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Praise for
Our Family Business

Our Family Business takes one through the Hare Kṛṣṇa explosion in book distribution in a most compelling and thrilling manner from one who was a key player in it. This book also takes one into the modern day in which not only temple devotees but devotees in the congregation can participate in the family business of distributing transcendental literature. This book reveals how His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda, ISKCON’s founder-ācārya, led and inspired the devotees to distribute ancient spiritual classics of India to a Western audience seeking a higher purpose in life. From the very first pages of this book you will not want to put it down. It’s surely a must-have.

Jayapatāka Swami

Our Family Business: The Great Art of Distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s Books is a must-read saṅkīrtana story. This book is for those who distribute Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books, who want to distribute them but don’t yet feel sufficiently inspired to, or who have never been exposed to the service. Vaiśeṣika Prabhu has been distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books for over forty years, and he has inspired devotees around the world to perform this valuable service to Śrīla Prabhupāda.

Gopal Krishna Goswami

Just as Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books about Kṛṣṇa are Kṛṣṇa, so Vaiśeṣika Prabhu’s masterful offering is also Kṛṣṇa in a most approachable, relishable, relevant, personal form that will educate, enlighten, and empower devotees to publish and distribute – and read and apply – Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books now and in the future.

Giriraj Swami

Our Family Business takes us on a personal journey into Śrīla Prabhupāda’s timeless legacy of love, wherein we can all have an intimate role. With every page I read, I can feel the contagious spirit of gratitude and compassion that springs from the heart of Vaiśeṣika Dāsa.

Radhanath Swami

Forty years ago I watched in wonder as people became enchanted by Vaiśeṣika Prabhu at O’Hare International Airport and bought books. The consciousness, philosophy, and technique behind that enchantment has appeared as the words in this book. Reader, be enchanted!

Śivarāma Swami

In Our Family Business, Vaiśeṣika Prabhu has brilliantly captured the spirit that drove Śrīla Prabhupāda’s disciples beyond all limits to please His Divine Grace by publishing and distributing his books by the millions all over the world. Reader beware! This book has the potential to not only rekindle that same spirit in the hearts of those who live only to elicit Śrīla Prabhupāda’s smile, but to ignite that same spirit in the hearts of those who were not even aware that that’s what this life is all about. Thank you, Vaiśeṣika Prabhu, for keeping this spirit alive!

Nirañjana Swami

Śrīla Prabhupāda once said, “One day historians will note how this Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement saved the world in its darkest hours.” Surely such historians will recount the major role that the distribution of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books played in delivering the world from the darkness of ignorance that so much characterizes this age. Their task has now been made all that much easier with the publication of Our Family Business, by Vaiśeṣika Dāsa. His monumental work covers the entire period of book distribution in the Hare Kṛṣṇa movement, from its inception in the early 1970s down to the present day. What’s more, it gives practical guidelines how this most important contribution to the salvation of humanity can go on for centuries or even longer. Our Family Business is a great milestone in the history of the Hare Kṛṣṇa movement.

Indradyumna Swami 

Gather around, young and old, and you will hear of the book distribution epidemic – well, just a relic of yesteryear? The saṅkīrtana that mesmerized the ISKCON world in the ’70s – was it just an exceptional comet, blazing in a unique social period? Our Family Business absolutely, positively confirms that reading and distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books is always the core spirit of ISKCON.

Amid fluctuations of enthusiasm to read and distribute Prabhupāda’s books as ISKCON’s life and soul, Our Family Business pulls us all up straight – reinfecting and reinjecting us with genuine Hare Kṛṣṇa dharma.

Devamrita Swami

Vaiśeṣika Prabhu’s Our Family Business first encompasses the background and history of Śrīla Prabhupāda and the explosion of His Divine Grace’s book distribution in the 1970s, then shifts that same dynamic energy forward, with highly practical tips for igniting a new blast of transcendental knowledge for a new millennium. Each page demonstrates, with notes, quotes, and anecdotes, how the compassionate heart of a single Vaiṣṇava invokes compassion in others, who then, as a team, reach out to share their good fortune with others, creating a sublime wave of kindness, intelligence, and light that washes gently but unmistakably over the grinding, dejected, dark lives of all in its path.

Kalakaṇṭha Dāsa

The essential realizations in Our Family Business are highly addictive. Buy it! Read it! Live it! 

Navīna Nīrada Dāsa


“The highest truth is reality distinguished from illusion for the welfare of all.” 

Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 1.1.2
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Dedication

Our Family Business is dedicated to all those who help Śrīla Prabhupāda publish and distribute his books, as well as to all those who read them and apply their principles. 
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Foreword

The gratitude I feel toward the author of this work, Vaiśeṣika Prabhu, surpasses the ability of my words to do it proper justice. And yet that gratitude becomes enhanced, in quantity and quality, when I consider the joy and satisfaction Our Family Business is unquestionably providing to Śrīla Prabhupāda, in whose eternal divine service this work has been written. Śrīla Prabhupāda surely sees what even I can see: that this book is a kind of potent seed, which, being broadcast and cultivated in the fertile fields of ISKCON, will produce its superabundant fruit all over the world. 

The primordial originator of our sampradāya – the extended family indicated by the title of this work – is Lord Brahmā. He is also the deputed creator of our universe. The knowledge, theoretical and practical, enabling him to create had been instilled in him prenatally by the Supreme Brahman. Consequently, Brahmā is known as veda-garbha, “impregnated with the Vedic knowledge from his very birth,” or “a Vedāntist from the embryo.”1 Iconographically, Lord Brahmā’s inviolable possession of Vedic knowledge is signified by the book grasped in one of his hands.

However, Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam relates, Brahmā felt unfulfilled with merely creating the cosmos. After all, it is just a big prison, a penitential dwelling for the numberless fallen souls. Lord Brahmā didn’t want to be a mere jailer. He knew that the prison was meant for its inmates’ rehabilitation and release, and he was eager to participate in that effort. Receiving further empowerment from Lord Kṛṣṇa, Brahmā inaugurated his special project by imparting potent knowledge to his son Nārada Muni, who set out to distribute that knowledge throughout his father’s vast creation. This is how our family business got started: endlessly traveling everywhere, Nārada Muni, “the eternal spaceman,” went out on saṅkīrtana. 

More recently, Nārada’s disciple Vyāsadeva, foreseeing the moral and cognitive debilitations soon to afflict the human race in Kali-yuga, edited that body of knowledge and committed it to writing. One portion of it, however, he withheld, judging it too lofty for liberal distribution. Yet after Nārada’s prodding, he made even that accessible – that highest and most confidential knowledge of divinity: the Vṛndāvana pastimes recently enacted on earth by Kṛṣṇa Himself. This supreme revelation discloses the private life of God – the Lord’s most unceremonious diversions with intimate associates, in which Kṛṣṇa’s exquisite sweetness and charm eclipses His awesome majesty. 

