Sadhana Bhakti

Devotees who have reached Srila Prabhupada Asraya level can be considered serious devotees as they have committed themselves to all the angas of Sadhana Bhakti, namely, chanting 16 (sixteen) rounds of japa, performing Mangala arati and other aratis, offering food to the Lord, reading Srimad Bhagavad-Gita and Srimad Bhagavatam, rendering devotional services including preaching and being committed to Srila Prabhupada and the parampara.

But they need to develop the habit of performing them regularly and this needs some supervision and motivation from the seniors in the beginning. With this end in view, we have developed the following procedure to keep track of their progress and to guide them to understand the importance of sadhana bhakti and to help them to be motivated and committed to perform their sadhana sincerely and regularly. They may be facing some obstacles, which needs to be discussed and helped to be removed. For example, they may be working late hours at work, or they may have programs in the late evenings, which may make early retiring to bed impossible. But somehow, they should ensure maximum priority to doing their sadhana as well as possible. 

There could be wake up calls for those who find it difficult to get up on their own. There could be chain calls among the different devotees. One devotee is fixed to call another and he calls another until the chain finally reaches the leader. Then he knows that everyone has woken up! 

As they are all being trained to be leaders, good standards of sadhana maintained by them will ensure the same thing to be passed on to generations of devotees to come.

A bhakti vrksha leader can keep track of the members of his group; an upa cakrapati can look after of all the bhakti vriksha leaders under his charge. Similarly the cakrapatis can look after all the upa cakrapatis. The maha cakrapatis can supervise the chakrapatis. The Mahacakrapatis can give their records to the program director and so on. The idea is to ensure that this process of maintaining records is never lost so that there is never any slackening in sadhana, which may occur due to complacency or oversight over a period of time. Moreover, when you know that others are doing it, you get doubly inspired to perform your sadhana perfectly and not be left behind.

To introduce them to the concept of maintaining a record of their daily sadhana, the bhakti vrksha leaders must convene a meeting of all the devotees who are at Prabhupada Asraya and above. Any devotee who they feel is serious but not on the level of Prabhupada Asraya may be included in this, provided the candidate is also willing. 

Similarly, the upacakrapatis, cakrapatis, mahacakrapatis, etc. may convene meetings for their respective groups they supervise.

After the initial introductory meeting there has to be regular monthly meetings to submit these records and to discuss how they could improve their sadhana from whatever standard they are following. 

Read out first this passage from the Nectar of Devotion, Ch.2, pg.20, on sadhana bhakti and its importance:

“Here is a general description of devotional service given by Srila Rupa Gosvami in his Bhakti-rasämrta-sindhu. Previously, it has been stated that devotional service can be divided into three categories—namely devotional service in practice, devotional service in ecstasy and devotional service in pure love of God. Now Srila Rupa Gosvami proposes to describe devotional service in practice.

Practice means employing our senses in some particular type of work. Therefore devotional service in practice means utilizing our different sensory organs in service to Krishna. Some of the senses are meant for acquiring knowledge and some are meant for executing the conclusions of our thinking, feeling and willing. So, practice means employing both the mind and the senses in practical devotional service. This practice is not for developing something artificial. For example, a child learns or practices to walk. This walking is not unnatural. The walking capacity is there originally in the child and simply by a little practice he walks very nicely. Similarly, devotional service to the Supreme Lord is the natural instinct of every living entity. Even uncivilized men like the aborigines offer their respectful obeisances to something wonderful exhibited by nature’s law and they appreciate that behind some wonderful exhibition or action there is something supreme. So this consciousness, though lying dormant in those who are materially contaminated, is found in every living entity. And, when purified, this is called Krishna consciousness.

