayaà-
rüpa, tad-ekätma-rüpa and äveça-rüpa.25

22 Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura, ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’, 7. English translation 
from Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s Çré Gauòéya Géti-
guccha (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), p. 21. 
Used with permission. Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura’s complete 
‘Çré Gurvañöakam’ is included in the Appendix to this study.

23 Denoted by the Sanskrit term samañöi-guru.
24 Denoted by the Sanskrit term vyañöi-guru.
25 Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-

lélä, 20.165. Svayaà-rüpa denotes the Supreme Lord’s original form 
of Çré Kåñëa, as established by verse 1.3.28 of Çrémad-Bhägavatam: 
kåñëas tu bhagavän svayam (‘Çré Kåñëa is the original Personality of 
Godhead’). Ekätma-rüpa denotes the various forms of the Supreme 
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In his Laghu-bhägavatämåta, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé defines 
äveça-rüpa as follows:

jïäna-çakty-ädi-kalayä
      yaträviñöo janärdanaù
ta äveçä nigadyante
      jévä eva mahattamäù

A living entity who is specifically empowered by Çré Kåñëa with 
knowledge or strength is technically known as äveça-rüpa.26

In Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé 
confirms this:

kåñëa-çakti vinä nahe tära pravartana

Unless a person is empowered by Çré Kåñëa, he cannot spread 
[the holy name of Çré Kåñëa].27

Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé is referring here to äveça-
rüpa. The Supreme Lord empowered the four Kumäras (namely, 
Sanaka, Sanandana, Sanätana and Sanat-kumära) with his 
knowledge potency, and therefore they are considered the 
äveça-avatäras, or empowered incarnations, of knowledge. The 
Supreme Lord also empowered Påthu Mahäräja with his potency 
of nourishment, known as pälana-çakti, and thus he is renowned 
as the äveça-avatära of this potency. The Supreme Lord similarly 
infused Närada Åñi with His bhakti potency, and so Närada is 
known as the äveça-avatära of bhakti. Any bona fide guru in the 
line of Närada Åñi who is attracting persons to the service of Çré 
Kåñëa and is always glorifying Çré Kåñëa’s name, qualities, beauty 
and pastimes without ever seeking his own happiness or comfort 

Lord that exist simultaneously with the svayaà-rüpa, but appear to 
be different in bodily features and specific activities. Äveça-rüpa is 
defined in this study.

26 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Laghu-bhägavatämåta, Pürva-khaëòa, 18.
27 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Antya-lélä, 7.11.
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is undoubtedly also an äveça-avatära, or the äveça-rüpa of the 
Supreme Lord. Accordingly, such a personality is of the same 
nature as the Supreme Lord. He is simultaneously different and 
non-different from the Supreme Lord.

Worship of the guru on the same level as the Supreme Lord

The Supreme Lord manifests in two ways: as viñaya-bhagavän and 
äçraya-bhagavän. The former is the Supreme Lord as the supreme 
enjoyer, the object of bhakti. The latter is the Supreme Lord as 
the abode of bhakti, or the bona fide guru. The Viñëu Puräëa
defines viñaya-bhagavän as follows:

 aiçvaryasya samagrasya
       véryasya yaçasaù çriyaù
 jïäna-vairägyayoç caiva
       ñaëëäà bhagam itéìganä 

Bhagavän is He who possesses the six categories of opulence in 
full – namely, wealth, strength, fame, beauty, knowledge and 
renunciation.28

The Viñëu Puräëa also defines äçraya-bhagavän:

 ayatim niyatià caiva  
      bhütänam agatià gatim
 vetti vidyäm avidyäà ca
      sa väcyo bhagavän iti

One who knows the difference between what is auspicious 
and what is inauspicious, between the aim of life of the 
living entities and what are false destinations, and between 
knowledge and ignorance is referred to as bhagavän.29

28 Viñëu Puräëa, 6.5.47.
29 Viñëu Puräëa, 6.5.78. The first line sometimes appears as utpattià 

pralayaà caiva (‘and of creation and destruction’).
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This is a description of the bona fide guru. Thus, when the 
scriptures direct one to worship Bhagavän, the Supreme Lord, 
they in fact direct one to worship both viñaya-bhagavän and 
äçraya-bhagavän, or the guru. Indeed, it is more important to 
worship the guru than to worship the Supreme Lord, because 
service to the guru bestows the ultimate objective of selfless 
love for the Supreme Lord. Çré Kåñëa, the supreme enjoyer, does 
not possess the divine love for Himself for which the spiritual 
aspirant on the path of bhakti aspires. That divine love – known 
as prema – exists in the heart of His exalted devotee, the guru.

As we have seen, the disciple is advised always to worship the 
guru before worshipping the Supreme Lord:

 prathamaà tu guruà püjya
      tataç caiva mamärcanam
 kurvan siddhim aväpnoti
      hy anyathä niñphalaà bhavet

If anyone worships his guru first and then worships Me, he 
certainly achieves perfection. If he does not do so, his worship 
bears no fruit.30

The Padma-puräëa affirms this:

 bhaktir yathä harau me’sti 
      tadvan niñöhä gurau yadi
 mamästi tena satyena 
      svaà darçayatu me hariù

If my devotion to my guru is even stronger than my devotion 
for Çré Kåñëa, then may this fact cause Çré Kåñëa to reveal 
Himself to me.31

30 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(4.344).

31 Padma-puräëa, 6.128.269; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.358).
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This conception is clearly supported in the Upaniñads. For 
instance, the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, one of the Upaniñads of the 
Yajur Veda, states unreservedly:

yasya deve parä bhaktir
      yathä deve tathä gurau
 tasyaite kathitä hy arthäù
      prakäçante mahätmanaù

All the confidential meanings of the scriptures manifest in the 
heart of one who has supra-mundane devotion equally for the 
guru as for the Supreme Lord.32

Without the mercy of the guru, the disciple is like a lotus 
flower in a dried up lake. The Jayadäkhyäna Saàhitä says:

 näräyaëo ’pi vikåtià yäti 
     guroù pracyutasya durbuddheù
 kamalaà jaläd apetaà 
     çoñayati ravir na poñayati

The Supreme Lord abandons that foolish person who neglects 
his guru, just as the sun withers a lotus flower that is not 
situated in water.33

Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja 
comments on this verse as follows:

When a lotus flower is situated in water, the rays of the sun cause 
it to blossom. The same sun, however, will wither a lotus which is

 

32 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.23; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.346).

33 Quoted and ascribed to the Jayadäkhyäna Saàhitä by Çré Çrémad 
Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja in his commentary to Çréla 
Raghunätha däsa Gosvämé’s Çré Manaù-çikñä, entitled ‘Çré Bhajana-
darpaëa-digdarçiné-våtti’: see Çréla Raghunätha däsa Gosvämé, Çré 
Manaù-çikñä (Çré Gauòéya Vedanta Samiti, 1996), p. 16.
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not situated in water. In this example the guru is compared to 
water and the Supreme Lord is compared with the sun.34

In his ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’, Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté 
Öhäkura makes the same point:

 yasya prasädäd bhagavat-prasädo
     yasyäprasädän na gatiù kuto ’pi
 dhyäyan stuvaàs tasya yaças tri-sandhyaà
     vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam

Only by the mercy of Çré Gurudeva can one receive the mercy 
of Kåñëa; without his grace the living entities cannot make 
any advancement nor be delivered. Meditating three times a 
day on the glories of Çré Gurudeva and reciting stava-stuti, I 
offer prayers unto his lotus feet.35

In his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé 
explains that bhakti for the Supreme Lord and bhakti for the 
guru are in fact corollaries:

 yävanti bhagavad-bhakter
     aìgäni kathitänéha
 präyas tävanti tad-bhakta-
     bhakter api budhä viduù

The wise recognise that almost all the practices of bhakti for 
the Supreme Lord [as set out in Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu] 
also apply automatically to the devotee of the Supreme Lord 
[the guru].36

34 Ibid.
35 Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura, ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’, 8. English translation 

from Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s Çré Gauòéya Géti-
guccha (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), p. 21. 
Used with permission. Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura’s complete 
‘Çré Gurvañöakam’ is included in the Appendix to this study.

36  Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.2.219.
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This verse refers to the bhakta, or devotee of the Supreme 
Lord. The topmost bhakta is the guru. In Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-
sindhu, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé lists sixty-four aspects of devotional 
practice. The first three of these relate directly to the guru:

 guru-pädäçrayas tasmät 
     kåñëa-dékñädi-çikñaëam
 viçrambheëa guroù sevä 
     sädhu-vartmänuvartanam

Taking shelter at the feet of a guru; receiving dékñä and 
spiritual instructions; serving the guru with intimacy; 
following the path of the saintly persons.37

The Närada-païcarätra emphasises the importance of service 
to the guru:

 sarva-sädhana-mukhyä hi 
      guru-sevä sadädåtä
 yayä bhaktir bhagavati 
      hy aïjasä syät sukhävahä

Of all the activities of devotional practice, the most important 
is service to the guru. By that service, bhakti for the Supreme 
Lord is quickly, easily and happily attained.38

Similarly, in Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Çré Kåñëa tells Sudämä:

 näham ijyä-prajätibhyäà 
      tapasopaçamena vä
 tuñyeyaà sarva-bhütätmä 
      guru-çuçrüñayä yathä

I, the soul of all beings, am not as satisfied by ritual worship, 
initiation as a brähmaëa, austerity or discipline as I am by 
faithful service rendered to the guru.39

37 Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.2.74.
38 Närada-païcarätra, 4.57.
39 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.34.
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After setting out the qualifications of a genuine guru and 
a genuine disciple, Çré Prabuddha tells King Nimi in Çrémad-
Bhägavatam:

 tatra bhägavatän dharmän 
     çikñed gurv-ätma-daivataù
 amäyayänuvåttyä yais 
     tuñyed ätmätma-do hariù

The disciple should learn the practices of pure devotional 
service for the satisfaction of the Supreme Lord Çré Kåñëa, 
who gives Himself to His pure devotees, by accepting his guru
as his very life and soul and serving him continuously without 
duplicity.40

The Viñëu-småti confirms this:

 äcäryasya priyaà kuryät 
      präëair api dhanair api
 karmaëä manasä väcä 
      sa yäti paramaà gatim

A disciple should please his guru with his life, wealth, actions, 
mind and words. By doing so, the disciple attains the supreme 
destination.41

Some scholars claim that the worship of the guru on the 
same level as God is a later development in the evolution of the 
role and importance of the guru. For instance, Dr Ramakanta 
Chakravarti asserts:

Later the Dikñäguru was honoured as God. Service to the guru 
was described as the fundamental duty of the bhakta. There 
could be no question of any personal relation between the 
devotee and the deity. The intermediacy of the Guru became an 

40 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.22. See also Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.12.24.
41 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 

(1.100).
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essential concept of bhakti. Devotion to the Guru was described 
as something more important than devotion to God. The 
devotee was not permitted to do anything without the Guru’s 
advice. He was even asked to be a menial servant of the Guru.42

However, the worship of the guru on the same level as the 
Supreme Lord can be traced back to the ancient Upaniñads, as we 
have seen. It is supported by numerous scriptures that predate the 
medieval renaissance of the bhakti movement in India. Accordingly, 
any claim that it is a later doctrine must be treated as erroneous.

Four types of gurus

To properly appreciate the nature of the guru, it is necessary also 
to understand the four types of gurus: the caitya-guru, vartma-
pradarçaka-guru, dékñä-guru and çikñä-guru. The caitya-guru is the 
Supersoul, who is seated in everyone’s heart and who inspires all 
living beings from within. In the Bhagavad-gétä, Çré Kåñëa says to 
Arjuna:

 sarvasya cähaà hådi sanniviñöo
      mattaù småtir jïänam apohanaà ca

I am seated in the heart of all living entities, and from Me 
come remembrance, knowledge and forgetfulness.43

Similarly, Çrémad-Bhägavatam states:

 yo ’ntar bahis tanu-bhåtäm açubhaà vidhunvann
       äcärya-caittya-vapuñä sva-gatià vyanakti 

You appear externally as the spiritual preceptor and internally 
as the Supersoul to remove the misfortune of the embodied 
living beings and direct them to You.44

42 Ramakanta Chakravarti, Vaiñëavism in Bengal (1486–1900) (Kolkata: 
Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1985), pp. 81–82.

43 Bhagavad-gétä, 15.15.
44 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.29.6.
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The Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad and Muëòaka Upaniñad compare 
the soul and Supersoul to two birds sitting in the banyan tree 
that is the body:

 dvä suparëä sayujä sakhäyä
       samänaà våkñaà pariñasvajäte
 tayor anyaù pippalaà svädv atty
       anaçnann anyo ’bhicäkaçéti

Two companion birds sit together in the shelter of the same 
banyan tree. One of them relishes the taste of the tree’s 
berries, while the other does not eat the berries but simply 
watches over His friend.45

The Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad and Muëòaka Upaniñad then 
explain that if the bird who is engrossed in tasting the berries 
of the tree, which represents the meagre enjoyment available in 
this world through the body, simply turns to his friend, he at once 
becomes free from all worldly suffering.46

Thus, the Upaniñads state that the Supreme Lord is the friend 
of the living being, who has turned away from Him. The Supreme 
Lord directs the wandering of the living being, and tries to steer 
him towards spiritual awakening. This is especially true for the 
spiritual aspirant who has dedicated his life to attaining the 
Supreme Lord. In the Bhagavad-gétä, Çré Kåñëa avers:

 
teñäà satata-yuktänäà

      bhajatäà préti-pürvakam

45 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 4.6, and Muëòaka Upaniñad 3.1.1.
46 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 4.7, and Muëòaka Upaniñad 3.1.2. By using 

the analogy of two separate birds, the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad and 
Muëòaka Upaniñad make it clear that the soul and Supersoul are not 
one and the same. The Vaiñëava conception is that the first bird is the 
spiritual self who has become conditioned in this phenomenal world, 
and the second bird is the Supreme Lord situated in the heart, who is 
known as Paramätmä and as the caitya-guru.
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 dadämi buddhi-yogaà taà
      yena mäm upayänti te

To those who are constantly dedicated to worshipping Me 
with love, I give the spiritual understanding by which they can 
come to Me.47

The second type of guru is known as the vartma-pradarçaka-
guru. He or she is the guru who first introduces one to the 
path of bhakti. The vartma-pradarçaka-guru usually guides the 
spiritual aspirant to a qualified guru, from whom the spiritual 
aspirant may later accept dékñä, or spiritual initiation. Thus, 
Çré Kåñëa helps the spiritual seeker from within as the caitya-
guru, or Supersoul, and He sends the three other types of gurus, 
including the vartma-pradarçaka-guru, who help from without. 
Çré Caitanya-caritämåta confirms this:

 kåñëa yadi kåpä kare kona bhägyaväne
 guru-antaryämi-rüpe çikhäya äpane

If Çré Kåñëa shows His mercy to a fortunate person, He 
personally guides him as the Supersoul from within and as the 
guru from without.

The third type of guru is the dékñä-guru or mantra-guru, who 
confers spiritual initiation. As part of the dékñä ceremony, the 
guru gives the disciple sacred and confidential mantras, or hymns, 
which the disciple must meditate upon three times a day – in the 
early morning, at midday and at dusk. According to the Vämana-
kalpa, the mantra received from the guru is non-different from 
the guru himself and from the Supreme Lord:

 yo mantraù sa guruù säkñät 
       yo guruù sa hariù småtaù
 gurur yasya bhavet tuñöas
       tasya tuñöo hariù svayam

47 Bhagavad-gétä, 10.10.
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The mantra [received from the guru] is the guru himself, and 
the guru is directly the Supreme Lord. There is no difference 
between the guru, the mantra given by him, and the Supreme 
Lord. He with whom the guru is pleased also satisfies the 
Supreme Lord.48

These mantras given at the time of dékñä help manifest the 
disciple’s eternal relationship of love with the Supreme Lord.

However, mantra-dékñä is not merely a ceremony or formality. 
It is a process of spiritual awakening that may take time for 
the disciple to complete. As we have seen, the Viñëu-rahasya
defines dékñä as the process by which transcendental knowledge 
is imparted to the disciple and sinful activity is completely 
destroyed.49 In his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé 
elaborates on this as follows:

divyaà jïänaà hy atra çrémati mantre bhagavat-svarüpa-
jïänaà, tena bhagavatä sambandha-viçeña-jïänaà ca |

Transcendental knowledge signifies knowledge of the identity 
of the Supreme Lord contained within a mantra, as well as 
knowledge of one’s particular relationship with the Lord.50

Dékña is considered essential for the spiritual aspirant. For 
instance, the Viñëu-yämala states:

 adikñitasya vämoru 
      kåtaà sarvaà nirarthakam
 paçu-yonim aväpnoti 
      dékñä-virahito janaù

48 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(4.353).

49 See the definition of dékñä from the Viñëu-rahasya quoted by Çréla 
Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (2.9) and by Çréla Jéva 
Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 283).

