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Preface 

This book is not written for everyone. It is not written for those 
seeking confirmation of what they already believe, nor for those 
unwilling to examine uncomfortable questions. It is not written to 
attack devotees, mock faith, promote atheism, or replace one 
ideology with another. It is written for people who value truth more 
than certainty, who are willing to examine deeply held beliefs 
honestly, and who are prepared to follow questions wherever they 
lead. 

Before discussing ISKCON, philosophy, science, or spirituality, I 
want to address something important. Many sincere devotees are 
taught to avoid books, questions, discussions, or perspectives that 
may challenge their faith. They are told that such inquiry is 
dangerous, offensive, speculative, spiritually harmful, or evidence of 
insufficient purity. They are often encouraged to evaluate the person 
asking the question before evaluating the question itself. 

I understand this mindset because I once held it myself. But 
throughout my journey, one question continued to follow me: If a 
belief is true, what exactly can a sincere question do to it? 

Can truth be harmed by investigation? Can reality be damaged by 
examination? Can a genuine understanding become weaker through 
honest inquiry? This book exists because I eventually decided to take 
those questions seriously. 

 

The Evolution of Understanding 

Since childhood, I have been an unusually persistent questioner. 
Whenever I encountered something I did not understand, I naturally 
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attempted to construct an explanation using whatever information 
was available to me at the time. 

 

As a child, I once imagined the Earth as a flat disc containing my 
village and the surrounding world. Later, after learning that the Earth 
was spherical, I tried to integrate this new information with my 
previous understanding and imagined humanity living inside a giant 
hollow sphere. Eventually, better evidence and a deeper 
understanding forced me to abandon those ideas and adopt a more 
accurate picture of reality. 

 

Looking back, I realized that the process never changed. Human 
beings continuously construct explanations to answer the questions 
they encounter. As new observations appear, some explanations 
survive while others fail. Small theories merge into larger theories. 
Larger theories become worldviews. Worldviews shape identities. 

 

When reality repeatedly conflicts with a worldview, that 
worldview must either adapt or become increasingly disconnected 
from reality. This process occurs not only within individuals but also 
within civilizations. Science, philosophy, politics, economics, art, and 
religion are all large-scale attempts to explain reality and organize life 
around those explanations. 

 

The Journey Into Conviction 

My journey into spirituality emerged through this same process. 
Several years ago, I found myself searching for answers to questions 
about meaning, purpose, morality, suffering, identity, and existence. 
During that period, the Bhagavad-gita appeared to offer compelling 
answers. Through friends, I encountered ISKCON and gradually 
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became deeply attracted to its philosophy. What began as curiosity 
became conviction. Conviction became practice. Practice became 
identity. 

 

Unlike many critics who observe religious movements from a 
distance, I entered deeply into the world I am discussing. I read 
extensively, practiced seriously, lived within the institution, served in 
its projects, attended its educational programs, interacted with its 
authorities, followed its communications, observed its internal 
culture, and shaped major parts of my life around its teachings. 

 

I read dozens of books by Srila Prabhupada. I chanted sixteen 
rounds daily for years. I lived within temple environments, studied in 
BACE under different authorities, followed GBC communications, 
observed organizational dynamics, and spent years defending the 
movement against criticism. I was not casually experimenting with an 
idea. I was sincerely attempting to live it. 

At the center of that journey stood Srila Prabhupada. He is the 
person who once transformed my life and perception, and his books 
provided me with what felt like an intellectual utopia. He feels like an 
ocean of love in which I would happily remain immersed forever. His 
words inspired me to remain inquisitive and think beyond the 
boundaries of ordinary perception. 

With that same sincerity and honesty, I never stopped asking 
questions or peeling away layers of understanding. Some of the 
conclusions I eventually reached may be inconsistent with his own 
views, but that does not diminish the love, gratitude, admiration, and 
respect I continue to feel for him. For that reason, dedicating this 
book to him feels natural to me. Whatever value this work possesses, 
I would consider it meaningful if it could be offered in gratitude to 
the person who played such a profound role in shaping my life. 
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When Questions Continue 

Initially, like most people, I was skeptical. Over time many of my 
questions appeared to receive satisfactory answers, and I became 
convinced. Yet one thing never stopped: the process of questioning 
itself. 

 

New experiences arose. New observations appeared. New 
contradictions emerged. Some concerns could be reconciled. Others 
became increasingly difficult to ignore. I encountered philosophical 
inconsistencies, scientific conflicts, historical problems, institutional 
failures, leadership scandals, allegations, manipulative dynamics, and 
experiences that no longer fit comfortably within the worldview I had 
accepted. 

 

Like many sincere devotees, I often doubted my own 
perceptions before doubting the system. I explained contradictions, 
suppressed concerns, and convinced myself that my questions 
reflected shortcomings in my understanding rather than potential 
problems within the framework itself. 

 

Over time, however, reality became increasingly difficult to force 
into the existing model. The same process that had once led me 
toward ISKCON continued operating within ISKCON. The 
questions that transformed my perspective did not arise from one 
source alone. They emerged from philosophy, biology, psychology, 
history, archaeology, sociology, cosmology, and lived experience itself. 

 

This shift was not caused by a single event, personal offense, 
failed relationship, or temporary emotional reaction. It was the 
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cumulative effect of years of observation, investigation, reflection, 
and comparison across multiple fields of knowledge. 

 

The Purpose of This Book 

The purpose of this book is not to demand that readers accept 
my conclusions. Nor is it to convince anyone to exchange one form 
of certainty for another. This book is best understood as an audit. 

 

It revisits the assumptions, explanations, fears, promises, and 
conclusions that once convinced me. It asks whether they remain 
convincing when examined from multiple perspectives and 
stress-tested against philosophy, psychology, biology, history, 
archaeology, sociology, and scientific reasoning. 

 

I know there are many devotees experiencing similar doubts, 
fears, and conflicts while suppressing them as mental weakness or 
whimsicality. Some fear losing their community. Some fear losing 
meaning. Some fear losing certainty. Others fear the consequences of 
even allowing themselves to think about certain questions. 

If you are one of those people, this book is written for you. 

 

An Invitation 

The chapters that follow are not designed to tell you what to 
think. They are designed to examine why we think what we think. 
Together we will revisit the foundations of belief, examine difficult 
questions, compare competing explanations, evaluate institutional 
realities, and explore how meaning, morality, purpose, and identity 
can be understood after certainty begins to crack. 
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Some arguments may persuade you. Others may not. Some 
conclusions may challenge beliefs that have become central to your 
identity. My request is not that you agree with everything that follows. 
My request is simply that you approach the discussion with the same 
openness and honesty that originally allowed you to explore 
spirituality in the first place. 

 

Whether you ultimately remain a devotee, leave the movement, 
embrace another perspective, or reject my conclusions entirely is your 
decision. What matters most is that your conclusions are genuinely 
your own. The pages ahead are not presented as final answers. They 
are a record of one person's attempt to continuously update his 
understanding whenever reality demanded it. 

 

I invite you to examine that process for yourself. 
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PHASE I — REVISITING THE 
FOUNDATION 

1. 1 The Beauty I saw, But. . 

Before I discuss the questions that eventually changed my 
perspective, I think I owe the reader complete honesty. I did not 
enter Krishna Consciousness because I was forced into it. I did not 
remain because I was incapable of critical thinking. And I certainly 
did not spend years practicing it because I failed to understand it. 
Quite the opposite. I remained because I genuinely believed I had 
found something extraordinary. 

 

Looking back, I can say without hesitation that among all the 
religions, philosophies, and worldviews I had encountered, Gaudiya 
Vaishnavism appeared to be the most complete explanation of life I 
had ever found. It did not merely give answers; it connected answers. 
Questions that once felt isolated suddenly appeared to fit together 
into a coherent picture. 

 

1. 1. i The Absolute Identity and Purpose 
What attracted me first was its understanding of identity. 

Everywhere I looked, people were trying to become something—a 
professional, a parent, a student, a leader, a moral person. Yet every 
one of these identities felt fragile. A career could disappear, a 
reputation could collapse, and relationships could end. 
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The concept of the soul (atma) felt fundamentally different. 

Those material identities are conditional and relative, but the identity 
of the soul is absolute. I was not merely a body moving toward death; 
I was an eternal conscious being temporarily occupying a physical 
form. Suddenly, questions that had troubled humanity for centuries 
seemed answerable. Death no longer appeared to be the absolute 
end, suffering no longer appeared random, and life no longer 
appeared directionless. The soul was not merely another answer; it 
felt like the foundation that connected all the others. 

 

Gaudiya Vaishnavism then went a step further. It did not simply 
say that I was a soul; it claimed that my deepest identity was that of 
an eternal servant of Krishna. Strangely, this did not feel 
restrictive—it felt meaningful. According to this philosophy, the 
dissatisfaction that follows us throughout life was not an accident. We 
endlessly pursue wealth, pleasure, status, recognition, and 
relationships, believing the next acquisition will finally satisfy us, only 
to discover that the hunger returns. 

 

1. 1. ii The Philosophical Promise 
Krishna Consciousness presented a radically different possibility: 

perhaps the problem was not that we were failing to enjoy correctly, 
but that we were searching for fulfillment in the wrong place 
altogether. Whether true or not, the idea possessed an elegance that 
deeply appealed to me. 

 

I was equally attracted to the spirit of gratitude embedded within 
the philosophy. Many religious approaches I encountered seemed 
largely focused on asking God for things—protection, success, 
wealth, relief, or blessings. Krishna Consciousness introduced 
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something different. It taught not merely how to receive from God, 
but how to offer back. The idea of Karma-yoga transformed 
ordinary life itself. Work could become service. Responsibility, effort, 
and daily duties acquired a sense of cosmic purpose. Instead of 
dividing life into spiritual and material compartments, the philosophy 
attempted to spiritualize reality itself. 

 

1. 1. iii The Foundations of Morality and Divinity 
Another question that quietly bothered me was morality. Most 

people agree that helping others is good. Most traditions encourage 
kindness, sacrifice, and compassion. Yet I often found myself asking a 
simple question: why? Why should another person's suffering matter 
to me? Why should I help someone I have never met? 

 

Before entering this path, I viewed social well-being as a 
mechanism to earn good deeds and secure positive results through 
karma. Krishna Consciousness, however, provided an answer that felt 
internally complete: it taught that every living being is an eternal part 
and parcel of the Divine. Service to others was no longer merely a 
social convention or a transactional pursuit of merit; it became 
meaningful because it was directly connected to the source of reality. 
For the first time, morality felt grounded in something larger than 
human culture. 

 

Yet if I am being completely honest, the strongest attraction was 
neither the soul nor morality. It was Krishna Himself. Power never 
impressed me; every religion has a powerful God. What resonated 
was the depiction of a deity who seemed lovable—a God who plays 
at being a humble cowherd, serves his devotees, and crosses every 
barrier to reciprocate affection. 
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Many traditions described God as distant, abstract, or entirely 
beyond personality. Krishna felt approachable. The philosophy of 
Acintya-Bheda-Abheda (inconceivable simultaneous oneness and 
difference) seemed to solve a puzzle that had always bothered me: if 
God is complete, how can He lack personality? Yet if He possesses 
form, how can He be unlimited? For the first time, I encountered a 
framework that appeared capable of holding both ideas together, 
presenting a vision of divinity centered not merely on omnipotence, 
but on love. 

 

1. 1. iv The Architecture of Conviction 
Then there was Srila Prabhupada. Regardless of where one 

eventually stands regarding his conclusions, it is difficult not to 
admire the scale of what he accomplished. An elderly man crossed 
the world with almost nothing and built a movement that reached 
every continent. His discipline, conviction, sacrifice, courage, and 
relentless dedication earned my genuine respect. He did not merely 
preach his beliefs; he devoted his life to them. 

 

The movement itself contained undeniable beauty. The kirtans, 
the festivals, the prasadam, the friendships, the shared sense of 
purpose, and the feeling that life was connected to something greater 
than individual survival—these experiences were real. The peace 
many people found was real. The meaning many people found was 
real. The transformation many people experienced was real. 

 

Eventually, I stopped viewing Krishna Consciousness as one 
philosophy among many. I came to believe it was the 
philosophy—not merely better than other religions, but better than 
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any explanation of reality I had encountered. The theology felt 
elegant, the purpose felt meaningful, the practices felt transformative, 
and the community felt alive. For a long time, I believed I had found 
the answer. 

 

That is precisely why the questions that came later became so 
difficult to ignore. 

 

The journey that follows is not the story of someone attacking a 
philosophy he never understood, nor is it the story of someone 
seeking excuses to walk away. It is the story of someone who 
sincerely admired this worldview, sincerely practiced it, sincerely 
defended it, and eventually found himself confronting questions that 
admiration alone could no longer answer. 

1. 1. v The Boundary of Truth 
Looking back, I realized something uncomfortable. The 

philosophy answered questions that no other worldview had 
answered for me. It explained identity, suffering, purpose, morality, 
and death, connecting those answers into a remarkably coherent 
picture. 

 

But a deeper realization slowly emerged. 

 

1. 1. vi The Analytical Reality 
A belief does not become true because it feels profound. It does 

not become true because it improves lives. It does not become true 
because millions of people dedicate themselves to it. It does not 
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become true because it answers every question I have. It does not 
even become true because I desperately want it to be true. 

 

An explanation is either true, or it is not. 

 

For years, I focused heavily on why the philosophy convinced 
me. I spent far less time asking whether the reasons I found it 
convincing were sufficient to make it objectively true. That single 
question would eventually change everything. 

 

A thought! 

Many people are transformed positively by Krishna 
Consciousness. Why should personal doubts outweigh the positive 
experiences of thousands of sincere practitioners? 
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1. 2 Souls' Origin? 