This rare and priceless revelation is offered only once within a day of Brahmā, that is, once every 8,600,000,000 of our earthly years. And Vyāsadeva wrote it down. He realized that only a rare soul would have the qualifications to grasp what he had set down – an open secret, but still a secret. However, both Vyāsa and Nārada knew what Brahmā knew: that in the same yuga cycle in the day that Vṛndāvana-Kṛṣṇa descends, the Lord descends once more, and this time not as the Supreme Lord but as the Lord’s supreme devotee – as Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu. 

So exceptional is the revelation of vṛndāvana-līlā that the Lord himself comes as His own devotee to practice and teach the equally exceptional method that qualifies a devotee to receive that revelation. Descending with His eternal expansions and associates, Śrī Kṛṣṇa Caitanya undertakes His mission: to institute the yuga-dharma, saṅkīrtana, the dispensation for this age. This is the method by which we, the highly unfit souls of our time, can be rendered fit to receive the supreme secret. This is explained by Kṛṣṇadāsa Kavirāja Gosvāmī in Śrī Caitanya-caritāmṛta (Ādi-līlā 7.20–28):

The characteristics of Kṛṣṇa are understood to be a storehouse of transcendental love. Although that storehouse of love certainly came with Kṛṣṇa when He was present, it was sealed. But when Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu came with His associates of the Pañca-tattva, they broke the seal and plundered the storehouse to taste transcendental love of Kṛṣṇa. The more they tasted it, the more their thirst for it grew. Śrī Pañca-tattva themselves danced again and again and thus made it easier to drink nectarean love of Godhead. They danced, cried, laughed, and chanted like madmen, and in this way they distributed love of Godhead. In distributing love of Godhead, Caitanya Mahāprabhu and His associates did not consider who was a fit candidate and who was not, nor where such distribution should or should not take place. They made no conditions. Wherever they got the opportunity, the members of the Pañca-tattva distributed love of Godhead. 

Although the members of the Pañca-tattva plundered the storehouse of love of Godhead and ate and distributed its contents, there was no scarcity, for this wonderful storehouse is so complete that as the love is distributed, the supply increases hundreds of times. The flood of love of Godhead swelled in all directions, and thus young men, old men, women, and children were all immersed in that inundation. The Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement will inundate the entire world and drown everyone, whether one be a gentleman, a rogue, or even lame, invalid, or blind. When the five members of the Pañca-tattva saw the entire world drowned in love of Godhead and the seed of material enjoyment in the living entities completely destroyed, they all became exceedingly happy. The more the five members of the Pañca-tattva cause the rains of love of Godhead to fall, the more the inundation increases and spreads all over the world.

Significantly, Lord Caitanya elected to receive Vaiṣṇava initiation into the Brahma-sampradāya, whose originator displays a book as his distinctive attribute, and whose ācāryas became so distinguished for literary production that their lineage became known as “the sampradāya of the book.” Book production and distribution – as Vaiśeṣika Prabhu so nicely explains – is “literary saṅkīrtana,” and as such was greatly appreciated by Mahāprabhu. Lord Caitanya specifically engaged His highly cultured successors, the Six Gosvāmīs of Vṛndāvana, in literary production, and they brought into the world an immortal library of superb devotional works. Others, like Viśvanātha Cakravartī Ṭhākura and Śrīla Baladeva Vidyābhūṣaṇa, followed. 

Writing at the end of the sixteenth century, Kṛṣṇadāsa Kavirāja foresaw that the flood of prema let loose by Lord Caitanya would one day inundate the whole world. That global flood began with Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura who, in the final decades of the nineteenth century, came out with a torrent of books and periodicals to present Lord Caitanya’s teaching to an urban, modernizing, “English-knowing,” Indian middle class. In 1896, his English-language essay “Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu: His Life and Precepts” went out to university libraries in the West. 

His son Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura continued his father’s work in the same spirit. Writings poured from his press. Śrīla Sarasvatī Ṭhākura’s ambition was global. In 1927 he refashioned his father’s Bengali-language journal Sajjana-toṣaṇī into the English-language The Harmonist, and, having established over sixty Gauḍīya Maṭha temples through the length and breadth of India in record time, dispatched three disciples to London in 1933. They were armed with a 762-page English-language tome entitled Sree Krishna Chaitanya, the first of three projected volumes. They delayed their voyage until they had some of the just-printed books in hand. 

These first waves of prema were harbingers of the flood to come. There was a pause: The Gauḍīya Maṭha became debilitated and distracted by internal strife. And the whole globe became engulfed by modern, high-tech warfare, producing eighty million fatalities – a testimony of sorts to “progress.” 

Animated by the order and by the example of his spiritual master, Śrīla Prabhupāda began the English-language Back to Godhead magazine in 1944, as war raged around him. By 1960, preparing to go to the West, he took sannyāsa and began work on the three volumes of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam he would take with him on the Jaladuta in 1965. His mission to the West was thus carefully modeled after Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura’s mission of 1933. That 1933 effort had been conducted with the concerted force and resources of the entire Gauḍīya Maṭha behind it; this 1965 effort was undertaken by one old man, alone and unsupported. Lacking money, health, and youthful energy, Śrīla Prabhupāda ignited in America and then Europe “the Hare Kṛṣṇa explosion,” releasing the flood of prema that would cover the world. 

What was his secret? How did he do it? 

Our Family Business tells us, quite methodically, how Śrīla Prabhupāda did it. Not only does Vaiśeṣika Prabhu know how Śrīla Prabhupāda did it, he teaches us how we can do it too.

Can we be like Śrīla Prabhupāda? I vividly remember when I learned the answer, in the fall of 1971, when I was a brand-new temple president in Philadelphia. I received a photocopied newsletter mailed out by Śyāmasundara Dāsa, Śrīla Prabhupāda’s secretary, then traveling with him in Africa. Śyāmasundara recounts a particular occasion when Śrīla Prabhupāda was reflecting on his accomplishments. They had just come from London, where Śrīla Prabhupāda had defeated in debate the secretary of Mensa, the high IQ society. After recalling this, Prabhupāda went on to say: “I am one person, and just see what I have done. Now we are five hundred [initiated disciples]. So each of you become just like me and see what can be done.”

To be sure, Our Family Business is written specifically as an instruction manual for book distribution, yet the work covers its subject so thoroughly and deeply that it simultaneously serves as a superb instruction manual for Kṛṣṇa bhakti itself. Even if book distribution is not your primary service, you will still find yourself enlightened, encouraged, and enlivened by reading and rereading Our Family Business. It will inspire and guide any and every devotee to improve any service he or she may undertake for Kṛṣṇa: cook, pūjārī, farm worker, yard worker, manager, teacher, editor, or writer – it doesn’t matter. Moreover, every devotee should, in one fashion or another, share Kṛṣṇa consciousness with others. saṅkīrtana is everyone’s dharma.

