Reviewers' comments:

1. This seems more like a memoir for an ISKCON newsletter. It has some redeeming features, but it needs an overhaul.

2. As a rough draft, this is nice. It is one of the better "early days" HIC's as it has some pretty hefty philosophical content. The descriptions of the sweetness of KC, prasadam, etc. are especially nice. I really like the balance between head and heart--between his draw to the philosophy and his draw to the experience. Most HIC's tend to focus on one or the other.

I would suggest that it's worth working on. The intro and the conclusion are especially weak. From the intro, one would think it's a rather undeveloped or insipid piece of writing (which it is not!) and the conclusion seems really forced and "preachy" in a negative way.

As usual with HIC's, I would suggest incorporating something as to how he's developed as a devotee, what he's doing now, etc. If this is the Alachua Dina Sharana, then that information would be especially of interest.

I'd like to see this in a polished form again before considering for publication.

3. Author writes: I imbibed the spirit of "turning back the clock of gross materialism", of "helping out the little guy", etc.

I do not remember those

things being common phrases in the 70s.

No objection to printing, but:

  I am not really "turned on" by the author saying, yeah, the devotee he met told him lots of really great things that the author cannot remember.  

Sounds

contradictory. A reader like me would think: perhaps what he heard was really not so memorable (obviously).

And if all it took to get him was a cookie and a glass of juice (without any explanation of what was so special about the cookie and juice) again as a reader I would wonder what this is all about (and not in a positive way).

Author wrote:  We cannot skip Bhagavad-Gita and just love Krishna like the gopis of Vrndavana.  Without a firm grounding in the ABC's of spiritual practices and understanding, trying to jump up to the higher stages of Krishna Bhakti will not have lasting effect.

This is very internal editorializing for the devotees. He has not explained what the various stages of bhakti are.

Plus there is my general objection to 70s "how I cames." They are not relevant.

And what was cool and new in the 70s (being a spiritually inquisitive

druggie) is not so cool anymore. Rather it is a largely negative cliche today.




Entering the House of Krishna Bhakti
I’ve edited according to above. Adding my own comments/questions on the above.

With regard to HIC from the seventies not being relevant. I hear you, yet, it seems to me that how anyone, how any soul comes to the shelter of Krishna can be interesting to a devotee.  We read how Narada Muni came to KC thousands of years ago, or more. We read how Srila Bhaktivinoda traversed to Mahaprabhu’s feet.

 Of course these are Superstars of KC, yet I do believe any story may well be an interesting read, so long as it’s fairly universal in heart/head expression. Why stories from the 70’s should be necessarily “out of date”?


Hare Krishna! My name is Dina Sharana dasa. I was initiated by His Divine Grace Srila Prabhupada in July of 1976, after arriving at the doorstep of this wondrous Krishna Consciousness Movement six months prior, one particularly effulgent Saturday morning, in Tampa, Florida.
[ my comment on a reviewers comment] “Not sure why the above and below paragraphs are weak. Kindly tell. They seem straightforward and conversational, not forced or strained, odd or queer, at least to my mind. Magazines have their sensibilities, I understand.”  ]
That I crossed the doorstep of this spiritual house, built by Founder-Acharya Srila Prabhupada was a credit to his kindness, love, and compassion. That Srila Prabhupada left the spiritual peace of transcendental Sri Vrindavan Dham bringing the science of Krishna Bhakti to the West, founding a movement of Krishna Bhakti, a definite testimony to his remarkable personality.  A personality rich in selfless love and devotion to both his own spiritual master, and the Lord of his life, Bhagavan Sri Krishna. 

I was not a likely candidate to become aligned with mission propagating pure love of God, having only nominal religious experience. In fact, certain relatives of mien would outlaw talk of God in their presence! And due to family problems, I grew up unguided, undisciplined, and uncultured. 
As many youths did during the late Sixties and early Seventies, I imbibed the then current spirit of  interest in alternative lifestyles, alternatives to gross materialism, and of not being trodden upon by “big government and selfish leaders. 
I dabbled with drugs which really didn’t bring any peace, and read a lot, in the course of which I became convinced that India’s ancient Vedic literatures contained original, pure truth. 
I also ran into some information on  bhakti which was attractive,   yet  had little determination to carry on anything to its conclusion.
So then how did I arrive at the shelter of Krishna, that effulgent Saturday morning? Well, two weeks prior, feeling quite unhappy and out of sorts, not knowing what to do with my life, under the influence of my Christian step-mother, bowed down on the floor one night and praying to Jesus and the Lord, Whoever they were, to please help me.

Two weeks later, on a crisp Friday afternoon in St.Petersburg Florida, I walked out of the Junior College cafeteria and saw a remarkable sight. A number of, I thought of them as monks, were putting on a festival of some kind.  A few were sitting down singing, one was fanning these, I didn’t even know what to call them, Deities I found out.

One happily smiling fellow was standing in his socks on the walkway, right in front of me, passing out brochures. I approached him, and asked, “What kind of sadhana are you doing?”, knowing that sadhana was the regular lifestyle of monks and yogi types.

He invited me into their Greyhound festival bus and I was struck by the exotic, delicious smell of incense, and the bookcase full of books.  I was impressed with the neatness, and most of all, the curious peace that descended on my soul upon entering the bus. 
Bhagavat dasa was his name, and he brought me a colorful, creamy yellow fruit drink, with floating bright red strawberry halves. Looked good! With two warm oatmeal cookies to go with it. 

Bhagavat explained what they were doing, what Krishna Consciousness was. I caught the drift of it – the material world was a temporary, miserable place, there was more to life than what we see, chanting the Maha-Mantra awakens our original consciousness. I was distracted by the delectable flavor of the cookies and drink, which seemed unusual somehow, in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. 
(to my friendly reviewers, “a plug for prasadam!)
I was also savoring, like a thirsty man in the desert savoring clean, fresh water, a clean, fresh peace and inner joy that was arising in my heart, from where I didn’t know  I didn’t want to leave, that I knew.
 As a result of reading various Indian philosophies and having an intuitive understanding the material world was a useless place to invest energy into I’d been pondering moving into an ashram of some sort, I hadn’t decided which one, neither was I yet bold enough to leave home and do so. But here was such an opportunity!
Nodding my head to Bhagavat prabhu’s explanations, he smiled and laughed, suddenly leaning forward to give me a warm bear hug.  I went to wash my hands, deciding d I was going to stay. Upon returning to Bhagavat, who had explained the basic principles of Krishna Conscious life, I handed him some marijuana I had, saying, “I want to stay, please take this from me; it brings me no happiness really.”
At this point let me share a personal spiritual realization that came shortly before all this. Music was my companion, one band in particular I really liked. Every afternoon after high school I’d put them on the record player. One day, the clear thought went through my mind, “I’ll never get tired of listening to them”.  Two years later, in the middle of putting the same record on, I thought, “I’m tired of this, and simultaneously remembrance came of my prior thought . 

Looking down at the hundreds of records my father had, (and never listened to); I painfully understood that every record I’d ever buy would be the same thing. In the course of several seconds I saw, clearly, that everything, from my backyard pool, to various amusements, relationships, everything would be just like that. A short lived, melting ice cream cone. A buzz for a few moments. Then gone….No lasting satisfaction.
And, I thought, what really was the use? I saw my life, standing there with the record in my hand. I’d get a job, get married, get a house, children, boats, cars, this that. And then die. Suffering all the while. What was the use? What was the use I thought? 
I felt very old for 16, thinking all that, which took air out of any material ambitions I might of had.
  Back to the bus….
Bhagavat was delighted, (that I wanted to stay), and off we went, across the beautifully rich blue Tampa Bay, dark blue in fact, like Sri Krishna’s Transcendental Form, back to the ashram in Tampa. I called my step-mother and said I’d found such and such and was going to stay, wanted to stay. She informed me that certain serious household matters demanded I come back; my father would pick me up after his work day ended.
He did pick me up. Upon entering the faded blue Volkswagen van I immediately began to talk about Krishna and Krishna Consciousness, which, to my surprise, brought increasing inner delight. The more I spoke about Krishna, the happier I felt. My father noticed this and didn’t know what to make of it. My usual rather depressed self was all aglow, beaming with the biggest of smiles,  in obvious bliss.

Finally he said, “We need to talk about this thing you did when we get home.” I had done some mischief which had somehow gotten wrongly understood to be much worse than it was, the bottom line being that I was asked to leave the house that night, and live elsewhere. I had to choose between some drug selling acquaintances, or the devotees. I chose the devotees knowing the other to be a path leading down to depths of madness I didn’t want to think about.
By this providential turn of events, just upon meeting the devotees, my former lifestyle closed behind me like the slam of a heavy door.
My step-mother drove me to the ashram the next morning, Saturday; I had a wool shawl she’d knitted for me, and a few pieces of clothing. I said good-bye, and waited on the ashram doorstep for the devotees to return from an afternoon festival engagement. In those days ISKCON North America had several traveling buses, the “Radha-Damodara Traveling Sankirtan Party”, each bus having 20-30 devotees dedicated to distributing Srila Prabhupada’s translations, and putting on college festivals, with prasadam, displays, and bhajan.

The devotee returned, surprised and happy to see me. I offered to help unpack the bus, and was asked to wash it, which I happily did. I was introduced to the several ashramites, the bulk of them were off in small van parties, distributing books around the Southeast U.S.

There was Indryesa, a warm, Italian fellow, who drove the bus sometimes and cooked breakfast. Dravinaksa, tall and lean, it was he who first showed me how to chant on beads.  Bhagavat, who’d first spoken to me, Adi Kesava, the bus leader, gregarious and smiling, friendly and caring. Edhaniya, who cooked for the Deities, and many others I gradually came to know.
Sounds good hmmm? Well, it was, I liked it, in principle. I immediately began following the principles and chanting sixteen rounds, diving deep into…into what? 
That I really didn’t have a clear idea of. I knew it was yogic, it was meditation, it was self-discipline and simplicity, all things I was attracted to. It was grounded in the Vedas, which I generally had faith in. It was a movement of compassion, dedicated to the welfare of others.
I didn’t have faith in God though. I had scarce idea what religion and religious life was all about, and had rather rashly and suddenly jumped across the doorstep of the highest sort of religion and God Consciousness possible to have on this planet. 
Wow! God. And He was blue, played a flute, and had just visited this planet 5,000 years ago. My head spun, what was I to make of all this?  Not only that, but He had many manifestations, as four-handed Lord Vishnu, the tortoise incarnation Matysa, half-lion/half-man Nrsimgha, and many other mind-blowing Pastime Forms.

I was in deep conflict, and deep anxiety. On the one hand I had my faith that Vedic knowledge was original and pure, the practical experience of joy and peace, and on the other hand, utter disbelief and unfamiliarity with the Personal Godhead side of the equation. How could I resolve this inner dilemma?

I did believe, if push came to pull, when pressed, that there must be intelligence, a Creator behind creation, I just never ever thought about it, or pursued the conclusion of that understanding, which is devotion unto the Lord.

Srila Prabhupada came to my rescue, as he always does, and will, for all of us, to the extent that we seek his shelter.  I began reading his translation of the Bhagavad-Gita.  

There in the Sixteenth chapter of Bhagavad-Gita, entitled, “The Divine and Demoniac Natures”, I began reading about the qualities of divine and demoniac natured people, quickly noticing that my inner nature leaned a lot towards the demoniac, strictly speaking, and I thought, “Why am I here? I don’t belong here, judging by this.”

But reading further I found Srila Prabhupada’s purports helpful and illuminating. Were it not for his Bhaktivedanta purports I would have left right then.  Srila Prabhupada explained that the soul, our very self, is by nature pure.  We are naturally lovers of Krishna, what fluctuates in nature are our mental or psychic workings.  
We learn from Bhagavad-Gita that as tiny spiritual sparks of the Complete Spirit Whole, Krishna, we’ve been embodied in many different bodies over a very long time, millions of years, at least.

During that time our temporary subtle bodies, otherwise experienced as the material mind and intelligence, has become quite conditioned, quite habituated to viewing and considering our existence in ignorant and passionate ways.

Underneath, behind and transcendental to both our gross physical body and subtle, psychic body, is our self, the pure spirit soul. This soul upon returning home, back to Godhead, leaves behind both the gross and subtle bodies, like a snake shedding his skin.

According to our past activities our mind and intelligence work in different modes, or ways. Pious souls, who have a religious background, find their psychic workings to have good modes, more peaceful, loving, unselfish, with some measure of religious interest. 

On the other hand souls who have been sinful, breaking religious principles in previous lives, end up with minds polluted with wrong thoughts, disinterested in religion, and having patterns of thought antagonistic to Krishna consciousness.
Srila Prabhupada explained in those purports, that not only can the original pure love for Krishna be made manifest in this very life, but even our material, temporary natures can be uplifted to higher, better modes of functioning.

Whew! I drew a hand across my anxious wrinkled forehead. Ok, well, then all this I call myself is really conditioning imposed upon my soul. If I follow the instructions of Bhagavad-Gita, how to uplift my being up to the mode of goodness, sattva guna, then most of any antagonism to Krishna Consciousness will go, and I’ll gain genuine substantive realizations confirming the truths of Bhagavad-Gita.

Sounded good, I felt hopeful, and dedicated myself out of necessity to developing the mode of goodness. Srila Prabhupada writes in Bhagavad-Gita that the very first business of the devotee is to establish himself/herself, in sattva-guna, and to understand, try to understand in truth, how it is that we are souls transcendental to body and mind.
It worked! It does work. Very soon,  after some weeks of following, I began to appreciate with my own intelligence and the “eye of my soul”, that yes, there is Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, there is myself  different than this body and mind, and my real business of life is to remain awake to these understandings, gradually increasing my God realization and devotion. 
Some 32 years have passed since those first weeks. Again and again the teachings of Lord Krishna’s Bhagavad-gita have helped me pass through many, many difficult situations and experience so many inwardly ecstatic ones.
I’ve found Bhagavad-gita a profound source of improved emotional well-being, better relationships, cheerfulness amid life’s challenges, a shield and sword against sinful desires, and probably my best friend in life, for the Lord certainly is our best friend. As He states in the Gita:
“I envy no one, nor am I partial to anyone, but whoever renders service in devotion is a friend to Me, and I am a friend to him.”
“To those who serve Me with love and devotion I carry what they lack and preserve what they have”
“Surrender unto Him utterly of son of Prtha and you’ll attain the supreme spiritual peace”.
I spent six months with the bus party and the next 12 years afterwards living in various ISKCON temples in the Northeast US, serving Krishna mostly as Deity pujari and managing the Deity kitchens.  I learned the ancient art of Vedic cooking and Bengali sweet making, dozens and dozens of wonderful preparations.
Particularly pleasing and exciting was my direct participation in distributing the divine knowledge of Krishna consciousness.  By cooking delicious Sunday Feasts and devotee meals, devotees were enlivened to serve Krishna and hear about Him.  Through dressing the Deities I was helping to attract others to Krishna and receive the opportunity, maybe after hundreds and thousands of births, to approach Krishna, beginning their path back home, back to Godhead.
Later, when I moved out of the temple in 1988, with my wife and first child,  I felt connected to the Krishna Consciousness movement, to devotional service, by carrying on simple Deity worship in my home, chanting the Holy Names of Krishna, and assisting the local temple in various ways. 
I also immediately began giving a portion of my earnings, half to the local temple, and half to the Bhaktivedanta Book Trust. 
Srila Prabhupada highly encouraged money to be split, half for temples, half for the BBT, whenever possible, and I tried to do this with my small monthly donations. 
This was an easy spiritualization of my occupation. I wasn’t simply working to eat, or have my family eat so to speak, but I was working for Krishna, for my spiritual master. What I needed to live I took as Their mercy, and the balance I offered in devotional service.
Household life can be a challenge away from the energized devotional atmosphere of a temple. Yet one can have the Deity and make Him the center of one’s home. Srila Prabhupada encouraged this.  By living in this way, meditating on Krishna’s direction that,
 “Whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever austerities and charity you perform, do it as an offering to Me.”
one’s life wherever one lives can  become simply, immediately, and practically spiritualized. One can feel Krishna’s presence in these activities. This Krishna Consciousness is not just some high sounding philosophy, it can be experienced, a very wonderful thing about it. 
After 21 years in the Northeast US I moved to the Alachua devotee community in Florida. Here I offer to Srila Prabhupada and His society what I can, trying to stay close to his words and Sri Krishna’s Bhagavad-gita. I  work with a few ISKCON organizations, using my Krishna given computer and bookkeeping. I also assist devotees with astrological consultation. 
Srila Prabhupada would say, “Chalk out your life on the basis of Bhagavad-gita” and offer what you have and can do unto His service. Chant Hare Krishna and be happy, go back to Godhead in this life.  Hare Krishna!