For me, Krishna Consciousness appeared to provide an 
exceptionally complete explanation of reality. Among those 
explanations, few seemed more important than its account of the 
soul's origin. It seemed to explain why this world never fully satisfied 
us, why suffering exists, why death exists, and why human beings 
constantly search for something beyond material achievement. The 
answer appeared simple: we do not belong here. We are eternal souls 
who have somehow become separated from Krishna and entered the 
material world. For a long time, this explanation felt complete. Then 
a simple question appeared. If Goloka is a realm of absolute 
perfection—free from suffering, illusion, envy, and 
dissatisfaction—why would anyone desire to leave? I assumed there 
must be a clear answer. The question seemed too fundamental to 
remain unresolved. After all, this was not a minor detail. The 
explanation of how the soul entered material existence affects 
everything else: suffering, karma, death, rebirth, liberation, and the 
very purpose of spiritual practice itself. Among all the doctrines I 
encountered, this one occupied a unique position. It was not merely a 
question about theology; it was a question about my own existence. If 
the explanation of the soul's origin became uncertain, then many 
conclusions built upon it would become uncertain as well. For the 
first time, I found myself examining not a peripheral detail, but one 
of the foundations of the entire worldview. Yet the deeper I looked, 
the more surprising the situation became. Instead of finding one 
explanation, I found three among gaudiya vaisnava traditional 
acharyas. 001 And each explanation appeared to solve one problem 
while creating another. 

A. The Marginal Position (Tatastha-Sakti) 

Another explanation states that the soul never actually fell from 
Goloka at all. Instead, the jiva originates from a marginal position 
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known as tatastha-sakti, situated between the spiritual and material 
realms. 002 

 

According to this understanding, the soul belongs to Krishna's 
marginal energy. From that position it turns either toward Krishna or 
toward maya. 003 Choosing Krishna leads toward spiritual existence, 
while choosing independent enjoyment leads into material existence. 

 

This explanation appeared to solve one problem. The soul never 
falls from a perfected state because it was never fully situated there in 
the first place. Yet it immediately raised another set of questions. If 
the soul was never with Krishna in the first place, what exactly does 
"Back to Godhead" mean? How does one return to a place one never 
occupied? Was "back" meant literally, symbolically, or devotionally? If 
the soul begins in a marginal condition and chooses maya, what 
determines that choice? Why does one soul turn toward Krishna 
while another turns toward maya? 

B. The Exercise of Free Will (Svatantrya) 

One explanation states that the soul originally lived with Krishna 
but misused its free will. 004 According to this understanding, love 
cannot exist without freedom. For love to be genuine, the possibility 
of rejecting that love must also exist. 

 

Even in Krishna's presence, the jiva retains minute 
independence. Krishna does not force anyone to love Him, because 
force eliminates love itself. A soul may theoretically desire to 
experience independent enjoyment rather than loving service. The 
moment that desire arises, the soul enters material existence to pursue 
it. 005 
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At first, this sounded reasonable. Yet another question 
immediately followed. If free will remains eternal, what prevents 
another fall after liberation? The Bhagavad-gita describes liberation as 
a state from which one never returns. 006 Yet if the ability to reject 
Krishna remains forever, what guarantees that liberation is 
permanent? And if that ability disappears, in what sense was the 
freedom ever eternal? 

 

The more I reflected on it, the more important the question 
seemed. The entire explanation depended upon free will. If the soul 
leaves Krishna through freedom, then understanding the nature of 
that freedom becomes essential. Why would a perfectly satisfied soul 
desire separation at all? If Goloka is free from envy, illusion, and 
dissatisfaction, what exactly motivates the desire for independent 
enjoyment? And if liberation eventually restores the soul to a state of 
complete fulfillment, what prevents the same choice from occurring 
again? 

 

As I continued reading, I noticed something else that puzzled 
me. Different respected authorities appeared to defend different 
explanations. 007 Some emphasized the soul's fall from Krishna's 
association. Others emphasized the marginal position. Still others 
attempted to reconcile the two. 

 

This raised a question I had never expected to ask. If this 
knowledge ultimately originates from Krishna, why did sincere 
teachers studying the same tradition arrive at different conclusions 
about one of its most fundamental doctrines? If the origin of the soul 
is among the most fundamental teachings in the philosophy, why do 
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multiple explanations continue to coexist? Was one intended literally 
and the others metaphorically? Were they describing different aspects 
of the same reality? Or was the issue genuinely more difficult than I 
had previously assumed? The problem was not a lack of answers. The 
problem was an abundance of them. Different explanations. 
Different authorities. Different conclusions. Yet all claiming to 
describe the same fundamental reality. For years, I had assumed 
Jiva-tattva was one of the clearest teachings in the philosophy. The 
deeper I looked, the more difficult that assumption became to 
maintain. 

C. The "Crow and the Tal Fruit" Logic (Kaka-Taliya) 

A third explanation often appeared when attempts were made to 
reconcile the paradox itself. Traditional discussions sometimes invoke 
Kaka-Taliya Nyaya, the logic of the crow and the tal fruit. 008 

 

Imagine a crow lands on a branch at the exact moment a tal fruit 
falls. Did the crow cause the fruit to fall, or was it merely a 
coincidence? The relationship cannot be established with certainty. 

 

Similarly, some explanations suggest that trying to identify a 
chronological cause for the soul's fall may itself be misguided. 
Spiritual reality is said to exist beyond material notions of past, 
present, and future. From that perspective, searching for a linear 
sequence of events behind the soul's condition may be applying 
material logic where it does not belong. 009 

 

I found this perspective fascinating. Yet it raised questions of its 
own. If the problem lies beyond ordinary causation, how should one 
understand responsibility? If the soul never truly leaves its 
constitutional position, what exactly is the status of material 
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existence? And if the origin of the condition cannot be meaningfully 
described, how much can actually be known about it? 

 

The question of free will also seemed connected to another 
question: divine omniscience. If Krishna knows all past, present, and 
future events, then He already knows every choice a soul will ever 
make. How should that complete foreknowledge be understood 
alongside genuine freedom? If every future decision is already known, 
what exactly does freedom mean? And if the future is not already 
known, in what sense is omniscience complete? I did not claim to 
have an answer. I simply found myself wondering how complete 
foreknowledge and meaningful choice coexist without diminishing 
one another. 

When these questions become difficult to reconcile, another 
answer often appears: acintya—inconceivable. 010 Spiritual reality is 
beyond the reach of human logic. 

Certainly, not everything can be understood through reason. But 
I found myself wondering where the boundary lies. At what point 
does inconceivability explain a mystery, and at what point does it 
merely protect a contradiction? If every unresolved tension can be 
placed beyond understanding, how would one distinguish a profound 
truth from an unresolved problem? 

 

The deeper I examined the issue, the more I realized that the real 
question was no longer which explanation was correct. The real 
question was why one of the most fundamental doctrines in the 
philosophy appeared so difficult to define with certainty. 

I remember raising this issue during a discussion. To me, it 
seemed important. If my entire existence depends upon the story of 
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how I entered the material world, surely understanding that story 
matters. 

The response I received was simple: "Don't worry about how 
you fell. Focus on getting up and going back to God. " 011 

At the time, I accepted the answer. It sounded practical, even 
wise. Yet the more I reflected on it, the less satisfied I became. 

Imagine someone tells you that you are trapped in a deep well. 
Naturally, you ask how you got there. What happened? Why did you 
fall? But instead of answering, he simply tells you to stop asking 
questions and focus on climbing out. 

Certainly, getting out of the well is important. But does that 
suddenly make the question irrelevant? 

If I am expected to dedicate my life to solving a problem, 
understanding how that problem arose seems perfectly reasonable. 
After all, we are not discussing a temporary inconvenience. We are 
discussing the alleged origin of our entire existence. 

For years, I thought Jiva-tattva explained where I came from. 
The deeper I looked, the less certain the explanation became. 
Different explanations. Different authorities. Different conclusions. 
Yet all claiming to represent the same truth. 

For the first time, I found myself asking a question that had 
never seriously occurred to me before: If the origin of the soul is one 
of the most fundamental truths in the entire philosophy, why was it 
one of the least agreed upon? 

That was the first crack. 
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PHASE II — TESTING THE 
FRAMEWORK 

 

The previous phase explored why Krishna Consciousness felt so 
compelling to me and introduced some of the first questions that 
began to emerge. At that stage, I was not rejecting the philosophy; 
most of it still seemed profoundly meaningful and convincing. 

Yet philosophy is not experienced only through scriptures and ideas. 
It is also experienced through people, leadership, communities, and 
institutions. 

Before I began examining deeper questions about belief itself, I 
found myself examining the institution through which I had 
encountered those beliefs. 
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2. 0 Before We Enter the Institution 

 

Before proceeding further, I believe an important clarification is 
necessary. 

The chapters that follow discuss controversies, abuse cases, 
leadership failures, financial concerns, organizational problems, and 
other issues that have surrounded ISKCON throughout different 
periods of its history. 

I am not presenting these topics because I believe every 
allegation is true. Nor am I presenting them because I believe every 
criticism is false. In many cases, I found both critics and defenders 
presenting incomplete pictures. Some accusations appeared 
exaggerated. Some appeared misleading. Some lacked sufficient 
evidence. At the same time, some concerns were genuine, some 
allegations were verified, and some patterns repeatedly appeared 
across different incidents, different leaders, different countries, and 
different decades. 

It is important for the reader to understand that this was not my 
first exposure to these issues. 

Long before beginning this investigation, I was already aware of 
child abuse allegations, fallen gurus, organizational scandals, the ritvik 
debate, the poisoning controversy, and many other criticisms directed 
toward the movement. Most of the time, I accepted the explanations 
given by senior devotees, and many of those explanations genuinely 
convinced me. I believed critics often presented only one side of the 
story. I believed many problems had already been addressed. I 
believed the institution was improving. 

For that reason, this phase should not be read as the story of 
someone discovering criticism for the first time. 
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In fact, many mature devotees reading this book will already be 

familiar with much of the material discussed here. 

The purpose of revisiting these issues is not to introduce 
scandals. It is to understand the questions they created. 

Individually, many of these incidents can be explained, defended, 
dismissed, exaggerated, misunderstood, or debated. What gradually 
drew my attention was not any single controversy. It was the 
recurring patterns that seemed to appear behind them. Different 
events often produced similar concerns. Different explanations often 
left similar questions unresolved. Different incidents repeatedly 
pushed me toward the same uncomfortable areas of inquiry. 

Those questions eventually became more important to me than 
the controversies themselves. 

This phase therefore should not be approached as a verdict on 
ISKCON, nor as a catalogue of allegations. It should be approached 
as part of an investigation. These chapters explain why certain 
questions emerged, why they persisted, and why they eventually 
compelled me to investigate more deeply. 

The psychological, historical, philosophical, and theological 
discussions that appear later in this book did not emerge in isolation. 
Many of them began here. 

This phase is not about conclusions. 

It is about understanding why the investigation continued. 
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2. 1 The Institutional Test 

2. 1. a Protection 

Few issues reveal the true character of an institution more clearly 
than the way it treats its children. 

 

"Any five-year-old child can be trained, and within a very short 
time his life will become successful by realization of 
Kṛṣṇa consciousness. It is necessary for the leaders. .. to 
start educational institutions in different parts of the 
world to train children, starting at the age of five years. "​
— PURPORT SB 4. 12. 43 012 

 

However, doctrinal disputes can be debated. Leadership failures 
can be excused as human imperfection. Financial controversies can 
be explained through competing narratives. But when children 
entrusted to an institution later grow up describing neglect, fear, 
violence, exploitation, or abuse, the discussion enters a different 
category altogether. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is not to determine the truth of 
every allegation ever made regarding ISKCON's educational system. 
Nor is it to claim that every school, teacher, leader, or parent 
participated in wrongdoing. The historical record itself shows a more 
complicated picture. Some schools experienced severe problems. 
Others did not. Some former students describe trauma. Others 
remember affection, friendship, and positive spiritual experiences. 
Some leaders resisted reform. Others openly acknowledged failure 
and attempted to correct it. 

 
26 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
 

Yet despite these differences, one fact remains difficult to ignore: 
child protection became one of the most significant crises in the 
movement's history. 

 

To understand why, we must begin with the chronology. 

 

2. 1. a. i A Chronology of the Crisis 

Table 1. Chronology of the Child Protection Crisis 
(1971–Present) 

Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

1971 Event: First ISKCON gurukula established in Dallas, 
Texas. 021 

Evidence Type: Historical record 
Institutional Response: Gurukula model promoted as 

ideal spiritual education. 
Why It Matters: Beginning of institutional childcare 

system. 

1971–1974 Event: Children increasingly separated from parents at 
very young ages to receive spiritual training. 

Evidence Type: Historical record 
Institutional Response: Institutional encouragement 

of residential schooling. 
Why It Matters: Created conditions where children 

became dependent on institutional authority rather than 
parental oversight. 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

July 1974 Event: Prabhupada states children should be cared for 
properly as the "future hope" of the movement. 022 

Evidence Type: Founder correspondence 
Institutional Response: Protective instruction given. 
Why It Matters: Creates later contrast between 

intended ideals and reported outcomes. 

Mid-1970s Event: Family life increasingly portrayed as spiritually 
secondary to missionary work. Gurukulas function as 
organizational childcare. 

Evidence Type: Sociological analysis 
Institutional Response: Parents encouraged toward 

service activities. 
Why It Matters: Reduced direct parental supervision. 

1975–1976 Event: Expansion of gurukulas throughout North 
America, Europe, and Australia. 

Evidence Type: Historical record 
Institutional Response: Rapid institutional growth. 
Why It Matters: Scale increased faster than 

professional safeguards. 

1976 Event: Dallas gurukula closed by state authorities. 
Vrindavan gurukula opens in India. 021 

Evidence Type: Historical record 
Institutional Response: Educational activity shifts 

geographically. 
Why It Matters: India becomes increasingly important 

in later chronology. 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

Late 
1970s–Earl
y 1980s 

Event: Numerous former students later report physical 
abuse, emotional abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse in some 
gurukulas. 

Evidence Type: Survivor testimony & later 
investigations 

Institutional Response: No major global safeguarding 
structure exists. 

Why It Matters: Beginning of the abuse crisis. 

Late 
1970s–198
0s 

Event: "Monitor system" reportedly used in Vrindavan 
where older boys disciplined younger boys. 023 

Evidence Type: Survivor accounts & sociological 
reporting 

Institutional Response: Internal disciplinary structure 
maintained. 

