[image: image1.jpg]LlVlllg Rellglon Promoting Fieldwork placements in Theology & Religious Studies





​
	


Gateway to Godhead:What is the significance and Status of A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada for Devotees at Bhaktivedanta Manor?

By Catherine Naughtie, 2010.
Catherine Naughtie has asserted her moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as the author of this work.
This research is based on ethnographic data collected during a seven day residential placement at Bhaktivedanta Manor, the headquarters for the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (hereafter ISKCON) in Britain. What will be attempted is an analytical appraisal of the continued role of A C Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896-1977) (hereafter Prabhupada) in the lives of devotees, the impact of his teachings and, ultimately, whether he is worshipped. The history of the movement and the majority of rituals that are practiced within the temple are inextricably linked with the teachings of Prabhupada, his purports (commentaries) on sacred texts - principally the Bhagavad-Gita, afforded the suffix ‘As it is’ in Prabhupada’s translated and elucidated version (1986) - are studied, his example followed, and his status as siksha guru (instructing spiritual master) for all devotees undisputed. In order to understand the modern manifestations of ISKCON, primarily as exemplified by devotees at Bhaktivedanta Manor, the person, teachings and continued presence of Prabhupada must be understood- a task to which this paper will be devoted. 

An outline of the contextual status of ISKCON and Prabhupada in a wider, theoretical and religious landscape will be given prior to the methodologies of and conclusions drawn from the fieldwork being explored. It is essential, as McKim Marriott (1968:203-204) discovered to his detriment- having become ‘intoxicated’ after ingesting an unidentified drink containing considerable amounts of Marijuana- for a practical as well as theoretical understanding to precede an ethnographic exploration of any given tradition. Moreover, as the duration of the fieldwork in question was short contextual information is crucial to inform observations, simply to recognise the ‘usual’ or ‘unusual’ in any given situation. 

To the observer, Hinduism - from which the ISKCON movement emanates - is a complex belief system, riddled with surface contradictions and practices alien to Western preconceptions of ‘religion’- accusations of idolatry, or classification as ‘polytheism’ exemplify this (Flood, 2006: 5-11). ISKCON -or Hare Krishna- is a derivative of Bengali Gaudiya Vaishnava Hinduism - although a minority of devotees are sceptical of their ‘Hinduness’ as Vaishnava is essentially monotheistic, prescribing worship of the ‘supreme personality of the Godhead’ not a plethora gods of equal status. 

Vaishnava teaching is rooted in the Vedas (Hindu sacred texts), and consequently one must have a guru in order to understand them; ‘the Vedas instruct that in order to understand transcendental knowledge we have to hear from... authority’ (Prabhupada, 1969-2009: 18), Prabhupada himself is believed to be  such an authority by virtue of his position in the parampara (disciplic succession) (Chryssides, 2008: 590-591) as the last in a line of gurus dating back to Krishna himself, also featuring Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (1486-1533) as an avatar (human incarnation of deity) of Krishna (King, 2007: 137; Momen, 2009: 303).  The Vedas were originally oral/aural scriptures and consequently must be learned from a bone-fide guru who knows the patterns of recitation and the meanings held within-only then can you yourself understand or teach them; it is through his position in this system that Prabhupada attains the status of founder acarya of ISKCON (Dwyer, 2007: 72-3; Visakha Devi Dasi, 1987: 170). 

ISKCON is the product of Prabhupada’s drive to bring Vedic knowledge to the Western world. It is not, however, seen to be a ‘Westernisation’ of Hinduism, but a transmission of authentic teachings without alteration: ‘Prabhupada “cut through” that sense of seeing Hindu people as different... [his teachings] had a certain purity, where you saw the soul.’ (Participant ‘C’ cited in Naughtie, 2009c). It is written in Prabhupada’s commentary on mantra nine of the Sri Isopanisad (Prabhupada, 1996: 45), ‘one must approach a bone fide spiritual master to understand the transcendental message of the Vedas’. He did this by approaching his guru Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura, who in turn learnt from his guru, who learnt from his guru, who learnt from his guru; devotees of ISKCON continue the trend by following the teachings of Prabhupada (Dwyer, 2007: 72-73). 

