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Introduction 

 
 

mallänäm açanir nåëäà nara-varaù stréëäà smaro mürtimän 
gopänäà sva-jano 'satäà kñiti-bhujäà çästä sva-pitroù çiçuù 
måtyur bhoja-pater viräò aviduñäà tattvaà paraà yoginäà 

våñëénäà para-devateti vidito raìgaà gataù sägrajaù 
 

The various groups of people in the arena regarded Kåñëa in different ways 
when He entered it with His elder brother. The wrestlers saw Kåñëa as a 

lightning bolt, the men of Mathurä as the best of males, the women as Cupid in 
person, the cowherd men as their relative, the impious rulers as a chastiser, His 
parents as their child, the King of the Bhojas as death, the unintelligent as the 
Supreme Lord's universal form, the yogés as the Absolute Truth and the Våñëis 

as their supreme worshipable Deity. Çrémad Bhägavatam 10.43.17 

 

It is a fact that our consciousness determines our experience. The Holy Name is 
Lord Kåñëa Himself - but who can hear it? The Holy Land of Vrindavan is non-
different from the spiritual world - but who can perceive it? From every syllable 
of Çrémad Bhägavatam, pure love of Godhead is emanating - but who can 
understand it? Just as the residents of Mathura experienced Kåñëa according to 
their qualification, so do we, the residents of the material world, have our 
experience according to our qualification. 

Every devotee in this movement has had some experience of transcendence, 
where the spiritual reality breaks through the material covering. Otherwise, 
why would we join such a radically alternative movement, and dedicate 
ourselves to a lifestyle that seems impossible to any ordinary person? 
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But, we do not always experience the transcendental reality. We are regularly 
confronted with the shortcomings that are part of materially conditioned life - 
in ourselves, in others and in the society that we form part of. We are attracted 
to Kåñëa, but can become discouraged by the challenges we face when dealing 
with the material reality. 

In this booklet, I would like to offer you an insight that has helped me stay 
inspired in my spiritual life and committed to Çréla Prabhupäda’s service - 
despite the wide variety of challenges I have encountered in the last 40 years. 

It is very simple - there are different levels to the Kåñëa Consciousness 
movement, and the key in spiritual life is to dive down as deep as we can. The 
deeper we penetrate into the substance of spiritual life, the more we find 
ourselves in a world untouched by the waves that toss and turn the material 
ocean. But, to go deeper, one has to gain the adhikära, the qualification.  

According to qualification, devotees are classified as beginners, intermediate or 
advanced. I would like extend this description: corresponding to the three 
kinds of devotees, there are also three levels to the spiritual institution. We will 
describe what you can expect to find at each level, and most importantly, share 
some insights about gaining the qualification for diving deeper. 

 

May this help you on your journey back to Godhead. 
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ISKCON in three layers: 
 

 
 
 
 

  Level I: 
The Organization 

 

Level II: 
The Perfect Process 

 

Level III: 
Divine Intervention 
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Experience is Determined by Adhikära 
 

The Sanskrit word adhikära may be translated as authorization, right or qualification. 
According to our surrender and faith we are authorized to enter into different layers of the 
transcendental realm. In the Çrémad Bhägavatam three levels of devotees are described: 
The kaniñöha, the madhyama, and uttama adhikäré. Each of them has a different level of 
authorization to enter into Lord Caitanya’s saìkértana movement. 

 
I. The ‘Organization’ 
 

It may also be called the ‘Society’ or the ‘Institution’. This part of ISKCON is its external 
form, and is its connection to the material energy. It is here that we find the facilities (the 
temples), authority structure (spiritual and managerial), history (glories and scandals), 
facts and figures (devotees made, books distributed, plates of prasädam) and the like. This 
is the external part of the preaching movement, where lots of work and action take place 
to spread Kåñëa Consciousness. The preaching movement is dynamic and bold, and not 
averse to using material facilities and opulence in the service of Kåñëa. Indeed, Rüpa 
Gosvämé explains in Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu(1.2.256) that renouncing what could be used 
for Kåñëa’s pleasure is dry and incomplete, whereas proper renunciation, yukta-vairägya, 
entails utilizing things, without attachment, for the pleasure of the Lord. 
 
However, in any contact with the material energy, one can expect to find some difficulties. 
Kåñëa explains that daivé hy eñä guëa-mayé mama mäyä duratyayä, this divine material 
energy of His is very difficult to overcome (BG 7.14). It is difficult to move the material 
energy, as she is constantly creating challenges and obstacles. This difficulty increases in 
Kali Yuga, when the human society is complicated and opposed to dharma. We use 
material things in Kåñëa’s service, but we are still affected by it. In its brief 50 year history, 
by Çréla Prabhupäda’s inspiration, ISKCON has achieved many wonderful things and grew 
into a worldwide movement with many temples and followers. However, we have also 
witnessed stories of human failures and mistakes. This happened while Çréla Prabhupäda 
was still present, and even more so after his departure from this world. Çréla Prabhupäda, 
with his extraordinary level of pure devotion, his personal example and personal care had 
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purchased the unconditional goodwill and faith of his disciples. His successors didn't have 
the maturity, spiritual strength and love in their heart to inspire their godbrothers and 
their disciples in the same way and ISKCON’s capital of goodwill and faith was gradually 
depleted. When quite a number of spiritual teachers fell down from their positions, the 
faith of many was shattered to pieces. Although it was glued back together, the collective 
faith of ISKCON was greatly diminished.  The days of total surrender to a communal 
mission for the greater good disappeared, and the focus shifted to the individual’s spiritual 
life and needs. History affects us all. And for some, even the present seems less than 
utopian. 
 
While Çréla Prabhupäda urged us to be very conscientious about properly running our 
society, he expected us to simultanesouly cultivate a transcendental vision: 
 

I beg to acknowledge receipt of your letter dated December 20, 1972, and I have 
noted the contents with great concern. I do not know what are exactly the facts of 
the matter, but if there are any discrepancies as you say in the temples of ISKCON, 
they should be immediately rectified by conscientious officers. Of course, we cannot 
expect to find always any utopia in this material world, that is a fallacy.... if you 
inquire from our students more carefully, you will come to understand that these 
superficial matters are not very serious in the long run, and that the students are 
becoming very happy by their acquiring spiritual knowledge and serving Kåñëa in so 
many ways. SP Letter 9 January 1973 

 
Kaniñöha adhikäré : The Neophyte  
 

yo bhavet komala-çraddhaù sa kaniñöho nigadyate 

“One whose faith is not very strong, who is just beginning, should be considered a 
neophyte devotee.” Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu 1.2.19 

 The kaniñöha-adhikäré mainly has access to the external form of the saìkértana 
movement. 
 
In the Bhägavatam (11.2.47) it is explained that the kaniñöha-adhikäré faithfully engages in 
the worship of the Deity in the temple but does not behave properly toward other 
devotees, or people in general. Bhaktivinoda Öhäkura has commented in Jaiva Dharma, 



 
8 

 

chapter 8: “Already, it has been established that çraddhä, faith, is the seed of devotion. To 
worship the Deity of the Lord with çraddhä is certainly bhakti, but without worshipping 
and serving the devotee of the Lord one cannot execute çuddha-bhakti. This position of 
serving the Lord but not His pure devotee can be described as being, at best, a step inside 
the portals of the realm of bhakti.”  
 
The kaniñöha-adhikäré is sometimes known as a präkåta-bhakta, a devotee concerned with 
the material energy. He primarily relates to the external form of the saìkértana movement. 
He sometimes dips into the second level of ‘the perfect process’, but he can’t go very deep. 
He has difficulty living by the scriptures and relies on his own intelligence in trying to find 
happiness. 
 
If one’s experience of spiritual life is limited to the institutional level, one will be severely 
affected by the ups-and-downs that the institution goes through. For some, this can prove 
too much, and they stop their participation in Kåñëa consciousness all together. 
 

  
II. The ‘Perfect Process’ 
 

 

“The regulative principles are designed to take us gradually to the platform of spontaneous 
love of Kåñëa, which is the perfection of human life. This early rising, holding classes, 

going out regularly for sankirtana, worshiping the deity are the very substance of 
devotional life.”  SP Letter 29 April 1974 

 

The real substance of this movement is the spiritual process: the wonderful and simple 
formula of hearing, chanting and remembering Kåñëa. This process is purely 
transcendental, and no matter what happens, the chanting of Hare Kåñëa remains equally 
powerful. It is not tainted by history, or withered by time - it is eternal and completely 
pure. Moreover, it is accessible to any sincere souls - regardless of time, place or 
circumstance. It is this process that gives life to the individuals and to the society, and it is 
this process which should remain the central focus of our lives.  
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Madhyama-adhikäré : The Dedicated Practitioner 
 

yaù çästrädiñv anipuëaù  çraddhävän sa tu madhyamaù  

“‘He who does not know scriptural argument very well but who has firm faith is called an 
intermediate or second-class devotee.” Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu 1.2.18 

 
The madhyama-adhikäré is absorbed in the substance of the perfect process of 
devotional service. 
 

’çraddhä’-çabde—viçväsa kahe sudåòha niçcaya 

kåñëe bhakti kaile sarva-karma kåta haya 

“Çraddhä is confident, firm faith that by rendering transcendental loving service to Kåñëa 
one automatically performs all subsidiary activities. Such faith is favorable to the discharge 
of devotional service.” Çré Caitanya-caritämåta Madhya-lélä 22.62 

The madhyama-adhikäré has firm faith that by following a life of bhakti all good things will 
be attained, and therefore he takes full shelter of scripture. He depends on Kåñëa’s mercy 
and as a result, feels closely connected to this mercy at any time. Therefore he is a blissful 
and inspired devotee. He also has his struggles with material desires, but he is firmly 
convinced that such desires lead to no benefit and therefore he doesn’t pursue them. The 
external fluctuations might make him unhappy, but it cannot break his dedication to the 
practice of devotional service.  
 
However, at this point, an important question may be asked: 
 

“Is there a risk that philosophical deviation could permanently  
cover the perfect process? ” 
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The Oil-spill 
 

When some mammoth oil tanker spills oil into the sea, the entire surface of a large area of 
water gets covered by a thick layer of black slick. It is toxic and causes distress to so many 
living entities. Many of them die. Especially vulnerable are those who dwell on the surface.  
Such an oil spill is a big disaster, and the consequences are dire - but however dire they 
may be, the effects are still temporary. However thick the layer of oil, it will not stay 
forever.  The ocean is not impotent - it can take care of itself. It has a self-purifying 
capacity and the workings of the waves and the wind combine to dump all that oil onto the 
shore. 
 
In the same way a philosophical deviation and the consequent misbehaviour may 
temporarily cover the truth, but the Absolute Truth will push it all away. 
 
Furthermore, the oil-spill does not affect everyone equally. The creatures of the deep, 
living far beneath the surface, are not affected. In the same way, those who are deeply 
absorbed in the process of devotional service are not touched very much, or even at all, by 
such disruptions. 
 
The kaniñöha or präkåta-bhakta, is preoccupied with prakåti, the material energy, therefore 
such a devotee cannot enter very deep into the spiritual process. He doesn’t have much 
taste for it and therefore his attention will be drawn back to the ‘organizational’ level, 
where all the latest ups-and-downs are the juice of the day. Because he remains only at the 
surface of the ‘Perfect Process’, he is susceptible to whatever may float on the top. 
 

 
III. Divine Intervention 
 

avatérëe gaura-candre vistérëe prema-sägare 

suprakäçita-ratnaughe yo déno déna eva saù 
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“The advent of Lord Caitanya Mahäprabhu is just like an expanding ocean of nectar. One 
who does not collect the valuable jewels within this ocean is certainly the poorest of the 
poor.” Caitanya-candrämåta 34 

 
This is the deepest level of our movement, the underlying reality: that behind it all, there 
is Lord Caitanya. He is actually the one spreading the Holy Name to every town and 
village. His desire and mercy is what pushes this movement forward. For most of us, this 
reality remains hidden. We may not see it... but what can we really see? The world is 
moved and shaped by forces beyond our perception, forces beyond our control. But know 
for sure that in this age, the influence of Lord Caitanya is the strongest force in the 
universe.  
 
In construction, one of the main problems in maintaining a building is water. Even if there 
is only a very fine crack, practically as thin as a hair, water will surely find its way in and 
through seepage, penetrate the entire building. Yet, on the outside one might never even 
see a thing. Similarly, Lord Caitanya’s mercy is imperceptibly seeping through this entire 
universe, creeping into the tiniest openings to flood the world with love of God.  
 
 
Uttama-adhikäré : The Consummate Devotee 
 

çästre yuktau ca nipuëaù 

sarvathä dåòha-niçcayaù 

prauòha-çraddho ‘dhikäré yaù 

sa bhaktäv uttamo mataù 

 

“‘One who is expert in logic and in understanding the revealed scriptures, and who always 
has firm conviction and deep faith that is not blind, is to be considered a topmost devotee 

in devotional service.” Bhakti-rasämåta-sindhu 1.2.17 

 
The uttama-adhikäré feels the divine presence of the Lord 
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The uttama-adhikäré lives on this level, in a direct relationship with the Supreme Lord. In 
the stage of ruci, the Lord becomes the emotional focus, overshadowing any material 
considerations. This emotional focus gradually matures to the stage of prema.  
 
Çréla Viçvanätha Cakravarté Öhäkura has written in the Mädhurya Kaòambiné: 
 

“When the materialistic aspect of ahantä and mamatä is extremely deep, one 
remains in the cycle of birth and death. When a causeless particle of faith develops 
and one thinks of becoming a Vaiṣn ̣ava and serving the Lord, ahantä and mamatä  
becomes slightly spiritualized and the jéva becomes qualified for devotional service. 
At the stage of sädhu-saìga, the tinge of spiritualization becomes more concrete. At 
the stage of anishthita bhajana-kriyä the spiritualization is localized in one place, 
whereas the material aspect is in full force. At the stage of niñöhä, spiritualization 
becomes more pervasive and the materialistic influence decreases somewhat. 
 
At the stage of ruci, spiritualization of me and mine becomes dominant and the 
materialistic aspect becomes localized. At the stage of äsakti the spiritual aspect 
becomes complete and the material aspect becomes a trace. At the stage of bhäva the 
spiritual aspect becomes thorough and the material aspect becomes a shadow, 
occasionally appearing. At the stage of prema, the spiritual aspect becomes extremely 
intense and the material aspect is completely absent.  

 
At the stage of bhajana- kriyä, meditation on the Lord is mixed with other topics 
and is temporary. At the stage of niñöhä, meditation on the Lord has a trace of other 
topics. At the stage of ruci, other topics are absent and the meditation is long lasting. 
At the stage of äsakti, meditation becomes deep. During bhäva, by meditation, the 
Lord appears in the mind. Achieving prema, along with the appearance of the Lord 
in the mind, there is direct association with the Lord.  
 
The Uttama adhikäré develops an inclination towards antaraìgä sevä, service 
according to one’s eternal spiritual identity. In the stage of prema the siddha-deha is 
fully developed and becomes a pärñada devotee of the Lord, one who is present in the 
pastimes of the Lord. “  
  
  From Mädhurya Kaòambiné (Eighth Shower Of Nectar)  
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How To Dive Deep 
 

çraddhävän jana haya bhakti-adhikäré 

’uttama’, ‘madhyama’, ‘kaniñöha’—çraddhä-anusäré 

“A faithful devotee is a truly eligible candidate for the loving service of the Lord. 
According to one’s faith, one is classified as a topmost devotee, an intermediate devotee or 
an inferior devotee.” Çré Caitanya-caritämåta Madhya-lélä 22.64 

 

How can we increase our faith, and gain the qualification needed to take the next step in 
our spiritual life? According to our level of advancement, we will have a specific focus: 

 

 

 
1. 

 

Organization 
 

Neophyte 
(Kanistha) 

 

 
Sambandha 

  
 
2. 

 

 
Perfect Process 

 

 
Dedicated Practitioner 

(Madhyama) 

 
Abhidheya 

  
 
3. 

 
Divine 

Intervention 
 

 
 

Consummate Devotee 
(Uttama) 

 
 

Prayojana 
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I. The Neophyte and Sambhanda 
 

arcäyäm eva haraye püjäà yaù çraddhayehate 

na tad-bhakteñu cänyeñu sa bhaktaù präkåtaù småtaù 

A devotee who faithfully engages in the worship of the Deity in the temple but does not 
behave properly toward other devotees or people in general is called a präkåta-bhakta, a 
materialistic devotee, and is considered to be in the lowest position. Çrémad-Bhägavatam 

11.2.47 

Increasing the connection  
 

The most important thing for the neophyte, is sambhanda, strengthening his connection. 
His connection with what? With the simple and pure process of hearing, chanting and 
remembering Kåñëa in the association of Kåñëa’s devotees. 

Sambhanda is developed in the first four stages of bhakti:  

Faith (Çraddhä) - The more we hear about Kåñëa and the process of bhakti, the more our 
faith increases. It is very simple. Hearing gives us knowledge, removing the doubts and 
ignorance that weaken our determination. 
 

Devotee association (Sädhu-saìga) - In the association of the devotees, we will find the 
inspiration and the opportunity to engage in devotional service. 
 

Regulated worship (Bhajana-kriyä ) - Through regular association, we gain the strength to 
fix devotional service in our lives, through regulation and vows. More and more, we should 
“mold our lives”: 
 

Following the regulative principles strictly, chant at least 16 rounds of beads daily 
and always think of Kåñëa. In this way mold your life and your future will be very 
bright. SP Letter 6 November 1971 
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Purification (Anartha-nivåtti) - By regular hearing, “all that is troublesome to the heart is 
almost completely destroyed... and loving service to the Supreme Lord.. is established as an 
irrevocable fact” (SB 1.2.18). As these impurities diminish, our entrance to the madyama 
platform starts to open up. 
 

The Caitanya-caritämåta (Madhya 23. 9 - 11) summarises this development: 

“If, by good fortune, a living entity develops faith in Kåñëa, he begins to associate 
with devotees. When one is encouraged in devotional service by the association of 
devotees, one becomes free from all unwanted contamination by following the 
regulative principles and chanting and hearing. When one is freed from all 
unwanted contamination, he advances with firm faith. When firm faith in 
devotional service awakens, a taste for hearing and chanting also awakens.” 

 

II. The Dedicated Practitioner and Abhideya 
 

éçvare tad-adhéneñu 

bäliçeñu dviñatsu ca 

prema-maitré-kåpopekñä 

yaù karoti sa madhyamaù 

An intermediate or second-class devotee, called madhyama-adhikäré, offers his love to the 
Supreme Personality of Godhead, is a sincere friend to all the devotees of the Lord, shows 
mercy to ignorant people who are innocent and disregards those who are envious of the 

Supreme Personality of Godhead. Çrémad-Bhägavatam 11.2.46 

Intensifying the Practice 
  

The madhyama-adhikäré is making a very serious effort to become purified from anarthas 
and to increase his attachment to Kåñëa. He has firm faith in the process of devotional 
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service, and is properly situated in regular practices of sadhana and service. His focus is on 
niñöha – his mind is firmly fixed on the lotus feet of Kåñëa, sa vai manaù kåñëa-
padäravindayoh (SB 9.4.18). 

The madhyama-adhikäré is distinguished from the kaniñöha, by how he treats other people. 
He sees that everyone is connected to Kåñëa, therefore he naturally follows proper 
ettiquete when dealing with devotees, and he is dedicated to helping the innocent. For 
Çréla Prabhupäda, preaching was the distinguishing feature of the madhyama platform: 

We must know how to respect devotee, how to do some service to others also. That is 
madhyama-adhikäré. Simply if you become satisfied, that "Now I am initiated and I 
am offering arcana. I have become perfect," no, the perfection is still awaiting. You 
have to understand who is a devotee. You have to understand how to give service to 
the innocent. If you do not know that, then if you simply become packed up by arca-
vigraha-seva, arcana, then you will remain in the material platform. Na tad-bhakteñu 
cänyeñu sa bhaktaù prakåtaù småtaù. Prakåtaù means material. He is trying to go to 
the spiritual platform, but if he simply remains in the arcana and does not preach, 
this is na tad-bhakteñu cänyeñu. Anyeñu. Anyeñu means those who are innocent. 
That is madhyama-adhikäré, middle stage. SP Lecture 27 October 1975 

 
Of course, there is no loss. In any adhikära, in any position, you are benefited 
because you have taken to devotional service. But our attempt should be from 
kaniñöha-adhikära to madhyama-adhikära. Madhyama-adhikära means preacher. 
Unless one comes to the madhyama-adhikära, he cannot preach. Because in the 
uttama-adhikära there is no need of preaching, because uttama-adhikära, he sees 
everything good. NOD Lectures, 4 November 1972 

 

As mentioned previously, the focus in ISKCON has shifted from a missionary based 
movement where people sacrifice everything for a common goal, to one wherein space is 
given to the individual. Although this is a natural shift for any spiritual institution to 
undergo, the importance of somehow sharing Kåñëa with others cannot be neglected by 
those seeking to deeply and permanently break through the surface. 
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III. The Consummate Devotee and Prayojana 
 

çré-havir uväca 

sarva-bhüteñu yaù paçyed bhagavad-bhävam ätmanaù 

bhütäni bhagavaty ätmany eña bhägavatottamaù 

Çré  Havir said: The most advanced devotee sees within everything the soul of all souls, the 
Supreme Personality of Godhead, Śrī Kåñëa. Consequently he sees systematically 
everything in relation to the Supreme Lord and understands that everything that exists is 
eternally situated within the Lord. Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 11.2.45  

Attaining the Goal 
 

The uttama is deeply attached to Kåñëa, and fully inspired in his service to Kåñëa. He 
doesn't want to waste a moment. He is also expert in the study of revealed scriptures.  

Therefore it can be practically understood that anyone who enthusiastically adopts 
the Kåñëa consciousness program and eagerly participates in the preaching activities 
of the International Society for Kåñëa Consciousness is acting on the platform of a 
madhyama-adhikäré devotee. When such a devotee becomes overwhelmed by his 
desire to serve Kåñëa and associate with the Lord, so much so that he is not attracted 
to anything else within the universe, he should be understood to be an uttama-
adhikäré Vaiñëava, as mentioned in this verse. Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam 11.2.45 purport 
 

The uttama-adhikäré cannot be disturbed:  
 

The sun is far above the planetary systems, and there is no possibility of its being 
covered by any kind of cloud; similarly, when a devotee is purified like the sun, from 
his pure heart there is a diffusion of ecstatic love which is more glorious than the 
sunshine. Only at that time is the attachment to Kåñëa perfect. Spontaneously, the 
devotee becomes eager to serve the Lord in his ecstatic love. At this stage the 
devotee is on the platform of uttama-adhikäré, perfect devotion. Such a devotee has 
no agitation from material affections and is interested only in the service of Rädhä 
and Kåñëa. Nectar of Devotion Ch. 17 
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Eligibility and Experience 
 

 

Category of  
Vaiṣṇava  

The adhikāra, 
the level of 
access  
 
 

Stages of 
Bhakti  

Afliction by māyā 
(Mādhurya Kaḍambini ̄)  

Focus 

Kaniñöha-
adhikäré  

External Form 
of the 
Saṅkīrtana 
Movement  

Śraddhā – faith  

Sādhu-saṅga – 
devotee 
association  

Bhajana-kriyā 
– regulated 
worship 

Anartha-nivṛtti 
– purification  

• A tinge of 
spiritualization   

• Spiritual localized, 
material aspect in full 
force   

• Slowly diminishes   

 

Sambhanda 

Connection 

Madhyama- 
adhikäré 

The Substance : 
The Perfect 
Process of 
Devotional 
Service  

Niṣt ̣hā – fixed 
determination 

• Spiritual influence more 
pervasive   

• Material influence  
somewhat decreased   

Abhidheya 

Spiritual Growth 

Uttama- 
adhikäré 

The Divine 
Presence of the 
Lord  

Ruci – taste 
Āsakti– 
attachment 
Bha ̄va – 
ecstasy  
Prema – love  

• Spiritual predominant, 
 material localized  

• A trace of material left 

 

Prayojana 

The ultimate goal 