Why It Matters: Example of institutional culture later 
criticized by former students. 

1986 Event: North American boarding gurukulas largely 
shut down or transformed. Vrindavan and Mayapur 
remain major boarding centers. 

Evidence Type: Historical record 
Institutional Response: Structural changes 

implemented. 
Why It Matters: Indicates serious pressure already 

existed. 

1990 Event: Former students increasingly speak publicly 
about abuse experiences. 

Evidence Type: Public disclosures 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

Institutional Response: Institutional awareness 
becomes unavoidable. 

Why It Matters: Transition from private suffering to 
public issue. 

1990 Event: GBC introduces first formal child-protection 
guidelines. 014 

Evidence Type: Official policy 
Institutional Response: First centralized safeguarding 

framework. 
Why It Matters: First major institutional 

acknowledgement. 

1990 
(India 
Exception) 

Event: Reporting mechanisms reportedly allowed 
greater local handling of cases in India. 024 

Evidence Type: Policy criticism & organizational 
analysis 

Institutional Response: Greater emphasis on local 
resolution. 

Why It Matters: Later critics describe this as creating 
an "India loophole. " 

1998 Event: International Child Protection Office (CPO) 
established. 015 

Evidence Type: Official institutional action 
Institutional Response: Centralized investigative body 

created. 
Why It Matters: Major reform milestone. 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

2001 Event: Major abuse $400M lawsuit filed by former 
gurukula students. 016 

Evidence Type: Court action 
Institutional Response: ISKCON entities enter legal 

defense. 
Why It Matters: Child abuse crisis becomes 

international legal issue. 

2001–2004 Event: Turley litigation seeks hundreds of millions in 
damages. 016 

Evidence Type: Court proceedings 
Institutional Response: ISKCON enters Chapter 11 

bankruptcy process. 
Why It Matters: One of the largest institutional crises 

in movement history. 

2004 Event: CPO Director warns of lack of accountability 
and insufficient institutional support. 017 

Evidence Type: Internal report 
Institutional Response: Concerns raised regarding 

effectiveness of CPO. 
Why It Matters: Suggests tension between reform and 

enforcement. 

2004 Event: CPO described by internal critics as increasingly 
underfunded and ineffective. 017 

Evidence Type: Internal criticism 
Institutional Response: Funding and cooperation 

concerns emerge. 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

Why It Matters: Begins recurring debate over 
independence of oversight. 

2011 Event: Detailed warnings regarding alleged abuse and 
safeguarding failures in Vrindavan reportedly sent to 
senior leaders. 018 

Evidence Type: Whistleblower reports 
Institutional Response: Critics argue warnings were 

inadequately addressed. 
Why It Matters: Marks shift from historical abuse to 

ongoing accountability concerns. 

2011–2020 Event: Continued debate regarding India-based 
safeguarding, transparency, and enforcement. 

Evidence Type: Public discussion 
Institutional Response: Mixed responses and reforms. 
Why It Matters: Indicates issue remains unresolved. 

April–May 
2021 

Event: Public pressure leads GBC Executive Committee 
to suspend Lokanath Swami pending investigation. 

Evidence Type: Official action 
Institutional Response: Investigation announced. 
Why It Matters: High-profile test of child-protection 

mechanisms. 

June 2021 Event: Leaked recording allegedly reveals discussions 
about bypassing the CPO process. 025 

Evidence Type: Leaked audio/video 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

Institutional Response: Internal dispute over 
investigative authority. 

Why It Matters: Raises questions about independence 
of oversight mechanisms. 

August 
2021 

Event: Alternative panel established instead of relying 
exclusively on the CPO process. 020 

Evidence Type: Public controversy 
Institutional Response: Jurisdiction shifted. 
Why It Matters: Becomes one of the most debated 

safeguarding controversies of the decade. 

2022–2023 Event: Panel concludes no further action required. 
Different regions respond differently. 

Evidence Type: Official conclusion & public reaction 
Institutional Response: Divergent regional policies 

emerge. 
Why It Matters: Reveals global disagreement regarding 

accountability standards. 

2022–2023 Event: Defamation litigation initiated against certain 
whistleblowers and activists. 026 

Evidence Type: Court filings & public reports 
Institutional Response: Legal response to public 

allegations. 
Why It Matters: Intensifies debate over transparency 

and criticism. 
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Year / 
Period 

Timeline Details 

2025 Event: Petition filed before Supreme Court of India 
alleging serious abuse concerns in ISKCON-run schools. 
019 

Evidence Type: Supreme Court proceedings 
Institutional Response: Court declines direct 

investigation and directs petitioners to NCPCR and state 
child-rights commissions. 

Why It Matters: Child protection concerns reach 
India's highest court. 

2025 Event: Supreme Court directs petitioners to pursue 
statutory child-rights mechanisms. 019 

Evidence Type: Judicial order 
Institutional Response: NCPCR, UP SCPCR, and 

WB SCPCR identified as proper forums. 
Why It Matters: Demonstrates issue remains active 

rather than purely historical. 

Present Event: Ongoing debate regarding accountability, victim 
support, safeguarding enforcement, transparency, and 
institutional reform. 

Evidence Type: Contemporary reality 
Institutional Response: Multiple competing narratives 

continue. 
Why It Matters: Child protection remains one of the 

defining issues in ISKCON's modern history. 
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2. 1. a. ii Phasewise Explanation 

A. The First Phase: Era of Institutionalization 

Beginning in the early 1970s, gurukulas expanded rapidly 
alongside the movement itself. Children were often separated from 
parents at a young age, while family life increasingly came to be 
viewed by parts of the leadership as secondary to full-time 
institutional service. Parents were encouraged to dedicate themselves 
to preaching, fundraising, and temple activities, while gurukulas 
assumed a larger role in raising children. As sociologist E. Burke 
Rochford later observed 013, this weakening of parental authority, 
combined with residential schooling and limited oversight, created 
conditions in which problems could remain hidden for years. The 
result was not merely the separation of children from their parents, 
but the transfer of trust from families to institutions—a trust whose 
consequences would only become fully visible decades later. 

B. The Second Phase: Era of Silence 

Throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s, reports later emerged 
describing physical abuse, emotional abuse, neglect, and in some 
cases sexual abuse in several boarding schools. Critics argued that the 
structure itself created vulnerability: inexperienced staff, weak 
oversight, separation from parents, overcrowded facilities, and an 
institutional culture that often prioritized service demands over 
family life. The warning signs did not emerge all at once. They 
appeared gradually across different countries, schools, and 
generations. As boarding schools expanded across North America, 
Europe, Australia, Vrindavan, and Mayapur, former students would 
later describe remarkably similar experiences of fear, harsh discipline, 
neglect, and abuse. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, what once 
appeared to be isolated incidents was becoming increasingly difficult 
to dismiss as coincidence. 
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C. The Third Phase: When the Children Grew Up 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, former students 
increasingly began speaking publicly about their experiences. What 
had once existed as scattered stories slowly transformed into a 
collective narrative. Leaders who previously viewed incidents as 
isolated problems were forced to confront the possibility that 
something far larger had occurred. Resolution 119, survivor 
testimony, and the first formal child-protection measures emerged 
during this period. 014 

 

Resolution 119 014 marked one of the first formal 
acknowledgements that child protection required movement-wide 
attention. As survivor testimonies accumulated, leadership began 
introducing reporting procedures, investigative mechanisms, and 
policies intended to address allegations more systematically. For the 
first time, the issue was no longer being treated merely as a collection 
of individual incidents, but as a problem requiring institutional 
response. 

D. The Fourth Phase: Institutional Accountability 

By the mid-1990s, the issue had moved beyond private 
complaints and isolated testimonies. Former students were speaking 
publicly, researchers were documenting recurring patterns, and 
community members were increasingly forced to confront the 
possibility that the problem was systemic rather than exceptional. In 
1996 and 1997, growing attention from survivors, academics, and 
internal critics made the issue difficult to ignore. The following year 
marked a major turning point. In 1998, ISKCON formally 
established the International Child Protection Office (CPO), creating 
the first centralized body tasked with investigating allegations, 
restricting offenders, and developing safeguarding standards. 015 The 
creation of the CPO represented an acknowledgement that the crisis 
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was serious enough to require permanent institutional mechanisms 
rather than temporary responses. 

E. The Fifth Phase: Litigation 

The Turley lawsuit transformed the issue from an internal crisis 
into a public one. The resulting legal proceedings, settlements, 
bankruptcy measures, compensation programs, and hundreds of 
reported victims ensured that the issue could no longer be dismissed 
as isolated incidents or anti-cult propaganda. Whether viewed as 
justice, damage control, or some combination of both, the lawsuit 
became one of the defining moments in the movement's modern 
history. 

 

The crisis entered an entirely new phase at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century. In 2000, hundreds of former gurukula students 
came together in one of the largest legal actions ever faced by the 
movement, alleging years of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse 
across multiple institutions. The litigation eventually involved 
approximately 535 claimants and sought hundreds of millions of 
dollars in damages. Faced with potentially devastating financial 
consequences, ISKCON entities entered Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
proceedings, leading to years of legal negotiations and settlements. 016 
While supporters viewed the eventual compensation process as a 
necessary attempt to provide justice and closure to survivors, critics 
argued that the bankruptcy strategy shielded institutional assets and 
limited accountability. Regardless of one's interpretation, the lawsuits 
transformed the child protection issue from an internal controversy 
into an international legal crisis, forcing the movement to publicly 
confront a history that could no longer be contained within its own 
walls. 
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If the story ended there, this chapter would simply be the history 

of a religious movement confronting its mistakes. 

 

But the chronology does not end there. 

 

2. 1. a. iii The Question of Accountability 
The most interesting question raised by the historical record is 

not whether abuse occurred. 

 

Even ISKCON's own publications, scholars, former students, 
and leaders have acknowledged that serious abuse occurred in parts 
of the system.The more difficult question concerns 
accountability.Why do controversies repeatedly emerge around the 
institutions created to prevent future abuse? 

 

The history of the Child Protection Office deserves particular 
attention. On paper, the CPO represented a major step forward. It 
established investigative procedures, promoted education, created 
review panels, cooperated with secular authorities, and attempted to 
build child-protection structures throughout the movement. 

 

The creation of the Child Protection Office was more than a 
symbolic gesture. Over the following years, the CPO developed 
investigative procedures, established reporting mechanisms, 
maintained records of offenders, issued restrictions and sanctions, 
and introduced safeguarding policies intended to prevent the 
repetition of earlier failures. Child Protection Teams were gradually 
established in various regions, educational standards were revised, 
and awareness regarding abuse increased significantly compared to 
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previous decades. For many survivors and reform advocates, these 
developments represented long-overdue recognition that child safety 
required dedicated institutional structures rather than informal 
assurances. At the same time, the very existence of the CPO revealed 
the scale of the problem it was created to address: an institution 
confident in its ability to protect children would never have needed 
such an office in the first place. 

 

Yet alongside these developments emerged a second narrative. 

Former officials, whistleblowers, and critics increasingly argued 
that the office lacked sufficient authority, funding, and institutional 
support. Internal reports warned that leadership often desired the 
appearance of accountability more than accountability itself. 
Concerns emerged that child protection was being treated as a 
public-relations necessity rather than an organizational priority. 

 

Yet even as the CPO expanded on paper, concerns began 
emerging regarding its ability to function independently and 
effectively. In its 2004 annual report, CPO leadership openly warned 
of a weak "culture of accountability" within the movement and 
expressed frustration that child protection was not receiving the 
institutional support its importance demanded. 017 Critics argued that 
while leadership valued the public reassurance provided by the 
existence of a Child Protection Office, they were often less 
enthusiastic about granting it sufficient authority, funding, and 
cooperation to carry out its mission fully. Some internal observers 
went so far as to describe the office as becoming a public-relations 
façade rather than a genuinely empowered safeguarding body. 
Whether that assessment is fair remains debated, but it introduced a 
question that would reappear repeatedly in later controversies: was 
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the institution committed merely to appearing accountable, or to 
being accountable even when accountability became uncomfortable? 

Whether these criticisms are fully justified is not the central issue 
here. 

The central issue is that they continued to appear. 

Again and again. 

Across decades. 

 

2. 1. a. iv The India Question 
One recurring theme appears throughout the chronology: 

geography. 

 

Many of the strongest reforms emerged in regions subject to 
intense external scrutiny, litigation, media attention, and legal 
accountability. 

 

At the same time, critics repeatedly argued that Indian centers 
often operated under different practical standards. Whistleblower 
reports, disputes regarding investigations, allegations of local 
protection networks, and concerns regarding internal handling 
procedures repeatedly surfaced in relation to India-based institutions. 

 

The debate did not end with historical cases. In 2011, detailed 
whistleblower reports were reportedly submitted to senior leaders 
warning of alleged abuse, predatory behavior, inadequate staff 
training, and safeguarding failures within the Vrindavan gurukula. 018 
Critics later argued that these warnings received insufficient attention 
and that concerns were kept largely within internal channels rather 
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than subjected to transparent external scrutiny. Over the following 
decade, activists, survivors, and reform advocates continued raising 
concerns regarding child protection in Indian institutions, arguing 
that accountability mechanisms often operated differently in practice 
than on paper. 

 

These concerns eventually reached the public legal sphere. In 
2025, petitioners approached the Supreme Court of India alleging 
serious instances of sexual abuse within ISKCON-run schools and 
claiming that previous complaints had not received adequate 
response. The Court did not rule on the truth of the allegations, but 
directed the petitioners to pursue the matter before the National 
Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) and the 
relevant State Child Rights Commissions, reaffirming their role as the 
statutory bodies responsible for examining such grievances. 019 
Whatever conclusions may ultimately emerge, the significance of the 
episode was difficult to ignore: more than four decades after the first 
gurukulas were established, questions surrounding child protection, 
accountability, and institutional responsibility had still not fully 
disappeared. 

 

Whether one accepts these accusations entirely or only partially, 
they form an important part of the historical record and cannot be 
ignored. 

 

2. 1. a. v The CPO Bypass 
Perhaps no event illustrates the larger tension more clearly than 

the controversy surrounding the handling of allegations against a 
senior leader in 2021. 
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Public announcements initially suggested one course of action. 

