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Background

There is an increasing need to serve all those who come to the shelter of Srila
Prabhupada so that they can make steady progress towards their chosen spiritual
goals. ISKCON Birmingham’s congregation continues to grow, and a network of
relationships helps to support and encourage all members throughout their lives.
The Mentorship System is an important contribution to the healthy growth of our
spiritual community.

Core Aims
e To create a loving, supportive community where devotees feel safe, encouraged
and connected and remain within ISKCON.

e To give each devotee personalised support in developing sadhana, relationships,
and service.

e Toimprove the quality of devotional practices, especially those of hearing,
chanting and remembering Krsna.
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FAQ’s

What is mentoring?

Mentoring is where an experienced devotee, the mentor, helps another devotee to
come closer to Krishna by providing time, knowledge and care.

Why have we chosen this particular model of devotee-care?

Within ISKCON there are several existing models of devotee-care. The Mentorship
System offered by ISKCON Birmingham, in conjunction with the structure of weekly
programs, sangas and a good, systematic educational plan, combines the best of the
models.

Why is it needed?

All Vaishnavas require close devotional relationships and positive role models, to
feel cared for and inspired, in order to continue advancing and serving in Krishna
consciousness.

What is the role of a mentor?

A mentor assists and guides another’s development. This guidance is not for personal
gain or praise. A mentor can act as a guide and confidante, enriching lives by sharing
experience, listening, giving advice and by personal example.

Who is a ‘mentee’?
An aspiring devotee who wants guidance in their spiritual life. They must be aged 16
and above.

How does one become a mentor?

All first initiated and Brahman initiated devotees who are serving ISKCON
Birmingham regularly, will be offered the opportunity to become a mentor (please
see below ‘expectations of a mentor’ for further guidance). Each mentor will be on
probation for 6 months.

What should | consider before accepting a mentor?

Before taking a mentor, mentees should contemplate their involvement in the
mentoring process. This should include the following considerations:

e Am | willing to regularly attend and participate in fortnightly meetings?
e  What aspects of my spiritual life am | hoping to improve?
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How do | find a mentor?

Read this manual to understand the commitment involved. If you need help
regarding the Mentorship System you may contact a member of the IBLC. A list of
authorised mentors is provided in Appendix 1. When you have reflected on who
you want as a mentor, approach them for an initial call.

What should | consider when selecting a mentor?

The mentor should be:

e  Attracted to Krishna (including kirtan, chanting and service with a devotional
attitude).

e  Possesses greater experience and knowledge.
e Flexible and progressive in assisting you to move forward in spiritual life.
e Someone with whom you can openly share.

What if I’'m unofficially mentoring someone already?

Many devotees already offer guidance and encouragement to others, and we value
that. However, the terms “mentor” and “mentee” are reserved for those authorised
by the IBLC to participate within the Mentorship System. There are no “unofficial”
mentors. Please note that all devotees who aspire for initiation will require a
mentor.

What is the difference between Mentorship/Counsellor systems and Sanga/Bhakti
Vriksha?

All systems share the same purpose: to create spiritually healthy individuals; to help
individuals join with others for mutual support, practice and learning; and to foster
the spirit of service to the mission of Srila Prabhupada, thus providing newcomers
with the same opportunities.

The Mentorship System concentrates on supportive relationships between senior
and junior practitioners, and includes group activity. The Sanga/Bhakti Vriksha
model concentrates on group participation and multiplication while also providing
supportive relationships. In the Mentorship System, group meetings are held
between fellow mentees of a single mentor. In Sanga/Bhakti Vriksha, meetings are
periodically open to newcomers and the group facilitator naturally leads the group.

Is this system authorised?

To have a maturer devotee look after the needs of a newer devotee is part of our
Vaishnava culture. Srila Prabhupada said that in the Vedic educational system one
guru was able to look after many, many students by dividing up the school into
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groups where seniors each taught a number of juniors. There are numerous instances
in Gaudiya Vaishnava history where devotees were placed under the care of certain
other devotees; for example, Jiva goswami was placed under the guidance of Rupa
Goswami and Sanatana Goswami.