50 Çréla Jéva Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Anuccheda 283.



37

THE ONTOLOGICAL IDENTITY OF THE GURU

O Vämoru, unless a person has dékñä, all his devotional 
activities are useless. A person without dékñä descends again 
into the animal species.51

A full discussion of the importance and esoteric meaning of 
dékñä is outside the scope of this study. However, it is important 
to note that a disciple may have only one dékñä-guru. In his Çré 
Bhakti-sandarbha, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé writes:

mantra-gurus tv eka evety äha – 

    labdhänugraha äcäryät 
          tena sandarçitägamaù
    mahä-puruñam abhyarcen 
         mürtyäbhimatayätmanaù [bhä.pu. 11.3.48]

Now it is stated that there is only one mantra-guru – 

‘After receiving the favour of the spiritual preceptor 
and having the rules for meditating upon the mantra
explained by him, one should engage in worshipping 
a particular form of the Supreme Lord according to 
one’s preference.’ [Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.48]

anugraho mantra-dékñä-rüpaù | ägamo mantra-vidhi-
çästram | asyaikatvam eka-vacanatvena bodhyate |

‘Favour’ refers to mantra-dékñä. The ägamas are the 
scriptures that describe the rules for meditating upon 
mantras. Because the singular [of the word äcärya] is 
used, it is understood that there is but one mantra-guru.

We have discussed how the guru is Çré Kåñëa Himself. In 
relation specifically to the dékñä-guru, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta
states:

 guru kåñëa-rüpa hana çästrera pramäëe
 guru-rüpe kåñëa kåpä karena bhakta-gaëe

51 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (2.6).
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The verdict of all the scriptures is that the guru is the form of 
Çré Kåñëa, because it is in the form of the guru that Çré Kåñëa 
bestows His mercy upon the devotees.52

Çréla A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Mahäräja explains in his 
purport to this verse:

The relationship of a disciple with his spiritual master is as 
good as his relationship with the Supreme Lord. A spiritual 
master always represents himself as the humblest servitor of 
the Personality of Godhead, but the disciple must look upon 
him as the manifested representation of Godhead.53

The fourth type of guru is known as the çikñä-guru, or 
instructing spiritual master. This guru gives further detailed 
and confidential guidance on the path of bhakti. Sometimes, the 
dékñä-guru and çikñä-guru will be the same Vaiñëava; at other 
times, the dékñä-guru will give his permission for the disciple to 
approach an elevated Vaiñëava for further guidance.

In fact, all true Vaiñëavas are çikñä-gurus. In his Çré Kåñëa-
bhajanämåta, Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura wrote:

sakala-vaiñëavä eva guravaù

All Vaiñëavas are considered to be one’s guru.54

However, the disciple will generally take shelter of one 
particular highly advanced Vaiñëava who has special affection 
for him and learn the confidential secrets of devotion from him, 
especially on the path of spontaneous devotion, called rägänuga-
bhakti.

52 Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädi-lélä, 
1.45.

53 Çréla A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Mahäräja, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta 
(Bhaktivedanta VedaBase 2003, Bhaktivedanta Archives, Bhaktivedanta 
Book Trust), Ädi-lélä, 1.45, purport.

54 Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura, Çré Kåñëa-bhajanämåta, 42.
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While the dékñä-guru is regarded as the form of Çré Kåñëa, the 
çikñä-guru is His personality. Çré Caitanya-caritämåta states:

 çikñä-guruke ta’ jäni kåñëera svarüpa
 antaryämé, bhakta-çreñöha – ei dui rüpa

I know the çikñä-guru to be Çré Kåñëa’s personality. He comes 
in two forms – as the Supersoul and as the topmost devotee.55

The living being cannot directly see the Supersoul, and 
therefore Çré Kåñëa manifests as the çikñä-guru:

 jéve säkñät nähi täte guru caittya-rüpe
 çikñä-guru haya kåñëa-mahänta-svarüpe

Since the living entity cannot directly experience the presence 
of the caitya-guru, the caitya-guru appears before him as the 
çikñä-guru, the topmost devotee, who is non-different from Çré 
Kåñëa.56

In the Gauòéya Vaiñëava line, Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu is 
regarded as the supreme çikñä-guru. According to Çré Caitanya-
caritämåta, Mahäprabhu came to teach the process of bhakti
through His personal example:

 äpane karimu bhakta-bhäva aìgékäre
 äpani äcari’ bhakti çikhäimu sabäre

I shall assume the role of a devotee, and teach bhakti to 
everyone by practicing it Myself.57

All the prominent teachers in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition, 
who have elucidated Mahäprabhu’s teachings by composing 
devotional literature, are considered çikñä-gurus also.

55 Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädi-lélä, 
1.47.

56 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädi-lélä, 1.58.
57 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Ädi-lélä, 3.20.
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As explained previously, the dékñä-guru is Çré Kåñëa’s 
form, and the çikñä-guru is His personality. According to the 
scriptures, there is no difference between Çré Kåñëa and His 
name, form, personality and activities, these being all situated 
on the transcendental level beyond this phenomenal world.58

Accordingly, there is also no difference between the dékñä-
guru and the çikñä-guru. Both are manifestations of Çré Kåñëa’s 
causeless mercy upon the spiritual aspirant. They are the same 
divine hand that reaches out and pulls the spiritual aspirant out 
of this world of repeated birth, disease, old age and death.

58 For instance, see Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 17.133. This 
verse from the Padma Puräëa states that there is no difference 
between Çré Kåñëa and His name. See also Çré Brahma-saàhitä, 5.32, 
which states that Çré Kåñëa’s every limb is spiritual, and can fulfil the 
function of any of His organs.
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a Genuine Guru

The Vedic scriptures urge the spiritual seeker to take 
shelter of a genuine guru. As explained in Chapter 1 of 

this study, it is impossible to realize the Absolute through one’s 
independent endeavour. One requires the grace of a qualified 
guru to advance on this path, which is said to be hard to tread 
‘like the sharp edge of a razor’.1 However, the spiritual seeker 
must take great care not to be seduced by an impostor guru, a 
mere charlatan who is out to accumulate wealth, followers or a 
reputation for himself. This chapter will therefore set out the 
characteristics of a bona fide guru, as delineated in the scriptures.

Avoiding impostors and swindlers

False gurus abound, and a beginner in spiritual life is easily 
deceived by them. In the Skanda Puräëa, Çré Mahädeva tells his 
wife Saté:

 guravo bahavaù santi çiñya-vittäpahärakaù
 durlabho’yaà gurur devi çiñya-santäpa-härakam

Numerous are the gurus who exploit their disciples and plunder 
them. Rare is the guru, O Devé, who steals away the miseries of 
his disciples.2

1 See Kaöha Upaniñad, 1.3.14.
2 Skanda Puräëa, Guru-géta, 1.269.

3
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In recent years, there have been a great many such false 
gurus. As Anthony Storr points out in Feet of Clay: A Study of 
Gurus, some gurus ‘have been entirely unworthy of veneration: 
false prophets, madmen, confidence tricksters or unscrupulous 
psychopaths who exploit their disciples emotionally, financially 
and sexually’.3

There are, of course, serious dangers in unqualified gurus
holding authority and power over hapless disciples – especially as 
the Vedic scriptures instruct the disciple to dedicate himself fully 
and unconditionally to the guru. However, the Vedic scriptures 
carefully delineate the characteristics of a true guru. The spiritual 
aspirant is not to submit to just anyone; he is to dedicate his life 
only to a Vaiñëava of the highest calibre who meets the exacting 
standards set out in the scriptures.

Only a Vaiñëava may be a guru

As the Padma Puräëa affirms, the first requirement of a genuine 
guru is that he be a Vaiñëava:

 mahä-kula-prasüto ’pi
       sarva-yajïeñu dékñitaù
 sahasra-çäkhädhyäyé ca
       na guruù syäd avaiñëavaù

A person may be born in an aristocratic family, be initiated in 
all yajïas and be learned in a thousand branches of the Vedas, 
but if he is not a Vaiñëava, then he is not fit to be a guru.4

In his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé defines 
a Vaiñëava as follows:

 

3 Anthony Storr, Feet of Clay: A Study of Gurus (London: 1996), p. xii.
4 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa

(1.54). Also included in Çré Gauòéya-kanöhahära (1.46), along with a 
similar verse (1.17) ascribed to Padma Puräëa.
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    gåhéta-viñëu-dékñäko
           viñëu-püjä-paro naraù
    aiñëavo’bhihito’bhijïair
           itaro’smäd avaiñëavaù

One who has accepted initiation into a Vaiñëava mantra and 
who is devoted to the worship of Çré Viñëu is called a Vaiñëava 
by the wise. One devoid of these characteristics is not a 
Vaiñëava.5

The conclusion is that a bona fide guru must have received 
dékñä, or initiation, from a Vaiñëava guru in discipular succession. 
Furthermore, he must be devoted to the worship of the Supreme 
Lord. Accordingly, a true guru will not advocate the paths of 
karma, jïäna or mystic yoga, but will be fully established in 
bhakti, or selfless devotion to the Supreme Lord. The Närada-
païcarätra warns the spiritual noviciate:

   avaiñëavopadiñöena
       mantreëa nirayaà vrajet
   punaç ca vidhinä samyag
       grähayed vaiñëaväd guroù

One who receives his mantra from a guru who is not a 
Vaiñëava is destined to go to hell. Such a person should 
approach a Vaiñëava guru and again receive the mantra 
according to the direction of the scriptures.6

5 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé, Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.55.
6 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 

(4.366), and by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha 
(Anuccheda 207).
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A guru has complete realization of the Vedic scriptures

Çrémad-Bhägavatam defines a true guru as follows:

çäbde pare ca niñëätaà brahmaëy upaçamäçrayam

A bona fide guru will be fully conversant with the Vedic 
scriptures and have direct realization of the Supreme Lord. 
Consequently, he will be wholly detached from worldly life.7

The first characteristic of a true guru in this verse is çäbde 
niñëätam: perfect knowledge of all çästra, or scriptures. The 
Skanda Puräëa states:

 åg-yajuù-sämätharväïca bhärataà païcarätrakam
     müla-rämäyaëaïcaiva çästramityabhidhéyate
 yacchänukülametasya tacca çästraà prakértitam
     ato’nya granthavistaro naiva çästraà kurvatma tat

The Åg Veda, Yajur Veda, Säma Veda and Atharva Veda, as 
well as the Mahäbhärata, Närada-Païcarätra and Rämäyaëa, 
are certainly known as çästra. Those works that follow in the 
wake of these authorized scriptures are also considered to be 
çästra. All other literature simply leads one the wrong way, 
and can never be known as çästra.8

The bona fide guru will be learned in all these sacred texts. 
If a disciple has any question or doubt, the guru will be able to 
answer or dispel it immediately by reference to çästra. Perfect 
knowledge of çästra here means realized knowledge (vijïäna), 
not mere intellectual learning (jïäna). Çré Kåñëa states in the 
Bhagavad-gétä:

 tad viddhi praëipätena paripraçnena sevayä
 upadekñyanti te jïänaà jïäninas tattva-darçinaù

7 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.21.
8 Quoted by Çré Mädhväcärya in his Madhva-bhäñya, and included in 

Çré Gauòéya-kanöhahära (2.43).
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Try to understand this knowledge by accepting a spiritual 
preceptor, asking relevant questions of him, and rendering 
service unto him. Those who are self-realized can impart 
knowledge unto you because they have seen the truth.9

Here Çré Kåñëa uses the words tattva-darçinaù, ‘seers of the 
truth’. This signifies that the true guru has crossed the ocean of 
material existence and has directly experienced the Absolute.

The Muëòaka Upaniñad describes the characteristics of a 
genuine guru as follows:

    tad-vijïänärthaà sa gurum eväbhigacchet
    samit-päëiù çrotriyaà brahma-niñöham

To understand transcendental knowledge, one must certainly 
approach a guru carrying firewood. Such a guru will have 
complete knowledge of the Vedas and be completely fixed in 
the Absolute.10

Here the genuine guru is described as çrotriyaà. Again, this 
means he has full knowledge of the Vedic scriptures.

A guru has realized the Supreme Lord

The second characteristic of the bona fide guru mentioned in 
the verse from Çrémad-Bhägavatam is pare niñëätam: direct 
perception of the Supreme Lord. The Muëòaka Upaniñad
similarly describes the guru as brahma-niñöham, which signifies 
he is fully fixed in transcendence.11

The deep import of these words is that the guru in the 
Gauòéya Vaiñëava line is fully immersed in serving Çré Caitanya 
Mahäprabhu and the divine couple Çré Çré Rädhä-Kåñëa in the 
spiritual realm, even while present in this world.

9 Bhagavad-gétä, 4.34.
10 Muëòaka Upaniñad, 1.2.12.
11 Muëòaka Upaniñad, 1.2.12.
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In his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé 
explains how to cultivate bhakti impelled by spontaneous 
attraction (rägänüga-bhakti):

    sevä sädhaka-rüpeëa 
          siddha-rüpeëa cätra hi
    tad-bhäva-lipsunä käryä 
          vraja-lokänusärataù

Both with the external body (sädhaka-rüpa) and the 
internally conceived body (siddha-rüpa) one should follow in 
the footsteps of the eternal residents of Vraja whose mood one 
aspires to attain.12

The true guru in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava line will be fully 
immersed in hearing about Çré Kåñëa, uttering His name, and 
performing the other limbs of bhakti, following the example of 
Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çréla Raghunätha däsa Gosvämé and the 
other great personalities in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava discipular line. 
With his internally conceived spiritual form, he will carry out 
transcendental loving service to the divine couple Çré Rädhä and 
Kåñëa in Vraja. Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura writes in 
his celebrated Çré Gurvañöakam:

 nikuïja-yüno rati-keli-siddhyai
       yä yälibhir yuktir apekñaëéyä
 taträti-däkñyäd ati-vallabhasya
       vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam

Çré Gurudeva is always present with the sakhés, planning 
the arrangements for the perfection of yugala-kiçora’s [Çré 
Rädhä and Kåñëa’s] amorous pastimes (rati-keli) within the 
kuïjas of Våndävana. Because he is so expert in making these 
tasteful arrangements for Their pleasure, he is very dear to 

12 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.2.295
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Çré Rädhä and Kåñëa. I offer prayers unto the lotus feet of Çré 
Gurudeva.13

This is the internal symptom of a true guru, and is concealed 
from view to all but his most intimate and advanced disciples.

A guru is wholly disinterested in this world

The third characteristic of a true guru  is brahmany 
upaçamäçrayam: complete detachment from worldly affairs. 
Just as a lotus flower is situated above the water, the true guru
will come to this world but remain untouched by the waters 
of material existence. In other words, he will have no self-
interest. He will not desire money, disciples, honour or any other 
commodity this world has to offer. As such, the true guru has 
complete mastery over his mind and senses.

In this regard, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé has written in his Çré 
Upadeçämåta:

        väco vegaà manasaù krodha-vegaà
  jihvä-vegam udaropastha-vegam
        etän vegän yo viñaheta dhéraù
  sarväm apémäà påthivéà sa çiñyat

A wise and self-composed person who can subdue the impetus 
to speak, the agitation of the mind, the onset of anger, the 
vehemence of the tongue, the urge of the belly and the agitation 
of the genitals can instruct the entire world. In other words, all 
persons may become disciples of such a self-controlled person.14

13 Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura, ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’, 6. English 
translation from Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s Çré 
Gauòéya Géti-guccha (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 
2003), pp. 20–24. Used with permission. Full prayer included in 
Appendix.

14 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta, 1. English translation from Çré 
Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s edition of Çré Upadeçämåta 
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In his ‘Anuvåtti’  commentary to this verse, Çré la 
Bhaktisiddhänta Saravaté Prabhupäda writes:

There are three kinds of overwhelming passions observed in 
worldly living entities attached to material sense enjoyment: 
the urges of speech, mind and body. When one falls into 
the powerful current of these three impetuous demands, it 
is very difficult to gain deliverance. … But self-controlled 
persons who tolerate these demands are not overwhelmed by 
material sense enjoyment. They are competent to vanquish 
this material world.15

One who is able to control these urges is qualified to be jagad-
guru, or the spiritual master of the entire world. Why is this? 
Because the only way truly to master the senses is to engage them 
fully in the service of Çré Kåñëa. When bhakti appears, then 
these six urges are automatically pacified. Accordingly, one who 
has conquered the six urges listed by Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé is one 
who is fully fixed in devotion to Çré Kåñëa. The Bhagavad-gétä
confirms this:

    viñayä vinivartante
          nirähärasya dehinaù
    rasa-varjaà raso ’py asya
          paraà dåñövä nivartate

He who identifies himself with his body may artificially restrict 
his enjoyment by withdrawing the senses from their objects, 
although his taste for sense pleasure remains. But for he who 
has realized the Supreme Person, all taste for sense pleasure 
automatically ceases.16

(Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), p. 2. Used 
with permission.