Subsequent events appeared to move in another direction. 

 

Leaked discussions, debates over jurisdiction, the creation of 
alternative review mechanisms, the role of Indian leadership, and 
disagreements regarding the authority of the Child Protection Office 
generated intense controversy throughout the movement. 

 

For critics, the episode appeared to confirm longstanding fears 
that accountability structures remain effective only until they threaten 
influential figures. 

For defenders, the situation represented a complex procedural 
dispute that critics oversimplified. 

Regardless of interpretation, the controversy exposed a deeper 
question: 

Who investigates the investigators? 

And who holds the powerful accountable when accountability 
itself becomes political? 

A major turning point arrived in 2021. Following reader. 
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2. 1. b Authority 
The previous chapter examined institutional failures involving 

child protection. This chapter examines a different pattern: 
controversies surrounding spiritual authority itself. The purpose is 
not to determine guilt or innocence in every case discussed below. 
Some cases resulted in official findings, disciplinary actions, 
institutional acknowledgements, criminal convictions, or documented 
responses. Others rely primarily upon testimonies, open letters, 
memoirs, accusations, whistleblower reports, and disputed 
interpretations. For that reason, different cases carry different 
evidential weight. Nevertheless, together they reveal a recurring 
question: what happens when spiritual authority becomes 
concentrated, difficult to challenge, and deeply intertwined with 
institutional power? 

 

The mood and attitude of the organization in dealing with 
several issues is understood by the pattern behind the activities 
through case studies. 

 

2. 1. b. i Allegations 

A. Evidential (Acknowledged by ISKCON) 

The Eleven Gurus and Kirtanananda 
The origins of many later controversies can be traced to the 

post-1977 succession. Eleven disciples assumed extraordinary 
authority as initiating gurus. Over time, critics argued that many were 
treated less as spiritual guides and more as unquestionable authorities. 
The most dramatic example was Kirtanananda Swami and the New 
Vrindaban community. What began as one of ISKCON's flagship 
projects eventually became associated with murder investigations, 
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racketeering convictions, abuse allegations, organized criminal 
activity, institutional fragmentation, and eventual expulsion from 
ISKCON. 027 More significant than the individual case was the larger 
question it created. If a leader publicly worshipped for years as an 
exalted spiritual authority could later become associated with such 
events, what safeguards existed to prevent similar failures elsewhere? 

 

The roots of the "Guru Business" controversy stretch back to 
the years immediately following Srila Prabhupada's departure in 1977. 
Eleven senior disciples gradually emerged as initiating gurus over 
large geographical zones, creating a system in which enormous 
spiritual, managerial, and financial authority became concentrated in a 
small number of individuals. Critics later argued that this structure 
encouraged excessive personality worship, weakened accountability, 
and made meaningful criticism increasingly difficult. 

 

Among the eleven, Kirtanananda Swami became one of the most 
influential and controversial figures. Under his leadership, New 
Vrindaban expanded into one of ISKCON's most celebrated projects 
and was often presented as a model spiritual community. At the same 
time, former residents, journalists, investigators, and dissidents 
increasingly raised allegations concerning authoritarian leadership, 
intimidation, violence, financial irregularities, sexual misconduct, 
child abuse, and the suppression of internal critics. Over time these 
controversies moved beyond internal disputes and entered the realm 
of criminal investigations, federal prosecutions, and national media 
scrutiny. 027 

 

The most visible challenge emerged through Sulocana Dasa, 
whose publication The Guru Business attacked the post-1977 guru 
system and accused several leading gurus of misusing spiritual 
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authority. 028 His campaign transformed what had previously been 
whispered criticism into a public institutional crisis. In 1986 Sulocana 
was murdered after months of conflict surrounding his publications 
and allegations. The murder intensified scrutiny of New Vrindaban 
and remains one of the most controversial events in ISKCON 
history. 029 

 

Criticism of the emerging guru structure did not come only from 
external opponents. Senior devotees such as Pradyumna Dasa warned 
early that the developing zonal-acarya system could produce serious 
institutional consequences if unchecked. 030 As controversies 
multiplied and several gurus later resigned, were removed, or became 
subjects of major disputes, reform movements increasingly shifted 
the discussion away from individual misconduct and toward the 
structure itself. The central question was no longer merely whether 
particular gurus had failed, but whether the system had created 
conditions in which excessive authority could operate with 
insufficient accountability. 

 

The legacy of the Guru Business era therefore extends beyond 
any single person, allegation, or scandal. It introduced a question that 
would continue to reappear throughout later decades of ISKCON 
history: when spiritual authority becomes concentrated, who 
possesses the authority to question it, investigate it, or correct it when 
serious concerns emerge? 

Giriraj Swami 
In late 2024 and early 2025, a significant controversy emerged 

surrounding ISKCON guru Giriraja Swami. Public allegations were 
made by a disciple who claimed that she and Giriraja Swami had 
engaged in a romantic and sexual relationship. The allegations were 
presented through interviews, videos, personal testimony, and related 
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online discussions. Supporters of the allegations pointed to the 
claimant's detailed narrative, descriptions of private interactions, and 
assertions that other individuals within Giriraja Swami's circle were 
aware of aspects of the relationship. Critics argued that the allegations 
raised serious concerns regarding guru-disciple boundaries, 
transparency, and accountability within ISKCON. 

 

The controversy generated substantial discussion across social 
media, podcasts, independent commentators, former devotees, and 
ISKCON-related forums. Reactions varied widely. Some accepted the 
allegations as credible and called for a full investigation. Others 
questioned aspects of the claims, urged caution regarding unverified 
testimony, or emphasized the need for institutional due process 
before drawing conclusions. Independent critics of ISKCON cited 
the controversy as part of a broader pattern of concerns involving 
spiritual authority and accountability, while defenders warned against 
reaching conclusions based solely on public allegations. 

 

On January 20, 2025, ISKCON's Governing Body Commission 
(GBC) announced that Giriraja Swami had informed them that he 
would no longer offer initiations. The GBC further stated that he had 
been diagnosed with dementia, reportedly with strong indications of 
Frontotemporal Dementia (FTD). 031 According to the 
announcement, an interim review process involving the Guru 
Services Committee, the Sannyasa Ministry, and ISKCONResolve 
would examine the relationship between the diagnosis and what were 
described as recent out-of-character behaviors, and would 
recommend whether further action regarding his services or status 
was necessary. 031 
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The announcement itself became part of the controversy. Some 

observers viewed the diagnosis as a legitimate medical explanation for 
unusual behavior, while others questioned whether the timing of the 
announcement adequately addressed the allegations. Public discussion 
subsequently expanded beyond the original claims to include debate 
regarding the role of medical impairment, institutional responsibility, 
disciple protection, elder care, and the handling of allegations 
involving senior religious leaders. 

 

As of the time of writing, the controversy remains a subject of 
dispute among devotees, former devotees, independent 
commentators, and critics. Publicly available material includes 
personal testimony, interviews, institutional statements, commentary 
from supporters and critics, and ongoing discussion regarding the 
implications of the case for guru accountability, governance, and 
transparency within ISKCON. 

Trivikrama Swami 
For decades, Trivikrama Swami was regarded as one of 

ISKCON's senior sannyasis and initiating gurus. A disciple of Srila 
Prabhupada from the movement's earliest years, he spent decades 
preaching throughout Asia and Eastern Europe and became widely 
respected for his strict personal practice, extensive preaching efforts, 
and long-standing service to the movement. 

 

In June 2025, a major controversy emerged when Trivikrama 
Swami publicly informed his disciples that he had violated his vows 
of sannyasa by entering into a sexual relationship with a female 
disciple. 032 In his letter, he acknowledged the relationship, accepted 
responsibility for his actions, agreed to cease initiating disciples, 
relinquished the sannyasa order, suspended public preaching 
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activities, and submit himself to a period of atonement and review 
under ISKCON authorities. 032 

 

The matter rapidly escalated from a personal admission into a 
formal institutional proceeding. On 24 June 2025, ISKCON's Guru 
Services Committee and Sannyasa Standing Committee concluded 
that Trivikrama Swami had engaged in severe spiritual and moral 
deviations. 033 According to the official resolution, he had also 
rejected recommendations and directions issued by the committees 
and had chosen to work outside ISKCON's authority structure. 
Based upon those findings, ISKCON formally removed him from 
both the position of initiating guru and the sannyasa order. 033 

 

Three days later, the GBC Executive Committee issued a public 
statement addressing the consequences of the decision. 034 Existing 
disciples were informed that they remained members in good 
standing within ISKCON and were encouraged to continue their 
spiritual lives under the guidance of Srila Prabhupada's teachings, 
senior devotees, and other spiritual mentors. Aspirants seeking 
initiation were directed to seek another initiating guru within the 
society. The statement emphasized that although an initiating guru 
may fail or leave the institution, disciples remain connected to the 
broader Gaudiya Vaishnava disciplic succession. 034 

 

The controversy generated significant discussion among 
devotees, former devotees, and critics of the movement. Supporters 
pointed to Trivikrama Swami's public admission and willingness to 
accept consequences as evidence of personal accountability. Critics 
viewed the case as another example in a long history of senior 
spiritual leaders becoming subjects of serious disciplinary action after 
years or decades of public reverence. 
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Beyond the individual case, the controversy revived broader 
questions that have repeatedly appeared throughout ISKCON's 
post-1977 history. How should spiritual authority be evaluated? What 
safeguards should exist when highly revered leaders fail? And how 
should institutions balance compassion, accountability, transparency, 
and disciple protection when such failures occur? The Trivikrama 
case became not merely a personal fall-down, but another chapter in 
the continuing debate over authority, accountability, and leadership 
within the movement. 

Vidyapurna Swami 
In October 2022, the ISKCON Central Office of Child 

Protection (ICOCP) imposed a lifetime ban on Bhakti Vidya Purna 
Swami (BVPS, born Alan Ross Wexler), finding him responsible for 
the "cruel, callous, and unremorseful" sexual abuse, harassment, and 
grooming of a female minor between 2005 and 2010 (ISKCON 
Communications, Nov 14, 2022). 035 The decision marked the fourth 
investigation into BVPS since 1991, following a 2000 case where he 
admitted to excessive physical punishment and ignoring known child 
sexual abuse at the Bhaktivedanta Academy boys’ gurukula, and a 
2015 case that exposed his promotion of a "culture of fear" at the 
girls’ school and inappropriate conduct with a young female. 036 

 

Testimonies reveal a pattern of systemic abuse and institutional 
failure. Devi Dasi, who moved to Mayapur in the early 2000s to help 
establish the girls’ gurukula, detailed how BVPS—her mentor and a 
revered sannyasi—groomed her from age 19 under the guise of Vedic 
training, subjecting her to years of sexual exploitation he justified as 
"energy exploration" derived from the Kamasastra and sastras. 037 
Isolated, financially dependent, and living alone in the school building 
where BVPS held a key, she endured psychosomatic trauma and 
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suicidal ideation while he simultaneously coached her fiancé to avoid 
physical intimacy with her, sabotaging their marriage. 

 

Shri Das Anu Dasa—Devi Dasi’s husband and a lifelong 
ISKCON member—testified to suffering severe childhood sexual 
abuse (including rape and forced oral sex) and physical torture in the 
New Govardhan and Mayapur gurukulas from ages 4 to 12, where 
BVPS was principal. 037 As an adult, he discovered that his own guru 
(BVPS) had sexually abused his wife, compounding the 
intergenerational trauma. He noted that when a victim reported 
BVPS’s misconduct to him years prior, the couple requested to 
handle it privately—a request he honored but now recognizes as a 
failure enabled by a culture of silence and the CPO’s history of 
treating victims with "no professionalism and compassion, " 
including failing to interview Devi Dasi before banning her in 2015 
for emotional abuse she committed while traumatized. The 
restrictions bar BVPS permanently from Mayapur, leadership roles, 
initiating disciples, and any contact with children or victims. 035 

 

B. Alleged (No Official Acknowledgement – Testimonies, 
Accusations, Letters, and Public Claims) 

The following cases occupy a different evidential category. 
Unlike the previous section, these controversies generally rely upon 
testimonies, open letters, memoirs, whistleblower reports, 
accusations, personal recollections, correspondence, and competing 
interpretations. The purpose here is not to elevate allegations into 
established facts, but to document controversies that became 
influential enough to shape public perception and internal debate. 

Radhanath Swami 
Among the most discussed figures in modern ISKCON, 

Radhanath Swami has attracted both intense admiration and intense 
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criticism. Supporters regard him as one of the movement's most 
influential contemporary leaders. Critics have raised concerns 
regarding historical associations, responses to controversy, 
institutional influence, and unresolved questions surrounding events 
connected to the broader Guru Business era. 

 

Radhanath Swami (born Richard Slavin, December 7, 1950) 
emerged as one of ISKCON's most enigmatic and controversial 
figures—a man who transformed from a suburban Chicago Jewish 
wrestler into a celebrated spiritual teacher while carrying the shadow 
of conspiracy allegations that would haunt his legacy. Joining New 
Vrindaban in 1972 and taking sannyasa initiation from Kirtanananda 
Swami in 1982, he became the community's most respected preacher, 
opening temples across America and serving as Bhaktipada's trusted 
representative. Yet beneath the polished spiritual facade lay a darker 
narrative: his alleged role in the Sulochan murder conspiracy. 
Testimony placed him delivering funds to aid the conspirators—$6, 
000 to help the assassin flee to India, bail money for accomplices, and 
correspondence with the incarcerated killer. Most damning was his 
reported response when asked about the murder: "I don't know, but 
whoever it was, he was doing devotional service to Krishna"—a 
statement that reframed assassination as sacred duty. While 
Radhanath has built a global following through his bestselling 
memoir The Journey Home and humanitarian work, the evidence 
compiled in Killing for Krishna suggests a man who, when faced 
with choosing between spiritual principle and institutional loyalty, 
allegedly blessed the silencing of a dissident voice through violence. 
038 

Jayapataka Swami & Gour Govinda Swami Controversy 
Gour Govinda Swami positioned himself as a critic of 

ISKCON's leadership while simultaneously undermining 
Prabhupada's core teachings—most notably the doctrine that 
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conditioned souls fell from Vaikuntha. In his final days, he openly 
aligned with Narayan Maharaja and Sridhar Maharaja, declaring their 
view correct: "We do not fall from Vaikuntha, " thereby branding 
Prabhupada's teachings as "bogus. " He announced a public protest at 
the Mayapur temple, planning to rally local brahmanas to challenge 
the GBC and prove Prabhupada wrong on the jiva-tattva 
question—statements recorded in a series of lectures still available on 
YouTube where he repeats "we do not fall from Vaikuntha and 
anyone who says that is bogus. " 039 Within days of this declaration, 
he died under mysterious circumstances—his head drooping 
mid-sentence as if struck down. 