Similarly, our situation today, where one guru initiates many hundreds of disciples,
necessitates us employing the best aspects of our own traditional culture. And if
each disciple extends themselves to newcomers we will have a very vibrant and
spiritually healthy ISKCON which continues to grow.

Srila Prabhupada gave repeated instructions for his older disciples to look after his
younger disciples:

(Letter to Karandhara Dasa, Delhi, 3 December, 1971):

“Please accept my blessings. | am in due receipt of your letter of November 13,
1971, in which you have recommended that Sriman Howard Sorgen and Srimate
Jo An McNamara be accepted by me as my disciples. | am very glad to accept
them as my initiated students, and | have given their spiritual names as Ganga
Narayana das and Jaga Mohini dasi respectively. Now you must guide them very
nicely in Krishna consciousness, because you are a veteran devotee and
practically speaking the future of our Krishna Conscious Society rests in the
hands of my older disciples. Give them all facility to perfect their lives by
protecting them and instructing them nicely, that is now the duty of my senior
disciples.”

(Letter to Satsvarupa Dasa Bombay, 25 November, 1970):

“You are right to say that the example and kindly guidance of our elder
members in the Society is the most profound force for motivating our students
both new and old towards advanced Krishna consciousness. One should
sincerely try to bring himself to the stage of devotional service motivated by
pure love of Krishna, and our personal example must set a guide for them.”
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Role of the Mentorship Committee

The ISKCON Birmingham Leadership Committee (IBLC) oversees the Mentorship
System. Mentors must obtain IBLC approval before accepting a mentee. The IBLC will
approve or decline based on factors including the number of mentees a mentor
already has and overall suitability.

e The IBLC will facilitate ongoing training and development for both mentors
and mentees from senior vaisnavas and vaisnavis within our movement.

e  Where necessary, the IBLC will mediate in the event of a breach of proper
conduct between a mentor and mentee.

e The mentorship committee will reset the mentorship system once every 2
years.
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Structure of our Mentorship System:

Becoming a Mentee: A mentee should have a genuine desire to take spiritual life
seriously and the willingness to accept the guidance of a mentor to develop sadhana,
relationships and service.

e Genuine desire to grow spiritually.
Willingness to attend meetings regularly.

Ideally has begun practising regulated sadhana.

Chooses a mentor from the authorised Birmingham list.

Expectations of a Mentee:
e Attend fortnightly meetings and participate actively.
e Communicate honestly with mentors.
e Attend temple programmes such as harinama-sankirtan, festivals, Sunday sanga,
Friday Night Kirtan and sanga meetings.
e Be open to guidance and avoid over-reliance or dependency on the mentor.
e Approach the mentor for spiritual guidance (not material gain or professional
counselling). Mentors are not counsellors or therapists.

Expectations of a Mentor:

e Chant 16 rounds daily on beads and follow the four regulative principles.

e Hold, at minimum, Harinama initiation (3 years) and have taken responsibility
within ISKCON.

e Have a mentor themselves.

e Read Srila Prabhupada’s books daily.

e Arrange group mentee meetings.

e  Maintain good relationships with ISKCON and represent ISKCON Birmingham
appropriately.

e  Offer balanced, Srila Prabhupada-centred guidance without controlling or
interfering.

e Keep confidential all personal information except where safety requires
disclosure to the IBLC (see Confidentiality).

e Guide mentees to senior devotees, sangas, temple programmes and service.

e Serve as spiritual supporters (not therapists, financial advisers or service
authorities).

e Support mentees in preparation for initiation.

e Respect other mentors and avoid minimising other Vaishnavas.

e Do not interfere with, control or micromanage a mentee’s life.

e Avoid expecting special privilege or respect.
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Avoid criticism of devotees and ISKCON in public or private.