There are certain prescribed methods for employing our senses and mind in such a way that our dormant consciousness for loving Krsna will be invoked, as much as the child, with a little practice, can begin to walk. One who has no basic walking capacity cannot walk by practice. Similarly, Krsna consciousness cannot be aroused simply by practice. Actually there is no such practice. When we wish to develop our innate capacity for devotional service, there are certain processes, which, by our accepting and executing them, will cause that dormant capacity to be invoked. Such practice is called sädhana-bhakti.
Every living entity under the spell of material energy is held to be in an abnormal condition of madness. In Srimad Bhagavatam it is said, “Generally, the conditioned soul is mad because he is always engaged in activities which are the causes of bondage and suffering.” The spirit soul in his original condition is joyful, blissful, eternal and full of knowledge. Only by his implication in material activities has he become miserable, temporary and full of ignorance. This is due to vikarma. Vikarma means “actions which should not be done.” Therefore, we must practice sädhana-bhakti—which means to offer mangala-arati (Deity Worship) in the morning, to refrain from certain material activities, to offer obeisances to the spiritual master and to follow many other rules and regulations which will be discussed here one after another. These practices will help one become cured of madness. As a man’s mental disease is cured by the directions of a psychiatrist, so this sadhana-bhakti cures the conditioned soul of his madness under the spell of mäya, material illusion.

Närada Muni mentions this sädhana-bhakti in Srimad-Bhägavatam, Seventh Canto, and first Chapter, verse 32. He says these to King Yudhistira, “My dear King, one has to fix his mind on Krsna by any means.” That is called Krishna consciousness. It is the duty of the acharya, the spiritual master, to find the ways and means for his disciple to fix his mind on Krishna. That is the beginning of sadhana-bhakti.

Sri Chaitanya Mahäprabhu has given us an authorized program for this purpose, one that is centered around the chanting of the Hare Krishna mantra. This chanting has so much power that it immediately attaches one to Krishna. That is the beginning of sadhana-bhakti. Somehow or other, one has to fix his mind on Krishna. The great saint Ambarisha maharaja, although a responsible king, fixed his mind on Krishna and similarly anyone who tries to fix his mind in this way will very rapidly make progress in successfully reviving his original Krishna consciousness.

Now this sadhana-bhakti, or practice of devotional service, may also be divided into two parts. The first part is called service. According to regulative principles one has to follow these different regulative principles by the order of the spiritual master or on the strength of authoritative scriptures, and there can be no question of refusal. That is called vaidhi, or regulated. One has to do it without argument.

Another part of sadhana-bhakti is called raganuga. Raganuga refers to the point at which, by following the regulative principles, one becomes a little more attached to Krsna and executes devotional service out of natural love. For example, a person engaged in devotional service may be ordered to rise early in the morning and offer arati, which is a form of Deity worship. In the beginning, by the order of his spiritual master, one rises early in the morning and offers arati, but then he develops real attachment. When he gets this attachment he automatically tries to decorate the Deity and prepare different kinds of dresses and thinks of different plans to execute his devotional service nicely. Although it is within the category of practice, this offering of loving service is spontaneous. So the practice of devotional service, sadhana-bhakti, can be divided into two parts—namely, regulative and spontaneous.

Rupa Gosvami defines the first part of devotional practice or vaidhi-bhakti as follows: “When there is no attachment or no spontaneous loving service to the Lord, and one is engaged in the service of the Lord simply out of obedience to the order of the spiritual master or in pursuance of the scriptures, such obligatory service is called vaidhi-bhakti.”

These principles of vaidhi-bhakti are also described in Srimad Bhagavatam, second Canto, first chapter, verse 5, where Sukhadeva Gosvami instructs the dying Mahäräja Parikshit as to his course of action. Maharaja Parikshit  met Sukhadeva Gosvami just a week before his death and the king was perplexed as to what should be done before he was to pass on. Many other sages also arrived there but no one could give him the proper direction. Sukhadeva Gosvami however, gave this direction to him which is as follows: “My dear king, if you want to be fearless in meeting your death next week (for actually everyone is afraid at the point of death), then you must immediately begin the process of hearing and chanting and remembering God.” If one can chant and hear Hare Krsna and always remember Lord Krsna, then he is sure to become fearless of death, which may come at any moment.”

Proper standards of sadhana:

Note: This is a minimum program  for those devotees who have a busy daily schedule either as students or as those employed. Those who have more time to spare may include more items of Aratis and pujas like Tulasi Arathi, Guru Puja, sandhya arati, bhoga arati, etc. as normally prescribed. 