15 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya 
Vedänta Publications, 2003), pp. 12–13.

16 Bhagavad-gétä, 2.59.
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Thus, a gosvämé, or ‘master of the senses’, is really one who is 
fixed in devotion to Çré Kåñëa. Disinterest in sense enjoyment is 
merely a natural consequence of his devotion. It is the outward 
characteristic of one who is qualified to teach the world.

The Viñëu-småti therefore summarises the qualities of a bona 
fide guru as follows:

 paricaryä-yaço-läbha-
     lipsuù çiñyäd gurur nahi
 kåpä-sindhuù susampürëaù 
     sarva-sattvopakärakaù

One who desires to obtain wealth, fame or service from others 
is not fit to become a guru. A true guru is an ocean of mercy, 
who feels pain by seeing others in distress. Such a person works 
tirelessly for the benefit of others.17

 niùspåhaù sarvataù siddhaù 
       sarva-vidyä-viçäradaù
 sarva-saàçaya-saàchettä 
       nälaso gurur ähåtaù

The real guru is free from all desire for sense enjoyment, is 
perfect in all ways, is experienced in all types of knowledge, 
removes all doubts of his followers, and is not lazy.18

A guru is devoid of all fear

The bona fide guru has taken complete shelter of the Supreme 
Lord. Accordingly, he is completely fearless, like Prahläda 
Mahäräja. In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Çré Närada attests to this:  

 sa vai priyatamaç cätmä yato na bhayam aëv api
 iti veda sa vai vidvän yo vidvän sa gurur hariù

17 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (1.45).
18 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (1.46).
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One who knows that the Supreme Lord is the Supersoul and 
friend of everyone is never in the least fearful. Such a person 
is truly educated; and, thus educated, he is fit to accept the 
position of the guru, who is non-different from Çré Kåñëa.19

Çrémad-Bhägavatam teaches us the method to overcome all 
fear:

 bhayaà dvitéyäbhiniveçataù syäd
    éçäd apetasya viparyayo ’småtiù
 tan-mäyayäto budha äbhajet taà
    bhaktyaikayeçaà guru-devatätmä

Fear arises when the living being, who has turned away from 
the Supreme Lord, becomes absorbed in material life and falsely 
perceives things to be separate from the Supreme Lord. In this 
condition, he forgets his true identity and falsely thinks he 
is the body. This bewildering, fearful condition is effected by 
the illusory potency, known as mäyä. Therefore, an intelligent 
person should worship the Supreme Lord with one-pointed 
conviction under the guidance of a bona fide guru, whom he 
should accept as his worshipful deity and his very life and soul.20

Fear is overcome by taking complete shelter of a bona fide 
guru. Since a true guru is one who has completely conquered 
fear, it follows that a true guru is one who has himself taken full 
shelter of a bona fide and fearless guru in discipular succession.

A guru is a Vaiñëava of the highest level

Çrémad-Bhägavatam describes three levels of Vaiñëavas.21 The 
uttama-adhikäré (or mahä-bhägavata) is a devotee of the highest 

19 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 4.29.51.
20 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.37. Quoted by Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja 

Gosvämé in his Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 20.119, 24.137 
and 25.138.

21 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.45–47.
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level; the madhyama-adhikäré is an intermediate devotee; and the 
kaniñöha-adhikäré (or präkåta-bhakta, materialistic devotee) is a 
neophyte on the spiritual path. A true guru is a Vaiñëava of the 
highest level. If the disciple wishes to attain the ultimate objective 
of prema, the zenith of pure love for Çré Kåñëa, then he will need 
to approach a  guru who possesses it. A guru who has not himself 
attained prema cannot bestow it upon his disciple. Similarly, one 
who is not an eternal maidservant of Çrématé Rädhikä is incapable 
of bestowing rädhä-däsyam, confidential service to Çré Rädhä.

That the guru must be a topmost devotee is confirmed in the 
Padma Puräëa:

 mahä-bhägavataù çreñöho 
       brähmaëo vai gurur nåëäm
 sarveñäm eva lokänäm 
      asau püjyo yathä hariù

A mahä-bhägavata, or topmost devotee, who is a brähmaëa
(twice born) is the  guru of all mankind. He is to be worshipped 
by all people as Çré Kåñëa Himself.22

This point is also clear from Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja 
Gosvämé’s definitions of the topmost and intermediate devotees 
in Çré Caitanya-caritämåta – in which he incorporates Çréla Rüpa 
Gosvämé’s definitions from Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu:

 çraddhävän jana haya bhakti-adhikäré
 ‘uttama’, ‘madhyaàa’, ‘kaniñöha’—çraddhä-anusäré 

One who has faith is eligible for bhakti. According to one’s 
faith, one is classified as a topmost devotee, an intermediate 
devotee or a neophyte devotee.23

22 Padma Puräëa, 6.253.26; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré 
Hari-bhakti-viläsa (1.53).

23 Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-
lélä, 22.64.
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 çästra-yuktye sunipuëa, dåòha-çraddhä yäìra
 ‘uttama-adhikäré’ sei täraye saàsära           

One who is fully proficient in çästra and logic and who has 
firm faith in Çré Kåñëa is to be considered a topmost devotee, 
able to deliver the whole world.24

 çästre yuktau ca nipuëaù
      sarvathä dåòha-niçcayaù
 prauòha-çraddho ’dhikäré yaù
      sa bhaktäv uttamo mataù

‘One who is in every way expert in both çästra and logic, and 
who has firm conviction and deep faith that is not blind, is to 
be regarded as a topmost devotee in devotional service.’25

 çästra-yukti nähi jäne dåòha, çraddhävän
 ‘madhyaàa-adhikäré’ sei mahä-bhägyavän

One who does not have complete knowledge of çästra and 
logic, but who has faith in Çré Kåñëa, is to be considered an 
intermediate devotee. Such a person is highly fortunate.26

 yaù çästrädiñv anipuëaù
      çraddhävän sa tu madhyamaù

‘One who is not highly proficient in çästra but who has faith 
in Çré Kåñëa is an intermediate devotee.’27

As we have seen, the first characteristic of a qualified guru 
is çäbde niñëätam, deep understanding and realization of the 
Vedic scriptures. Since only the topmost devotee possesses 

24 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 22.65.
25 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 22.66. This verse is from Çréla 

Rüpa Gosvämé’s Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu 1.2.17.
26 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 22.67.
27 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 22.68. This verse is from Çréla 

Rüpa Gosvämé’s Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.2.18.
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such expertise, one must seek out a guru of this high calibre. 
Furthermore, it is clear that only a topmost devotee has direct 
experience of Çré Kåñëa. Consequently, only a topmost devotee 
will have complete control over his mind and senses and have no 
interest whatsoever in even the most alluring things of this world.

Çrémad-Bhägavatam defines a topmost Vaiñëava as follows:

 sarva-bhüteñu yaù paçyed
       bhagavad-bhävam ätmanaù
 bhütäni bhagavaty ätmany
       eña bhägavatottamaù

The most advanced devotee sees everyone and everything as 
fully engaged in loving service to the Supreme Lord (in the 
same mood of love he possesses), and sees all things as situated 
within the Supreme Lord.28

A guru on this level is fully absorbed in Çré Kåñëa, and will not 
differentiate between different categories of Vaiñëavas. Hence, he 
will not at that level be in a position to guide a disciple, although 
his mere presence in the world is highly auspicious for everyone. 
Furthermore, there is always the grave danger that the neophyte 
disciple may misinterpret the behaviour of such an exalted person 
and commit vaiñëava-aparädha and näma-aparädha, offences to a 
Vaiñëava and to the holy name. Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu points 
out to Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in Çré Caitanya-caritämåta:

 yäìra citte kåñëa-premä karaye udaya
 täìra väkya, kriyä, mudrä vijïeha nä bujhaya

Even a learned scholar cannot fathom the words, activities 
and symptoms of one in whose heart prema for Çré Kåñëa has 
awakened.29

28 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.45.
29 Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-lélä, 23.39.
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There are many similar warnings in the scriptures.30

To help the disciple, the topmost Vaiñëava therefore descends 
to the intermediate level. From this position, he can observe the 
tendencies, limitations and progress of a disciple, and can correct 
him, if necessary. As the Çrémad-Bhägavatam explains, the 
intermediate Vaiñëava is one who is able to distinguish between 
different levels of Vaiñëavas:

 éçvare tad-adhéneñu
       bäliçeñu dviñatsu ca
 prema-maitré-kåpopekñä
      yaù karoti sa madhyamaù

An intermediate devotee offers his love to the Supreme 
Lord, offers his friendship to those fully engaged in service 
to the Supreme Lord, shows mercy to those who lack spiritual 
knowledge, and disregards those who are inimical to the 
Supreme Lord.31

The topmost devotee who descends to the intermediate level 
may thus be said to have one foot in the spiritual world and 
one foot in the material world. From this position he helps 
conditioned souls across the vast chasm of material existence. 
Such a guru is supremely merciful, and also extremely rare.

A prospective disciple should first examine the guru

The prospective guru and disciple should examine each other 
carefully for at least one full year before formalising a guru-
disciple relationship. In his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, Çréla Sanätana 
Gosvämé affirms this:

30 For instance, see Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.33.29 and 11.20.36; Çré 
Caitanya-bhägavata, Ädi-lélä, 6.26; and Çré Upadeçämåta, 6.

31 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.46.
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 tayoù parékñä cänyo’nyam 
       ekäbdaà saha-väsataù
 vyavahära-svabhävänu-
       bhavenaiväbhijäyate

The prospective guru and disciple should live together for 
one year and carefully examine each other’s activities and 
character, to determine that each is qualified.32

Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé then supports his statement by 
quoting the Mantra-muktävalé:

 tayor vatsara-väsena 
       jïätänyonya-svabhävayoù
 gurutä çiñyatä ceti 
       nänyathaiveti niçcayaù

The prospective guru and disciple should live together for one 
year. Thus, they will come to understand each other’s natures. 
Then it will be known whether the guru and the disciple are 
genuine. There is no other way to ascertain this.33

However, it should be emphasised that a living being subject 
to illusion and entrapped in this world does not in fact have the 
power to identify a pure Vaiñëava. The Brahma-vaivarta Puräëa
substantiates this as follows:  

 yävat päpais tu malinaà 
       hådayaà tävad eva hi
 na çästre satya-buddhiù syät 
       sad-buddhiù sad-gurau tathä

As long as one’s heart is sullied by sin, one will not have 
the pure intelligence to recognise the truth set out in the 
scriptures or to recognise a genuine guru.34

32 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé, Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.73.
33 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé, Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.74.
34 Quoted by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandharbha (1.5).
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It is not by his own ability that a spiritual seeker is able to 
identify a true guru. Rather, such a guru reveals himself to the 
spiritual seeker. When a person develops a sincere desire to serve 
God, the bona fide guru enters his life. By the causeless grace of 
such a guru, the prospective disciple then quickly advances on 
the spiritual path.
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The transmission of spiritual wisdom requires a genuine 
guru, as we have seen. But equally, it requires a genuine 

disciple. Indeed, it is sometimes said that while a genuine guru is 
rare, a genuine disciple is even harder to find. So who is qualified 
to learn spiritual wisdom from a guru? The scriptures set out the 
qualities of a true disciple.

A disciple understands the nature of this world

A real disciple is one who has carefully observed this phenomenal 
world and understood that it cannot afford one any real happiness 
or security. Rather, it is a world beleaguered by recurring birth, 
death, old age and disease, in which every situation is destined to 
come to an end through the inexorable movement of time. The 
fleeting happiness that may be found here is insubstantial and 
ultimately leads only to distress. Thus, a wise person does not 
invest his energy in trying to better his material prospects.

As we have seen, Çrémad-Bhägavatam states:

 tasmäd guruà prapadyeta
      jijïäsuù çreya uttamam
 çäbde pare ca niñëätaà
      brahmaëy upaçamäçrayam

Therefore, one who wishes to know about the ultimate goal of 
life should take shelter of a bona fide guru. Such a guru will 

4
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be fully conversant with the Vedic scriptures and have direct 
realisation of the Supreme Lord. Consequently, he will be 
wholly detached from worldly life.1

As we have seen in Chapter 3, the second two lines of this 
verse specify the characteristics of the true guru. The first two 
lines, however, specify the characteristics of the true disciple. 
The first quality of a disciple is carried in the Sanskrit word 
tasmad, ‘therefore’. To understand the import of this particular 
conjunction here, we need to examine the four verses in Çrémad 
Bhägavatam that immediately precede this one:

çré-räjoväca
 yathaitäm aiçvaréà mäyäà
       dustaräm akåtätmabhiù
 taranty aïjaù sthüla-dhiyo
       maharña idam ucyatäm

King Nimi said: O great sage, how can one who is engrossed 
in materialistic pursuits easily cross over the illusory energy of 
the Supreme Lord, which is insuperable for those who are not 
self-controlled?2

çré-prabuddha uväca
 karmäëy ärabhamäëänäà
        duùkha-hatyai sukhäya ca
 paçyet päka-viparyäsaà
        mithuné-cäriëäà nåëäm

Çré Prabuddha said: In human society, men and women unite 
in sexual relationships. They then work exceedingly hard to 
eliminate distress and attain happiness. But inevitably they 
achieve just the opposite.3

1 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.21.
2 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.17.
3 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.18.
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 nityärtidena vittena
     durlabhenätma-måtyunä
 gåhäpatyäpta-paçubhiù
     kä prétiù sädhitaiç calaiù

Wealth always causes distress. It is most difficult to acquire, 
and spells death for the self. With one’s wealth one maintains a 
home, children, relatives and animals, but whatever happiness 
is derived from these things is fickle.4

 evaà lokaà param vidyän
       naçvaraà karma-nirmitam
 sa-tulyätiçaya-dhvaàsaà
       yathä maëòala-vartinäm

Understand that even the position of the demigods is 
impermanent, attained as it is by a person’s good deeds in this 
life. Even that world is marred by rivalry and envy, like the 
politics between the rulers of neighbouring kingdoms.5

 tasmäd guruà prapadyeta
       jijïäsuù çreya uttamam
 çäbde pare ca niñëätaà
       brahmaëy upaçamäçrayam

Therefore, one who wishes to know about the ultimate goal of 
life should take shelter of a bona fide guru. Such a guru will 
be fully conversant with the Vedic scriptures and have direct 
realisation of the Supreme Lord. Consequently, he will be 
wholly detached from worldly life.6

We can see from context the importance of the conjunction 
tasmad. The real disciple is one who has understood that wealth, 
family, relatives and home cannot provide any real and lasting 

4 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.19.
5 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.20.
6 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.21.
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happiness. Even the position of higher beings in the universe is 
temporary and marred by suffering. One who has understood the 
futility of material progress approaches a bona fide guru to obtain 
spiritual wisdom.

A disciple takes exclusive shelter of the guru

The second quality of a true spiritual seeker is guruà prapadyeta: 
he or she takes exclusive shelter of a guru. In Bhagavad-gétä, Çré 
Kåñëa affirms this:

 tad viddhi praëipätena
       paripraçnena sevayä
 upadekñyanti te jïänaà
       jïäninas tattva-darçinaù

Try to understand this knowledge by taking shelter of a 
spiritual preceptor, asking relevant questions of him, and 
rendering service unto him. Those who are self-realized can 
impart knowledge unto you because they have seen the truth.7

Here, Çré Kåñëa lists three requirements of a disciple: exclusive 
shelter of the guru (praëipät), relevant inquiry (paripraçna) 
and service (sevä). Thus, the first requirement of a disciple is to 
submit to the guru. In other words, the true disciple is one who 
has abandoned the futile hope of attaining happiness in this 
world and who takes complete refuge of the guru.

The Muëòaka Upaniñad confirms this:

 tad-vijïänärthaà sa gurum eväbhigacchet
 samit-päëiù çrotriyaà brahma-niñöham

To understand transcendental knowledge, one must certainly 
approach a guru with firewood in hand. Such a guru will have 

7  Bhagavad-gétä, 4.34.
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complete knowledge of the Vedas and be completely fixed in 
the Absolute.8

Here, the Muëòaka Upaniñad instructs the spiritual seeker 
to bring firewood. This firewood is for the yajïä, or sacred fire, 
of self-surrender. In other words, the disciple must fully submit 
himself to the guru. In a yajïä, the words namaù and svähä are 
traditionally uttered.9 Namaù means ‘not me’. That is to say that 
the disciple abandons all material designations beginning with 
the false notion that he is the body. Giving up all illusions in 
the purifying fire of self-surrender, the disciple offers his life and 
heart to the bona fide guru. The word svähä similarly signifies the 
offering of oneself. Thus, the true disciple is one who willingly 
becomes the property of his guru.