The Mentor-Mentee Relationship:

Based on friendship, care and encouragement.

Develop healthy spiritual habits.

Overcome obstacles by giving practical and scriptural guidance.

Prepare for initiation through proper training, testing and community engagement.
Strive to be in the mood of the servant of the servant in all relationships; if this
mood of service is lost then great damage will ensue.

Be compassionate and have genuine concern for the welfare of devotees.

Either party may end the relationship respectfully by informing the IBLC.

A mentor is often given deference as a guide and ‘siksa-guru’. This position can be
subject to abuse by mentors. There must never be any attempts of manipulation or
coercion by a mentor. Related to the above points, there must not be any instances
where a mentor is accepting regular personal service from those they are guiding.
Mentors should have a maximum of 7 mentees. In exceptional circumstances, the
IBLC may allow individual mentors to exceed this number. There should be a trial
period of six months for the mentor and mentee to verify that the relationship is
healthy and progressive for all concerned.

The meeting can cover 5 S’s — Siddhanta (philosophy), Sadhana (personal practice),
Sadachar (personal example), Seva (service) and Sankirtan (outreach).

Mentor Meetings

Suggested 45m to 1h sanga every Sunday, Monday or Tuesday evening.

Around 2-7 devotees meet minimum once every two weeks with a mentor.
Meetings can be online or in person and can include kirtan, reading Srila
Prabhupada’s books and discussion including Q and A.

Devotees also meet one-to-one with their mentor at least once a month (face to
face or on the phone).

A copy of the Vaishnava Etiquette Manual is given to each mentor which will enable
mentees to be systematically trained in this crucial aspect of Krishna consciousness.

Relationship to Sangas

Sangas focus on group association and preaching.
The mentorship system focuses on personalised care and preparation for initiation.
Both are required for those planning to take initiation in Birmingham.

Mentorship and the Initiation Process (Birmingham Standards): All aspiring candidates
must:

Have a mentor before officially aspiring.
Attend a ISKCON Birmingham programs regularly.
Maintain fixed number of rounds and 4 principles.
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Discuss / submit quarterly sadhana charts to their mentor.

Complete the ISKCON Disciple Course.

Read and follow the ISKCON Birmingham Initiation Standards Policy.

The mentor is responsible for guiding and recommending the devotee to IBLC when
ready. IBLC will then refer to ISKCON Birmingham'’s initiation committee to oversee
the paperwork, tests, and so on.

9

OFFICIAL



Summary of Mentor/Mentee
Responsibilities

The mentor-mentee relationship is founded on the basis of firm friendship; however in
order for the relationship to be dynamic the responsibilities are divided as below:

Mentor responsibilities

Mentee responsibilities

Act as a source of information and
insight into spiritual life; facilitate
learning.

Actively participate in fortnightly
mentee group meetings.

Assist with personal goal setting
and planning.

Think about goals before meeting
your mentor and be willing to
discuss them.

Listen with an open mind;
challenge and encourage the
exploration of ideas.

Communicate expectations, needs
and feelings.

Encourage sadhana and service.

Reflect on how to develop your
relationship with Krsna

Arrange fortnightly mentee group
meetings.

Arrange one-to-one meetings.

Provide feedback on observed
progress; serve as a reference for
initiation recommendations.

Accept feedback and use it
positively.

Be a confidante during crises,
problems, transitions and times of
success.

Try to implement your mentor’s
suggestions and also offer your
own comments.
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Confidentiality

e Mentors must observe the highest standards of propriety involving integrity,
objectivity and confidentiality.

e Within a religious organisation, people may divulge highly personal
information. There must be no breaches of confidence save for the most
extreme situations where there is imminent risk of self-harm or harm to
others. Any breaking of confidentiality should be done in the least damaging
manner available. If you need to disclose any information then please speak
to any IBLC member.

e Discussion of a mentee with one’s spouse, or with a mentee’s past mentors,
without permission from the mentee is also a breach of confidentiality.