The radiant thread running throughout this work is the elucidation of the inseparable bond between effective book distribution and the effective execution of sādhana, that is, the regular performance of the foundational spiritual practices of Kṛṣṇa consciousness – following the four regulative principles, chanting japa attentively, and attentive and regular reading of Bhagavad-gītā, Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, and similar works. 

For example, in the section of chapter thirteen entitled “Devotees Who Practice Strong Sādhana Are Attractive,” Vaiśeṣika Prabhu sets forth a compelling case, replete with particular experiences and astute observations, that steadiness and purity in performance of sādhana will automatically invest a devotee with a particular aura, a liminal, subtle sort of effulgence, so that on saṅkīrtana, people will spontaneously become attracted – drawn simply by the devotee’s presence. 

Those who had proximate association with Śrīla Prabhupāda’s person became acutely aware of such an aura. Although his bearing was typically unassuming, even modest, there was something around him that made his presence captivating. 

“Purity is the force,” Śrīla Prabhupāda said. (This also was memorably recorded in Śyāmasundara’s newsletter, part of a complete epigram: “Preaching is the essence; books are the basis; utility is the principle; and purity is the force.”)

When purity declines, we may find something else happening in the guise of saṅkīrtana. I encountered a dramatic instance of this in 1987, when, as a new member of the Governing Body Commission, I began to receive some unpleasant surprises. 

One summer’s day in a major American temple, I stood in the ornate lobby absorbed in discussion with the new temple president when a young brahmacārī approached us. A dedicated book distributor, the brahmacārī had taken charge of the small group that went out with Gītās and Bhāgavatams to the city’s international airport. He had already confided in me that his main frustration was a persistent difficulty in getting the devotees and transport freed up to do this service. Now he approached us and asked the temple president: “Can I take the van to go to the airport for book distribution?” The president looked annoyed, and grimaced. “No!” He said, “No!” Clearly the brahmacārī’s quest was something of a chronic vexation. The next words were delivered machine-gun style: “We need the van for saṅkīrtana!” 

I knew what he meant by that word. A good number of devotees were already making ready to head out to the baseball stadium. Spreading out through the parking lots, invoking the need for humanitarian relief, they would sell ball caps and pennants displaying the logo of the local major league team to its fans. It was an important source of income for the temple. With a sinking heart, I realized that the meaning of “saṅkīrtana” had changed. 

Now, thanks to Vaiśeṣika Prabhu, I can confidently proclaim, “Never again!” 

“There are two kinds of strength,” Śrīla Prabhupāda writes, “daiva and puruṣākāra. Daiva refers to the strength achieved from the transcendence, and puruṣākāra refers to the strength organized by one’s own intelligence and power. Transcendental power is always superior.”2

Our Family Business is clearly a product of that daiva power, and it can invest that same daiva power in those who are prepared to receive it. Not only will this book protect saṅkīrtana from any dharmasya glāni, but I am convinced it will so enliven saṅkīrtana that it will pour its benedictions more and more profusely on this tormented world.

With gratitude, I bow to the feet of Vaiśeṣika Prabhu and to all those who follow in his footsteps.

paraṁ vijayate śrī-kṛṣṇa-saṅkīrtanam

Ravīndra Svarūpa Dāsa


Preface

Dear Reader,

Even though you’ve just picked up this book and it’s possible that we’re meeting for the first time, I want to reveal my heart to you about why I wrote this book before you go any further. 

Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books rescued me from the material world. I never wanted to be a normal high school kid. I wanted to know more about life and truth than the mundane subjects they teach you. I wanted to know what death is and why I have to die. As educated and well meaning as my teachers and parents were, however, they couldn’t answer such questions.

I was sixteen when I set out on my spiritual quest. I gave away most of my possessions and stopped wearing shoes and riding in cars. I fasted, prayed, and meditated. In my quest for answers to life’s troubling mysteries, I read any book that looked spiritual. Because I was able to formulate questions, I believed there must also be answers to them, so I kept looking. My persistence paid off the day I received one of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s Back to Godhead magazines. As I read and reread it, I found myself touched to the core by Śrīla Prabhupāda’s clear, confident, authoritative voice. Reading him was different from reading anyone else. He answered the questions that were haunting me, but he also answered questions I hadn’t known to ask.

I took complete shelter of Śrīla Prabhupāda and his books in the summer of 1973. Studying and distributing them has been my life’s mission ever since, and in this book I share some of the things I’ve learned over four decades of performing this service for Śrīla Prabhupāda’s pleasure.

I called this book Our Family Business because Kṛṣṇa’s devotees are a family and it has always been the business of that family to share Kṛṣṇa’s glories with as many people as possible. Śrīla Prabhupāda, as a good son of his spiritual master, considered every sincere member of his spiritual family and every service rendered as important and equally valuable. Still, anyone who served directly under Śrīla Prabhupāda, or anyone who has made a careful study of his writings, can’t help but notice that Śrīla Prabhupāda was especially pleased when his devotees went out to teach Kṛṣṇa consciousness to others, especially by distributing his books. On October 27, 1976, for example, Śrīla Prabhupāda wrote to Jayatīrtha Dāsa, “Kṛṣṇa becomes more and more pleased by seeing the increment of book distribution. Devotional service is absolute, but one who preaches His message becomes very dear to Lord Kṛṣṇa.”

May this book remind us of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s penchant for printing and distributing his books. May it instill in future generations of workers in Śrīla Prabhupāda’s family business, no matter what service they may perform, that distributing his books has a special place in Śrīla Prabhupāda’s heart and in the hearts of our previous ācāryas, and that pleasing the guru is the active principle that allows advancement in Kṛṣṇa consciousness. 

In these pages I have mostly written about the history of book distribution from Śrīla Prabhupāda’s arrival in the US in 1965 until his departure from this world in 1977, for these histories clearly show the direct correlation between the rapid growth of book distribution and the astonishing expansion of the Hare Kṛṣṇa movement. Śrīla Prabhupāda confirmed this correlation in an arrival address given in Los Angeles on June 20, 1975: “Print as many books in as many languages and distribute throughout the whole world. Then [the] Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement will automatically increase.” But although I mainly stayed within those years when discussing the history of book distribution, I don’t want to give the impression that the story ends there or that those years are all that matter. So I have set up a wiki page – ourfamilybusiness.info – where devotees can continue telling this very important story. Please visit, tell us of your own history and realizations and of all the accomplishments you or others have had regarding book distribution that don’t appear in the pages of this book. 

People often suggest that despite ISKCON’s earlier success in expanding book distribution, many things could have been done better. I agree. Aspiring to improve one’s service is an eternal principal. Success in the service of distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books depends particularly on the quality of one’s consciousness. Book distribution is a special service in that Kṛṣṇa arranges for devotees to meet a wide variety of souls in order to plant the seed of bhakti in their hearts. During that intense endeavor, distributors are tested in unique ways, and they may make the mistake of putting off the very persons they are trying to benefit. While representing the Supreme, for example, devotees can easily develop a condescending attitude and, losing track of their own compassion and humility, mistreat or disrespect the people they are approaching. Disrespecting others is not only forbidden in scripture, it is counterproductive in the spreading of Kṛṣṇa consciousness. The world doesn’t need a new group of fanatics. Rather, it needs compassionate, well-adjusted devotees who genuinely care about each person they meet. It is not only vital that people receive Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books but that we also deliver those books in ways that endear us to their recipients. 