Since the disciple has given himself over to the guru, he 
will easily be able to accept the directions of his guru without 
hindrance. It is sometimes said that a disciple is one who is able 
to accept discipline. In other words, if the guru chastises the 
disciple, the disciple accepts it gladly and without question. The 
Sanskrit word for disciple is çiñya, which stems from the verbal 
root çäs, meaning ‘control’ or ‘rule’. From this root comes the 
word çäsana, government. Hence, a disciple is one who can 
accept the control and chastisement of the guru.

The disciple’s mood of exclusive shelter in the guru is elegantly 
expressed in the following verse from Vaiñëava-tantra:

 träyasva bho jagannätha 
       guro saàsära-vahninä
 dagdhaà mäà käla-dañöaà ca 
       tväm ahaà çaraëaà gataù

8 Muëòaka Upaniñad, 1.2.12.
9 The word namaù is also contained in the guru-mantra given by the 

guru at the time of dékñä, spiritual initiation.
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O Gurudeva, master of this world! Seeing that material 
existence is like a blazing forest fire which resembles the 
devouring teeth of Yamaräja [the god of death], I take shelter 
of you and appeal to you for deliverance.10

Taking exclusive shelter of the guru and of Çré Kåñëa 
is often referred to using the Sanskrit word çaraëägati. Çréla 
Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura has written an outstanding collection of 
devotional songs called Çaraëägati. Some of his songs, such as 
‘Gurudeva! Baòa Kåpä Kari’ and ‘Gurudeva! Kåpä-Bindu Diyä’, 
specifically glorify the guru.11 Others focus on particular aspects 
of çaraëägati, or exclusive shelter.

According to the Vaiñëava-tantra, çaraëägati has six features:

 änukülyasya saìkalpaù
      prätikülyasya varjanam
 rakñiñyatéti viçväso
      goptåtve varaëaà tathä
 ätma-nikñepa-kärpaëye
      ñaò-vidhä çaraëägatiù

The six divisions of çaraëägati are (i) accepting those things 
that are favourable for bhakti, (ii) rejecting those things that 
are unfavourable for bhakti, (iii) considering Çré Kåñëa to be 
one’s protector in all circumstances, (iv) accepting Çré Kåñëa as 
one’s sole maintainer, (v) completely submitting oneself to Çré 
Kåñëa, and (vi) cultivating an attitude of genuine humility.12

10 Vaiñëava-tantra; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-
bhakti-viläsa (1.102). English translation from Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta 
Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s Çré Gauòéya Géti-guccha (Vrindavan, India: 
Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), p. 7. Used with permission.

11 These two songs are included in the Appendix to this study.
12 Vaiñëava-tantra; quoted by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-

sandarbha (236) and by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-
bhakti-viläsa (11.676).
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A true disciple will possess these six moods of çaraëägati in 
relation first to his guru, who he will see as a direct representative 
of Çré Kåñëa. At first, the spiritual aspirant does not have any real 
realisation of Çré Kåñëa. The only relationship he has is with his 
guru. But as we have seen, the real guru is not one who seeks to 
enjoy the disciple. Rather, he takes the love and energy of the 
disciple and offers it to his own guru, who in turn offers it to his 
guru in the discipular succession that leads directly to Çré Kåñëa.

In his Çré Upadeçämåta, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé expands on the 
second division of çaraëägati, namely, rejecting those things that 
are unfavourable for bhakti:

 väco vegaà manasaù krodha-vegaà
     jihvä-vegam udaropastha-vegam
 etän vegän yo viñaheta dhéraù
     sarväm apémäà påthivéà sa çiñyat

A wise and self-composed person who can subdue the impetus 
to speak, the agitation of the mind, the onset of anger, the 
vehemence of the tongue, the urge of the belly and the 
agitation of the genitals can instruct the entire world. In 
other words, all persons may become disciples of such a self-
controlled person.13

 atyähäraù prayäsaç ca
       prajalpo niyamägrahaù
 jana-saìgaç ca laulyaà ca
       ñaòbhir bhaktir vinaçyati

Bhakti is destroyed by the following six kinds of faults: (1) 
eating too much or collecting more than necessary, (2) 
endeavours that are opposed to bhakti, (3) useless mundane 

13 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta, 1. English translation from 
Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s edition of Çré 
Upadeçämåta (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 
2003), p. 2. Used with permission.
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talks, (4) failure to adopt essential regulations or fanatical 
adherence to regulations, (5) association with persons who are 
opposed to bhakti and (6) greed, or the restlessness of the mind 
to adopt worthless opinions.14

Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé then also expands on the first division of 
çaraëägati specified in the Vaiñëava-tantra, namely, accepting 
those things that are favourable for bhakti:

 utsähän niçcayäd dhairyät
        tat-tat-karma-pravartanät
 saìga-tyägät sato våtteù
       ñaòbhir bhaktiù prasidhyati

Progress in bhakti may be obtained by the following six 
practices: (1) enthusiasm to carry out the rules that enhance 
bhakti, (2) firm faith in the statements of çästra and the guru, 
whose words are fully in line with çästra, (3) fortitude in the 
practice of bhakti, even in the midst of obstacles, or patience 
during the practice stage of bhakti, even when there is delay 
in attaining one’s desired goal, (4) following the limbs of 
bhakti such as hearing (çravaëa) and chanting (kértana) and 
giving up one’s material sense enjoyment for the pleasure of 
Çré Kåñëa, (5) giving up illicit connection with the opposite 
gender, the company of those who are overly attached to the 
opposite gender and the association of mäyävädés, atheists and 
pseudo-religionists, and (6) adopting the good behaviour and 
character of pure devotees.15

14 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta, 2. English translation from Çré 
Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s edition of Çré Upadeçämåta 
(Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), pp. 18–19. 
Used with permission.

15 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta, 3. English translation from 
Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Mahäräja’s edition of Çré 
Upadeçämåta (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 
2003), p. 29. Used with permission.
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The six moods of çaraëägati, or exclusive shelter, are a 
primary requisite for any disciple. They are actually the outward 
manifestation of çraddhä, or spiritual faith. In his Ämnäya-sütra, 
Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura states:

sä ca çaraëäpatti-lakñaëä 

Çraddhä is characterised by its external symptom of taking 
complete shelter of Çré Kåñëa.16

Thus, the true disciple is one who possesses çraddhä, or 
spiritual faith. But çraddhä is not blind faith: when you are 
unsure whether something is true or not, but you decide to 
suspend your rational faculty and believe it anyway. Blind faith 
is a function of ignorance and occurs in the mind; but çraddhä is 
the awakening of the soul. It is the finest or most minute glimmer 
of the zenith of selfless love for Çré Kåñëa known as prema. Thus, 
çraddhä is a function not of ignorance but of the highest wisdom, 
and it occurs not in the mind but in the heart. It has been 
defined in Çré Caitanya-caritämåta as follows:

 ‘çraddhä’-çabde – viçväsa kahe sudåòha niçcaya
 kåñëe bhakti kaile sarva-karma kåta haya

Çraddhä is the firm, unshakable conviction that if one simply 
engages in bhakti to Çré Kåñëa one need not make any separate 
endeavour in life for anything else.17

A person who possesses çraddhä has complete confidence 
that by fully engaging his body, mind and words in the service 
of the bona fide guru, the Vaiñëavas and Çré Kåñëa, he need no 
longer be concerned for his own welfare or maintenance. Rather, 
Çré Kåñëa Himself will look after all his interests, as promised in 
Bhagavad-gétä:

16  Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura, Ämnäya-sütra, 58.
17  Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-

lélä, 22.62.
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 ananyäç cintayanto mäà
      ye janäù paryupäsate
 teñäà nityäbhiyuktänäà
      yoga-kñemaà vahämy aham

For those who are always absorbed in thoughts of Me, and who 
worship Me with exclusive devotion by every means, I Myself 
carry their necessities and safeguard what they have.18

In his ‘Péyüña-varñiëé-våtti’ commentary to the first verse of 
Çré Upadeçämåta, Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura explains that 
çaraëägati, or exclusive shelter, is not itself bhakti.19 Rather, it 
is the doorway to the temple of bhakti. Since çaraëägati is the 
external symptom of çraddhä, a disciple must possess çraddhä
before he can even begin on the path of bhakti. Çréla Rüpa 
Gosvämé confirms this in his delineation of the stages of bhakti
in his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu:

 ädau çraddhä tataù sädhu-saìgo ’tha bhajana-kriyä

In the beginning there is çraddhä. This is followed by 
association with sädhus, and then by the performance of 
bhajana, or devotional activities [which include taking shelter 
of a bona fide guru].20

Çraddhä is thus the first stage of devotion. Indeed, it is çraddhä 
that leads the disciple to accept a bona fide guru in the first place, 
as Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura confirms in his Ämnäya-sütra:

tayä deçika-pädäçrayaù 

Çraddhä leads one to take shelter at a bona fide guru’s feet.21

18 Bhagavad-gétä, 9.22.
19 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Upadeçämåta (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya 

Vedänta Publications, 2003), p. 7.
20 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.4.15.
21 Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura, Ämnäya-sütra, 59.



67

HOW TO IDENTIFY A GENUINE DISCIPLE

A disciple makes relevant inquiry

The third quality of a true disciple is jijïäsuù çreya uttamam: he 
is inquisitive about the highest spiritual good. In the language 
of Vedänta, the term çreya, spiritual welfare, is often set in 
opposition to the term preya, the fleeting pleasures of this world. 
In other words, the disciple is not interested in bettering his 
position in this world, but in securing his spiritual welfare. But 
here çreya has been qualified with the adjective uttamam, or 
‘highest’. Therefore, the true disciple is not simply interested in 
any type of spiritual knowledge, but in the ultimate and most 
exalted kind. In other words, the disciple desires solely to attain 
bhäva-bhakti and then prema-bhakti, the perfection of selfless 
love for Çré Kåñëa.

For the followers of Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, çreya uttamam may 
also be said to refer to the highest spiritual position a living 
entity is able to attain, namely, that of an eternal maidservant of 
Çrématé Rädhikä. As we shall see in Chapter 7, this exalted type 
of devotion is what Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu came to distribute 
in the world. Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé fulfilled Mahäprabhu’s desire 
through his voluminous esoteric writings on the subject, which 
set out the path to attain this highest and most confidential of 
spiritual goals.

Naturally, the disciple who is eager to advance on the path of 
bhakti will make relevant inquiries of his guru. To do so is indeed 
the duty of the disciple, as Çré Kåñëa says in Bhagavad-gétä:

 tad viddhi praëipätena
      paripraçnena sevayä

Try to understand this knowledge by taking shelter of a 
spiritual preceptor, asking relevant questions of him, and 
rendering service unto him.22

22  Bhagavad-gétä, 4.34.
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However, the disciple will not be able to understand anything 
from his guru without a genuine attitude of humility and without 
dedicated service. Indeed, service to the guru is the essence of the 
guru-disciple relationship.

A disciple serves his guru with great affection

In Sanskrit, loving service is known as sevä. In Bhagavad-gétä, Çré 
Kåñëa includes this as the third requirement of a true disciple. As 
we shall see, it is indeed the primary duty of the disciple. This is 
confirmed throughout the scriptures.

In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, for instance, the young Prahläda 
advises his friends as follows: 

 guru-çuçrüñayä bhaktyä
       sarva-labdhärpaëena ca
 saìgena sädhu-bhaktänäm
       éçvarärädhanena ca

One must accept the bona fide guru and render service unto 
him with great devotion and faith. One should offer whatever 
one has to the guru, and one should worship the Supreme Lord 
in the association of saintly persons and devotees.23

In his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé defines 
supra-mundane devotion as follows: 

 anyäbhiläñitä-çünyaà
       jïäna-karmädy-anävåtam
 änukülyena kåñëänu-
       çélanaà bhaktir uttamä

Pure devotional service is the uninterrupted flow of service 
to Çré Kåñëa performed through all endeavours of the body, 
mind and speech, as well as through the expression of various 

23  Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 7.7.30.
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spiritual sentiments, which is not covered by knowledge aimed 
at impersonal liberation and reward-seeking activity, and 
which is devoid of all desires other than the aspiration to bring 
happiness to Çré Kåñëa.24

Here supra-mundane devotion is referred to as uttamä-bhakti – 
literally, ‘devotion free from ignorance’. The essence of such 
pure devotion is the cultivation of activities favourable to Çré 
Kåñëa. In his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu-bindu, Çréla Viçvanätha 
Cakravärté Öhäkura makes it clear that this embraces all sixty-
four limbs of bhakti, which begin with (i) taking exclusive 
shelter at the feet of a guru, (ii) accepting initiation and spiritual 
guidance, and (iii) serving the guru with feelings of great 
intimacy.25 In other words, dedication to the guru is tantamount 
to dedication to the Supreme Lord. This conclusion is supported 
by both the Upaniñads and the Puräëas.

The Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, for instance, avows:

 yasya deve parä bhaktir
       yathä deve tathä gurau
 tasyaite kathitä hy arthäù
      prakäçante mahätmanaù

All the confidential meanings of the scriptures manifest in the 
heart of one who has supra-mundane devotion equally for the 
guru as for the Supreme Lord.26

24 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, 1.1.11; quoted by 
Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé in his Çré Caitamya-caritämåta 
(Madhya-lélä, 19.167).

25 Çréla Viçvanäth Cakravärté Öhäkura, Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu-
bindu (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya Vedänta Publications, 2003), pp. 
5–7.

26 Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.23; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.346).



70

THE PRINCIPLE OF ÇRÉ GURU AND SERVICE TO ÇRÉ GURU

The Padma-puräëa affirms this:

 bhaktir yathä harau me’sti 
       tadvan niñöhä gurau yadi
 mamästi tena satyena 
       svaà darçayatu me hariù

If my devotion to my guru is even stronger than my devotion 
for Çré Kåñëa, then may this fact cause Çré Kåñëa to reveal 
Himself to me.27

Indeed, Çré Kåñëa Himself proclaims:

 prathamaà tu guruà püjya
       tataç caiva mamärcanam
 kurvan siddhim aväpnoti
       hy anyathä niñphalaà bhavet

If anyone worships his guru first and then worships Me, he 
certainly achieves perfection. If he does not do so, his worship 
bears no fruit.28

Similarly, Çréla Baladeva Vidyäbhüñaëa Prabhu quotes the 
Çäëòilya-småti as follows:

 siddhir bhavati vä neti
       saàçayo ’cyuta sevinäm
 niùsaàçayas tu tad bhakta
       paricaryäratätmanäm

One may doubt whether the servant of the Supreme Lord 
will attain perfection, but there is absolutely no doubt that 

27 Padma-puräëa, 6.128.269; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his 
Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.358).

28 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(4.344).
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those who are attached to serving His devotees will attain 
perfection.29

 kevalaà bhagavat-päda-
       sevayä vimalaà manaù
 na jäyate yathä nityaà
       tad bhakta-caraëärcanät

One’s mind is not purified as fully by serving the lotus-like feet of 
the Supreme Lord as it is by serving the feet of His devotees.30

It should be noted that the senior Vaiñëavas will all be 
gurus for the young spiritual seeker. By serving these gurus, the 
disciple’s spiritual success is guaranteed. In fact, the disciple 
should faithfully serve the guru with his body, mind and words 
for several years before the guru agrees to initiate him. In the 
Krama-dépikä, it is said:

 santoñayed akuöilärdretaräntarätmä
      taà svair dhanaiç ca vapuñäpy anukülaväëyä
 abda-trayaìkamalanäbhadhiyä’tidhéras
      tuñöe vivakñatu guräv atha mantra-dékñäm

His heart melting with sincere love and his thoughts fixed on 
the Supreme Lord, whose navel resembles a lotus flower, the 
prospective disciple should, with his wealth, body and pleasing 
words, serve his guru for three years. Then, when the guru is 
satisfied, the disciple may ask for initiation in chanting the 
sacred mantras.31

Service to the guru is fundamental to bhakti, and will be 
examined in greater detail later.

29 Quoted by Çréla Baladeva Vidyäbhüñaëa in his Govinda-bhäñya
commentary on Vedänta-sütra, 3.3.51.

30 Ibid.
31 Krama-dépikä, 4.3; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-

bhakti-viläsa (1.78).
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Further qualities of a disciple

In his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé enumerates 
further qualities expected of a disciple. First, he quotes from the 
Mantra-muktävalé as follows:

 çiñyaù çuddhänvayaù çrémän 
       vinétaù priya-darçanaù
 satya-väk puëya-carito
       ’dabhra-dhér dambha-varjitaù

A real disciple is faithful, glorious, humble, pleasing to the eye, 
truthful, pious, intelligent, honest and free from hypocrisy.32

 käma-krodha-parityägé 
       bhaktaç ca guru-pädayoù
 devatä-pravaëaù käya-
       mano-vägbhir divä-niçam

He is free from lust and anger, and is completely devoted to 
the feet of his guru. He is dedicated to the demigods33 and the 
Supreme Lord, and is engaged in service day and night, with 
his body, mind and words.34

32 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé, Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.59.
33 This refers to demigods who are fully devoted to the Supreme Lord, 

such as Gopeçvara Mahädeva. Indeed, Çrémad-Bhägavatam instructs 
one to abandon a demigod who is unable to save one from material 
existence (see Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 5.5.18). Also, the guru is the 
embodiment of the demigods and a manifestation of the Supreme Lord 
(see Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.17.27). Thus, by worshipping the guru, 
the disciple automatically worships the demigods and the Supreme 
Lord; and if a person worships the Supreme Lord, there is no need for 
him to make any separate endeavour to worship the demigods, just 
as watering the root of a tree automatically nourishes all the tree’s 
branches, twigs and leaves (see Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 4.31.14).