It is written in the Bhagavad-Gita (Prabhupada, 1986): ‘evam parampara-praptam. If one wants standard transcendental knowledge, not upstart knowledge, one must received [sic] it from the parampara system’ (Prabhupada, 1997: 89). It was in direct response to ‘orders’ from Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura that Prabhupada left India for America and began his mission of spreading this knowledge to the West (Satsvarupa Dasa Goswami, 2003). It was as a comparatively elderly man that he transmitted Vaishnava teachings to the West, initiating white Western converts with the ‘sacred thread’, traditionally reserved for high-caste males (Hopkins, 1989: 52). 

In exploring the representations of Prabhupada within Bhaktivedanta Manor this overview of ISKCON is crucial to developing an accurate understanding of the historical legitimacy and continued impact of his person on devotees. In assessing the implications of this fieldwork, it is important to be mindful of the above to ensure that interpretations of it are not distanced to the point of dissociation from the foundations of the tradition; by, for instance viewing it simply as a ‘New Religious Movement’- which it is, in the sense that Prabhupada transmitted teachings ‘new’ to the West, but is not when its Hindu roots and the disciplic succession are considered; it is new only in context, not in essence.

Consequently, in applying methodologies, there is a need not to misinterpret the key elements of the tradition through misplaced emphasis on particular elements of it or mistaken application of ‘Western’ academic categories - such as ‘religion’; ‘idolatry’ or ‘polytheism’ - all of which are problematic in this context (Flood, 2006: 5-11). While the direct research subject is necessarily narrow, links with the wider characteristics and contextual belief system of ISKCON must be maintained in order to grant integrity to observations recorded and conclusions drawn.   

There are many methodological approaches open to the researcher, anthropological; sociological; phenomenological; psychological and numerous others. In fieldwork of a short duration -such as was undertaken here- it is necessary to process a ‘snap-shot’ of the life, beliefs and practices of this diverse community of devotees. Consequently, it is essential that a clear, targeted approach is taken to generate a detailed and most importantly accurate representation of one aspect of said community- the role of its founder-acarya Prabhupada. In response to this need the methodologies used are necessarily direct in their implementation. There was neither the scope nor the requirement to explore all elements of the tradition from every conceivable methodological angle. Instead, what is attempted is an application of Clifford Geertz’s (1926-) ‘thick description’- taking a necessarily narrow topic and expanding upon it with detailed academic analysis, reconstructing what is perceived through analytical interpretation and illuminating a small corner of the diverse world of Bhaktivedanta Manor for those outside, through interviews (cited throughout the text and transcribed in the appendices) and reference to a detailed journal of the fieldwork (Pals, 2006: 267-269). 

In adopting Geertz’s approach it is clear that one must participate in the rituals and daily schedule of the devotee, much as Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942) (Gellner, 1999:18; Monaghan and Just, 2000 :53-61) or McKim Marriott (1968: 200-212) have done in extended fieldwork assignments; in short, to adopt the ‘participant-observer’ role. To immerse oneself in what the devotee is immersed in on a daily basis is crucial, it is only when said immersion is achieved that ‘thick description’ can be undertaken with any true integrity being afforded to the conclusions drawn from it. Immersion of this type does, however, bring about conflicts for the researcher (which will be expounded upon below) in balancing their role as a participant and as an observer- the question of where to draw the line to maintain the delicate balance that is necessary for accurate, objective representation of a tradition, resulting in the tentative application of some phenomenological concepts of epoche (bracketing one’s own preconceptions) in the vein of Ninian Smart’s (1922-2001) ‘methodological agnosticism’ (Erricker, 2001: 85-89). 