 

His followers immediately suspected poisoning and sought to 
investigate, but Jayapataka's associates had already seized the body. 
Rather than preserving it for autopsy, they buried him in a sewage 
pit—a location where leaking pipes and pig filth would contaminate 
any toxicological evidence, a fact documented in the YouTube video 
"Gour Govinda Swami Gurudev samadhi - overflowing sewage" by 
Dina-Anukampana Das and referenced in the Tattva Vicara channel's 
footage of the "Relocation of SGGS samadhi. " 040 The burial site 
was deliberate: the city had long planned to excavate that sewer line, 
ensuring the remains would be disturbed and any proof of foul play 
destroyed. What could not be accomplished in life—silencing a 
dissenting voice—was completed in death, with the body consigned 
to a toxic grave where no questions could be answered. 

Lokanath Swami 
The Lokanath controversy became significant because it moved 

beyond private allegations into formal institutional processes. 
Investigations, restrictions, review panels, governance debates, 
reopening discussions, leaked recordings, and community responses 
transformed the issue into a wider debate concerning accountability 
itself. 
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In 1990, Lokanath Swami sexually abused an eleven-year-old girl 
during a week-long stay at her New Jersey home, later admitting he 
was "overcome by lusty desires" in co-authored GBC letters (Panel 
Report, Lokanath. net). 041 Rather than report to police, ISKCON 
leadership silenced the family with promises that Lokanath would 
never hold prominent positions—a pledge immediately broken. A 
1993 GBC subcommittee imposed only a 2. 5-year initiation ban, 
bypassing full GBC review and excluding the victim's testimony; by 
1996 he resumed initiating, eventually amassing 6, 000 disciples while 
his history remained concealed. 

 

When the victim spoke out in 2010, the GBC imposed travel 
restrictions in 2012—then lifted them by 2017, allowing Lokanath to 
initiate a thirteen-year-old in 2019 despite a 1993 psychological 
assessment warning he should "never be alone with women and 
children" (The Guru Magazine). 042 In April 2021, whistleblowers 
Saraswati Jones and Krishna Devita released confidential documents, 
forcing the GBC to refer the case to the Child Protection Office on 
May 11 043—only to secretly withdraw it five days later after ISKCON 
India lobbying, replacing CPO review with a stacked five-member 
Panel including two Lokanath supporters. 

 

The Panel's 2022 report acknowledged Lokanath committed 
sexual assault warranting "seven years in prison" per attorney Justin 
Starr, yet split 3-2 to recommend no further action. The GBC 
endorsed this, allowing Lokanath to remain guru while banning him 
only from regions that rejected him—prompting GBC member 
Praghosa Dasa's resignation after 25 years (ISKCON News, July 
2022). 044 Former CPO Director David Wolf confirmed the GBC had 
specifically blocked CPO investigation of Lokanath during his tenure, 
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citing "dark, ugly, twisted, political manipulations" (The Guru 
Magazine). 045 

 

ISKCON North America and Europe banned Lokanath 
outright; Indian leaders defended him as "just like saint Tukaram. " 
Lokanath responded by filing a ₹2 crore defamation suit against 
whistleblowers in Delhi High Court—a SLAPP tactic to silence 
exposure (Legal Notice, November 2022). 046 The case remains 
ISKCON's only CPO-exempt abuse scandal, establishing that 
high-profile gurus are "too big to fail" while signaling survivors that 
their abusers will be "worshiped with adoration. " 

Ritvikism and the Poison Controversy 
Among the many disputes that emerged after Srila Prabhupada's 

departure, two controversies became particularly influential in 
shaping the perceptions of a significant section of former devotees: 
the Ritvik debate and the Poison controversy. Although different in 
subject matter, both ultimately revolve around the same underlying 
question: can the post-1977 leadership structure be fully trusted? 

The Ritvik debate does not primarily concern misconduct. 
Rather, it challenges the legitimacy of the guru succession system 
established after 1977. Ritvik proponents argue that initiations should 
continue exclusively through Srila Prabhupada 047, while opponents 
maintain that such a position contradicts both Gaudiya Vaishnava 
tradition and ISKCON's theological framework. The debate remains 
unresolved and continues to divide devotees decades later. 

Closely connected to this dispute is the Poison controversy. 
Supporters point to recordings, testimonies, forensic discussions, 
documentaries, and circumstantial evidence which they believe 
indicate that Srila Prabhupada may have suspected foul play near the 
end of his life. 048 Critics argue that the available evidence remains 
inconclusive and insufficient to support such a serious conclusion. As 
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a result, the controversy continues to generate debate without 
achieving broad consensus. 

 

An important observation is that many institutional critics, 
reform advocates, and former devotees first encountered wider 
historical controversies through Ritvik literature and media. Critics of 
the Ritvik movement often argue that its publications selectively 
interpret evidence to advance a predetermined theological 
conclusion. Yet supporters respond that many of the documents, 
photographs, recordings, testimonies, newspaper reports, court 
records, and institutional controversies cited in Ritvik literature did 
not originate with Ritviks themselves. Much of the underlying 
material comes from former leaders, journalists, researchers, official 
documents, court proceedings, government investigations, 
whistleblowers, and independent observers. 

Consequently, two separate questions are often merged when 
they should remain distinct. The first concerns whether Ritvik 
theology is correct. The second concerns whether the historical 
controversies and institutional disputes referenced by Ritvik authors 
deserve examination on their own merits. A reader may reject Ritvik 
theology entirely while still considering some of the historical 
questions worthy of investigation. Likewise, accepting that certain 
controversies occurred does not automatically validate the Ritvik 
position. 

For the purposes of this book, no attempt is made to resolve 
either debate. Both remain subjects of ongoing disagreement. Their 
significance lies not in proving one side right or wrong, but in 
demonstrating the depth of uncertainty, distrust, and institutional 
questioning that emerged among many devotees after 1977. 
Regardless of where one stands, the persistence of these 
controversies for decades illustrates that the succession question 
never achieved the level of universal acceptance that many expected. 
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2. 1. b. ii Guru Symbiosis 

After examining the controversies surrounding spiritual 
authority, a deeper question emerges: why do such controversies 
repeatedly arise around gurus, disciples, and religious institutions? 

The answer cannot lie entirely with leaders. No spiritual 
authority exists in isolation. Every guru-disciple relationship is 
sustained by mutual expectations. Disciples seek guidance, certainty, 
and purpose, while gurus provide instruction, leadership, and a 
framework for practice. In its healthiest form, this dynamic is 
transformative for both parties. 

However, the structure enabling guidance can also create 
vulnerability. When a disciple conflates human authority with divine 
authority, distinguishing faith from dependence, loyalty from 
conformity, or humility from suspended judgment becomes 
increasingly difficult. Likewise, leaders operating within systems of 
intense reverence face powerful incentives that discourage criticism 
and encourage excessive deference. 

While most guru-disciple relationships do not end in scandal, 
the controversies discussed in this chapter reveal recurring tensions 
involving authority, accountability, obedience, and trust. Because 
these tensions span different decades, personalities, and 
communities, the underlying issue clearly extends beyond any single 
individual. 

The focus therefore shifts from history to psychology. How do 
sincere seekers decide whom to trust? What safeguards should exist 
when spiritual guidance influences major life decisions? And how 
can faith, respect, and personal responsibility coexist without 
undermining each other? These questions moved to personal and 
psychological dimensions explored in next chapter  
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2. 1. c Accountability 
The previous chapter examined controversies surrounding guru 

authority and succession. This section examines a different category 
of dispute: allegations concerning financial conduct, leadership 
behavior, organizational decision-making, administrative 
transparency, and the treatment of criticism. Unlike the evidential 
cases discussed previously, much of the material presented here 
consists of testimonies, open letters, whistleblower accounts, 
documentary claims, internal correspondence, and public accusations. 
Therefore, the purpose of this section is not to determine guilt or 
innocence, but to document controversies that became significant 
enough to generate public discussion and institutional concern. 

 

The following cases vary significantly in evidential strength. 
Some rely primarily on testimonies, whistleblower reports, open 
letters, media investigations, court filings, or documentary claims. 
Others include institutional actions or official responses. For clarity, 
inclusion in this chapter does not imply that every allegation has been 
independently verified or legally established. The purpose is to 
document controversies that became sufficiently significant to 
generate public discussion, institutional reaction, or historical impact. 

 

2. 1. c. i Leadership Misconduct 
Both Devakinandan Das and Bhakti Purushottama Swami 

became subjects of controversy through a combination of 
testimonies, open letters, public criticism, documentary claims, 
internal disputes, and allegations concerning leadership conduct. 
Supporters frequently point to decades of service, preaching, 
management, and institutional contributions. Critics argue that 
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concerns regarding accountability, governance, transparency, and the 
handling of complaints deserve closer examination. 

 

Because most of the material consists of accusations, testimony, 
correspondence, and disputed interpretations rather than formal 
findings, the controversies remain heavily debated. Nevertheless, the 
persistence of these discussions illustrates the difficulties institutions 
face when allegations involve influential leaders occupying positions 
of authority. 

A. Devakinandan Das 

According to a 2015 confidential letter by Srestha Das 
(Vrindavan) to the GBC EC, Devakinandan Das allegedly engaged in 
forced sexual relations with a domestic servant (phone recording 
cited as proof), maintained illicit affairs in Bombay and Vrindavan, 
and laundered ISKCON funds—specifically ₹50+ lakhs for a Kanpur 
apartment and land purchases in Tekary via proxy names, alongside 
embezzling ₹3 lakhs meant for an Orissa project. 049 

 

Audio recordings released by Rakshak Giridhari Prabhu capture 
DND admitting to Bhakti Pramod Bhagavat Swami that ISKCON's 
"system" involves mutual cover-ups of criminal cases, specifically 
regarding his son Krishna Kripa Das's child abuse allegations 
suppressed for 25 years through threats to victims. 050 The recordings 
further reveal DND demanding a ₹24 lakh vehicle from complainant 
Naru Gopal Das to silence the case. 050 

 

A police complaint filed by Ramayan Das (Patna Govinda 
Department Head) at Kotwali Thana alleges a ₹43, 69, 600 scam 
involving DND's associates Radhapati Charan Das, Adikrita Das, 
Raman Manohar Das, and Venu Vinod Das. 051 The exposé claims 
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DND orchestrated a ₹300 crore Life Member Department fraud 
while maintaining bank accounts with unaccounted cash deposits and 
properties held in brothers' names. 

 

The source material questions DND's spiritual 
credentials—claiming Prabhupada disciplic status despite 1978 
initiation (post-Prabhupada's 1977 departure), effectively operating as 
a ritvik while occupying Bureau Vice-Chairman and GBC roles, and 
allegedly using threats against Radhashyamasunder Das regarding his 
sannyasa application to suppress dissent. 052 

B. Bhakti Purushottama Swami 

Bhakti Purushottam Swami (BPS) faces substantiated allegations 
of financial fraud and sexual misconduct, culminating in a September 
2025 ISKCON India Bureau decision placing him on a three-year 
leave of absence from the Zonal Management Team. 053 A 2016 
private investigation by Jeff Moy and subsequent reports by Jagjivan 
Das and Sachipriya Gaura Das document systematic embezzlement 
in the Habibpur land acquisition, including a forged ₹25 lakh 
ISKCON fixed deposit collateral (Annexure-1), unaccounted loans 
exceeding ₹4. 5 crores, and land purchases through proxy individuals 
to conceal ownership. 054 Financial records reveal BPS maintained 
multiple PAN cards (BGTPP2481G and CSCPP5504C) and 
undisclosed bank accounts under his legal name Mahesh Chandra 
Pattnayak, transferring millions to private investors including 
Bhupesh Pattnayak (Annexure-14/15). 

 

Parallel CPT investigations and witness affidavits (including 
interviews with Kanyalal Das and Vishnu Prasad) allege decades of 
homosexual abuse and child protection violations, with BPS accused 
of covering for abusers like Vrihat Kirtan Das and Naru Gopal Das 
despite knowing of their crimes. The Tripura High Court's April 2024 
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judgment (RSA No. 08 of 2024) further implicates him in property 
gift deed forgery. 055 Despite this evidentiary record—including a 
2015 whistleblower letter to the GBC EC questioning his fitness for 
leadership—senior ISKCON officials including Anuttama Das and 
Jayapataka Swami have actively shielded him from accountability, 
permitting continued temple access and guru privileges while 
suppressing victim complaints through bureaucratic obstruction. 

C. Paramadvaiti Swami 

Ulrich Harlan (Paramadvaiti Swami), founder of the Vrinda 
Mission, faces substantiated sexual abuse allegations across Latin 
America and India spanning decades. An América Televisión 
investigation (November 2019) documented multiple victims: a 
Peruvian woman assaulted at age 12 during a 2017 "massage session" 
at the Caracas temple; an Ecuadorian victim touched on a bus in 
2011; incidents in Peru (2013, 2015); and a Chilean victim physically 
assaulted in 2011. 056 Victims describe Harlan exploiting his guru 
status as a "father figure" to induce paralysis and silence. 

 

The Iglesia Vaishnava del Perú (Alfonso Vélez) denied receiving 
formal complaints in a November 2019 letter, yet the Peruvian 
Ministry of Women confirmed a registered case forwarded to 
prosecutors with victim support services activated. 057 Harlan, born 
1953 in Germany and formerly ISKCON-affiliated, allegedly used 
massage requests and spiritual authority to target vulnerable female 
devotees. Despite investigations, he maintains residence in Miami and 
continues international preaching activities. 