34 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.60.
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 nérujo nirjitäçeña-
       pätakaù çraddhyänvitaù
 dvija-deva-pitèëäà ca 
       nityam arcä-paräyaëaù

He is healthy, sinless, faithful and always devoted to the 
worship of the demigods, brähmaëas and forefathers.35

 yuvä viniyatäçeña-
       karaëaù karuëälayaù
 ity ädi-lakñaëair yuktaù 
      çiñyo dékñädhikäravän

He is young, in full control of his senses, and kind. A person 
who has these and other virtues is qualified for dékñä, or 
initiation.36

Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé then also includes the following verse 
from the eleventh canto of Çrémad-Bhägavatam:

 amäny amatsaro dakño
       nirmamo dåòha-sauhådaù
 asatvaro ’rtha-jijïäsur
       anasüyur amogha-väk

A real disciple is free of pride, free of envy, diligent, free of any 
false sense of possessiveness, resolute, a sincere friend of his 
guru, unagitated, eager to learn the truth, free of hostility, and 
not one to waste time in useless banter.37

35 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.61. Refer to footnote 201.
36 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.62.
37 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.10.6.
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Types of persons a guru should not accept as disciples

There are several types of disciples the guru should be wary of 
initiating. Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa goes on to list them as follows, 
quoting from the Agastya-saàhitä:

 alasä malinäù kliñöä 
      dämbhikäù kåpaëäs tathä
 daridrä rogiëo ruñöä 
      rägiëo bhoga-lälasäù

Persons who are lazy, filthy, agitated, proud, miserly, wretched, 
sickly, angry, attached and greedy for sense enjoyment.38

 asüyä-matsara-grastäù 
       çaöhäù paruña-vädinaù
 anyäyopärjita-dhanäù 
       para-dära-ratäç ca ye

Persons who are gripped by envy and hostility, who are 
cheaters, who speak harshly, who are addicted to accumulating 
wealth for no good reason, and who commit adultery.39

 viduñäà vairiëaç caiva 
       ajïäù paëòita-mäninaù
 bhrañöa-vratäç ca ye kañöa-
       våttayaù piçunäù khaläù

Persons who are enemies of the learned, who are fools but 
think themselves wise, who have fallen from their vows, who 
earn their livelihood by indecent means, and who are cruel, 
harsh and wicked.40

38 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.64.
39 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.65.
40 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.66.
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 bahv-äçinaù krüra-ceñöä 
       durätmanaç ca nindita
 ity evam ädayo’py anye 
       päpiñöhäù puruñädhamäù

Gluttons, the cruel and nefarious, the degraded, the sinful, and 
the lowest of men who have these and a host of other faults.41

 akåtyebhyo’niväryäç ca 
       guru-çikñä-sahiñëavaù
 evambhütäù parityäjyäù 
       çiñyatve nopakalpitäù

Persons who cannot turn away from what should not be done 
and who cannot bear to follow the guru’s instructions should 
be rejected. They are not fit to be disciples.42

Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa then gives some stern warnings, still 
from the Agastya-saàhitä:

 yady ete hy upakalperan 
       devatäkroça-bhäjanäù
 bhavantéha dardräs te 
       putra-dära-vivarjitäù
 närakäç caiva dehänte 
       tiryaïcaù prabhavanti te

Gurus who accept disciples like these become the objects 
of the Supreme Lord’s anger. In this very life they become 
poverty-stricken and are abandoned by their wife and children, 
and at death they descend to hell. Finally, they are born as 
animals.43

41 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.67.
42 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.68.
43 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.69–70.
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Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé then quotes from the Hayaçérña-
païcarätra:

 jaiminiù sugataç caiva 
  nästiko nagna eva ca
 kapilaç cäkñapädaç ca 
  ñaò ete hetu-vädinaù

The six atheistic philosophers are Jaimini, Sugata, Nästika, 
Nagna, Kapila and Akñapäda.44

 etan-matänusäreëa 
       vartante ye narädhamäù
 te hetu-vädinaù proktäs 
      tebhyas tantraà na däpayet

Those who follow their ideas become the lowest of men. 
Although these followers may be called philosophers in this 
world, one should not initiate them.45

A guru should first examine the prospective disciple

In Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé then advises:

 tayoù parékñä cänyo’nyam 
       ekäbdaà saha-väsataù
 vyavahära-svabhävänu-
       bhavenaiväbhijäyate

The prospective guru and disciple should live together for 
one year and carefully examine each other’s activities and 
character, to determine that each is qualified.46

44 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.71.
45 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.72.
46 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.73.
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To support this position, Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé quotes from 
the Mantra-muktävalé:

 tayor vatsara-väsena 
       jïätänyonya-svabhävayoù
 gurutä çiñyatä ceti 
       nänyathaiveti niçcayaù

The prospective guru and disciple should live together for one 
year. Thus, they will come to understand each other’s natures. 
Then it will be known whether the guru and the disciple are 
genuine. There is no other way to ascertain this.47

Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé provides further evidence from småti-
çästra and the Sära-saìgraha:

näsaàvatsara-väsine deyät

The guru should not give initiation without first living with 
his disciple for a year.48

sad-guruù sväçritaà çiñyaà varñm ekaà parékñayet

The bona fide guru should examine his prospective disciple for 
one year.49

 räjïi cämätyajä doñäù
       patné-päpaà sva-bhartari
 tathä çiñyärjitaà päpaà
       guruù präpnoti niçcitam

The faults of a counsellor fall on his king, and the sins of a 
wife fall on her husband. In the same way, a guru acquires the 
sins of his disciple. That is certain.50

47 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.74.
48 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.75.
49 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.76.
50 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.77.
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Of course, if the guru is an exalted Vaiñëava, he will never 
be affected by the sins of his disciples. Rather, he at once burns 
those sins to ashes when he confers dékñä, or spiritual initiation, 
upon a disciple. But the unqualified guru will certainly have to 
suffer for the misdeeds of his disciples.

The Närada-païcarätra declares:

 yo vakti nyäya-rahitam 
       anyäyena çåëoti yaù
 täv ubhau narakaà ghoraà 
       vrajataù kälam akñayam

When a guru gives specious instructions or a disciple follows 
his instructions speciously, both go to a terrible, perpetual 
hell.51

In his commentary to this verse, Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé 
explains that this verse describes a situation where either the 
disciple or the guru did not properly examine the other before 
initiation.52 The possible consequences of such an error are 
serious for both parties.

51 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.101.
52 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé’s auto-commentary to Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa

is entitled ‘Dig-darçiné-öékä’.
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As we have seen in Chapter 2, the bona fide guru
.  is regarded as a direct manifestation of Çré Kåñëa. 

The scriptures warn the disciple sternly never to disrespect or 
abandon the guru. Given this, does Gauòéya Vaiñëava theology 
ever permit a disciple to reject his guru? And if so, in what 
specific circumstances may the disciple do so? In these times of 
false gurus and fickle disciples, this topic is particularly germane.

The bona fide guru should never be disrespected

To reject or disrespect a bona fide guru is a serious offence. In the 
Padma Puräëa, it is listed as the third offence to the holy name.1

The scriptures repeatedly warn the disciple against making this 
grave error. For instance, Çré Kåñëa says in Çrémad-Bhägavatam:

 äcäryaà mäà vijänéyän
       navamanyeta karhicit
 na martya-buddhyäsüyeta
       sarva-deva-mayo guruù

Know the äcärya, or spiritual preceptor, to be Me. One should 
never disrespect him under any circumstance, nor should 
one envy him, thinking him an ordinary man, for he is the 
representative of all the demigods.2

1 Padma Puräëa, Brahma-khaëòa, 25.17.
2 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.17.27.

5
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The Aditya Puräëa stipulates:

 avidyo vä sa-vidyo vä 
       gurur eva janärdanaù
 märgastho väpy amärga-stho 
      gurur eva sadä gatiù

Whether ignorant or learned, the guru is Kåñëa Himself. 
Whether on the path or off it, the guru is always our refuge.3

 harau ruñöe gurus trätä 
      gurau ruñöe na kaçcana
 tasmät sarva-prayatnena 
      gurum eva prasädayet

If Çré Kåñëa is displeased with someone, the guru can protect  
him, but if the guru is dissatisfied with someone, there is no 
shelter for him. Therefore, one should carefully endeavour to 
properly please one’s guru.4

Similarly, the Brahma-vaivarta Puräëa states:

 bodhaù kaluñitas tena 
       daurätmyaà prakaöé-kåtam
 gurur yena parityaktas 
       tena tyaktaù purä hariù

One who rejects his own guru pollutes his own intelligence 
and exhibits severe weakness of character, for such a person 
has already rejected the Supreme Lord.5

3 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(4.359).

4 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(4.360).

5 Quoted by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 
207), and by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(4.364).
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 pratipadya guruà yas tu 
       mohäd vipratipadyate
 sa kalpa-koöià narake 
       pacyate puruñädhamaù

Any person who has once accepted a bona fide guru and then, 
due to illusion, rejects him, that lowest of mankind then falls 
into hell to suffer for ten million kalpas (ten thousand yugas).6

The Agastya-saàhitä further warns the disciple:

 adhikñipya guruà mohät 
       paruñaà pravadanti ye
 çükaratvaà bhavaty eva 
       teñäà janma-çateñv api

Those who, out of ignorance, disrespect a guru, considering 
him to be an ordinary human being, take their next one 
hundred births as hogs.7

From these statements, it would appear that the guru can 
never be abandoned under any circumstance. This is undoubtedly 
true of the bona fide guru who is free from self-interest and envy, 
learned in the scriptures and devoted to the Supreme Lord. 
However, the scriptures do allow the disciple to reject a false 
guru. In fact, they state clearly that it is the duty of the spiritual 
seeker to abandon such an imitator.

6 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(4.365).

7 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(4.369).
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The duty to reject a guru who is not a Vaiñëava

As we have seen in Chapter 3, the Padma Puräëa stipulates that 
a real guru must be a Vaiñëava:

 mahä-kula-prasüto ’pi
        sarva-yajïeñu dékñitaù
 sahasra-çäkhädhyäyé ca
        na guruù syäd avaiñëavaù

A person may be born in an aristocratic family, be initiated in 
all yajïas and be learned in a thousand branches of the Vedas, 
but if he is not a Vaiñëava, then he is not fit to be a guru.8

Similarly, the Närada-païcarätra states:

 avaiñëavopadiñöena
       mantreëa nirayaà vrajet
 punaç ca vidhinä samyag
       grähayed vaiñëaväd guroù

One who receives his mantra from a guru who is not a 
Vaiñëava is destined to go to hell. Such a person should 
approach a Vaiñëava guru and again receive the mantra
according to the direction of the scriptures.9

Thus, if one has taken shelter of a guru who is not a Vaiñëava, 
then one has not yet submitted to a bona fide guru. It follows that 
in such a situation, the noviciate should abandon his so-called 
guru and take shelter of a pure Vaiñëava.

In his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé confirms this:

tad etat paramärtha-gurv-äçrayo vyavahärika-gurv-ädi-
tyägenäpi kartavya ity äha – 

8 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(1.54). Also included in Çré Gauòéya-kanöhahära (1.46), along with a 
similar verse (1.17) ascribed to Padma Puräëa.

9 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.366).
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 gurur na sa syät sva-jano na sa syät
  pitä na sa syäj janané na sä syät
 daivaà na tat syän na patiç ca sa syän
  na mocayed yaù samupeta-måtyum

In this regard, one should take shelter of a guru who can help 
one achieve the highest goal of life. One should reject a guru 
who holds his position through social convention and so on, as 
stated as follows  –

‘One who cannot deliver his dependents from repeated birth 
and death should never become a guru, a relative, a father or 
mother, a demigod, or a husband.’10

The verse Çréla Jéva Gosvämé quotes is the words of Çré 
Åñabhadeva in Çrémad-Bhägavatam. Everyone gets a father and 
mother at birth, but a real parent is he who can release his 
offspring from the cycle of repeated birth and death. If a parent 
is unable to do this, he is not qualified to be a parent. The same is 
true of other relations of dependency in one’s life, particularly that 
of the guru. In his purport to this verse from Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 
Çréla A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Mahäräja explains:

The word daivam indicates a demigod or one who accepts 
worship from a dependent. Ordinarily, the spiritual master, 
husband, father, mother or superior relative accepts worship 
from an inferior relative, but here Åñabhadeva forbids this. 
First the father, spiritual master or husband must be able 
to release the dependent from repeated birth and death. 
If he cannot do this, he plunges himself into the ocean of 
reproachment for his unlawful activities.11

10 Çréla Jéva Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Anuccheda 210. Çréla Jéva 
Gosvämé quotes from Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 5.5.18.

11 A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupäda, Çrémad-Bhägavatam 
(Bhaktivedanta VedaBase 2003, Bhaktivedanta Archives, 
Bhaktivedanta Book Trust), 5.5.18, purport.
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The principle of Çré Åñabhadeva’s instruction is nicely 
illustrated throughout the Puräëas and epics. In his delightful 
Hindi poem Çré Räma-carita-mänasa, Çré Tulasé däsa writes:

jäke priya na räma-baidehé
tajiye tähi koöi bairé sama, 

jadyapi parama sanehé

so chäàåiye
tajyo pitä prahaläda, bibhéñana bandhu, 
      bharata mahatäré
bali guru tajyo kanta braja-banitanhi, 
      bhaye muda-maìgalakäré

If someone does not consider Çré Sétä and Çré Räma to be 
dear to him, then he should be given up as if he were ten-
million enemies, even if he is most dear to you. Thus, Prahläda 
Mahäräja rejected his father, Vibhéñaëa his relatives, Bharata 
his mother, Bali Mahäräja his guru, and the gopés their 
husbands, and they thus attained joy and auspiciousness.12

Prahläda Mahäräja rejected his father Hiraëyakaçipu, who 
developed a hatred for the Supreme Lord. Similarly, Prahläda 
Mahäräja’s grandson Bali Mahäräja rejected his guru, the 
powerful Çukräcärya, who was averse to Viñëu. When Viñëu came 
to Bali Mahäräja in the form of a young dwarf renunciant and 
begged three steps of land from him, Çukräcärya, understanding 
the boy’s true identity, warned Bali Mahäräja not to give him 
anything. But the emperor, who understood that everything 
already belongs to the Supreme Lord, disregarded his guru. 
Consequently, Prahläda Mahäräja and Bali Mahäräja have come 
to be known as mahäjanas, or great personalities.13

12 Çré Tulasé däsa, Çré Räma-carita-mänasa, 174.1–2.
13 The twelve mahäjanas are Brahmä, Närada, Çiva, the Kumäras, 

Kapila, Manu, Prahläda, Bhéñma, Janaka, Çukadeva Gosvämé, Bali 
Mahäräja and Yamaräja.
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The Mahäbhärata decrees:

mahäjano yena gataù sa panthäù

One should accept whatever path is set out by the mahäjanas.14

Thus, the spiritual aspirant is urged to follow the examples of 
Prahläda and Bali Mahäräja.

Like these two mahäjanas, Vibhéñaëa rejected all his relatives, 
including his inimical brothers Rävaëa and Kumbakarëa, and 
took exclusive shelter of Çré Räma. Similarly, Çré Räma’s older 
brother Bharata rejected his mother Kaikeyé after she had Räma 
exiled to the forest for fourteen years.

The Tenth Canto of Çrémad-Bhägavatam describes the love of 
the residents of Vraja. One day Çré Kåñëa and His cowherd friends 
were hungry and approached some brähmaëas on the outskirts of 
Vraja for some food. The brähmaëas were so preoccupied with 
their Vedic rituals that they simply ignored the boys. But when 
the boys approached the wives of these brähmaëas, those women 
immediately fed them sumptuously – with the food they had 
prepared for the ritual. In effect, they disregarded their husbands, 
who were incapable of delivering them from the path of repeated 
birth and death.