What’s more, those entrusted with management positions in the saṅkīrtana movement must always remember that it is their sacred duty to care for the devotees in their charge. Unfortunately, we didn’t always have that understanding in the past. Managers who put money and bricks before the spiritual advancement and practical necessities of the devotees under their care do more harm than good. Managers must remember that purity is the force. Learning to distribute Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books on their own merit and thus allowing the distributors to feel the joy and spiritual depth that comes from sharing Kṛṣṇa consciousness with others is very different from engaging devotees in selling stickers, candles, paintings, and who knows what else. Many of the anomalies some of us now attribute to book distribution were actually caused by ill-advised diversions into selling anything but books in the name of saṅkīrtana. 

In his purport to Śrī Caitanya-caritāmṛta, Ādi-līlā 7.91, Śrīla Prabhupāda states that the real goal of our mission is not to simply collect money; rather, we want to see that the devotees in our movement, and people in general, advance in Kṛṣṇa consciousness:

According to the revealed scriptures, if a spiritual master can convert even one soul into a perfectly pure devotee, his mission in life is fulfilled. Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura always used to say, “Even at the expense of all the properties, temples, and maṭhas that I have, if I could convert even one person into a pure devotee, my mission would be fulfilled.” It is very difficult, however, to understand the science of Kṛṣṇa, what to speak of developing love of Godhead. Therefore if by the grace of Lord Caitanya and the spiritual master a disciple attains the standard of pure devotional service, the spiritual master is very happy. The spiritual master is not actually happy if the disciple brings him money, but when he sees that a disciple is following the regulative principles and advancing in spiritual life, he is very glad and feels obliged to such an advanced disciple.

To neglect the spiritual, emotional, and physical needs of the devotees who are pushing on Lord Caitanya’s mission is immoral. Mature or enlightened leaders understand that devotees who come to the Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement are not only special souls but volunteers. Such surrendered souls must be protected and encouraged, never exploited or coerced. In Our Family Business, I emphasize empowerment over bureaucracy and encouragement over coercion.

In ISKCON’s early days, devotees were sometimes sent out on book distribution without proper training, encouragement, or consideration of their physical or mental capabilities. Discouraged (and in some cases traumatized), some still cringe whenever book distribution is discussed. I feel their pain. I hope the recent developments in the great art of distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books presented in Our Family Business help those devotees heal from their earlier experiences. May our past mistakes be pillars to a healthier approach to how we interact with the public and how we support the devotees who go out to meet it. 

Śrīla Prabhupāda taught us that ISKCON’s success is based on the love and trust we share. ISKCON leaders must create an environment in which the body of devotees will feel enlivened to perform devotional service that is, in Śrīla Prabhupāda’s words, “individual, spontaneous, and voluntary.” In the spiritually surcharged atmosphere that will result if we follow this mood, devotees will naturally feel inspired to reach for ever higher goals both in their service and in their spiritual relationships. It’s so much easier to sacrifice and work hard when one’s heart is filled with gratitude for what one has and what one is becoming. This is a basic theme of Our Family Business.

The good news is that by systematic training in the art of distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books, as well as by reading those books with like-minded devotees, we can raise our consciousness, overcome our shortcomings, and continually improve our service. Where there’s a will, there’s a way! Keeping our prime directive to leave each person we meet with a good impression, and emphasizing that book distributors must be exemplars of the principles contained in the books they distribute, we can both increase the distribution of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books and act in ways that will win the hearts of the public. Therefore I stress in this book the importance of being strict, serious, and sincere in one’s daily practices of devotional service. This is a prerequisite for book distributors, and it’s a prerequisite for those who have positions of authority in the saṅkīrtana movement, whether those persons be managers, parents, teachers, or saṅkīrtana leaders. 

Because Śrīla Prabhupāda emphasized that failure is the pillar of success, another reason I wrote this book – and perhaps it’s the most important reason – is to identify what we did and are still doing right so that we can concentrate on our successes and continue to perfect the ways and means by which Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books are distributed. 

I am often asked what we have to show for all the books we’ve distributed. I answer this question in the last chapter, but here’s one small example of how Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books had a dramatic effect on an entire nation.

In the summer of 1989, the Bhaktivedanta Book Trust took advantage of a new law allowing religious books to enter the Soviet Union and printed two hundred thousand Russian-language books in Germany. The Soviet customs officials were not yet informed about this new law, however, and the truck drivers were held up at the border. After two weeks of intense negotiations with Soviet government officials, the trucks were finally allowed to cross. But the books were confiscated and stored in a customs warehouse in Moscow. For two months the Soviet devotees organized massive protests in the streets of Moscow. They chanted, “Give us our books!” The protest banners they carried read “We don’t want vodka! We want our books!” The books were finally released in October 1989. In an interview, Bhakti Vijñāna Goswami describes the results:

The entire community of Russian devotees – actually, the entire community of devotees from all over the Soviet Union – participated in those demonstrations. At that time there were altogether only about a hundred devotees. Everything started from those books. The temples started from those books. The new devotees came from those books. The millions and millions of books that were distributed after that – everything started from these two hundred thousand books.

No less important are the effects that Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books have had on millions of individual lives throughout the world. Each book distributed has an effect, even if we can’t immediately see it.

As we carry on the distribution of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books all over the world, we will see such miraculous victories again and again. 

Our Family Business is a humble offering to the lotus feet of my spiritual master, His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda, and his faithful servants. Several senior devotees urged me to write this book. By their mercy, I have diligently researched Śrīla Prabhupāda’s teachings to bring out the deep affection he had for book distribution and for the devotees who distribute his books. My research also points to the fact that he considered the service of distributing his books foundational to ISKCON, even as he promoted so many other vital preaching projects, including temples, schools, restaurants, farm projects, and more.

Any shortcomings or mistakes you find in this book are mine. I pray for your mercy, understanding, and forgiveness. Please feel free to correct me where necessary. I live to be corrected.

Humbly in your service,
Vaiśeṣika Dāsa

Completed on November 15, 2015, in the month of Kārttika, at ISKCON Bhaktivedanta Ashram, at the foot of Govardhana Hill, on the occasion of the disappearance day of His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda.

Oṁ Tat Sat
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His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda

Founder-Ācārya of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness
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Introduction

White Castle is a popular American fast-food chain known for its stark-white castlelike buildings and cheap burgers. Nationally, franchises like these move millions of tons of product: the meat of cows systematically slaughtered to satisfy the whims of people’s tongues. After reading Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, who could not easily identify these eateries as fortresses from which Kali personified dispenses sin – wholesale? 