Ideally if one were to get up by 3.30 A.M. then all the following aspects of sadhana could be fitted in very well into one’s schedule. This requires that we retire to bed by 9.30 pm so that we get 6 hours of sleep. Srila Prabhupada said, “We should not sleep more than seven hours. Six hours at night and one hour, that is sufficient. From medical point of view, they say six hours of sleeping is sufficient, six hours…” 

Japa: Chanting 16 rounds and most preferably to finish them in the early hours of the morning by 6.30 A.M. This is the Brahma muhurta hour when there are spiritual vibrations in the air, the mind is calm and peaceful and none of the activities of the day have started.  Srila Prabhupada said, “ Chanting japa should be done early in the morning with full concentration preferably during the Brahma muhurtha time. As early morning is the period for spiritual cultivation, the beginning of evening is the period for passion.”

Srila Prabhupada also emphasized that everyone can be trained to do this. “Practically everything depends on practice. abyasa-yoga – yuktena cetasa nanya gamina (Bhagavad-Gita, 8.8). Abhyasa-yoga means yoga practice… Practice it. So this whole Krishna conscious movement is to practice transferring from one consciousness to another. Just like one man can run few miles. I cannot run even one mile. He has practiced. We see some boys, they run, run, run on. They practice. Practice it. Strength of the heart is increasing by practice. And if I run, my heart will be palpitating. Because I have no practice. So by practice, everything can be attained…. Life is short and it is so much disturbed. So how is it possible to practice?- Therefore this one practice – chanting Hare Krsna, and hearing- that is very nice. And praying to Krsna, “Please give me strength..” Hare, “O energy of Krsna, I am fallen, I have no strength. Please accept me.” That’s all. “I have no qualification. I am frail,. I am trying, but I am failing.” All these appeals should be made. And Krsna is all powerful, He can do anything.”

In case one thinks that such injunctions are only for temple residents, Srila Prabhupada also says, “The house holders are required to rise early in the morning and after bathing they should offer respects to the Deities at home by prayers.” “One who cannot rise early in the morning he is not spiritually serious. That is the test.”

Mangala Arathi: Between 5 A.M - 5.30 A.M Arati should be offered to Their Lordships to the accompaniment of Guruvashtakam and the Hare Krsna Maha mantra  followed by Mangala Arathi…this should take about 30 minutes.

Note: It should be a standard to perform Mangala Arathi at 5 A.M. If due to unavoidable circumstances one is delayed in waking up, then a quick Mangala Arathi should be performed after a bath. By keeping the Arathi items ready on the previous night one can perform the Mangala Arathi very quickly.

Reading Srimad Bhagavatam:  Read one verse and purport  for the day .

Also continue reading further for whatever time you can spare before your work schedule.

Srimad Bhagavad-Gita:  Read in sequence daily for however long it is possible.

Nectar of Devotion, Nectar of Instruction and  Isopanishad are also included.

For those starting out from the level of Prabhupada Asraya, the smaller books of Srila Prabhupada can also be included in this compulsory reading.

If on certain days one is able to read only for shorter lengths of time due to some engagement, then one needs to make up for it on other days. By maintaining a record one would be able to ensure some minimum hours of reading every week.

Note: If on certain days due to unavoidable circumstances one has limited time to perform one’s sadhana, then the first priority should always be towards chanting and if time permits towards performing Mangala Arati. Reading can be adjusted during other hours of the day.

As a guide, one has to exercise a lot of compassion and tolerance in  guiding the members to these  high standards. If one insists on the perfect standards mentioned right from the very beginning, the members may feel uncomfortable. After inspiring them with this session and explaining the perfect standards, one can give them the *sadhana chart or record for them to follow and maintain themselves. They need to bring it with them every week when they come for the study classes to be viewed by the leader. There are ratings for their levels of performance. Their ratings have to keep improving. If there is any slow down the leader could discuss with them what problems they were facing and try to help them overcome that. Every month one could have a meeting to discuss their progress.

* The Sadhana chart has been provided in this book.