The love of the gopés, or cowherd girls, in Vraja is the highest 
of all. The gopés abandoned their husbands, family and social 
conventions for the sake of Çré Kåñëa, as Çré Uddhava describes 
poignantly:

 äsäm aho caraëa-reëu-juñäm ahaà syäà
       våndävane kim api gulma-latauñadhénäm
 yä dustyajaà sva-janam ärya-pathaà ca hitvä
       bhejur mukunda-padavéà çrutibhir vimågyäm

14  Mahäbhärata, Vana-parva, 313.117.
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The gopés of Vraja have abandoned the company of their 
husbands, sons and other family members, who are very 
difficult to give up, and they have forsaken the path of chastity 
to take shelter of the feet of Çré Kåñëa, whom one should seek 
out by Vedic knowledge. Oh, let me be one of the bushes, 
creepers or herbs in Våndävana, which are trampled by the 
gopés and blessed with the dust of their feet.15

In this verse, the words ‘they have forsaken the path of 
chastity’ mean the gopés gave up their husbands, who were 
creating obstacles in their service to Çré Kåñëa. 

The duty to reject a guru who loses his way

If a spiritual aspirant takes shelter of a guru who is a neophyte 
Vaiñëava and not a Vaiñëava of the topmost level (known as a 
mahä-bhägavata),16 then it is possible that such a guru may stray 
from the path of bhakti. A neophyte devotee, who is not qualified 
to hold the position of guru, is likely to become infected by pride 
and think himself equal to a Vaiñëava of the highest calibre. 
Deluded by conceit, he is then likely to criticise or disrespect other 
Vaiñëavas, to become defeated by lust, and to become attached 
to the worship and comforts he receives from his disciples. Such 
a so-called guru will try to prevent his hapless disciples from 
receiving any guidance from Vaiñëavas who are more qualified 
than he is. Thus, he becomes the enemy of his disciples.

The Närada-païcarätra states:    

 sa guruù paramo vairé
      bhrañöaà vartma pradarçayet
 taj-janma-näçaà kurute 
     çiñya-hatyäà bhaved dhruvam

15 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.47.61.
16 See Chapter 3, ‘A guru is a Vaiñëava of the highest level’.
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If a guru is unable to show the proper path, then he is not a 
guru but a great enemy. He destroys the opportunity of human 
life, and is therefore the murderer of his disciple.17

A guru who abandons the path of bhakti and disrespects the 
Vaiñëavas is no longer to be considered a Vaiñëava. Accordingly, 
such a false guru should be rejected. In the Mahäbhärata, Bhéñma 
instructs Yudhiñöhira Mahäräja as follows:

guror apy avaliptasya
       käryäkäryam ajänataù
 utpatha-pratipannasya
       parityägo vidhéyate

One should reject a guru who is arrogant, who is unable to 
discriminate between what is to be done and what is not to be 
done, and who has taken a wrong path.18

We noted previously that the Aditya Puräëa appears to 
stipulate that a guru should never be rejected, even if he leaves 
the path of bhakti:

 avidyo vä sa-vidyo vä 
       gurur eva janärdanaù
 märgastho väpy amärga-stho 
       gurur eva sadä gatiù

Whether ignorant or learned, the guru is Kåñëa Himself. 
Whether on the path or off it, the guru is always our refuge.19

17 Çré Närada-païcarätra, 2.8.26.
18 Mahäbhärata, Udyoga 179.25 (alternate reference: 5.178.24). Quoted 

by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 238), 
and by Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura in Çré Kåñëa-bhajanämåta. In 
Çré Kåñëa-bhajanämåta, the final part of this verse appears as nyäyo 
daëòo vidhiyate (‘he should be reasoned with and reprimanded’).

19 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.359).
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However, individual verses from the scriptures should be 
understood in relationship to the overall presentation. Given the 
other verses from the scriptures on the subject, especially from 
the Närada-païcarätra, Mahäbhärata and Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 
it is clear that this verse from the Aditya Puräëa is a warning 
to the disciple not to dismiss a guru too easily. This is especially 
pertinent in relation to a guru of the topmost level, whose actions 
the ordinary person may not easily comprehend. It is easy for the 
neophyte disciple to misjudge such a guru, and the consequences 
of doing so are particularly severe.

In his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé explains:

yaù prathamaà çäbde pare ca niñëätaà [bhä.pu. 11.3.21] 
ity-ädy-ukta-lakñaëaà guruà näçritavän tädåça-guroç 
ca matsarädito mahäbhägavata-satkärädäv anumatià na 
labhate, sa prathamata eva tyakta-çästro na vicäryate | 
ubhaya-saìkaöa-päto hi tasmin bhavaty eva |

At first, one may have taken shelter of a guru who does not 
possess the qualities previously noted, such as çäbde pare ca 
niñëätaà [Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.3.21]. And then, because 
of the guru’s envy and so forth, one does not receive his 
permission to serve a mahä-bhägavata, or devotee of the 
topmost level. The unqualified guru should therefore not be 
considered, for he is the first to have violated the injunctions 
of the scriptures. With such a guru, the disciple is damned if 
he does and damned if he does not.

evam-ädikäbhipräyeëaiva –

    yo vakti nyäya-rahitam
  anyäyena çåëoti yaù
    täv ubhau narakaà ghoraà
  vrajataù kälam akñayam

iti närada-païcarätre |
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This is the intention of the following verse from Çré Närada-
païcarätra – 

‘When a guru gives specious instructions or a disciple follows 
his instructions speciously, both go to a terrible, perpetual 
hell.’

ata eva dürata evärädhyas tädåço guruù | vaiñëava-
vidveñé cet parityäjya eva | 

 guror apy avaliptasya 
       käryäkäryam ajänataù
 utpatha-pratipannasya 
       parityägo vidhéyate

[ma.bhä. 5.178.24] iti smaraëät |

Such a guru should be worshipped from afar. But if he has 
actual hatred for the Vaiñëavas, he should certainly be rejected. 
The småti states – 

‘One should reject a guru who is arrogant, who is unable to 
discriminate between what is to be done and what is not to 
be done, and who has taken a wrong path. [Mahäbhärata,
5.178.24]’

tasya vaiñëava-bhäva-rähityeëävaiñëavatayä 
avaiñëavopadiñöena ity-ädi-vacana-viñayatväc ca |

Since he is devoid of the nature of a Vaiñëava and displays the 
qualities of a non-devotee, one should consider him to be the 
non-Vaiñëava mentioned in the verse quoted previously [in 
Anuccheda 207] that begins with the words avaiñëavopadiñöena.

yathokta-lakñaëasya guror avidyamänäyäà tu, tasyaiva 
mahä-bhägavatasyaikasya nitya-sevanaà parama-çreyaù 
| sa ca çré-guruvat sama-väsanaù svasmin kåpälu-cittaç ca 
grähyaù |
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If one finds himself without a guru with the good qualifications 
previously described, one should find a mahä-bhägavata, or a 
devotee of the topmost level, and serve him constantly, which 
will give one the highest benefit in life. And if that topmost 
devotee is merciful towards one and wishes to reciprocate as a 
guru, then one should accept him.20

The verse beginning with the words avaiñëavopadiñöena, 
which Çréla Jéva Gosvämé quotes earlier in his Çré Bhakti-
sandarbha, is from Çré Närada-païcarätra:

avaiñëavopadiñöena
       mantreëa nirayaà vrajet
 punaç ca vidhinä samyag 
       grähayed vaiñëaväd guroù

One who receives his mantra from a guru who is not a 
Vaiñëava is destined to go to hell. Such a person should 
approach a Vaiñëava guru and again receive the mantra
according to the direction of the scriptures.21

Significantly, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé states that if a guru falls into 
error, the disciple should respect him from a distance and accept 
spiritual guidance elsewhere. However, if the guru strays to such 
an extent that he begins to disrespect the Vaiñëavas or prevent 
the disciple from taking shelter of a qualified Vaiñëava, then the 
disciple should promptly reject such a false guru.

The pseudo-guru who has completely lost his way is the 
subject of the verse from the Mahäbhärata. Çréla Jéva Gosvämé 
concludes that a disciple who has accepted such a guru should 
follow the exact same direction given in the verse from Çré 
Närada-païcarätra. In other words, he should reject the false 

20 Çréla Jéva Gosvämé, Çré Bhakti-sandarbha, Anuccheda 238.
21 Quoted by Çréla Jéva Gosvämé in his Çré Bhakti-sandarbha (Anuccheda 

207), and by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa 
(4.366).
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guru and take initiation from a qualified guru who is a Vaiñëava 
of the topmost level. Thus, Çréla Jéva Gosvämé clarifies the 
meaning of the term parityägaù, ‘rejected’, in the verse from the 
Mahäbhärata. It signifies that the false guru should be rejected 
and a true guru accepted. The disciple should not be without a 
qualified guru.

This analysis is supported by Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura 
in his Çré Kåñëa-bhajanämåta. Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura 
first advises the disciple not to immediately reject an erring 
guru, but to reprimand him in a secluded place for his improper 
behaviour. If the so-called guru does not change his ways and is 
averse to bhakti, then the disciple is advised to simply reject him:

tatra gurur yadi visadåçakäré, éçvare bhräntaù, kåñëa-yaço 
vimukhas tad-viläsa-vinodaà näìgékaroti svayaà vä 
durabhimäné, loka-svastavaiù kåñëam anukaroti, tarhi tyäjya 
eva |

But if the guru now behaves improperly, is confused about the 
Supreme Lord, is averse to the glories of Çré Kåñëa, does not 
relish Çré Kåñëa’s pastimes, or is intolerably proud on account 
of the false praise he receives from the public and thus falls 
into darkness, then he is simply to be rejected.

katham eva gurus tyäjyaù, iti cen na, kåñëa-bhäva-lobhät 
kåñëa-präptaye guror äçrayaëaà kåtaà, tad-anantaraà yadi 
tasmin gurau äsura-bhävas tarhi kià kartavyam, asura-guruà 
tyaktvä çré-kåñëa-bhaktimantaà gurum anyaà bhajet | 

One should not think, ‘How can the guru be abandoned?’ 
With great eagerness to obtain pure love and attain Çré Kåñëa, 
one accepts the shelter of a guru. But if a demoniac mentality 
later emerges in that guru, what is one to do? Rejecting this 
demoniac guru, one should worship in his place a guru who 
has devotion to Çré Kåñëa.
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asya kåñëa-baläd asurasya guror balaà mardanéyam iti 
vaiñëava-bhajana-vicäraù | evaà tu dåñöä bahavaù çré-
kåñëa-caitanyävatäre iti guru-nirüpaëa-siddhäntäù |

By the power such a guru derives from Çré Kåñëa, the power 
of the demoniac guru is destroyed. This is the correct analysis 
of Vaiñëava devotional practice. Indeed, many examples of 
this were seen at the time of Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu. This 
represents the conclusion of this discussion about the guru.22

Without a genuine guru, the disciple cannot serve the Supreme 
Lord, as Çré Kåñëa Himself declares:

prathamaà tu guruà püjya
       tataç caiva mamärcanam
 kurvan siddhim aväpnoti
      hy anyathä niñphalaà bhavet

If anyone worships his guru first and then worships Me, he 
certainly achieves perfection. If he does not do so, his worship 
bears no fruit.23

Hence, the disciple who has had to reject his guru must accept 
another guru. If this guru is a mahä-bhägavata, or topmost 
devotee, the disciple will be able to attain the highest spiritual 
perfection.

Six types of offences to the Vaiñëavas

As we have seen, the guru who deviates should be rejected if 
he begins to commit vaiñëava-aparädha, or offences to the 
Vaiñëavas. One who does not abandon such a guru becomes 
implicated in these offences. It is therefore critical for the 
spiritual practitioner to understand of what vaiñëava-aparädha

22 Çré Narahari Sarakära Öhäkura, Çré Kåñëa-bhajanämåta, commentary 
following verse 18.

23 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa (4.344).
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consists. In his conversation with King Bhagératha in the Skanda 
Puräëa, Märkaëòeya Åñi explains:

hanti nindati vai dveñöi 
       vaiñëavän näbhinandati
 krudhyate yäti no harñaà 
       darçane patanäni ñaö

To beat or kill a Vaiñëava, to vilify him, to bear malice or envy 
towards him, to fail to welcome him properly, to become angry 
with him, and not to feel pleasure upon seeing him – by these 
six one falls to a degraded position.24

One is guilty of beating or killing a Vaiñëava not only if 
he actually commits such a crime personally, but also if he 
attempts to do so and fails, if he aids or abets such an act, if he 
instructs someone else to carry out the act, if he knows someone 
is planning to commit such a crime but does not try to prevent 
him, or if he feels pleasure upon hearing of such an act.

To vilify a Vaiñëava means to defame him through libel or 
slander, to insult or minimize him directly or indirectly, or to 
criticise his birth, upbringing, education or previous conduct.

If an elevated Vaiñëava comes to the hometown of a disciple, 
but the guru of that disciple does not permit him to welcome 
this Vaiñëava and hear from him about Çré Kåñëa, then this is a 
symptom of envy. Such a pseudo-guru is more concerned to retain 
the adoration and service he receives from his disciple than to 
further the disciple’s spiritual interest. This type of pseudo-guru
is simply out to exploit his disciple and is not free from worldly 
attachment and illusion, as a true guru should be. Accordingly, the 
disciple should end his relationship with such an inimical guru.

If a so-called guru fails to welcome a Vaiñëava properly, 
he suffers the same spiritual fate as Romaharñaëa Süta, who 

24 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa
(10.312).
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neglected to welcome Baladeva Prabhu. Greatly angered, 
Baladeva Prabhu killed Romaharñaëa by touching him with the 
tip of a blade of kuça grass. The spiritual life of such a pseudo-
guru is destroyed, as is that of the disciple who continues to stand 
by him. A guru fails to welcome a Vaiñëava properly if he does 
not go out to greet him, does not offer him a seat and some water, 
does not speak pleasing words to him, or attempts to prevent that 
Vaiñëava from speaking. A guru commits the same error if he 
instructs or encourages his disciples to do the same.

A disciple should similarly reject a pseudo-guru who does not 
feel joy upon seeing a pure Vaiñëava, what to speak of an imitator 
guru who becomes angry with a pure Vaiñëava.

All offences to the Vaiñëava stem from envy, which is the third 
of the six types of offences to the Vaiñëava. Envy is therefore the 
principal offence from which the other five manifest. In Sanskrit 
terminology, it is referred to as the aìgé, or principal branch, from 
which the five aìgas, or subsidiary branches, spring. Accordingly, 
if a so-called guru bears envy towards a Vaiñëava, the disciple 
should unceremoniously sever his relationship with him – before 
the disciple is himself infected by that mood.

In his book Brähmaëa and Vaiñëava, Çréla Bhaktisiddhänta 
Sarasvaté Prabhupäda sums up the subject as follows:

   Those who desire their own welfare should give up the 
materialistic, proud, so-called guru and take proper initiation 
from a Vaiñëava guru. If one has a prominent false ego and 
a material conception of life, then he will naturally become 
envious of the transcendental Vaiñëavas. One should give up 
the so-called guru who is envious of the Vaiñëavas, knowing 
him to be a non-devotee. If one fails to do so, one will incur 
sin and deviate from the path of devotion.25

25 Çréla Bhaktisiddhänta Sarasvaté Prabhupäda, Brähmaëa and Vaiñëava, 
trans. Bhümipati däsa, ed. Puëòaréka Vidyänidhi däsa (Vrajraja Press, 
1999), p. 111.
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In Chapter 4, we enumerated the qualifications of a 
genuine disciple. One of these is service to the guru with 

great affection. In his Çré Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu, Çréla Rüpa 
Gosvämé lists sixty-four aspects of devotional practice. The first 
three of these, as we observed in Chapter 2, relate directly to the 
guru. The third of these is viçrambheëa guroù sevä, or service to 
the guru with great intimacy. In this chapter, we shall consider 
what such service consists of and how it awards complete spiritual 
perfection to the disciple.

The disciple’s duty to serve the guru with great intimacy

The Sanskrit word viçrambha signifies ‘confidence’ or ‘intimacy’. 
Viçrambheëa sevä therefore denotes service performed in a spirit 
of great love and intimacy. There is in fact no accurate English 
translation for the Sanskrit word sevä. The English ‘service’ 
generally carries connotations of exploitation, if it is not related 
to a commercial relationship wherein the person carrying out the 
service receives some financial benefit or remuneration. Even in 
the service industry, however, service is often rendered with care 
but rarely with any love. The word sevaka, or ‘servant’, similarly 
carries negative connotations when transplanted in the foreign 
culture of Western capitalism.

The Sanskrit word sevä denotes a labour of love. It is looked 
upon not as ordinary work, but as privileged work. Similarly, 

6
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the word sevaka does not carry the negative connotations of 
an exploited worker of lowly status. On the contrary, a sevaka
traditionally holds a position of great respect, for he or she has 
willingly and happily forsaken worldly interests for a greater 
spiritual purpose. In the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition, the sevaka
engages in sevä with the aim of attaining prema, the summit of 
selfless devotion to the Supreme Lord. 

The hallmark of viçrambheëa guroù sevä is the feeling that 
one is the property of the guru.1 The disciple who possesses this 
mood will not hesitate to fulfil the request of his guru, no matter 
how much personal difficulty or inconvenience it involves. 
Indeed, if the mood of sevä is genuine, the sevaka will feel great 
joy to accept any difficulty or inconvenience for the happiness of 
his guru. The sevaka’s sole aim is to please his guru.