What is applied here is holistic, emic (‘insider’ category based) analysis, dependent on seeing religious truth as non-reducible to its composite parts (Momen, 2009: 79). By ascribing authority to the perspectives and perceptions of the ‘insider’/devotee rather than subjecting the phenomena to external forms of categorisation, a more authentic representation of Prabhupada’s continued significance within ISKCON is presented. Much as Geertz suggested that cultures could be ‘read as texts’, and understood ‘not only... as [you]...see them, but... [by] the ways the themes of these texts illuminate other aspects of... [the culture]’ (Monaghan and Just, 2000: 44); the life and teachings of Prabhupada are doubtless an example of such ‘themes’ for ISKCON devotees.

Thus, to progress towards a balanced understanding of interpretations of Prabhupada, a brief overview of his life must be given. The experiences of Prabhupada are of the utmost importance to devotees at Bhaktivedanta Manor, primarily those of his later years, after his first meeting with his own spiritual master Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura in 1922 (Satsvarupa Dasa Goswammi, 2003: 6-7). The spread of Krishna Consciousness to America and then Britain began with a solitary journey undertaken by Prabhupada from Calcutta to New York in 1965, when he was aged 69. Devotees interviewed all spoke of this as an auspicious undertaking: ‘[H]e must feel so compassionate towards the people- what he did [conveying spiritual insight] is actually the true charity’ (Participant ‘B’ cited in Naughtie 2009b). Another commented:

In the course of his crossing he had two or three heart attacks, he thought he would pass away the pain was so bad... he did it simply to fulfil the request of his spiritual master... to give Krishna Consciousness to English speaking people of the world (Participant ‘A’ cited in Naughtie 2009a). 

These excerpts from interviews undertaken with devotees show two key aspects of the relationship and status of Prabhupada that must be grasped; firstly, that he himself was subservient to his own spiritual master and secondly, that he overcame the problems and afflictions of the material body to spread Krishna Consciousness - the spiritual drive in essence overcame the bodily hardship, as is instructed within the teachings of ISKCON. These are both characteristics that are emulated by the devotees and influential in their continued relationship with Prabhupada as their spiritual master after his disappearance.

Today, the continued presence of Prabhupada is clear within Bhaktivedanta Manor; to walk its corridors is to encounter him; his image adorns many walls, murtis (statues) of him reside both in the temple room and his study - his influence is constant, noticeable and very much alive over 30 years after his disappearance (death). The rooms in which he resided are kept - on his instruction - as they were left after his last visit. In his study, a large, bright room, a murti sits behind his desk, as if still giving classes or advising devotees sitting before him; the bathroom holds a case containing his personal belongings, the bed is almost as if slept in, the chair as if sat on - the rooms are alive with his presence - as if he left a moment ago, to return again at any moment. They are not, however, museum exhibits with cordons protecting them, they are functional rooms still used for school talks and general activities. In his rooms, perhaps more than anywhere, the presence of Prabhupada is a tangible reality.

Here, the value of observation-based anthropological methodology is clearest - to see a devotee sit in quiet contemplation at the feet of the guru or prostrate themselves before him, to work on garlands or give talks to schoolchildren in these rooms is to come closer to understanding his complex and very real continued presence and supreme influence within ISKCON. Prabhupada is not worshipped or revered for transcendental separation from the devotee but for his closeness - in preserving his rooms they become ‘sacred space’.

Much as Marriott (1968: 200-212), in struggling to understand Holi, an exuberant Hindu festival, as the ‘feast of love’ when faced with demonstrations of ‘anti-social’ behaviour turned to locals to explain the motivations behind them, the position of Prabhupada and the devotion displayed toward him must be expounded by the testimony of devotees.   In the words of one devotee:

...[H]is murti and the rooms in which he was present, and his things and the ceremony of worshipping the guru all help to remember the personality [of the guru]...and the more you get to know about him the more affection you develop (Participant ‘B’ cited in Naughtie 2009b) . 

Each morning devotees undertake guru-puja, the ceremonial reverential blessing of Prabhupada as founder acarya and siksha guru of ISKCON- what participant ‘B’ (Naughtie, 2009b) terms ‘worshipping the guru’. What is meant here by worship - equality with God; a form of idolatry; or simply remembrance and reverence for the person of Prabhupada and his role as siksha guru? To understand this we must again return to the nature of ISKCON as belonging to the Gaudiya Vaishnava  tradition. 