It was by design, then, that my dear godbrother Divyāṅga Dāsa and I regularly stormed the gates of the White Castle in St. Louis, Missouri, in order to distribute Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books to its customers inside.

During the early 1980s, every Saturday afternoon, after a day of distributing books at Lambert Field (St. Louis’s international airport) and on our way back to the temple, we’d make a detour through the poverty-stricken inner city of St. Louis. Divyāṅga would pull up his silver Chevy Caprice Classic outside the White Castle there and keep the engine running while I ran in, cradling a stack of bright blue First Canto Śrīmad-Bhāgavatams, and handed one to every customer.

After a week of selling books at the airport, we usually had an excess of donations. We wanted to share the wealth by distributing extra books as charity. Although some people in the White Castle donated for their book, those who didn’t still got to keep it if they wanted to. 

After these excursions Divyāṅga and I would marvel – and we still do today – at how the sublime Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, which “rejects all religious activities that are materially motivated,” ended up in the trunk of his Chevy and traveled all the way to the inner city of St. Louis, Missouri, where illiteracy rates were said to run high and even those who did read books would never have dreamed of buying a book like Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam.

We wondered at it, but we knew how this miracle had happened: Śrīla Prabhupāda had performed it. Following the words of Nārada Muni – “This Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam is meant to create a revolution in the impious lives of the world’s misdirected civilization” – Śrīla Prabhupāda had loaded two hundred sets of these hardbound Vaikuṇṭha deities into trunks, brought them to the shores of America, and launched a full-scale spiritual revolution with them.

Before that, he had been based at his Rādhā-Dāmodara sanctuary in Vṛndāvana, painstakingly drafting and assembling in three volumes the First Canto of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, a work containing the world’s most detailed knowledge of God. These books first hit the humming streets of Manhattan before being launched onto the streets of cities around the world.

By extreme good fortune, Divyāṅga and I were among the thousands whose lives were transformed by these books and who had joined Śrīla Prabhupāda’s spiritual revolution. Now, as card-carrying members of this insurgency, we ran everywhere to distribute these books to everyone we met.

In the material world, every soul feels unbearable stress. The pure spiritual being, encased in a gross body and subtle mind, takes a beating life after life, suffering dearly. Śrīla Prabhupāda writes about an “ocean of tears” in his purport to Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 3.28.32, created by the accumulated tears shed by souls disappointed and confounded by life’s reverses. To avoid the distress built into the hard struggle for existence, some people numb themselves with intoxication; others take to philosophical speculation to justify and sidestep the gloom. 

But in Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 1.5.32, Nārada Muni explains to Śrīla Vyāsadeva the real cure: “O Brāhmaṇa Vyāsadeva, it is decided by the learned that the best remedial measure for removing all troubles and miseries is to dedicate one’s activities to the service of the Supreme Lord Personality of Godhead [Śrī Kṛṣṇa].” 

Page by page, Śrīla Prabhupāda’s writing dispenses medicine to the materially distressed mind: hearing about Lord Kṛṣṇa from the mouths of His pure, unmotivated devotees. Ultimately, the cause of all suffering is ignorance, and ignorance leads to sinful deeds and the karmic reactions for them. In Lord Kṛṣṇa’s own words, spoken in Bhagavad-gītā 4.37, transcendental knowledge burns to ashes all the karmic reactions of a living being, just as a fire burns to ashes unlimited fuel supplied to it. Rūpa Gosvāmī therefore says that the greatest charity work one can do is to distribute transcendental knowledge. Transcendental knowledge relieves people’s suffering, and those who receive such knowledge learn not only why they are suffering but how to stop it forever.

During an epidemic, can those who hold the cure not feel responsible for dispensing it? Those who possess a vaccine must take all risks to distribute it. In Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 8.7.39 Lord Śiva states, “People in general, being bewildered by the illusory energy of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, are always engaged in animosity toward one another. But devotees, even at the risk of their own temporary lives, try to save them.” Therefore Lord Caitanya directs: “Distribute this Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement all over the world. Let people eat these fruits [of love of God] and ultimately become free from old age and death.” (Śrī Caitanya-caritāmṛta, Ādi-līlā 9.39)

Following this order, the Vaiṣṇavas sacrifice their own peace of mind and move into the cities to distribute this medicine to the needy. Śrīla Prabhupāda, for example, despite every conceivable obstacle – old age, declining health, no money, and no connections – left the holy land of Vṛndāvana and daringly boarded a freighter bound for America, bringing with him only a few meager personal effects yet trunks of First Canto Śrīmad-Bhāgavatams. The Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam is pregnant with the words of Lord Kṛṣṇa and pure devotee saints such as Uddhava, Maitreya, Vidura, Brahmā, Nārada, Śukadeva, Parīkṣit, and Prahlāda, and the books Śrīla Prabhupāda brought were further embellished with his own sublime purports, the fruits of his lifelong practice of hearing with rapt attention the words of his spiritual master, Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī Ṭhākura. As it turned out, people everywhere were ready to hear this spiritual message. 

They still are.

I have therefore written Our Family Business to encourage devotees everywhere to distribute transcendental knowledge, most particularly in the form of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books. This book is meant not only to help devotees in their quest to learn or perfect the art of distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books, but also to inspire and assist those who are organizing this great transcendental sacrifice. The aim is to create a culture that will live and breathe book distribution, an atmosphere in which devotees can find true happiness in meeting people and introducing them to Kṛṣṇa consciousness. Through hearing, chanting, and relishing what’s in the books, and through organizing in a systematic way the distributors and the devotees who back up the distributors, my hope is that Śrīla Prabhupāda’s movement will be reinvigorated with the spirit Śrīla Prabhupāda himself breathed into it: “Distribute books, distribute books, distribute books.”1 Nothing will please His Divine Grace more. 

Śrīla Prabhupāda not only asked that his books be widely and profusely distributed, but he also encouraged his followers to become expert in presenting them. In a letter to Bali Mardana Dāsa dated December 31, 1972, Śrīla Prabhupāda calls book distribution a “great art”:

I am convinced that if you simply glorify Kṛṣṇa and our books in the best descriptive manner, that anyone and everyone, no matter even atheist or otherwise, they can be convinced to purchase. Of course that is a great art and not everyone can do it, but gradually by practice of preaching in this way, striving to so much present a wonderful picture of our books to the people, gradually you will master the trick how to do it.

Moreover, Śrīla Prabhupāda recommended distributing his books as a practice for advancing in spiritual life (sādhana). In his purport to Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 10.2.37, for example, he writes: “By fully concentrating on distributing books for Kṛṣṇa, one is fully absorbed in Kṛṣṇa. This is samādhi.”

And in another letter typical of his fire for spreading Kṛṣṇa consciousness, he calls on his followers: “Whenever possible, try to talk about Kṛṣṇa consciousness to your friends or whomever you may meet. Simply by this attempt you will get superior strength and knowledge about Kṛṣṇa consciousness.”2

In Our Family Business, we look into not only how distributing Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books is important to individual ISKCON devotees as sādhana, but also how and why it is vital to the natural, organic growth and health of our ISKCON Society as a whole. Many devotees already regularly distribute books, and a growing number of other devotees are eager to get involved. Experts, newcomers, well-wishers, retirees in need of a refresher course – all will find something in this book to inspire them. Finally, this book is meant to give a fresh and favorable second look at distributing books for those who, for whatever reason, now think of it disparagingly.