Accordingly, it is sometimes explained that viçrambheëa guroù 
sevä means service with viçeña-rüpeëa-çraddhä, or an uncommon 
form of çraddhä.2 In Chapter 4, we examined the concept of 
çraddhä, and distinguished it from blind belief. When the disciple 
has not ordinary çraddhä but extraordinary çraddhä in the 
instructions of his guru, then he becomes qualified to perform 
viçrambheëa guroù sevä. Such a disciple may rightfully be called a 
genuine guru-sevaka. He or she will understand the deepest wish 
of the guru, and will look to please the guru without any doubt 
or hesitation. Rather than deliberate on the wisdom of the order 
he receives from his guru, he will deliberate on the glories of that 
order. In the next chapter, we consider the various types of guru-
sevakas.

The scriptures repeatedly advise the disciple that guru-
sevä awards all spiritual perfection. Guru-sevä is therefore the 

1 This feeling of possessiveness is known in Sanskrit as tadéya-bhäva.
2 Explained to the author of this study in discipular succession 

by his dékñä-guru, nitya-lélä-praviñöha oà viñëupäda Çré Çrémad 
Bhaktivedänta Vämana Gosvämé Mahäräja, and by his çikñä-guru, oà 
viñëupäda Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja.
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disciple’s primary duty. Some scholars have claimed that guru-
sevä was not originally a fundamental duty of the disciple in the 
guru-disciple tradition of India, and is an additional requirement 
that was introduced later in the development of that tradition.3 
This study has already demonstrated the erroneous nature of this 
claim by reference to the Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad and other texts.4

In Chapters 2 and 4 of this study, we considered the scriptural 
basis for the requirement of guru-sevä. We need not revisit the 
same material here, except to briefly explain the benefits for 
the disciple of this essential aspect of devotional practice. As 
explained in Chapter 1, the sacred texts of India repeatedly and 
unambiguously state that the Supreme Lord cannot be perceived 
by the blunt material senses. He can be reached only through 
pure bhakti. However, such bhakti is characterised by continuous, 
selfless sevä.5 When this sevä is directed towards the guru, who 
is non-different from the Supreme Lord, the guru automatically 
transfers it to the Supreme Lord, who then gives Himself to the 
devotee. In other words, the devotee thereby attains pure bhakti
for the Supreme Lord.6 This is amply supported by Çrémad-
Bhägavatam. For instance, Çré Kåñëa advises Uddhava as follows:
 

evaà gurüpäsanayaika-bhaktyä

Thus, you should develop one-pointed bhakti by carefully 
worshipping the guru.7

3 For instance, see Ramakanta Chakravarti, Vaiñëavism in Bengal 
(1486–1900) (Kolkata: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1985), pp. 81–82.

4 Chapter 2 and Chapter 4 of this study include ample evidence from 
the scriptures for the ancient and traditional requirement of guru-
sevä. In particular, see Çvetäçvatara Upaniñad, 6.23, and Bhagavad-
gétä, 4.34. 

5 See Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé’s definition of uttamä-bhakti in Çré Bhakti-
rasämåta-sindhu (1.1.11).

6 See Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.14.20.
7 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.12.24.
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Similarly, Çré Kåñëa tells Sudämä in Çrémad-Bhägavatam:

näham ijyä-prajätibhyäà 
       tapasopaçamena vä
 tuñyeyaà sarva-bhütätmä 
       guru-çuçrüñayä yathä

I, the soul of all beings, am not as satisfied by ritual worship, 
initiation as a brähmaëa, austerity or discipline as I am by 
faithful service rendered to the guru.8

The Närada-païcarätra corroborates this:

 sarva-sädhana-mukhyä hi 
       guru-sevä sadädåtä
 yayä bhaktir bhagavati 
       hy aïjasä syät sukhävahä

Of all the activities of devotional practice, the most important is 
service to the guru. By that service, bhakti for the Supreme Lord is 
quickly, easily and happily attained.9

The Viñëu-småti similarly enjoins:

äcäryasya priyaà kuryät 
       präëair api dhanair api
 karmaëä manasä väcä 
       sa yäti paramaà gatim

A disciple should please his guru with his life, wealth, actions, 
mind and words. By doing so, the disciple attains the supreme 
destination.10

There are numerous such quotations in the scriptures, and the 
above represent only a handful of prominent verses.

8 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.34.
9 Närada-païcarätra, 4.57.
10 Quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa

(1.100).
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The specific duties of the guru-sevaka
The scriptures also set out a number of specific daily duties 
for the disciple performing guru-sevä. He is required to assist 
the guru with menial tasks. This includes but is not limited 
to fetching water for him, washing his laundry and massaging 
him.11 The disciple should ask the guru which daily duties he can 
perform.12 He should offer his guru whatever food or drink his 
guru prefers, and he should honour the sacred remnants of his 
guru daily.13 Moreover, he should not eat anything without first 
getting permission from his guru.14

The disciple should also offer obeisance to his guru with folded 
hands whenever he sees him. The method of offering obeisance is 
to prostrate oneself fully on the ground before the guru, ‘falling 
like a tree cut at its root’.15 When speaking the guru’s name, a 
disciple should fold his hands with great respect, bow his head 
and preface his guru’s name with the words ‘oà çré viñëupäda’.16

The disciple is forbidden from using the guru’s belongings. 
Thus, he should never sleep on the guru’s bed, wear his clothes or 
shoes, sit on his seat, or eat from his plate.17 Also, he should never 
place his feet near his guru,18 nor step on, or cross over, his guru’s 
shadow.19 The disciple should also not go anywhere without first 
asking the guru’s permission.20 In the company of the guru, he 

11 Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé, Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.79 (quoting from 
Kurma Puräëa).

12 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.81 (quoting from Kurma Puräëa).
13 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.98.
14 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.96.
15 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.90 (quoting from Devé-ägama).
16 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.95 (quoting from Çré Närada-païcarätra).
17 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.80 (quoting from Kurma Puräëa), 1.88 

(quoting from Devé-ägama) and 1.91 (quoting from Devé-ägama).
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.82 (quoting from Kurma Puräëa).
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should never speak or act impolitely.21 The disciple should not 
lie on his own bed or sit on an elevated seat in the presence of 
his guru.22 He should not allow himself to be worshipped in the 
presence of his guru, nor should he give initiation, instruct others 
or assume the role of a manager or senior in the presence of his 
guru.23

Two examples of perfection through guru-sevä

The primary duty of the disciple is to please his guru in every 
respect. The guru will then bestow his full kindness on that 
fortunate disciple. There are numerous instances in the 
Upaniñads, Puräëas, Itihäsas and Gauòéya Vaiñëava writings of 
exemplary disciples attaining perfection in this way. To illustrate 
the benefits of guru-sevä for the disciple, we will present two such 
examples.

In ancient times there was a guru named Dhaumya Åñi, who 
had a disciple named Aruëi.24 Dhaumya Åñi wanted to test 
Aruëi’s eligibility as a disciple. One evening, as the sun was about 
to set, dark clouds filled the sky. Dhaumya Åñi told Aruëi to go 
to the small raised reservoir used to irrigate the nearby paddy 
field and to ensure it was not leaking. When Aruëi made his way 
to the reservoir, he found a small leak and tried to plug it with 
branches and clay. Despite all his efforts, however, Aruëi could 

21 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.83 (quoting from Kurma Puräëa).
22 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.97.
23 Çré Hari-bhakti-viläsa, 1.89 (quoting from Devé-ägama).
24 Explained to the author of this study in discipular succession 

by his dékñä-guru, nitya-lélä-praviñöha oà viñëupäda Çré Çrémad 
Bhaktivedänta Vämana Gosvämé Mahäräja, and by his çikñä-guru, oà 
viñëupäda Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa Gosvämé Mahäräja. 
There is a similar account of Dhaumya Åñi and his disciple Upamanyu, 
who was sent by his guru to graze cattle without provisions of food.
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not check the water flowing out of the reservoir. Darkness had 
now set in, but Aruëi was determined to fulfil the instruction of 
his guru. As a last resort, he lay down in the mud and used his 
own body to plug the breach.

Aruëi lay there all night, shivering with intense cold. In the 
early hours of the morning, Dhaumya Åñi went out to look for 
him. He found his disciple in the field, submerged in mud and 
nearly unconscious. Dhaumya Åñi held Aruëi in his arms and 
asked him, ‘My dear boy, what are you doing? Why did you not 
just come home?’

‘Gurudeva, you ordered me to secure the reservoir,’ Aruëi 
replied. ‘Without completing my sevä, how could I return home?’

Hearing this, Dhaumya Åñi placed his hand on Aruëi’s head 
and blessed him, ‘May all the wisdom of the scriptures manifest 
in your heart.’  By the mercy of his guru, Aruëi obtained spiritual 
enlightenment at that moment, and the import of all the 
scriptures manifested in his heart.

Another example of ideal guru-sevä is that of Çré Kåñëa and 
His childhood friend Sudämä, who studied together at the school 
of Sändépani Muni. Çrémad-Bhägavatam relates how the wife 
of Sändépani Muni once sent the boys to the forest to gather 
firewood and how they were caught in a fierce storm:

 api naù smaryate brahman
       våttaà nivasatäà gurau
 guru-däraiç coditänäm
       indhanänayane kvacit
 praviñöänäà mahäraëyam
       apartau su-mahad dvija
 väta-varñam abhüt tévraà
       niñöhuräù stanayitnavaù

O brähmaëa, do you remember what happened to us while 
we were living with our guru? Once our guru’s wife sent us to 
collect firewood, and after we entered deep into the woods, O 
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twice-born one, an unseasonal storm broke, with fierce gales 
and rain and harsh thunder.25

 süryaç cästaà gatas tävat
       tamasä cävåtä diçaù
 nimnaà külaà jala-mayaà
      na präjïäyata kiïcana

As the sun set, the forest was filled with darkness. With all the 
flooding, we could not distinguish high ground from low.26

 vayaà bhåçam tatra mahänilämbubhir
  nihanyamänä mahur ambu-samplave
 diço ’vidanto ’tha parasparaà vane
  gåhéta-hastäù paribabhrimäturäù

Constantly harassed by the strong wind and rain, we lost our 
way in that flood. We wandered about in the forest in great 
distress, holding each other’s hands and carrying the firewood 
we had collected.27

 etad viditvä udite
       ravau sändépanir guruù
 anveñamäëo naù çiñyän
       äcäryo ’paçyad äturän

Our guru, Sändépani Muni, understood our situation, and he 
set out at sunrise to search for us. He found us, his disciples, in 
our distress.28

25 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.35–36.
26 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.37.
27 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.38. Çréla Çrédhara Svämé points out that 

when the verb paribabhrima is read as the prefix pari followed by the 
verb bhå (‘to carry’), it indicates that Çré Kåñëa and Sudämä continued 
to carry the firewood they had collected for their guru.

28 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.39.
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 aho he putrakä yüyam
       asmad-arthe ’ti-duùkhitäù
 ätmä vai präëinäm preñöhas
       tam anädåtya mat-paräù

[Sändépani Muni said:] Oh, my children, you have suffered 
greatly for our sake! The body is the dearest thing of every 
creature, but you are so dedicated to me that you have 
sacrificed your own safety and comfort.29

 etad eva hi sac-chiñyaiù
       kartavyaà guru-niñkåtam
 yad vai viçuddha-bhävena
       sarvärthätmärpaëaà gurau

This is the duty of every true disciple: to repay the debt to his 
guru by offering him, without ulterior motive, everything he 
owns, including his life.30

 tuñöo ’haà bho dvija-çreñöhäù
       satyäù santu manorathäù
 chandäàsy ayäta-yämäni
       bhavantv iha paratra ca

O best of the brähmaëas, I am satisfied with both of you. May 
all your wishes come true, and may the Vedic mantras you 
have learned never fail you, in this world or the next.31

  itthaà-vidhäny anekäni
        vasatäà guru-veçmani
  guror anugraheëaiva
        pumän pürëaù praçäntaye

29 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.40.
30 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.41.
31 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.42.
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[Çré Kåñëa continued:] We shared many such adventures while 
living in our guru’s home. By the mercy of the guru, a person 
can fulfil the purpose of life and find lasting peace.32

32 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 10.80.43.
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There are three broad categories of guru-sevakas: the 
sevaka of the highest level (uttama-adhikäré), the sevaka

of intermediate standing (madhyama-adhikäré), and the sevaka
of neophyte ability (kaniñöha-adhikäré). We will briefly consider 
each in turn.

The topmost guru-sevaka

The topmost sevaka understands at all times, without needing 
to be told, exactly what his Gurudeva desires or requires – and 
he is able to please his Gurudeva fully. Such a sevaka serves his 
Gurudeva by understanding his heart’s desire or mood, just as 
Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé served Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu:

 çré-caitanya-mano-’bhéñöaà
       sthäpitaà yena bhü-tale
 svayaà rüpaù kadä mahyaà
       dadäti sva-padäntikam

When will Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé give me the shelter of his lotus 
feet? Because he understood the confidential desire of Çré 
Caitanya Mahäprabhu, he was able to establish His mission in 
this world and is very dear to Mahäprabhu.1

Referring to Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu, the son of Çacé-devé, 
Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé wrote:

1 Narottama däsa Öhäkura, Çré Prema-bhakti-candrikä, Maìgaläcaraëa 2.

7
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 anarpita-caréà cirät karuëayävatérëaù kalau
 samarpayitum unnatojjvala-rasäà sva-bhakti-çriyam

He has appeared in the age of Kali by His causeless mercy 
to bestow what has not been given in a very long time – the 
service of Çrématé Rädhikä as Her confidential maidservant.2

Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu’s mission in this world was to 
distribute sva-bhakti-çréyam. Sva means Kåñëa’s ‘own’. The 
Vrajaväsés are all Kåñëa’s own. The sakhas, or cowherd friends, 
are very dear to Kåñëa. But dearer to Him are the Vrajaväsés with 
parental affection for Him. The sakhés, or cowherd girls of Vraja, 
are still dearer – especially Lalitä, Viçäkhä, Citrä, Indulekhä, 
Campakalatä, Raìgadevé, Tuìgavidyä and Sudevé. Even dearer 
than these eight principal sakhés is Çrématé Candrävalé. Dearest 
of all, however, is Çrématé Rädhikä. Sva-bhakti therefore refers to 
Her bhakti.

Since Mahäprabhu did not come to distribute the bhakti of 
Çrématé Rädhikä, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé wrote sva-bhakti-çréyam. 
This signifies ‘the beauty of Çrématé Rädhikä’s bhakti’. That 
beauty is maïjaré-bhäva, the mood of an intimate maidservant 
of Rädhikä. This is the highest position that a living entity 
can achieve. Mahäprabhu came to this world to distribute this 
particular mood of devotion. Understanding Mahäprabhu’s 
confidential desire, Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé systematically explained 
this esoteric subject in his writings, especially in Çré Bhakti-
rasämåta-sindhu and Çré Ujjvala-nélamaëi.

The words çré-caitanya-mano-’bhéñöaà mean ‘fulfilling the 
inner desire of Çré Caitanya Mahäprabhu’. Although there have 
been numerous gosvämés in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava lineage, this 
quality has been specifically ascribed to Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé. 
He therefore exemplifies the topmost sevaka. Çréla Sanätana 

2 Çréla Rüpa Gosvämé, Çré Vidagdha-mädhava, 1.2, first half. Quoted 
by Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé in his Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, 
Ädi-lélä, 1.4 and 3.4.
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Gosvämé, Jéva Gosvämé, Gopäla Bhaööa Gosvämé, Raghunätha 
däsa Gosvämé and Raghunätha Bhaööa Gosvämé are, of course, 
all sevakas of the highest calibre also.

The intermediate guru-sevaka

The intermediate sevaka is one who is able to fulfil Çréla 
Gurudeva’s desire after he receives an instruction from Gurudeva 
to do so. Unlike the topmost sevaka, the intermediate sevaka does 
not fully understand the inner desire or mood of Çréla Gurudeva 
in all respects. However, if Gurudeva gives an instruction, he 
will be able to grasp that instruction and execute it well without 
hesitation.

This type of sevaka is able to distinguish different levels of 
Vaiñëavas:

 ésvare tad-adhéneñu
       bäliçeñu dviñatsu ca
 prema-maitré-kåpopekñä
       yaù karoti sa madhyamaù

An intermediate devotee offers his love to the Supreme 
Lord, offers his friendship to those fully engaged in service 
to the Supreme Lord, shows mercy to those who lack spiritual 
knowledge, and disregards those who are inimical to the 
Supreme Lord.3

Accordingly, the sevaka of intermediate standing is able to 
honour Çréla Gurudeva and the Vaiñëavas properly. Gurudeva 
becomes satisfied with his careful and respectful dealings, free 
from vaiñëava-aparädha and näma-aparädha, or offences to the 
Vaiñëavas and to the holy name.4

3 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.46.
4 According to the Padma Puräëa (Brahma-khaëòa, 25.15), the first 

offence to the holy name is satäà nindä nämnaù paramam aparädhaà 
vitanute / yataù khyätià yätaà katham u sahate tad-vigarhäm: To 
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The neophyte guru-sevaka
The neophyte sevaka is one who is unable to render service 
properly, even upon being directly guided by Çréla Gurudeva. In 
this category are six types of entirely ineffectual sevakas. They 
have been referred to as sevakädhamä – literally, ‘the lowest of 
sevakas’:

 alir bäëo jyotiñakaù 
      stabdhébhütaù kimekakaù
 preñita-preñakaç caiva
      ñaò ete sevakädhamäù

There are six types of unsatisfactory sevakas. They are he who 
is fickle like a bee; he who talks back, piercing his master like 
an arrow; the procrastinator; the so-called sevaka who is lazy 
and inactive; he who refuses to try to do anything on his own; 
and the so-called sevaka who passes the buck.5

Let us briefly consider each type of these in turn:

1. He who is fickle like a bee

The bee is interested only in trying to extract honey for its 
own advantage. Upon receiving an order from Çréla Gurudeva, 
this type of false sevaka will be highly reluctant to obey it if it 
is not pleasing to him. Rather, this type of so-called sevaka
will spend an inordinate amount of time humming about the 
order he has received, wondering whether he should carry 
it out or focus on the many other things he feels deserve his 

disrespect those saintly persons who have dedicated their lives to 
propagating the holy name of the Supreme Lord.

5 Source unknown. Quoted by Çré Çrémad Bhakti Pramode Puré 
Gosvämé Mahäräja in ‘The True Spirit of Separation’, Bhaktivedanta 
Memorial Library [website]. <http://www.bvml.org/ SBPPG/ ttsos.
html> accessed 29 Jan. 2008.
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attention. Like the bee, he lacks focus. If he does begin to 
follow Gurudeva’s instruction, he is easily distracted.

2. He who talks back, piercing his master like an arrow

This type of so-called sevaka continually answers back to his 
Gurudeva. His sharp retorts are like arrows that pierce the 
heart of Gurudeva. Alternatively, when Çréla Gurudeva gives 
an order, this substandard sevaka will not wait to hear it fully or 
properly, but will at once fly out the door like an arrow to fulfil 
it, without knowing where to go, what to do, or how to do it. 

3. The procrastinator

The Sanskrit word jyotiña actually means ‘astrology’. This 
type of unsatisfactory sevaka will think up so many problems 
and eventualities, which will overwhelm him and prevent him 
from fulfilling the order of his Gurudeva. Such a so-called 
sevaka does not understand the power that is present within 
the instruction of a genuine guru. Rather, he calculates like 
an astrologer, waiting for the right alignment of planets or 
circumstances before he is willing to do anything.

4. The so-called sevaka who is lazy and inactive

The Sanskrit word stabdhébhüta means ‘speechless’ or 
‘motionless’. When Çréla Gurudeva gives an order to this 
type of so-called sevaka, he becomes stunned, bewildered 
and incapable of taking action. Overcome by confusion or 
laziness, he does nothing at all.

5. He who refuses to do anything on his own

Upon receiving an order from Çréla Gurudeva, this ineffectual 
sevaka thinks, ‘How can I possibly do this alone? There are so 
many others here besides me; why did Gurudeva not order 
someone else? Why just me?’
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6. The so-called sevaka who passes the buck

When Çréla Gurudeva gives this imitator sevaka a task, he 
at once looks for someone to pass it on to, so that he can 
conveniently abrogate responsibility. In this way, Gurudeva’s 
order gets passed on from one person to another and is in 
the end never fulfilled. For such a person, the order of the 
guru is an inconvenience. When Çréla Gurudeva later asks 
this so-called sevaka whether he has accomplished the task, 
he promptly informs Gurudeva that he has passed it on to 
someone else.

All six types of false sevakas exhibit an ignorance of the guru’s
true nature by their apathetic attitude to service. They thereby 
commit aparädha, or offences, to the guru and to the holy name 
of the Lord.6 This is detrimental to their bhakti. The Agastya-
saàhitä states:

 ye gurv-äjïäà na kurvanti 
      päpiñöhäù puruñädhamäù
 na teñäà naraka-kleça-
      nistäro muni-sattama

O best of the sages, any person who avoids or disobeys the 
orders of the guru is sinful, the lowest of mankind, and is 
taken to hell for suffering. There  is no deliverance for him.7

In Çrémad-Bhägavatam, Çré Kåñëa says to Uddhava:

 äcäryaà mäà vijänéyän
       navamanyeta karhicit
 na martya-buddhyäsüyeta
       sarva-deva-mayo guruù

6 According to the Padma Puräëa (Brahma-khaëòa, 25.17), the third 
offence to the holy name is guror avajïä, or disregard of the guru.

7 Agastya-saàhitä; quoted by Çréla Sanätana Gosvämé in his Çré Hari-
bhakti-viläsa (4.367).
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Know the äcärya, or spiritual preceptor, to be Me. One should 
never disrespect him under any circumstance, nor should 
one envy him, thinking him an ordinary man, for he is the 
representative of all the demigods.8

There are numerous such directives in the scriptures. 
Disrespecting the guru is a grave error. The neophyte sevaka
similarly does not know how to properly respect other Vaiñëavas:

 arcäyäm eva haraye
       püjäà yaù çraddhayehate
 na tad-bhakteñu cänyeñu
      sa bhaktaù präkåtaù småtaù

One who engages in the worship of the deity of Çré Kåñëa with 
faith but does not know how to properly respect Vaiñëavas or 
people in general is called a präkåta-bhakta, or materialistic 
devotee.9

However, if the neophyte sevaka is sincere and takes full 
shelter of Çréla Gurudeva and the senior Vaiñëavas, he will 
quickly be able to progress to the intermediate level, at which his 
determination to serve Gurudeva will be focused and strong. One 
who reaches the intermediate level is said to be mahä-bhägyavän, 
‘greatly fortunate’.10

8 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.17.27.
9 Çrémad-Bhägavatam, 11.2.47.
10 Çréla Kåñëadäsa Kaviräja Gosvämé, Çré Caitanya-caritämåta, Madhya-

lélä, 22.67.
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Appendix

The following four devotional poems, which glorify the 
guru, are celebrated in the Gauòéya Vaiñëava tradition:

1. ‘Çré Gurvañöakam’ – by Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura
2. ‘Çré Guru-Caraëa-Padma’ – by Çréla Narottama däsa Öhäkura
3. ‘Gurudeva! Baòa Kåpä Kari’ – by Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura
4. ‘Gurudeva! Kåpä-Bindu Diyä’ – by Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura
They are included below in their full form.1

‘Çré Gurvañöakam’ by Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura

 saàsära-dävänala-léòha-loka-
  träëäya käruëya-ghanäghanatvam
 präptasya kalyäëa-guëärëavasya
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (1)

Just as a raincloud extinguishes a blazing forest fire by 
showering its rain upon it, Çré Gurudeva, by his rain 
of divine mercy, delivers the people burning in the fire 
of material existence, suffering the threefold miseries – 
adhyätmika, adhibhautika and adhidaivika. I offer prayers 

1 English translations from Çré Çrémad Bhaktivedänta Näräyaëa 
Mahäräja’s Çré Gauòéya Géti-guccha (Vrindavan, India: Gauòéya 
Vedänta Publications, 2003), pp. 20–24. Used with permission.
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unto the lotus feet of Çré Gurudeva, who manifests when 
Kåñëa’s mercy becomes very thick and who is an ocean of 
auspicious qualities.

 mahäprabhoù kértana-nåtya-géta-
  väditra-mädyan-manaso rasena
 romäïca-kampäçru-taraìga-bhäjo
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (2)

Çré Gurudeva is inspired by Mahäprabhu’s saìkértana and 
is always dancing, singing, and playing musical instruments. 
Because he is tasting Mahäprabhu’s prema-rasa in his heart, 
like a madman he sometimes exhibits ecstatic symptoms – his 
hairs stand on end, he shivers, and waves of tears flow from his 
eyes. I offer prayers unto Çré Gurudeva’s lotus feet.

 çré-vigrahärädhana-nityä-nänä-
  çåìgära-tan-mandira-märjanädau
 yuktasya bhaktäàç ca niyuïjato ’pi
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (3)

Always worshipping Çré Vigraha and absorbed in çåìgära-rasa, 
Çré Gurudeva daily dresses Them differently with beautiful 
clothes and ornaments designed to enhance Their meetings. 
He cleans the temple and performs other services for Them. 
He also engages his disciples in these services. I offer prayers 
unto the lotus feet of Çré Gurudeva.

 catur-vidha-çré-bhagavat-prasäda-
  svädv-anna-tåptän hari-bhakta-saìghän
 kåtvaiva tåptià bhajataù sadaiva
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (4)

Çré Gurudeva is always satisfied to see Çré Kåñëa’s devotees 
relishing four kinds of foodstuffs that have been offered, 
namely, those which are chewed, sucked, licked and drunk. 
Thus the devotees become satisfied by tasting mahä-prasäda. 
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(That is, by accepting prasäda in the mood of service, material 
life is destroyed and the bliss of divine love is awakened in the 
heart.) I offer prayers unto the lotus feet of Çré Gurudeva.

 çré-rädhikä-mädhavayor apära-
  mädhurya-lélä guëa-rüpa-nämnäm
 prati-kñaëäsvädana-lolupasya
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (5)

At every moment Çré Gurudeva is experiencing intense greed 
in his heart to taste the unlimited sweetness of the holy 
names, forms, qualities and pastimes of Çré Çré Rädhä-Mädhava 
in Våndävana. I offer my prayers unto the lotus feet of Çré 
Gurudeva.

 nikuïja-yüno rati-keli-siddhyai
  yä yälibhir yuktir apekñaëéyä
 taträti-däkñyäd ati-vallabhasya
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (6)

Çré Gurudeva is always present with the sakhés, planning the 
arrangements for the perfection of Yugala-kiçora’s amorous 
pastimes (rati-keli) within the kuïjas of Våndävana. Because 
he is so expert in making these tasteful arrangements for 
Their pleasure, he is very dear to Çré Rädhä-Kåñëa. I offer 
prayers unto the lotus feet of Çré Gurudeva.

 säkñäd-dharitvena samasta-çästrair
  uktas tathä bhävyata eva sadbhiù
 kintu prabhor yaù priya eva tasya
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (7)

All the scriptures proclaim Çré Gurudeva is säkñät hari, the 
direct potency of Çré Hari, and is thus considered by saintly 
authorities to be His non-different representative. Because Çré 
Gurudeva is so dear to the Lord, being His confidential servitor 
(acintya-bhedäbheda-prakäça-vigraha, the inconceivable 
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different and non-different worshipful manifestation of the 
Lord), I offer prayers unto his lotus feet.

 yasya prasädäd bhagavat-prasädo
  yasyäprasädän na gatiù kuto ’pi
 dhyäyan stuvaàs tasya yaças tri-sandhyaà
  vande guroù çré-caraëäravindam (8)

Only by the mercy of Çré Gurudeva can one receive the mercy 
of Kåñëa; without his grace the living entities cannot make 
any advancement nor be delivered. Meditating three times a 
day on the glories of Çré Gurudeva and reciting stava-stuti, I 
offer prayers unto his lotus feet.

 çrémad-guror añöakam etad uccair
  brähme muhürte paöhati prayatnät
 yas tena våndävana-nätha-säkñät-
  sevaiva labhyä januño ’nta eva (9)

That person who very attentively recites this añöakam to Çré 
Gurudeva during the brähma-muhürta is sure to achieve direct 
service to the lotus feet of Çré Kåñëa, the very life and soul 
of Våndävana (våndävana-nätha), upon attaining his vastu-
siddhi, or pure spiritual form.
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‘Çré Guru-Caraëa-Padma’ by Çréla Narottama däsa 
Öhäkura

çré guru-caraëa-padma, kevala bhakati-sadma,
vandõ mui sävadhäna-mate

jäìhära prasäde bhäi, e bhäva tariyä jäi,
kåñëa-präpti haya jäìhä ha’te (1)

The lotus feet of Çré Gurudeva are the treasure-house of çré, 
unalloyed prema-bhakti for Kåñëa. I very carefully worship 
and serve those lotus feet (gurupäda-padma). By his mercy, O 
brother, anyone can cross over this vast ocean of misery and 
attain the lotus feet of Çré Kåñëa.

guru-mukha-padma-väkya, cittete kariyä aikya,
ära nä kariha mane äçä

çré guru-caraëe rati, ei se uttamä gati,
je prasäde püre sarva äçä (2)

The words emanating from the lotus mouth of Çré Gurudeva 
should be embraced within the heart. No aspiration beyond 
his words should enter because his instructions bring one to 
the highest goal – rati, or attachment for his lotus feet. By his 
grace all of our desires for spiritual perfection are fulfilled.

cakñu-däna dilä jei, janme janme prabhu sei,
divya-jïäna håde prakäçita

prema-bhakti jäìhä haite, avidyä vinäça jäte,
vede gäya jäìhära carita (3)

He gives me the gift of transcendental vision and enlightens 
my heart with divine knowledge. He is my master birth 
after birth. From him emanates prema-bhakti, divine loving 
devotion, by which ignorance is destroyed. The Vedic 
scriptures sing of his character.
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çré guru karuëä-sindhu, adhama janära bandhu,
lokanätha lokera jévana

hä hä prabhu! kara dayä, deha more pada-chäyä,
tuwä pade lainu çaraëa

(ebe yaça ghuñuka tribhuvana) (4)

Çré Gurudeva is the ocean of mercy, the greatest friend of the 
shelterless, the life and soul of everyone! O master, be merciful! 
Alas, O Gurudeva, give me the shade of your lotus feet – at 
your feet I have surrendered. (Now your fame shall be spread 
all over the three worlds.)

‘Gurudeva! Baòa Kåpä Kari’ by Çréla Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura

gurudeva! baòa kåpä kari’, gauòa-vana mäjhe, 
godrume diyächa sthäna

äjñä dilä more, ei vraje basi’, 
harinäma kara gäna (1)

Gurudeva, very mercifully you placed me in Godruma in the 
forests of Gauòa, ordering me to dwell in the sacred realm of 
Vraja and chant harinäma.

kintu kabe prabhu, yogyatä arpibe, 
e däsere dayä kari’

citta sthira ha’be, sakala sahiba, 
ekänte bhajiba hari (2)

But when, O my master, will you mercifully give this servant of 
yours the qualification to fulfil your order? Then my mind will 
be peaceful, I will be able to endure all difficulties and serve 
Çré Hari with single-pointed focus.

çaiçava-yauvane, jaòa-sukha-saìge, 
abhyäsa haila manda

nija-karma-doñe, e deha haila, 
bhajanera pratibandha (3)
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Indulging in mundane pleasures in my childhood and youth, 
I cultivated many bad habits. Due to reactions to these sinful 
acts, my body itself has become an impediment to doing 
bhajana.

värdhakye ekhana, païca-roge hata, 
kemane bhajiba bala’

käìdiyä käìdiyä, tomära caraëe, 
paòiyächi suvihvala (4)

Now, in old age, afflicted with illnesses of the five senses, how 
can I do bhajana? O Master, bitterly weeping and in great 
anxiety, I have fallen at your lotus feet.

‘Gurudeva! Kåpä-Bindu Diyä’ by Çréla Bhaktivinoda 
Öhäkura

gurudeva!
kåpä-bindu diyä, kara ei däse,

tåëäpekñä ati héna
sakala sahane, bala diyä kara,

nija-mäne spåhä-héna (1)

Gurudeva! Give me a drop of mercy – make this servant more 
humble than a blade of grass. Give me the strength to tolerate 
all eventualities. Let me not hanker for my own honour and 
fame.

sakale sammäna, karite çakati,
deha nätha! yathäyatha

tabe ta’ gäiba, harinäma sukhe,
aparädha ha’be hata (2)

Give me the power to honour all living entities according 
to what they are due (and all Vaiñëavas as befitting their 
platform). Then I will be able to chant the holy names 
blissfully, and all my offences will be vanquished.
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kabe hena kåpä, labhiyä e jana,
kåtärtha haibe nätha!

çakti-buddhi-héna, ämi ati déna,
kara more ätma-sätha (3)

O my master, when will I be benedicted with your mercy and 
finally be successful in my life? I am so fallen that I have no 
strength or intelligence. Kindly take my soul and make me like 
you.

yogyatä-vicäre, kichu nähi päi,
tomära karuëä sära

karuëä nä haile, käìdiyä käìdiyä,
präëa nä räkhiba ära (4)

If I examine myself, I find no good qualities; Your mercy is the 
essence of my existence. If you are not merciful, then bitterly 
weeping I will no longer maintain my life.
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