The first point that must be made is the problematic nature of applying ‘Western’ forms of categorisation to ‘Eastern’ traditions, where the basic rules of logic are different and there is contemporaneous co-existence of, for instance, monotheistic and polytheistic characteristics that render the application of such terms difficult - a line of best fit between polarised manifestations is often the most that can be achieved (Flood, 2006: 5-11). Here, this option will be avoided in favour of more sensitive exploration of what devotees understand of their ritual behaviours and what terms such as ‘religion’ or ‘worship’ mean to them, and consequently using these terms with appropriate contextual qualification, or replacing them with emic analogues. One of the primary benefits of undertaking first-hand anthropological fieldwork is the ability to define and interpret the practices and motivations of devotees by observing and actively interrogating their interpretations of the phenomena, their ‘cultural texts’. 

All the practices and rituals of Bhaktivedanta Manor have behind them much philosophical and theological underpinning - they are not simply done for the sake of the doing but are representations of belief, of what devotees perceive as universal truth. Guru ‘worship’ is no different:    

‘Initiation means that the spiritual master accepts the student and agrees to take charge, and the student accepts the spiritual master and agrees to worship him as god.’ (Satsuarupa Dasa Goswami, 2003: 77). 

Are we by virtue of this assertion, which is by no means an unusual one, compelled to see Prabhupada as equal to God, or part of God, deity in his own right and worshipped as such? What would this mean for the conclusions drawn from a discussion of ISKCON, if Prabhupada was worshipped as Krishna is? 

In observing the daily rituals of devotees at Bhaktivedanta Manor and in conversations with those interviewed, it is clear that ‘worship’ in this context is not to be seen in the same light as it might be in, for example, a Christian context. Hinduism, particularly of the Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition (see: Hopkins, 1989:37- 52) is complex and challenging when viewed through and within ‘Western’ categories. As participant ‘A’ states: ‘there is a difference [between God and Prabhupada], he [Prabhupada] is the servant of God who can help us serve God - he is a representative of God’ (cited in Naughtie, 2009a). Consequently, it is questionable to equate ‘worship’ of Prabhupada with ‘worship’ of God.  Rather, it acknowledges the profound importance of the guru as the path to Godhead- not as God in and of himself:

It’s like an oath in our life; mother is the first guru, without her... you can’t do anything. That is the position of the guru, without the words of the spiritual master we are not able to understand the philosophy. He was definitely the most incredible... and most amazing personality. (Participant ‘B’ cited in Naughtie, 2009b) 

To revere the ‘amazing personality’ of the guru is a means to remember the profound impact of his teachings on the person’s psyche; much as the mother is revered as the life giver and nurturer of the body, the guru is the nurturer and protector of spirit. Without the guru, the devotee would be without authoritative interpretation of Vedic teaching (tad-vijnana); by ‘worshipping’ the guru, the devotee remembers the importance of this teacher and maintains closeness to him. ‘ The guru is considered the medium to God, just as my spectacles - they don’t get in the way, they help me see.’ (Participant ‘C’ cited in Naughtie, 2009c). It is necessary to be devoted to Prabhupada to be devoted to God, yet he in turn must be devoted to his spiritual master:

... [W]hen the spiritual master is present you serve him by cooking for him and those sorts of things and when he is not present the pride of the disciple is to follow the instructions of the spiritual master... (Participant ‘A’ cited in Naughtie 2009a).

As Prabhupada is the ‘absent’ spiritual master of ISKCON, the means of maintaining closeness to him is through following his teachings but also by symbolically serving him (though serving and revering his murti) to maintain the physical and tangible closeness that is intrinsic to the guru-disciple relationship; ‘[j]ust as we have to surrender to Krsna, we have to surrender to Krsna’s representative, the spiritual master’ (Prabhupada, 1997:90).  In following his teachings, devotees utilise his purports - commentaries on the sacred texts - the authoritative interpretation that allows the devotee to understand their true meanings. Prabhupada’s purports are treated as holy and authoritative. There are classes each day that use them as a ‘springboard’ for discussion on the meanings of sacred texts and what insight can be gained from them.  In the morning the  Srimad-Bhagavatam is discussed and in the evening the  Bhagavad-Gita. 

The importance of understanding these texts and the messages they hold for the devotee within Bhaktivedanta Manor cannot be overestimated. Each morning, after the Temple programme ends, both male and female devotees gather together for Srimad- Bhagavatam class, taking notes as each verse is recited and the purport read and asking questions of the speaker. These classes are reminiscent of those that Prabhupada gave during his lifetime, from the very beginning of his mission in America until the end of his life. Initially, the congregation ‘responded more to the transcendental music than to the philosophy... [yet still] every morning he would hold class on Srimad- Bhagavatam’ (Satsvarupa Dasa Goswami, 2003:45). ISKCON is a spirituality that prizes understanding of its philosophy, belief alone does not suffice - fundamental to true devotion is an education in Vedic knowledge, both in Sanskrit and through Prabhupada’s English translations:

When I came in touch with Prabhupada’s movement I finally felt this hole in my heart was...filled with something substantial...I slowly tried to practice and I derived such happiness from following.... This is the force by which I was inspired....I felt unsatisfied my whole life, until I read the books, if he wasn’t there I would feel unsatisfied my whole life long (Participant ‘B’ cited in Naughtie, 2009b).

By meticulously translating and commenting on the key sacred texts, Prabhupada left a legacy for his disciples, a means by which his insight as guru could and would continue after his departure and the message could be spread widely. Take, for example, the Bhagavad-Gita: As it is (Prabhupada, 1986) which effectively equates the text of the Bhagavad Gita with Prabhupada’s commentary. Through such publications, Prabhupada was able to instruct devotees, even after his death. Moreover, it is notable that engagement with this literature features as the primary ‘conversion motif’ related by the devotees interviewed.  This ‘intellectual conversion motif’, characterised by ‘illumination’ (Momen, 2009: 159-161) a form of ‘realisation’ strongly encouraged within ISKCON through scripture classes and active intellectual stimulation of the devotee. Indeed, Prabhupada was strongly committed to promoting ‘book distribution’, where devotees leave the temple to distribute books in towns and cities, in the hope that some members of the public will come into contact with the philosophy of the movement and thus become spiritually ‘enlightened’ and seek to further their spiritual ‘journey’ within the movement.

The work of Kimmo Ketola (2004) further expands on the nature of ISKCON through Harvey Whitehouse’s theory of ‘modes of religiosity’ in the context of research at Bhaktivedanta Manor (Ketola, 2004: 301). Ketola identifies ISKCON as profoundly ‘doctrinal’ in manifestation, meaning that ‘[t]he religious doctrines are acquired from authorities and show marked uniformity among participants (Whitehouse, 1995: 194-199; 2000, 54-98)’ (Ketola, 2004: 304). By understanding ISKCON in this way the continued profound impact of Prabhupada’s work in translating, commentating on and transmitting the principal texts of ISKCON is clear. In this context ‘doctrinal’ is a term used to describe, not doctrine in the narrow sense as religious pre- or proscription, but a generally formulaic, ‘fundamental’ pattern of continued inspiration directly from Prabhupada as the siksha guru of the movement. This inspiration is, as has been discussed, more wide-reaching and encompasses many if not all of the key practices of devotees at the Manor including the ‘Food for All’ programme (distributing free meals to the general public, primarily the homeless), the Hare Nam (chanting the Hare Krishna Mahamantra in the streets) and book distribution to name but three.  

By integrating Ketola’s methodology into research on the nature of Prabhupada, it is clear to see that his role was and is pivotal, not only in the daily life of the devotee as an emotional and spiritual guide, but also more fundamentally in developing the core nature of the movement. What could easily have become symbolic only of countercultural rebellion - representative of Whitehouse’s ‘imagistic’, ‘high arousal’, mode (Ketola, 2004: 303 ) – instead is characterised by a strongly doctrinal daily schedule and ‘low level arousal’ shared spiritual practices, such as Japa prayer (structured personal prayer with mala japa beads) or arti (temple worship) ceremonies (Ketola, 2004). 

By coupling Ketola’s interpretation of Whitehouse’s categories with Max Weber’s (1864-1920) theory of Verstehen (understanding) - ‘a systematic, rational method of explaining human actions by discerning the role of motives or meanings where they figure as causes’ (Pals, 2006: 154) - a more accurate impression is generated. This scientific approach divides actions into the ‘affectual (driven purely by emotion)...[and]... the traditional (done purely out of habit)’ (Pals, 2006: 155). Here, ‘habit’ should not be interpreted negatively but as that which is taught or learned rather than spontaneously caused by a devotee’s emotional state. An example here may be the difference between being compelled to pray by emotional turmoil or spiritual reverence and praying within a ‘traditional’ structured timeframe or setting, such as a formal ceremony. This is not to suggest that there is not or cannot be a merging of these two types of prayer, with affectual elements being present during traditional manifestations or vice versa. Indeed, this paper presumes that this ‘grey-area’ of motivation exists between the affectual and the traditional. It must be noted that Ketola (2004, 301-302) does mention the theories of Weber but only as precursory to those of Whitehouse, and arguably does not expand sufficiently on the implications of them for a study of ISKCON.

At first glance, there are obvious examples of both the affectual and the traditional categories within Bhaktivedanta Manor but, when the testimony of devotees interviewed, the findings of participant observation and the history of the movement are more deeply considered a different pattern emerges, one which is in no small part a product of the significant presence of Prabhupada. On the surface, one example of the traditional is the performance of an obligatory number of japa rounds daily; Ketola (2004: 309) suggests that ‘[t]here is little room for individual innovation’ within ISKCON. However, arguably he fails to demonstrate sufficiently the connection between the traditional and the affectual, the scope for a devotee, while maintaining a clearly traditional execution of ritual, to develop a distinct and personal relationship to the ritual through affectual motivations and connections (Ketola, 2004: 316-318).  Innovation, in short, should be seen not only in literal terms - as counter-cultural or “imagistic”- but rather as innovative emotional or spiritual manifestations through established traditional rituals, some of which are clearly a means of fostering said spirituality and others to purify and hone it. Bhakti Yoga (devotional service), for example, is the practice of maintaining closeness and submission to God through serving him by, for instance, making garlands for deities, feeding the cows or even sweeping the floors: 

Lord Krsna recommends... [this] in the Bhagavad-gita: tad viddhi prampatena pariprasena sevaya. “One must offer obeisances to the guru, inquire of him and serve him.” (Prabhupada, 1997: 90).  

When speaking of Prabhupada all devotees interviewed affirmed his ‘inspirational’ qualities, citing his expounded Vedic teaching as significant and ‘life-changing’ for them on an intellectual and a spiritual level. Participant ‘A’ exemplified this transformative experience of ‘discovering’ the teachings of Prabhupada:

...I, in a sense I was searching...not for God, but for happiness.... I couldn’t find it in any material opulence... so I thought... the reason... is that I’m not a material person, and ultimately I’m spiritual... [W]hen I heard the philosophy and saw it applied practically, it became very meaningful to me and I became serious in trying to practice it (Participant ‘A’ cited in Naughtie, 2009a).

Thus it can be seen that the principal drives behind accepting the teachings of ISKCON were both intellectual and spiritual. The person and teachings of Prabhupada accentuate the moderation of personal drives and material attachments to heighten and perfect spiritual awareness; this is achieved through the practice of Bhakti Yoga which is central to the daily life of devotees within Bhaktivedanta Manor.  In observing or participating in any one of the ‘traditional’ rituals undertaken by devotees,  it is clear that there is anything but a ‘habitual’ atmosphere. The Temple room is the scene of outpourings of emotion, encompassing dance, song, chanting and meditative silence, at once reverent and jubilant.  In participating in or being present at such events the effect on the observer is profound and dramatically alters the way in which the subject is viewed. 

The role of Prabhupada within ISKCON is clearly complex; he was the founder of a  movement new to the Western world, that has its roots in centuries of Gaudiya Vaishnava thought; he is deceased yet ever-present, the spiritual master of thousands and responsible for transmitting the Vedic teachings to the ‘West’. By applying Geertz’s ‘thick description’ (Pals, 2006: 260-289), participating in and observing rituals, interviewing devotees and keeping a detailed journal of the placement, the conclusions here attempt to go beyond intellectual appraisal of what ISKCON devotees say or what is said about them to include what it feels like to be party to the rituals of Bhaktivedanta Manor.  

What has been proven is the continued role of Prabhupada within ISKCON; however, what has been learned is much more important and much less obvious. In the interview excerpts given in this paper a sense of the true status of Prabhupada within Bhaktivedanta Manor is indicated. Beyond this, observations of and participation in the various rituals and events within the Manor consistently reaffirm his identity and the importance of continued closeness to him for devotees. The concept of guru, understood from an ‘outsider’- etic- perspective as ‘spiritual master’ or ‘religious teacher’ -  is, to those within the movement, so much more. It is a personal connection, he is an intermediary between the devotee and Krishna, and, while there may be a level of diversity between what each devotee sees as the ‘person’ of Prabhupada, there does not appear to be disagreement about his significance or continued presence (Naughtie, 2009a; Naughtie, 2009b; Naughtie, 2009c). 

While within ISKCON there is a tendency to describe ‘worship’ of the guru, for example during guru puja, it must be understood as differing from Western understandings of ‘worship’. The term ‘worship’ is one replete with monotheistic connotations, used to describe reverential submission to God and so risks implying that Prabhupada is divine. This is emphatically not the case within Bhaktivedanta Manor. Prabhupada is not God, he is an intermediary and before him there was another intermediary, his guru, and before him his guru. 

[W]e go through the guru to reach God - he’s the representative, parampara- it’s like a ladder, when you have a mango tree, the best mango’s at the top... you have people up the mango tree passing it down, they don’t drop it - it’s the same mango... (Participant ‘C’ cited in Naughtie, 2009c)

A devotee of ISKCON is a devotee of Prabhupada, and consequently of Krishna by way of parampara, as represented by the ‘mango tree’ analogy. As it is written in the Adi Purana (cited in Naughtie, 2009c):‘[o]ne who says he is my devotee is not my devotee. One who says he is the devotee of my devotee is my devotee’. Prabhupada is the link in the complex chain that allows devotees to worship Krishna. The reverence displayed towards Prabhupada is indicative of this role. 

Ketola’s (2004) appraisal of ISKCON as ‘doctrinal’ displays clearly the sense of assurance afforded by Prabhupada’s instruction, seminal in developing the philosophical core and theological integrity of the movement in Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition. The schedule followed by devotees is that which was followed by Prabhupada, yet the spiritual, affectual soul of the movement- the “text” to return again to Geertz (Monaghan and Just, 2000: 44) - is Prabhupada’s example, his life-story and continued presence as siksha guru.  His murti, garlanded and revered daily, served as a living spiritual master would be by his devotees, the gateway to Godhead, the means by which a devotee can submit to Krishna (the supreme personality), an integral, perhaps even the integral link in the chain of Krishna Consciousness that underpins the lives and beliefs of Bhaktivedanta Manor devotees. ‘If you want to learn transcendental knowledge (tad-vijnana) you must approach a guru’ (Prabhupada, 1997: 88). Prabhupada is siksha guru to ISKCON, through him devotees can gain transcendental knowledge. He is the spiritual teacher, the devotee to whom all devotees are devoted. Through him Krishna Consciousness is attained. 
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