Our Family Business also discusses the history of book distribution in ISKCON, and includes foundational principles for building a successful book distribution program, the paramount importance of proper conduct in public, illustrative and inspirational first-person stories with dialogue, new methods of book distribution, secrets of highly effective book distributors, and more.

How did Śrīla Prabhupāda feel about the need for such an intense endeavor to organize the distribution of his books? He wrote in a letter to Tejīyas Dāsa on January 5, 1973: “Tax your brain for finding new ways and better ways for distributing our books widely.” 

In writing this book I have sincerely tried to do just that. If on account of taxing my brain one more devotee is inspired to take up this art or one extra book is distributed, I will consider the book a success. And if Our Family Business helps spark a second wave of massive book distribution in my lifetime, I will die a happy soul.


Chronicles

“Yes. It is a revolution. That is what I think as I write on and on – a revolution to change the entire course of human history.”

Śrīla Prabhupāda, 1977


chapter one

The Ambassador of Goodwill

A sixteen-year-old junior in high school, I sat cross-legged, transfixed in meditation before a candle flame and a small golden statue of the Buddha. Locked in my room that fine spring day in suburban Lafayette, California, I had been fasting and praying to God to reveal my true path in life.

I was also staunchly observing a vow of silence that day, when my high school friend Richie Corsa knocked on my bedroom door. Even though he sounded annoyed, I didn’t answer. I reasoned that because he and I were ultimately “one” – a concept I had gleaned from the books I had been reading – he would know why I wasn’t responding to his loud knocking and repeated requests to let him in.

Finally he gave up and through the keyhole yelled, “Willy, I know you’re in there. I’m leaving you a magazine I bought from a Hare Kṛṣṇa on Telegraph Avenue. He took my last fifty cents. I have no interest in this stuff, but I know you’re into it, so here it is.”

I waited until he’d gone before coming out of my room to see what kind of magazine he’d left me. It was propped against the wall next to my door. The shiny cover illustration of Lord Caitanya immediately caught my eye. Arms raised in the air, He danced through a tropical landscape, followed by a group of other dancers. The masthead read, “Back to Godhead. Godhead is light. Nescience is darkness. Where there is Godhead there is no nescience.” Richie was spot on. I was interested in this stuff. I carried it into my room to have a closer look.

As soon as I turned to the inside front cover, my eyes locked onto a painting of a golden-brown–complexioned guru. His head was cleanly shaven and he sat cross-legged on an ornate seat. He wore flowing saffron robes, and piles of lush flower garlands encircled his neck, cascading in layers down to his knees. Below the painting the caption read: “His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda.” 

I had been searching for a guide and had studied the countenance of many a spiritual teacher, sometimes putting their pictures in front of me when I meditated in the hope that I might commune with them. Until that moment, however, I had never felt a strong connection to any of them.

Now suddenly I felt exhilarated. A singular thought entered my mind: This is my teacher. How and why I felt this so completely was not clear to me. Never before had I been gripped with such absolute conviction. I stared at the portrait for several minutes, and it occurred to me that it was utterly mystical for this magazine to have appeared at my door. Entranced, I turned the pages.

My Prayers Are Answered

It was obvious that someone had heard my prayers, for on each page of the magazine were answers to my deepest inquiries: Why do I have to die? Is God a person? What is the best way to know God?

One article – “Liberation of the Cave Dwellers,” by Hayagrīva Dāsa – was based on a famous analogy in Plato’s Republic. The article pointed out that people living in material consciousness are ignorant of the spiritual world. The author compared them to cave dwellers who have never stepped out of their cave and seen the sun. “How could they understand the world of light?” he asked. Someone would have to come from outside the cave, explain the power and magnificence of the sun, and somehow demonstrate what it was like. To do so the teacher might have to let in a beam of light and project it on the wall of the cave. The cave dwellers’ education would have to begin slowly, because they might not even believe in something so fantastical as the sun.

“My room is the cave!” I thought. “And this magazine is the light. Someone’s come to rescue me and show me the way out, back to the source of the light!”

Scouring each page I studied the photographs of devotees who were working for God: cooking, printing books, talking to groups of people. Their neck beads, shaved heads, and tilaka fascinated me. They looked so happy and determined. They became my heroes. 

This was 1973, when millions of young Americans were clamoring for peace in the face of the controversial Vietnam War. The Beatles’ lyrics called us to explore the inner world of our minds, and our status quo among our peers was maintained by rejecting the status quo of society at large.

At school, some of my friends talked about doing something noble with their lives, like joining the Peace Corps or working to preserve the environment. Others followed their parents’ advice and worked hard to get good grades so they could get into a prestigious university. Like me, still others were confused about their place in the world. In such a turbulent and uncertain environment as the United States in the early 1970s, I often questioned the value of my dry high school studies. When a buddy of mine disappeared while hiking in the mountains, never to be found again, I felt even more desperate to discover the purpose of life.

The devotees didn’t look confused at all. Reading their faces I felt they were going somewhere important and wonderful – and they seemed to know it. One article in the magazine was entitled, “We’re Going to the Land of Kṛṣṇa, the Land Beyond Birth and Death.” I desperately wanted to go with them.

I gave no thought at the time to the enormous effort that had gone into getting that Back to Godhead magazine to my door. It had appeared magically, and I had grabbed on to it like a lifeline, not fully considering who had made the line or who had thrown it. It wouldn’t take long, however, for me to meet the devotees and find out who was behind it all.

My New Home

My mother dropped me off for my first visit to the San Francisco temple at 455 Valencia Street, where I met Janakīnātha Dāsa, an outwardly dour but sweet-hearted devotee, who sat quietly chanting on his japa beads as he leaned casually on the front steps of the temple. Unsure of the etiquette, I greeted him with a “Hare Kṛṣṇa” and asked if I could meet the guru, Śrīla Prabhupāda. Naively, I had assumed he’d be there. But Janakīnātha Dāsa summarily informed me that ISKCON was an international society and that Śrīla Prabhupāda had to travel all over the world to maintain it and was presently in India. When he saw my disappointment, however, he quickly added that Śrīla Prabhupāda’s association could be perfectly had by reading his books. Janakīnātha’s answer satisfied me, because to some degree I had already perceived this for myself. I happily followed him into the fragrant atmosphere of the San Francisco temple, which was soon to become my home.

I found out that my homecoming experience was not unique. Sharing stories with the devotees who had joined the temple before me, I found that they all had stories about receiving Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books. Apparently, we had all heard the same clarion call.

One devotee who soon would become my fast friend and mentor, Keśava Bhāratī Dāsa (now Keśava Bhāratī Dāsa Goswami), had been searching for God through study and meditation when his landlady brought a Śrī Īśopaniṣad and a Back to Godhead (BTG) magazine to his door, leaving them with him because “she had no interest, but thought he might.” 

A few days later, his wife Lynne (the late Kaulinī Devī Dāsī), returned from vacation with a copy of Bhagavad-gītā As It Is she had found in a used bookstore in central Mexico. Neither his landlord nor his wife knew the contents of the books; nor had they any idea that they had gifted him with books by the same author. Keśava Bhāratī Dāsa (then Kenneth Beck) also had no idea. He had put both books in a bag, unaware of the coincidence, and taken them the next evening to the gas station where he was working the midnight shift to make ends meet. On his break, just before sunrise, he took out both books to examine them. Incredulous, he at once noticed that they were by the same author. His eyes filled with tears and he was soon weeping, certain that God had answered his prayers and intervened to show him the way to reach Him. A few days later, he jumped into his Volkswagen van with his childhood friend Clint and hurried off to find the San Francisco temple. Inconceivably, Śrīla Prabhupāda had just arrived, and that very evening Ken found himself sitting in front of His Divine Grace at an evening program. His material life was finished.

Ask any assembly of devotees how they came to Kṛṣṇa consciousness and you will hear a montage of similarly miraculous sagas, each one precipitated by contact with Śrīla Prabhupāda’s books.

God Reveals Himself Through Scripture

The reason for such miracles is that God appears in the form of literature. The Vedic scriptures confirm this truth. The Brahma-sūtra (1.1.3) says that God reveals Himself through scripture (śāstra-yonitvāt). And Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam (1.3.40) declares itself a direct incarnation of Kṛṣṇa: idaṁ bhāgavataṁ nāma purāṇaṁ brahma-sammitam, “This scripture named Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam is the literary incarnation of God.”

Just as Kṛṣṇa makes His divine appearance in forms made of marble, wood, and paint, He similarly descends as an incarnation in paper and ink. The author, Vedavyāsa, is described as an empowered incarnation of Kṛṣṇa because he wrote down the eternal Vedic knowledge. 

Śrīla Prabhupāda’s Labor of Love

The enormous effort Śrīla Prabhupāda and his followers made to get that Back to Godhead to my door was gradually disclosed to me. It was through an intense labor of pure devotion empowered by the order of his spiritual master that Śrīla Prabhupāda caused these beautiful incarnations of the Lord to appear in the various languages of the world. Then, as a master conductor directs an orchestra, Śrīla Prabhupāda inspired his young followers to illustrate, edit, publish, and distribute more than fifty million copies of the eighty books he had written in little more than a decade. He needed editors, and editors appeared. He needed Sanskritists, and they emerged. He encouraged fledgling artists, and they flourished. Young people – unfamiliar with publishing, shipping, warehousing, or sales – found themselves managing millions of dollars worth of books and seeing to their distribution, all of this arranged by His Divine Grace after he had reached his seventieth year.

Śrīla Prabhupāda had begun to write in earnest as early as 1944, publishing and distributing his single-sheet “Back to Godhead” leaflets. After finally retiring from his business and family life in 1954, moving to the Vaṁśī-gopālajī temple at Vṛndāvana’s Keśī-ghāṭa in 1956, and accepting the renounced order of life in 1959, he had conceived of his multivolume presentation of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam. 

He traveled to and from Delhi, beginning the work on his magnum opus in the Chippiwada district in Delhi, where he had been given a room at a Rādhā-Kṛṣṇa temple by an acquaintance, Krishna Pandit. In 1962, he moved into his tiny quarters at the famous Rādhā-Dāmodara temple in Vṛndāvana, where he would reside for three years, publishing and distributing “Back to Godhead” and preparing his Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam purports and a series of other writings. There he incubated his plan to carry out the request his spiritual master had made of him that he write and preach in English and take Kṛṣṇa consciousness to the West.

Print Books 

Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta’s request was not new, for book printing and distribution has always been the “family business” of the Brahma-Mādhva-Gauḍīya-sampradāya. Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura wrote over one hundred books, and before him the Six Gosvāmīs of Vṛndāvana, on the order of Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu, had published hundreds of books. In fact, most great Vaiṣṇava spiritual masters have made literary contributions.

Mahāprabhu Himself had rediscovered and then with His own hand distributed copies of Śrī Brahma-saṁhitā and Śrī Kṛṣṇa-karṇāmṛta to His closest disciples. Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Ṭhākura, to highlight the prominence of literature in his Gauḍīya Maṭha mission, included an image of the printing press in its logo and often preached that distributing books was better than building opulent temples. Passing on the tradition of the previous great teachers of pure devotional service, Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Ṭhākura personally told our Śrīla Prabhupāda that if he ever got money, he should print books.

Śrīla Prabhupāda Begins Publishing

In Jhansi, before Śrīla Prabhupāda had gone to Vṛndāvana, he had founded the League of Devotees, an organization meant to respiritualize human society, and at the request of a godbrother he had worked on the magazine Sajjana-toṣaṇī. Neither of these projects worked out the way Śrīla Prabhupāda had wanted, but both reveal his ambitious vision. When he was handed the Sajjana-toṣaṇī project, for example, it was a simple publication with a small circulation. He soon developed a plan to expand it into a world-class publication, as popular and polished as India’s Illustrated Weekly. But the godbrother who had asked for his help, overwhelmed by Śrīla Prabhupāda’s enterprising approach, released him from the project.

Land disputes and a lack of local interest had foiled Śrīla Prabhupāda’s League of Devotees in Jhansi, but his plans for the project there had not been small either. He had intended to recruit and train members to teach the Bhagavad-gītā and perform nāma-saṅkīrtana throughout the world. Undeterred by the lack of response in Jhansi and the conflicts he had endured while editing Sajjana-toṣaṇī, with no fixed income or residence and only a couple of dhotis and kurtas, Śrīla Prabhupāda soon launched his “Back to Godhead” as a magazine. 

The printer of Śrīla Prabhupāda’s first BTG, Kumar Jain in New Delhi, remembers that Śrīla Prabhupāda was so poor that he usually arrived at his shop without having had breakfast. Śrīla Prabhupāda saved money for printing his magazine by skipping meals and walking instead of riding, hiring a rickshaw only when it was absolutely necessary in order to carry heavy rolls of paper for printing.

Alone in New Delhi, he wrote, edited, published, and distributed BTG. In the scorching heat he personally visited government offices, shopping areas, and tea stalls to sell his magazine. Sometimes he mailed out free copies, both within India and abroad.

After living and preaching in Delhi for some time, Śrīla Prabhupāda moved back to Vṛndāvana. But unlike other sādhus, who out of fear of being contaminated vow never to leave the holy dhāma, Śrīla Prabhupāda came and went, venturing to Delhi, Bombay, and Kanpur to raise funds for publishing his BTG. 

As with Sajjana-toṣaṇī, Śrīla Prabhupāda’s dream for BTG was grand. He eventually wanted printings of BTG sent to fifty countries around the world. In the midst of printing and distributing the small magazine, several people suggested that he also produce and distribute books, because they were more permanent. He took this advice as coming from Kṛṣṇa and wrote his first booklet, Easy Journey to Other Planets. Soon after, he began work on his Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam translations and purports.

Commuting from Vṛndāvana to Delhi to promote his cause, Śrīla Prabhupāda stayed in the homes of pious Hindu hosts. Sri Krishna Pandit gave him a room in Chippiwada, near Chandni Chowk, and also volunteered to do some secretarial work for him. From those Chippiwada days, Sri Krishna Pandit remembers that Śrīla Prabhupāda was engrossed in translating and writing his commentaries on Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam. He cooked for himself and typed and checked the proofs for BTG. “Every day he was typing … His main activity was typing many hours a day,” Sri Krishna Pandit recalls.1

Śrīla Prabhupāda had practically no financial means while living in Vṛndāvana at the Rādhā-Dāmodara Mandir. Still, he had every intention of spreading the message of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam all over the world. His intense desire to do so became especially clear when he received an invitation to join the Congress for Cultivating the Human Spirit in Japan.

In preparation for the event he suspended his other projects and worked exclusively on a book he called Light of the Bhāgavata, a manuscript tailor-made for the Japanese event. Simultaneously he wrote a volley of letters appealing to potential patrons, including India’s Prime Minister, beseeching them to pay his fare to Japan so that he might attend the Congress and bring knowledge of the Bhāgavata to Japan and the rest of the world. In the end, he was forced to cancel his trip, for no one gave him the money he needed; but he now had the manuscript for Light of the Bhāgavata completed.

Characteristically undeterred, Śrīla Prabhupāda continued to pray to the Lord, “When will the day come when a temple will be established in every house in every corner of the world?” Prahlāda Mahārāja, in his prayers to Lord Nṛsiṁhadeva, expresses his desire to live near big cities and towns – unlike most transcendentalists, who prefer solitude – to deliver the fallen souls who are working hard “making elaborate plans for material happiness and maintaining their families, societies, and countries.”2

Similarly, although Śrīla Prabhupāda referred to Vṛndāvana as his home, it was also the base from which, out of compassion for the fallen souls of the world, he planned his campaign to distribute Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam and the holy names of Kṛṣṇa to every continent on the globe. He created a pamphlet to promote sales of his first publication of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam. The headline of that pamphlet said “Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam: India’s Message of Peace and Goodwill.” Soon Śrīla Prabhupāda would become the world’s greatest ambassador of this message.

A careful study of this pamphlet reveals much about His Divine Grace’s indomitable spirit. He had produced only three volumes of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, but the pamphlet advertised “sixty volumes of the elaborate English version.” Although he would arrive in America with no support, no connections, and no money, his pamphlet includes the words, “all over the world for scientific knowledge of God.”

A Representative from the Spiritual World

The dictionary meaning of ambassador is “an accredited diplomat sent by a country as its official representative to a foreign country.” The word ambassador derives from the Latin ambactus, “servant.” As the servant of his spiritual master, Śrīla Prabhupāda knew he was connected to the current of transcendental sound flowing from the spiritual world. He explained this principle to his disciple Yāmunācārya Dāsa in a letter dated October 21, 1969:

When the Lord appeared on this earth 5,000 years ago, He instructed Bhagavad-gītā to Arjuna, and this purely transcendental message of Kṛṣṇa has been passed down for the past 5,000 years by the media of sincere disciples giving submissive aural reception to the words of Kṛṣṇa via the medium of the bona fide spiritual master. This acts like electricity, and if you touch a wire anywhere which is connected to the powerhouse, then you will be in contact with the electric current.

As an ambassador Śrīla Prabhupāda knew the unlimited power of his actual home country, Goloka Vṛndāvana, and its leader, Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme Personality of Godhead. He was connected and he knew it. Therefore in his prayer to Kṛṣṇa, penned aboard the freighter Jaladuta, Śrīla Prabhupāda wrote, tabe jadi taba kṛpā hoy ahaitukī sakal-i sambhava hoy tumi se kautukī: “But I know Your causeless mercy can make everything possible, because You are the most expert mystic.”3

This same mood appears repeatedly throughout his teachings. In his purport to Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 2.9.36, for example, Śrīla Prabhupāda writes:

There is no need to seek properly qualified candidates for discharging devotional service to the Lord. Let them be either well behaved or ill trained, let them be either learned or fools, let them be either grossly attached or in the renounced order of life, let them be liberated souls or desirous of salvation, let them be inexpert in the discharge of devotional service or expert in the same, all of them can be elevated to the supreme position by discharging devotional service under the proper guidance.

The Bhāgavatam also states that its very purpose is “to create a revolution in the impious lives of this world’s misdirected civilization.” As the person bhāgavata, His Divine Grace Śrīla Prabhupāda repeatedly and urgently called for a worldwide, massive campaign to respiritualize humanity by distributing transcendental sound. This was his plan all along. Decades before coming to America he had drawn up a blueprint for a society that would train pure devotees who would then go out to save others.

In India, many persons warned him of the perils of leaving his motherland to cross the ocean. Some even argued that not only were Westerners incapable of being purified, but they would also profane the Hindu religion. Śrīla Prabhupāda knew well the power of Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, the literary incarnation of Lord Kṛṣṇa, the most merciful Lord who had given liberation to the demon Pūtanā even after she had tried to poison Him.

Unlike most people who cross the ocean to find fame, money, or a better way of life, Śrīla Prabhupāda traveled as an ambassador of goodwill to distribute the fruits of love for God to the spiritually-impoverished masses, just as the most merciful form of Kṛṣṇa, Śrī Caitanya Mahāprabhu, had done and ordered everyone else to do five hundred years before:

ataeva saba phala deha’ yāre tāre
khāiyā ha-uk loka ajara amare

Distribute this Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement all over the world. Let people eat these fruits and ultimately become free from old age and death.

ataeva āmi ājñā diluṅ sabākāre
yāhāṅ tāhāṅ prema-phala deha’ yāre tāre

Therefore I order every man within this universe to accept this Kṛṣṇa consciousness movement and distribute it everywhere.4

Those who give others the opportunity to go back to Godhead are by far the most charitable. About these magnanimous souls Narottama Dāsa Ṭhākura sings, ebe yaśa ghuṣuk tribhuvana: they are famous all over the three worlds. 

The effect of Lord Caitanya’s unlimited goodwill, delivered through the grand vision of His pure devotee, Śrīla Prabhupāda, to distribute transcendental literature throughout the world, touched me that day in unlikely suburban Lafayette, California. Is it any wonder that Śrīla Prabhupāda’s sacrifice and determined campaign to bring the fruits of love of Godhead to the people of the world have made him the most famous? No one can compare. Therefore he is the greatest ambassador of goodwill the world has ever seen.


End of sample.
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