¢ Do not disclose details of conversations held during meetings without explicit
prior permission from all members present, including seemingly non-sensitive
information.

Stepping Down of Mentors

To maintain integrity and accountability, mentors will be monitored by the IBLC against the
qualification criteria and expectations. Where standards are not met, the IBLC will agree a
remedial plan within an agreed period. Failure to meet the standards within the agreed time
may result in stepping down from the role (temporarily or permanently), as determined by
the IBLC.

Reporting Suggestions, Concerns and
Complaints

Your feedback is important. Please raise suggestions early to prevent concerns
becoming complaints. All concerns or complaints regarding mentors or mentees,
including inappropriate behaviour, should be directed to the IBLC in a solution-seeking
manner.

Contact: iskconbhammanagement@gmail.com (management inbox).
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Mentors and Gifts

A missionary movement goes out into the world, and funds or other resources are
reciprocally offered back. Preachers are the link: they offer knowledge and inspiration
that changes lives, and grateful people may wish to offer something in return.

However, a mentor in ISKCON preaches, teaches and guides on behalf of the Society.
Therefore, funds raised as a result of preaching, teaching and other brahminical or
priestly duties are the property of ISKCON and must be banked and accounted for by
ISKCON Birmingham. Mentors should contact the IBLC if unsure whether a gift needs to
be declared.

If each preacher becomes independently resourced as a consequence of personal
preaching, ISKCON cannot function as a united Society. Such an “every one for
themselves” mentality will impoverish temples and ashrams—the very places where
the preacher learned their skills. Preachers must remember that their words and
actions are on behalf of the Society and its Founder-Acharya, His Divine Grace A.C.
Bhaktivedanta Swami Srila Prabhupada.

Mentor as a Link between Temple
Leadership and Devotees

e Encourage mentees to perform service at their local temple; this provides a
“safety net” that minimises any tendency for ownership or controllership by
bringing everyone together in service.

e Encourage co-operation and communication between your mentees, other
mentors’ mentees and temple management.

e Encourage mentees to integrate with other groups and the local temple. Ensure
groups do not become isolated or independent of the temple by attending
festivals together and performing services with other mentee groups.

12

OFFICIAL



Appendix 1

ISKCON Birmingham Official Mentors (in no particular order):

Men

Ladies

Chakradhari Das (Mentors Shubh Vilas
prabhu and Shiksastikam prabhu)

Madhurima Madhavi Devi Dasi (Mentor
Vrindavani Devi Dasi)

Jagannatha Kirtanananda Das (Mentor HH
S.B Keshava Swami)

Amiyaprema Devi Dasi (Mentor Vrindavani
Devi Dasi)

Mayapur Madhava Das (Mentors Bhuta
Bhavana prabhu and HH S.B Keshava Swami)

Nanda Priya Devi Dasi (Mentor Vrindavani
Devi Dasi)

Ananta Nanda Kumar Das (Mentor Nitai
Kirtan Das)

Raja Lakshmi Devi Dasi (Mentor Saraswathi
Devi Dasi)

Jay Subal Balaram Das (Navin Krsna Das)

HemaRupini Devi Dasi (Mentor Raja Lakshmi
Devi Dasi)

Rama Ravilocana Das (Mentor Mayapur
Madhava Das)

Anuradha Gaurangi Devi Dasi

Rasika Jagannatha Das (Mentor
Shiksastikam prabhu)

Sunandini Suchitra Devi Dasi

Vrindavani Devi Dasi (Mentor Nilamani Devi
Dasi)

Adishvari Revati Devi Dasi (Mentor
Anuradha Sakhi Devi Dasi)

Namamrita Radhika Devi Dasi (Mentor
Madhurima Madhavi Devi Dasi)

Nityasri Madhavi Devi Dasi (Mentor Raja
Lakshmi Devi Dasi)
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