 

2. 1. c. ii Book Changes 
Among the most enduring post-1977 controversies is the debate 

over revisions made to Srila Prabhupada's books. As revised editions 
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gradually replaced earlier printings, editors associated with the 
Bhaktivedanta Book Trust (BBT), particularly Jayadvaita Swami, 
argued that the changes corrected transcription errors, grammatical 
mistakes, omissions, and publishing inconsistencies by consulting 
original manuscripts and recordings. 058 

 

Critics countered that some revisions went beyond correction 
and altered wording, emphasis, or interpretation. Side-by-side 
comparisons between original and revised editions circulated widely, 
transforming an editorial dispute into a larger debate about authority 
and preservation. 

 

Supporters viewed the revisions as an effort to restore 
Prabhupada's intended words more accurately. Critics argued that 
sacred texts distributed during his lifetime should not be substantially 
altered after his departure. The controversy generated books, articles, 
open letters, websites, presentations, and official responses from the 
BBT. 

 

Ultimately, the debate became larger than publishing itself. It 
raised a fundamental question: who possesses the authority to 
preserve, edit, or modify a founder's teachings after the founder is 
gone? Decades later, devotees remain divided between those who 
prefer the original editions and those who accept the revised editions 
as more faithful to the author's intent. 

 

2. 1. c. iii Concluding Observation 
Viewed individually, many of these controversies remain 

disputed. Viewed collectively, they reveal recurring concerns 
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regarding authority, transparency, accountability, and institutional 
trust. Whether one accepts or rejects particular allegations, the 
persistence of such debates demonstrates that questions surrounding 
leadership conduct did not end with a single generation of leaders, 
but continued to reappear in different forms across subsequent 
decades. 

 

The cases discussed in this chapter are not intended to represent 
a complete catalogue of controversies. They were selected because 
they generated substantial discussion, documentary evidence, public 
testimony, institutional responses, or historical significance. 
Numerous additional allegations, disputes, and criticisms have been 
raised over the years concerning other leaders, administrators, and 
communities. Some are supported by varying degrees of 
documentation and testimony, while others remain unverified, 
disputed, or difficult to investigate. It is also impossible to determine 
how many concerns were never formally reported, publicly discussed, 
or preserved in the historical record. 

 

For that reason, the purpose of this chapter is not to claim that 
every allegation is true, nor that every leader acted improperly. 
Rather, it is to examine recurring patterns of controversy and the 
institutional challenges that emerge whenever authority, 
accountability, and transparency come into tension. 

 

A recurring observation emerges from these controversies. The 
specific allegations differ, the personalities differ, and the decades 
differ. Yet similar institutional dynamics repeatedly appear. Before 
drawing conclusions, it is therefore necessary to examine whether 
these recurring patterns represent coincidence, isolated failures, or 
something more systematic.  
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2. 1. d Coherence 
The previous chapters examined a wide range of controversies: 

child-protection failures, guru-related disputes, leadership misconduct 
allegations, financial controversies, succession debates, and 
governance conflicts. Examined individually, each case has its own 
context, personalities, evidence, counterarguments, and level of 
documentation. 

A common objection at this stage is straightforward: every large 
institution has failures. Every movement has bad leaders. Every 
organization accumulates scandals over decades. Therefore, critics 
may simply be collecting unrelated incidents and presenting them as 
evidence of a larger problem. 

This objection deserves consideration. 

The purpose of this chapter is therefore not to introduce new 
allegations, but to examine whether similar institutional responses 
appear across otherwise unrelated controversies. The question is not 
whether every allegation is true. The question is whether recurring 
behavioral patterns can be observed in the way controversies are 
handled. 

2. 1. d. i Reputation Over Victims 
One recurring criticism raised by former members, 

whistleblowers, reform advocates, and victims is that institutional 
reputation often appears to receive greater priority than the 
individuals raising concerns. 

This accusation does not necessarily mean leaders consciously 
value reputation over people. Rather, it describes a recurring tendency 
visible in many organizations. When serious allegations emerge, 
leadership frequently faces two competing pressures: protecting those 
who may have been harmed and protecting the credibility of the 
institution itself. 
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The difficulty arises when these objectives come into conflict. 

Across multiple controversies discussed in earlier chapters, critics 
have argued that initial responses often focused on minimizing public 
damage, avoiding scandal, controlling information, discouraging 
external scrutiny, or protecting the movement's image. Supporters 
frequently respond that caution is necessary because false accusations 
can also destroy lives and communities. 

Both concerns are legitimate. 

Yet the perception itself remains significant. Many critiques often 
claim the reason behind prioritizing reputation over lives of affected 
victims is donation, iskcon grows over donation money if it is 
affected, the bloodline will be chocked. Anyways often the critiques 
sound rational. When victims, whistleblowers, or concerned members 
repeatedly conclude that preserving reputation receives greater 
urgency than investigating concerns, trust begins to erode regardless 
of whether the institution believes it is acting appropriately. 

Over time, the question shifts from individual incidents to 
institutional credibility. Members begin asking not only whether a 
particular allegation is true, but whether concerns can be raised safely 
at all. 

2. 1. d. ii Action Only After Sufficient Pressure 
A second pattern repeatedly identified by critics concerns the 

timing of institutional action. 

Many controversies appear to follow a similar trajectory. Initial 
complaints are disputed, minimized, ignored, internally managed, or 
treated as isolated incidents. As additional complaints emerge, 
pressure gradually increases. Eventually the issue reaches a threshold 
where external attention becomes difficult to avoid. 

That pressure may come from: 
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●​ victims and families, 

●​ whistleblowers, 

●​ former members, 

●​ journalists, 

●​ lawsuits, 

●​ government agencies, 

●​ courts, 

●​ child-protection authorities, 

●​ regulatory bodies, 

●​ public opinion, 

●​ or widespread community backlash. 
Critics argue that meaningful action often occurs only after 

controversies become impossible to contain. Defenders respond that 
institutions must gather evidence carefully before acting and that 
leadership should not be expected to respond to every accusation 
immediately. 

Regardless of which interpretation one accepts, the perception 
itself is important. Many former members describe a belief that 
accountability mechanisms become most effective only when 
substantial external pressure is applied. 

Whether accurate or not, this perception contributes significantly 
to declining institutional trust. 

2. 1. d. iii The Weaponization of Sincere Devotees 
Perhaps the most troubling pattern does not involve leaders at 

all. 

Most devotees are not administrators, gurus, investigators, 
lawyers, or decision-makers. They are ordinary practitioners 
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attempting to live meaningful spiritual lives. Many are sincere, 
compassionate, and genuinely committed to serving others. 

Yet controversies often create environments in which ordinary 
members become participants in conflicts they neither created nor 
fully understand. 

When allegations emerge, communities frequently divide into 
camps. One side views criticism as necessary accountability. The 
other views criticism as an attack on the institution, the guru, the 
movement, or even spirituality itself. 

As emotions intensify, victims, critics, whistleblowers, reformers, 
and concerned members can become perceived not as individuals 
raising concerns but as threats to the community. 

Likewise, defenders of the institution may become viewed not as 
sincere believers but as enablers or apologists. 

The result is polarization. 

Instead of examining evidence, people often begin defending 
identities. Instead of asking what happened, they ask whose side they 
are on. 

In such environments, ordinary devotees can unintentionally 
become instruments in struggles between institutional preservation 
and institutional reform. Loyalty, fear, belonging, social pressure, and 
emotional investment frequently become intertwined with questions 
that ideally should be evaluated through evidence and reason. 

This dynamic is not unique to any one movement. It appears 
repeatedly across religious, political, corporate, and ideological 
organizations whenever identity becomes strongly attached to 
authority.​
​
​
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2. 1. d. iv Concluding Reflection 

The significance of these patterns does not depend upon 
proving every allegation discussed in previous chapters. Even if some 
accusations may be false, exaggerated, misunderstood, or unresolved, 
the recurring concerns remain remarkably similar. 

Questions of accountability continue to appear. 

Questions of transparency continue to appear. 

Questions of authority continue to appear. 

Questions of trust continue to appear. 

The specific allegations differ. The personalities differ. The 
decades differ. Yet similar institutional dynamics repeatedly emerge. 

At this point, the discussion can no longer remain exclusively 
about organizations, leaders, policies, or governance structures. The 
deeper question becomes psychological. 

Why do sincere people sometimes ignore warning signs? 

Why do intelligent people surrender critical judgment to 
authority? 

Why do communities become polarized around charismatic 
leaders? 

And why can questioning feel emotionally threatening even when 
the questions themselves are reasonable? 

To explore those questions, we must move beyond institutional 
behavior and examine the psychological foundations that make such 
dynamics possible in the first place. 
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2. 2 The Right Questions 

2. 2. i Why These Issues Did Not Disturb Me? 

Many of the concerns discussed in the previous chapter were not 
new to me. Long before I seriously questioned ISKCON, I had 
already heard about the poisoning controversy, the ritvik debate, 
Kirtanananda, guru fall-downs, child abuse allegations, former 
devotees, critics, reformers, and countless accusations circulating 
across the internet. Yet very few of these disturbed me. 

 

Part of the reason was that I rarely encountered those issues in 
isolation. Whenever a controversy appeared, I also encountered 
explanations from senior devotees, lectures, official statements, 
apologetics, and institutional responses. Many of those explanations 
genuinely convinced me. The poisoning controversy appeared to be a 
conspiracy theory promoted by ritviks. The ritvik movement itself 
appeared deeply flawed because many respected Godbrothers of Srila 
Prabhupada strongly rejected it and argued that a living guru system 
was required. Kirtanananda's story appeared to demonstrate the 
opposite of corruption: a deviant leader had been removed, proving 
that the institution could correct itself. Child abuse seemed like a 
tragic historical problem from decades ago that had already been 
acknowledged and addressed. 

 

Furthermore, many critics genuinely appeared unreliable. Some 
exaggerated, some mixed facts with speculation, some seemed driven 
by bitterness, and some promoted theories that appeared absurd. 
Because of this, it was easy to dismiss the entire body of criticism as 
fundamentally untrustworthy. At that stage, I believed I understood 
the situation. I assumed critics were showing only one side of the 
story, that historical mistakes had largely been corrected, and that 
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ISKCON was improving. Most importantly, I believed I had already 
seen the full picture. 

2. 2. ii When the Question Became Personal 
The turning point did not begin with a scandal, a critic, or a news 

article. It began much closer to home. Over time, I became 
increasingly uncomfortable with certain aspects of the facilitation, 
counseling, and guidance structures through which I was receiving 
spiritual direction. 

 

Initially, I assumed the problem was personal—perhaps I was 
becoming proud, lacking humility, misunderstanding instructions, or 
simply struggling in my faith. For a long time, I interpreted the 
discomfort as my own deficiency. Yet the feeling persisted. What 
disturbed me more was discovering that some of my peers were 
describing remarkably similar experiences. The details varied, but the 
underlying patterns felt familiar. Conversations that I initially thought 
were isolated began appearing repeatedly among different people. 

 

At first I tried to ignore it. Then I tried to explain it. Eventually I 
began asking a different question: Was this merely my personal 
misunderstanding, or was something larger occurring? 

 

Around the same period, I witnessed incidents and responses 
that further weakened my confidence. Individual failures did not 
surprise me; every institution contains flawed individuals, and every 
movement contains imperfect members. What increasingly troubled 
me was not the failure itself, but the response to the failure. The 
more I observed, the more I found myself returning to questions I 
had long considered settled. 

 
69 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
 

The investigation did not begin with conclusions, but with 
curiosity. I was not trying to prove anyone right or wrong; I simply 
wanted to understand whether the confidence I had placed in earlier 
explanations was still justified. At first, I did not return to old 
controversies with the intention of disproving ISKCON. Rather, I 
found myself revisiting issues I had long considered settled. What I 
was experiencing increasingly resembled concerns I had previously 
dismissed in others. That realization motivated me to re-examine old 
controversies with a more skeptical and less defensive mindset. 
Instead of asking, "How has this already been answered? " I gradually 
began asking, "Was the answer actually sufficient? " 

2. 2. iii The Concerns Re-Encountered 
Once I began re-examining these issues, I discovered something 

unexpected. The concerns being raised were far broader than I had 
previously assumed. 

 

The purpose of presenting the following concerns is not to 
prove that every allegation is true, nor that every criticism is false. 
Some concerns may ultimately have satisfactory explanations, while 
others may not. Some emerged from misunderstanding; others 
emerged from genuine suffering. What struck me was not any single 
concern, but the sheer number of them, the persistence with which 
they resurfaced, and the recurring themes connecting them. 

 

The concerns came from many sources: victims, former 
devotees, reformers, whistleblowers, critics, active practitioners, 
disciples, temple leaders, and ordinary congregational members. 
Many of these people strongly disagreed with one another. Yet 
despite those disagreements, similar questions repeatedly 
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appeared—questions about guru accountability, institutional 
transparency, financial stewardship, treatment of victims, 
whistleblowers, women, governance, historical controversies, 
succession, power, and trust. 

 

At this stage, I was not trying to decide who was correct. I was 
simply trying to understand why so many different people kept 
returning to the same themes. 

2. 2. iv DEVOTEES' CONCERNS 
Before presenting the patterns I eventually noticed, I believe it is 

important to present the concerns themselves. These questions are 
not presented as a verdict, but as the environment of questions I 
encountered during my investigation. Some may have strong 
evidence, partial explanations, or reflect genuine suffering, while 
others may involve misunderstandings or exaggerations. 

 

The purpose of presenting them is not to declare every 
accusation true or every defense false, but to show the kind of 
questions that gradually forced me to investigate more deeply. Many 
of these questions were raised by victims, reformers, whistleblowers, 
former devotees, active practitioners, and concerned members within 
the movement. While some of these questions are not mine, others 
overlap closely with my own concerns. Regardless of whether one 
agrees with them, these were the kinds of questions I repeatedly 
encountered. 

A. GURU AND INITIATION CONCERNS 

●​ How can a compromised leader continue to act as a 
transparent medium to God? According to Gaudiya 
Vaishnava philosophy, a initiating guru must be a pure, 
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unalloyed servant of Krishna. When a guru engages in 
financial fraud or ethical misconduct, disciples are left 
wondering if their initiations are still spiritually valid. 

●​ The scriptures loudly say spiritual perfection can not happen 
unless one surrenders completely unto guru and krishna. But 
after years of his emotional, financial, physical mental 
investments when he finds out the guru to be corrupt or 
deceiver, what kind of support to his devasted mind is given 
by instuition. What kind of insurance iskcon provides to the 
troubled disciples. When they find the person on whose 
words hr sacrificed his life, career, family is a deceiver. Iskcons 
guru system looks more Unreliable over observations of our 
imperfect senses. 

●​ How can a falldown-prone guru system be maintained as an 
absolute truth? Over the decades, multiple zonal acharyas 
(gurus) have faced public downfalls due to ethical violations. 
Disciples ask why the GBC continues to promote an 
institutional framework that certifies fallible men as flawless 
spiritual masters. 

●​ today–devotees known to be spiritually sick are allowed to go 
on initiating. Is this not abuse of the prospective disciples? 

●​ "One should not become a spiritual master unless he has 
attained the platform of uttama-adhikari... A 
kanistha-adhikari or madhyama-adhikari cannot achieve this 
stage... Therefore it is the duty of the disciple to select a guru 
who is an uttama-adhikari." NOI verse 5 Purport by 
Prabhupada. In iskcon how it selects Uttam adhikaris to be 
guru, and Why many gurus are found to have done heinous 
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crimes even after acting as initiating spiritual master for 50 
years. 

●​ If the GBC can make major mistakes, how can their 
resolutions be binding on a disciple's spiritual path? Because 
multiple historic GBC policies have been overturned or 
proven harmful over time, devotees ask a fundamental 
philosophical question: Why should a disciple risk their 
spiritual life by obeying administrative mandates that are 
demonstrably fallible? 

B. VICTIMS, ABUSE AND JUSTICE CONCERNS 

●​ Why is the fear of "offense" weaponized to mask criminal 
behavior? While scripture states that criticizing pure 
devotees is spiritually destructive (Vaishnava Aparadha), 
followers ask why this principle is systematically misused to 
stop people from reporting theft, fraud, or exploitation to 
secular authorities. 

●​ Why is "forgive and move on" used to bypass systemic 
justice? Victims and reformers ask why scripture is often 
used to psychologically pressure traumatised members into 
silence instead of dismantling the machinery that allowed the 
corruption to occur in the first place. 

●​ Why must external courts force statutory child abuse 
inquiries if internal compliance is working? With bodies like 
the Justice for Srila Prabhupada Foundation having to secure 
active, multi-hundred-page inquiries via the Indian Supreme 
Court regarding historic and ongoing gurukula safety issues, 
devotees ask why the ISKCON International Child 
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Protection Office (ICPO) failed to self-correct without 
secular legal threats. 

●​ Why does the institution protect the "prestige" of the 
organization over the safety of its members? This question is 
heavily raised regarding Child Protection Office (CPO) cases. 
Devotees ask why known abusers are sometimes allowed back 
into leadership circles under the guise of "repentance" while 
victims suffer in isolation. 

●​ What accountability does iskcon takes on vicitims who 
suffered got exploited. 

●​ Why are ordinary members severely punished for infractions 
while leaders are quietly "reassigned"? If a regular devotee 
breaks a rule, they face immediate eviction or public 
shaming. Followers ask why a senior leader caught in major 
ethical or financial misconduct is often quietly sent to a 
comfortable farm or a different country to "recuperate". 

●​ Why is secular legal prosecution resisted in favor of internal 
mediation? When criminal acts or financial fraud occur, the 
institution often processes them through internal 
compliance entities like the Child Protection Office (CPO) 
or the ISKCON International Leadership Misconduct 
Office. Devotees ask why external law enforcement is not 
immediately and transparently involved as the primary 
authority. 

●​ Why are non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) weaponized 
against victims? Members ask why legal settlements with 
victims of abuse or financial exploitation sometimes mandate 
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strict confidentiality clauses that effectively hide systemic 
risks from the congregation. 

 

At this stage, I was not attempting to answer these questions; I 
was trying to understand why they continued appearing. Before 
moving further, it is important to repeat that these questions are 
presented as concerns I encountered, not as conclusions I had 
already accepted. Different controversies contained different levels of 
evidence. Some accusations had weaknesses, and some defenses also 
had weaknesses. My focus at this stage was not declaring a winner 
between critics and defenders, but understanding why such questions 
repeatedly appeared. 

C. GOVERNANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY CONCERNS 

●​ Why is there no true structural accountability for the 
Governing Body Commission (GBC)? Critics argue that 
while the GBC is the "ultimate managing authority," there is 
no higher body to investigate or discipline them when they 
fail, creating a system where the regulators regulate 
themselves. 

●​ Why does the International Office for the Prevention of 
Leader Misconduct hide its investigation findings? Members 
question why cases involving senior leaders often conclude 
with vague statements rather than transparent reports, 
making it impossible for ordinary devotees to evaluate 
whether justice was actually served. 

●​ Where is the transparency behind the International 
Leadership Misconduct Office? Devotees ask why the 
processes, evidence, conclusions, and accountability measures 
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are often unavailable to the general membership when the 
decisions directly affect their trust. 

●​ Why does the GBC act as a multi-headed guru while needing 
advisory bodies to understand scripture? Devotees question 
how an administrative board can hold supreme governing 
authority over a spiritual movement while simultaneously 
requiring correction, revision, and guidance from other 
committees. 

●​ How do conflicting GBC resolutions resolve with 
unchanging Vedic scriptures? Since GBC policies have 
changed repeatedly over decades, devotees ask how 
temporary institutional decisions should be distinguished 
from eternal spiritual principles. 

●​ Has the modern GBC system mutated beyond Srila 
Prabhupada's original vision? Critics and reformers question 
whether the present centralized administrative structure 
represents what the founder intended or whether 
institutional evolution gradually created something different. 

●​ How will a transitional team prevent the inheritance of 
corruption by the next generation? Reform-minded devotees 
ask how future leaders can avoid inheriting the same 
structural problems if the deeper mechanisms producing 
those problems remain unchanged. 

●​ Why are "affiliate pilots" being introduced instead of fixing 
core systemic abuse? Some devotees question whether 
creating new organizational arrangements addresses 
symptoms while avoiding deeper governance problems. 
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D. TRANSPARENCY, INFORMATION AND 
WHISTLEBLOWER CONCERNS 

●​ Why do senior monks who blow the whistle end up publicly 
defamed or cast out? 

●​ Why are whistleblowers targeted and marginalized? 

●​ Why does the institution protect the "Conspiracy of Silence" 
surrounding historical events? 

●​ Systemic Censorship: By what mechanisms did the GBC 
regulate and censor internal news stories, publications, and 
discussions that challenged institutional narratives? 

●​ Weaponizing PR for Concealment: To what extent does an 
institution's public relations department become ethically 
complicit when its primary function shifts from 
communication to protecting reputation during scandals? 

●​ Why are uncomfortable historical documents, conversations, 
and testimonies often dismissed based on the identity or 
motivation of the person presenting them instead of 
examining the evidence itself? 

●​ If critics are wrong, why not defeat their claims through 
complete transparency instead of restricting discussion? 

●​ Why does asking uncomfortable questions often become 
interpreted as lack of faith rather than a search for truth? 

E. INSTITUTIONAL CULTURE AND AUTHORITY 
CONCERNS 

●​ Why does questioning authority often become treated as 
questioning Krishna? 
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●​ If leaders are servants, why does institutional culture 
sometimes place them beyond ordinary accountability? 

●​ Why does spiritual hierarchy sometimes appear similar to 
ordinary power structures found in secular institutions? 

●​ Why are sincere devotees sometimes afraid to express doubts 
openly? 

●​ If a system depends on truth, why should investigation 
threaten it? 

●​ Why does protecting the image of the movement sometimes 
appear more urgent than acknowledging the suffering of 
individuals? 

●​ How can ordinary devotees distinguish genuine spiritual 
obedience from unhealthy institutional loyalty? 

 

The growing number of questions did not automatically make 
them correct, but it made them increasingly difficult for me to 
dismiss. Again, the purpose of documenting these concerns was not 
assume every criticism was accurate. Many criticisms themselves 
required verification. But ignoring the existence of these recurring 
concerns also no longer felt intellectually satisfying to me. 

F. FINANCIAL, PROPERTY AND RESOURCE CONCERNS 

●​ Why is book distribution revenue diverted from printing 
and local temple upkeep? Members question why money 
collected through the sacrifice of devotees is sometimes 
absorbed into centralized structures or projects rather than 
directly supporting the mission they believed they were 
serving. 
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●​ Why are temple properties and public assets placed under 
private corporate control? Devotees ask why assets donated 
for Krishna's service sometimes become involved in 
complicated legal ownership structures, disputes, and control 
battles. 

●​ Why are working devotees left without financial security 
while leaders live in luxury? Followers question why some 
lifelong servants struggle with basic needs after decades of 
service while certain administrators appear to enjoy 
comfortable lifestyles. 

●​ Why are elderly, lifelong monks left without medical care 
while administrative budgets grow? 

●​ Why does the organization rely on underpaid or forced 
volunteer labor for commercial enterprises? 

●​ Why are highly successful temples forced into decades of 
litigation over corporate allegiance? 

●​ Why does the new ISKCON Constitution focus on legal 
asset protection over member protection? 

G. WOMEN AND SOCIAL CONCERNS 

●​ Why are female voices routinely sidelined during crisis 
management? 

●​ Systemic Subjugation of Women: Why are women often 
restricted from meaningful leadership while simultaneously 
carrying significant responsibility in preaching, service, and 
community development? 
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●​ Denial of Professional Merit: Why are women's professional 
abilities, education, and leadership qualities sometimes 
ignored because of gender-based assumptions? 

●​ Why do certain cultural attitudes toward women appear 
protected as spiritual principles rather than examined as 
historical social conditioning? 

●​ How can devotees distinguish eternal spiritual principles 
from temporary cultural norms inherited from a particular 
historical environment? 

H. FOUNDER VISION AND SUCCESSION CONCERNS 

●​ Who authorized the extensive post-1977 editing of Srila 
Prabhupada's original books? 

●​ How should ordinary devotees understand major changes in 
books they originally believed were preserved exactly? 

●​ If preserving the founder's instructions is central, why do 
different groups claim opposite interpretations of those same 
instructions? 

●​ How can ordinary followers determine whether institutional 
evolution represents healthy adaptation or deviation from 
the founder's vision? 

●​ Why did succession after Srila Prabhupada produce so much 
controversy despite the movement being directly guided by 
him shortly before? 

●​ If previous generations misunderstood major instructions, 
what prevents present generations from doing the same? 
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By this point, my investigation was not about collecting 

accusations; it was about understanding a pattern. The difficult 
question was not whether every claim was correct. The difficult 
question was what remained after removing exaggerations, 
misinformation, and weak arguments from both sides. 

I. HISTORICAL SCANDAL AND LEADERSHIP 
CONCERNS 

●​ Tolerating Severe Deviations: What institutional flaws 
allowed leaders like Hamsadutta and others to maintain 
influence despite serious controversies? 

●​ How can a toxicologist's report retroactively erase decades of 
systemic suspicion? 

●​ Why did certain problems require years or decades before 
meaningful acknowledgment occurred? 

●​ Why were many ordinary devotees unaware of major 
historical controversies until independent sources revealed 
them? 

●​ If past institutional narratives were incomplete, how can 
current members know whether present narratives are 
complete? 

J. MENTAL HEALTH AND HUMAN WELFARE 
CONCERNS 

●​ Why is mental health treatment stigmatized as a "lack of 
faith"? 

●​ Why are psychological struggles sometimes interpreted 
primarily as spiritual weakness? 
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●​ How can a community distinguish genuine spiritual 
correction from emotional manipulation? 

●​ How can devotees recognize when surrender becomes 
unhealthy dependency? 

●​ Where is the boundary between accepting guidance and 
losing personal responsibility? 

 

Not every question above is equally strong, and not every 
allegation behind those questions is equally credible. Some may have 
convincing answers; others may not. The purpose of presenting them 
is to accurately represent the environment of concerns, doubts, 
criticisms, and unresolved issues that I encountered. The list above is 
only a representative sample; the complete collection was far larger. 

 

What mattered was not whether every question was correct, but 
that the same concerns repeatedly emerged from people who often 
disagreed strongly with one another. That recurring pattern became 
difficult for me to ignore. Reading these questions alone did not 
make me accept every criticism. Many answers and counterarguments 
existed, and many controversies contained multiple sides. But 
something important had changed: earlier, I had mostly encountered 
these issues while searching for defenses. Now, I was encountering 
them while searching for understanding. 

 

That change in approach created a different set of questions 
inside my own mind. 

2. 2. v My Concerns: The Right Questions 
After encountering these external concerns, I was still not 

interested in proving one side completely right and another side 
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completely wrong. After filtering both sides, however, I noticed that 
some questions remained. These were not questions about one 
particular leader or scandal, but about recurring patterns. 

 

The Search for Certainty and Patterns The question was no 
longer whether every criticism could be proven. The question 
became: "Do I still have enough certainty to surrender my life, 
judgment, and future completely? " Surrender requires more than 
possibility; it requires trust. These questions changed the direction of 
my investigation. Instead of asking only whether individual 
allegations were true or false, I began examining the deeper patterns 
that shaped belief, authority, loyalty, and trust. If many allegations are 
true, the implications are obvious. But even if many are false, a 
different question immediately emerges: why do similar concerns 
continue appearing across different people, places, generations, and 
controversies? Either way, the pattern still requires explanation. My 
investigation was gradually shifting away from isolated allegations and 
toward the systems that repeatedly produced them. 

 

The Accountability and Defense Paradox If the system or the 
leader is corrupted, how can I distinguish whether the service 
rendered by me is actually being used to please Krishna or being used 
for someone's personal benefit? If a leader misuses the faith of 
followers, does the sincerity of the follower protect them from 
practical consequences? How does an ordinary devotee know where 
devotion ends and institutional exploitation begins? Every 
organization can have bad individuals, but when similar problems 
repeatedly appear, how many times can something be called an 
exception before the exceptions themselves become a pattern? 
Furthermore, if the leaders require accountability because they can 
fall, why should ordinary devotees surrender their independent 
judgment completely? Who protects sincere followers when the 
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protectors themselves become the source of the problem? How can 
justice be given to victims, if those got corrupt who control the 
justice ministry? 

 

I also had to ask myself: why did I immediately search for 
explanations whenever uncomfortable information appeared? Why 
was my first instinct not investigation, but protection of my existing 
belief ? Why did I ask, "How can this be defended? " before asking, 
"Is this actually true? " 

 

Institutional Preservation vs. Truth Every institution seeks 
stability, credibility, continuity, and survival. Yet this creates an 
unavoidable tension. When uncomfortable truths threaten 
institutional interests, can leaders always evaluate those truths 
objectively? Reputation attracts trust, influence, donations, authority, 
and followers, while scandals threaten all of them. This raised a 
difficult question: when protecting truth and protecting reputation 
begin competing, which one tends to receive priority? 

 

One of the simplest tests of any institution is how it responds to 
criticism. I noticed that criticism was often answered by examining 
the critic rather than the claim. A critic can be bitter, fallen, offensive, 
envious, or mistaken—but even if all of that is true, does it 
automatically make the criticism false? A dishonest person can speak 
truth, just as a respected person can make mistakes. The question was 
not whether critics were trustworthy, but whether criticism was being 
evaluated on its merits or dismissed because of its source. A healthy 
system treats criticism as information; an unhealthy system treats 
criticism as a threat. The issue itself gradually becomes secondary 
while attention shifts toward the person raising it. Why is it often 
easier to classify a person than answer a question? If every serious 
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critic can be dismissed as fallen, offensive, or envious, how can 
genuine wrongdoing ever be exposed? At the same time, this did not 
mean every critic was automatically correct. Critics can 
misunderstand. Critics can exaggerate. Critics can also act from 
personal motivations. The question was not whether critics were 
pure. The question was whether imperfection of the messenger 
automatically invalidated the message. Every community requires 
loyalty, but the danger begins when loyalty starts replacing honest 
evaluation. Looking back, I realized that I often applied different 
standards to different sources: weak criticisms could discredit an 
entire critic, but weak defenses rarely discredited an authority. 

 

The Problem of Spiritual Authority History repeatedly shows 
respected spiritual leaders later becoming subjects of controversy. If 
sincere disciples, senior leaders, and experienced practitioners have 
been mistaken before, what reliable method exists for distinguishing 
genuine spiritual depth from charisma, reputation, institutional 
endorsement, confidence, or public success? The question was not 
whether pure devotees exist, but how ordinary people identify them. 
What reliable method exists for determining that extraordinary trust 
is justified before harm occurs rather than afterward? A guru deserves 
gratitude and respect, but where does respect end and dependency 
begin? If a devotee becomes unable to reconsider his position 
regardless of evidence, is he following truth or protecting a belief ? If 
spiritual authority itself becomes difficult to question, how can 
misuse of that authority be corrected? By this stage I was not 
rejecting spiritual authority; I was questioning how spiritual authority 
should be evaluated, verified, and held accountable. That distinction 
would later become extremely important. 

 

The Accountability Paradox Accountability systems exist because 
serious mistakes remain possible. Yet if serious mistakes remain 
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possible, why is questioning authority so often discouraged? The 
existence of accountability mechanisms implicitly acknowledges 
human fallibility, while the surrounding culture sometimes appears 
reluctant to accept that implication. 

 

The Identity Cost of Questioning Perhaps the most dangerous 
words in any movement are not "I want this, " but "God wants this. " 
Throughout history, people have justified extraordinary actions in the 
name of religion, duty, service, truth, and divine will. What safeguards 
exist against self-deception? How does a person distinguish divine 
service from personal attachment wrapped in sacred language? These 
questions did not immediately destroy my confidence, but they made 
me less certain. And that uncertainty gradually changed how I 
approached future investigations. Instead of asking how a concern 
could be defended, I increasingly found myself asking whether it 
should be defended. 

 

Beliefs rarely remain abstract ideas. Over time, they become 
intertwined with friendships, communities, routines, sacrifices, hopes, 
and identity itself. Once belief becomes identity, criticism no longer 
feels like criticism of an idea; it feels like criticism of the self. What 
happens when accepting evidence threatens not merely a doctrine but 
an entire way of life? People often assume truth is difficult because 
evidence is difficult. Sometimes the greater challenge lies in the 
consequences of accepting that evidence. At times, the greatest 
obstacle to truth is not a lack of evidence, but the cost of accepting it. 
At this point my investigation was gradually shifting away from 
institutional questions and toward psychological ones. The deeper 
issue was no longer merely whether certain claims were true or false. 
It was understanding why some ideas felt safe to question while 
others felt dangerous. Not all of the questions emerging from this 
investigation remained confined to institutions. Some gradually 
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expanded into broader questions concerning authority, 
consciousness, human fallibility, and the nature of belief itself. 

The Brain Injury Problem 

The explanation for misconduct by 50 years long initiating gurus 
like Giriraj Swami are given mental health problems like depression, 
dementia etc. Questions involving brain injury, neurological decline, 
memory loss, and dramatic personality changes raised additional 
concerns about the relationship between consciousness and the 
physical brain.​
At the time I could not answer those questions, but I believed they 
deserved investigation rather than avoidance.​
They would later become important in my examination of the soul 
and consciousness. 

2. 2. vi QUESTIONS I COULD NOT YET ANSWER 
The deeper I investigated these issues, the more I realized that 

some of the most important questions were not about ISKCON at 
all. They were about the way human beings—including myself—form 
beliefs, defend beliefs, and respond to challenges against those 
beliefs. 

 

The investigation had gradually turned inward. The more I 
examined the institution, the more I found myself examining the 
assumptions through which I had interpreted it. Why did criticism 
feel threatening, and skepticism feel spiritually dangerous? Why did I 
defend first and investigate later? Most importantly, why had many of 
these patterns appeared not only in others, but also within myself ? 

 

At that stage I had no satisfactory answers. I only knew that the 
questions (Not of misconduct but the attitude of response) were 
accumulating. The experiences that made those questions feel 
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personal will be explored in the next phase. At this stage, it is enough 
to say that they transformed abstract concerns into lived concerns. 

2. 2. vii THE BEGINNING OF DOUBT 
By this stage, I had not reached a conclusion; I had reached a 

threshold. Old answers no longer felt sufficient, and uncomfortable 
questions could no longer be dismissed. 

 

At this point, an important clarification is necessary. The 
purpose of this chapter is not to prove that every criticism of 
ISKCON is correct, nor is it to prove that every defender of 
ISKCON is dishonest. Reality appeared far more complicated than 
either side admitted. Some critics appear to have exaggerated, 
speculated, or promoted weak claims, while some defenders 
minimized legitimate concerns or relied too heavily on institutional 
authority. Yet neither reality invalidated the other. Weak criticisms did 
not erase stronger ones, and convincing defenses did not erase 
genuine problems. 

 

As a result, I gradually lost confidence in taking either side at 
face value. Whenever I encountered a disturbing allegation, I could 
find an exaggerated critic and dismiss the concern. Whenever I 
encountered a convincing defense, I could assume the matter had 
been settled. What gradually changed my perspective was not 
discovering that every allegation was true—in fact, I do not believe 
every allegation is true. What changed my perspective was realizing 
that they did not need to be. Even after removing exaggerations, 
speculation, personal vendettas, conspiracy theories, 
misunderstandings, and unsupported claims, serious concerns 
remained. The verified portion alone was sufficient to disturb me. 
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I was no longer trying to prove critics correct, nor was I trying to 

prove ISKCON wrong. What gradually changed was my confidence 
in relying on the institution itself. What affected me most was not any 
single allegation, but the cumulative effect of my personal 
experiences, the recurring patterns I observed, the institutional 
responses I encountered, and the recurrence of similar concerns 
across different people and different periods of time. 

 

At some point the question ceased to be, "Can every criticism be 
disproven? " The question became: "Is this really a system upon 
which I should base the most important decisions of my life? " 

 

The issue was no longer merely intellectual. It became a practical 
matter involving career decisions, relationships, personal autonomy, 
financial sacrifice, life direction, trust, authority, and dependence. 
These were no longer abstract theological questions; they were 
practical questions with consequences for how I lived my life. The 
more I reflected on these things, the more difficult it became to 
justify placing significant control of my life in the hands of an 
institution whose reliability I no longer felt confident evaluating. 

 

I did not conclude that every leader was corrupt, every devotee 
manipulated, or every criticism true. But I no longer felt comfortable 
depending upon the institution to determine the course of my life. It 
no longer felt wise or safe; it increasingly felt like an unnecessary risk. 

 

At this stage, however, my doubts remained focused primarily on 
people, institutions, authority structures, and organizational systems. I 
still believed there was an important distinction between the 
institution and the philosophy. Many devotees acknowledged that 
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institutions could fail and leaders could become corrupt, answering 
straightforwardly: "People may fail. Institutions may fail. But Krishna 
is perfect. Srila Prabhupada is perfect. The scriptures are perfect. " 

 

For a long time, I accepted that distinction. Even as my 
confidence in the institution weakened, I continued believing that 
Krishna consciousness itself remained untouched by those failures. In 
other words, I had not yet abandoned the foundation; I had only 
stepped away from the institution built upon it. Whether that 
distinction would survive deeper investigation remained an open 
question. 

 

The next phases of my journey would be devoted to examining 
exactly that. Yet before investigating scriptures, history, philosophy, 
science, or theology, I first needed to understand the mind that had 
interpreted all those things. Because the deepest question was no 
longer 'What should I believe? ' It had become: 'How did I come to 
believe? ' 

 

That investigation begins in the next phase. 
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PHASE III — LOOKING BACK 

 

The previous phase was not about theology. It was about 
observation. 

I encountered experiences, patterns, and responses that repeatedly 
forced me to ask uncomfortable questions. 

But another question emerged. 

Why did I continue defending things even when doubts and 
contradictions were accumulating? 

Before investigating the truth of the belief, I first had to understand 
the psychology of belief itself. 
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3. 1 My Experiences 

To understand how the psychological picture got revealed, I will 
share some of my experiences. 

As a student, I entered with sincere intentions. Initially, the 
responsibilities seemed manageable. But if you performed them 
sincerely, the amount of service kept increasing. Gradually, those 
responsibilities became so large that studies, health, rest, and personal 
life started getting compromised. 

Whenever I raised concerns about academics suffering, I was 
often told that there are twenty-four hours in a day. The calculation 
would begin: a few hours for service, several hours for morning 
program and sadhana, some hours for sleep, and then the remaining 
time was questioned. If I spent even an hour relaxing, scrolling social 
media, or recovering from exhaustion, it was treated as wasted time 
that could be used for more service. Rest itself rarely seemed to be 
viewed as a necessity. The standards felt unrealistic, yet the pressure 
to do more continued. 

When studies or professional goals suffered, the explanation was 
usually directed back toward me. I was told I lacked discipline, 
consistency, surrender, seriousness, or proper sadhana. Yet from my 
perspective, the larger issue was often the sheer volume of 
responsibilities. It increasingly felt as though the system looked first 
for flaws in the individual rather than flaws in the workload. 

Spiritual responsibilities were often presented as more important 
than almost everything else. This sometimes created tension with 
family. Parents were told that we were studying in a spiritual and 
cultural environment, but much of our time was spent in services, 
classes, preaching activities, temple duties, programs, and personal 
practices. At times it felt as though we were not giving a complete 
picture of how our time was actually being spent. 
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There was also a strong sense of obligation. Since we were 

receiving food, guidance, accommodation, and opportunities for 
spiritual practice, it was implied that we should continuously give 
something back. If we hesitated to accept additional responsibilities, 
we could be seen as selfish, opportunistic, or ungrateful. 
Comparisons with other students were common. If someone else 
could do more service, why couldn't I? Differences in circumstances 
or personal limitations rarely seemed to matter. 

Whenever I pointed out what appeared to be structural 
problems, the focus often shifted back toward my own shortcomings. 
I was told I was emotional, immature, whimsical, undisciplined, 
non-serious, or lacking humility. Over time, I even began feeling 
grateful for such criticism because I believed being humbled was a 
sign of spiritual progress. 

Personal vulnerability was encouraged. We were told that just as 
a patient must reveal his disease to a doctor, spiritual struggles must 
be openly disclosed to receive help. Yet there were occasions when 
private matters did not remain private. Things shared in confidence 
seemed to reappear in conversations, jokes, indirect remarks, or 
criticisms, leaving me feeling exposed rather than supported. 

Relationships could also feel confusing. At times there was 
overwhelming affection, appreciation, and encouragement. At other 
times there was distance, silence, or neglect. I often found myself 
working harder to regain approval or avoid disappointing those 
whose opinion mattered to me. 

The responsibilities themselves were rarely single tasks. They 
often became entire areas of responsibility containing dozens of 
smaller tasks. Since everyone around me was already overloaded, 
cooperation was limited. Many of us carried large workloads with 
little support. If something remained unfinished or was abandoned 
midway, the discussion usually returned to sincerity, commitment, and 
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responsibility. As a result, many of us lived with a constant sense of 
guilt. 

The expectations never seemed to stop growing. More service. 
More responsibility. More surrender. More commitment. Every 
achievement created a new expectation. It often felt as though the 
finish line kept moving further away. 

One contradiction particularly disturbed me. As spiritual 
responsibilities increased, studies, career preparation, health, family 
obligations, and personal life often declined. Yet we were repeatedly 
told that genuine spiritual advancement naturally brings material 
advancement as well. Many of us struggled to reconcile that claim 
with what we observed in practice. Eventually I came to a simpler 
conclusion: both spiritual and material responsibilities require time 
and effort. Since time is limited, increasing one often reduces the 
other. