Some problems you may face

1. What do you do when you are sick, too busy or unavailable to lead your group on a particular week/s?

A vrinda, once started, should never cease functioning even temporarily. This is because meeting once a week is the minimum requirement for the members to progress steadily in Krishna consciousness.

The Bhakti Vriksha is a well-integrated program with senior leaders available for consultation and help. And as they are responsible for those under their care, it is possible to maintain a vrinda at least once a week on a continuous basis. 

Whenever it is genuinely not possible for you to conduct the program, you can consult your sector leader well in advance so that he can suggest the necessary steps to fill in the gap. He may either, himself, volunteer to conduct the program, or suggest other leaders and locations where the group members could meet in your absence.

In case your program is not big enough to have sector leaders or that there is nobody available to fill in the gap, then you can find out some persons from within the members of your group who may be willing to hold meetings in their homes. In case more than one volunteers, the members could take turns in meeting in the different homes.

They could have kirtan, japa, and watch a Krishna conscious video together. If they have sufficiently progressed in their Krishna consciousness, they could read a passage from Bhagavad-Gita together.

In this way you can ensure that their weekly association is not disturbed.

2) How does one monitor the progress of members when they take a break (like students during examination time), or when they take a break for a vacation?

You can discuss with the member who is taking the break as to what minimum program of sadhana he can maintain on his own during this time-span. Alternatively, if it is feasible, you can periodically telephone him and keep in touch with him so that his fragile creeper of devotional service is not harmed in any way. You can even request a senior member of your vrinda to keep in touch with him and give him association from time to time.

The spiritual edification passage and questions that were discussed during the week could be sent his way either by electronic or ordinary mail so that the member is kept enlivened by the philosophy. In this way, by caring for the member during his temporary break from the weekly program, you can ensure that the member does not lose his Krishna consciousness and that he rejoins the group.

3) Empowerment of women:

 Women are excellent Bhakti Vriksha leaders for they naturally possess and exercise many of the characteristics expected of a Bhakti Vriksha leader. They are good in taking care of people, in nurturing them and making them grow in Krishna consciousness; in other words, all these are extensions of the qualities of motherhood. Therefore, women also make good teachers for children and can conduct weekly programs for them.

At first women can conduct vrindas for other women and children, but as they gain maturity in Krishna consciousness, the grihasta women can also conduct a vrinda for grihasta couples. For giving close association to the husbands, either her husband or some other devotee could help out. 

Women also make excellent assistants to their husbands who may be holding different responsibilities in the Bhakti Vriksha program. So, women members find it very easy to advance as they get close devotee association from the wives.

As their services and responsibilities expand, women can also become sector leaders, supervising and coordinating 03 or more vrindas, collect reports from the leaders and be a responsible and valuable link in the Bhakti Vriksha hierarchy.

They can also conduct study classes, Bhakti shastri courses, help in organizing festivals as well as in the creative services like art, music, writing, etc to sustain the program. The service opportunity for women devotees is unlimited in the Bhakti Vriksha program.

Women constitute half the population. So inclusion of women in various aspects of the Bhakti Vriksha program ensures its success. The women will be well represented and can contribute greatly to the expansion of preaching.

4) Members shifted to a place where there are no ISKCON centers.

Due to various reasons, devotees maybe relocated to different cities or countries. Sometimes there may not be any devotional association available in these places. It is always good to maintain records of all the members of the program including their contact numbers, e-mail addresses etc., so that there is an ongoing relationship with them to give association and to help them in their spiritual advancement and progress in preaching.

There are 2 categories of Database in this regard-

First, the Vrinda leader notes down the details and progress of his members regularly in the forms given at the end of every week in the modules. This can be entered into a common Database of the yatra.

Second, there is also a need to also maintain records of confirmed devotees (those who are on the level of Srila Prabhupada Ashraya and above) with their photographs, personal information regarding their addresses, occupation, family members, services rendered and spiritual status.

More details can be taken from these senior devotees including their photographs for maintaining permanent records.

5) Regulative principles, the vrinda leader’s approach

 Material attachments are very hard to give up, but powerful Krishna consciousness can loosen those attachments because of the higher taste that it provides to people. The leaders can promote this higher taste by their loving encouragement and patience knowing well that it is the powerful force of Krishna’s and His devotee’s love that can melt the hearts of everyone and give them the higher taste.

In spite of the best care, there may be a few who take longer to give up their bad habits. 

Leaders can avoid the tendency to force people or reject people or show non- acceptance of people if they maintain certain weaknesses. (Of course offenses to vaishnavas and deviation from parampara can never be tolerated). As long as they do not justify their weaknesses and deviate the philosophy, and are sincerely trying to advance in Krishna consciousness, they cannot be a source of disturbance to other members, and sufficient time should be given to them for them to come up to the proper platform of devotional service. Though the leaders should promote the highest spiritual standards, if they force or reject people because of their slow progress, we risk losing them altogether in Krishna consciousness. 

6) Initiation- GBC authorized Guru

It is natural for the vrinda members to gravitate towards their leader’s guru for initiation but this need not be the rule. Spiritual life is totally free, voluntary and personal. Disciples of a number of Gurus can work in co-operation if they understand the fact that helping a soul advance in their Krishna consciousness is service to their Guru and that they should continue to facilitate a person’s progress even if the person being helped decides to accept a Guru different from their own. Helping them in their spiritual life continues to be a service to their Guru, other Gurus and Srila Prabhupada.

As ISKCON is a vast, rapidly expanding extended family of multiple Gurus, all under the shelter of Srila Prabhupada, this understanding of ecstatic, selfless service mood is very essential if we want the Bhakti Vriksha program to expand and flourish. Such co-operation exists in Bhakti Vrikshas in certain yatras.

The 63rd week has a seminar on Guru Ashraya. After the seminar, the devotees will have to be asked from which ISKCON authorized Guru they would like to take initiation from and their choice should be respected.

7) Protecting members from deviant philosophies.

As vrinda members will tend to be quite indiscriminating in their early days of spiritual life about whom to hear from and whom not hear, they are prone to getting confused in their proper understanding of Krishna consciousness. Added to that are lingering attachments and influences of old philosophies that they were following earlier. 

So Mayavadis, rthviks, offenders and apa sampradayas are dangerous threats towards cultivating the garden of Bhakti.

The vrinda leader has to walk on a tight rope of protecting them from these deviant philosophies and at the same time not to be found too critical as they may be misunderstood as being too dogmatic or fanatical.

Fortunately, the spiritual edification sessions are bound to bring out any deviations in understanding and the vrinda leader must take every opportunity to gently correct these during discussion time, advising them to first understand Krishna consciousness from Srila Prabhupada‘s books so that they will not be confused listening to conflicting theories. It takes a little time for the members to settle their speculative and restless minds. But by softening their hearts through the process of Krishna consciousness and by winning their hearts with our friendship, it becomes easier for them to perceive the truth.

8) Confidential friend - the vrinda leader

The vrinda leader must protect the confidentiality of the members when they seek counsel from him regarding various personal matters and must not reveal it to others.

He should be equal to all the members and be their well-wisher and friend.

9) Seeking donations from members

When someone is sufficiently motivated in Krishna consciousness, donating for the service of Krishna becomes natural, voluntary and a joy. But before they get the taste or conviction in Krishna consciousness, if they are pushed to donate, they may suspect our motivations in conducting the programs.

Hence in the initial months it is prudent to abstain from seeking any donations from them.  When their commitment, enthusiasm and faith have developed and a relationship of trust and love has been built up, that they can be approached.

Also charity done in proper knowledge gives them greater spiritual credit than without spiritual understanding. 

Devotees, according to their capacities, can then commit themselves to regular monthly donations for the yatra. Initiated devotees in particular can commit a fixed percentage of their income every month for Krishna consciousness.

When the primary concern of the leaders is the devotees’ spiritual welfare, this creates a wonderful reciprocation from them. On the other hand, insensitive handling of them could result in strained relationships and bad feelings.

When they are confirmed devotees (Srila Prabhupada Ashraya and above) and if need arises, then they can even be requested to raise funds from their contacts. But fund raising should never be the goal in the relationship.

10) Finding a place

Your own home could be the ideal place to start a vrinda because this would enable you to play the perfect host. However if this is not possible, another devotee’s home may be selected provided he is willing.

If this is unavailable, then a public location like a temple, or even a park can be considered till such time that you find a willing person to host the program. 

If the vrinda is for students in a school or college hostel, or workers of a factory, then finding a place within their own premises would be ideal and easy to conduct the program.

11) Bhakti Vriksha leaders working together as one unit.

Vrinda leaders generally look for serious and permanent vrinda members. Sometimes two different vrinda leaders may approach the same prospective member and they may have friction about whose vrinda they should attend. The sector leader should then be approached to settle such issues. He can, in consultation with his seniors, be able to solve such problems.

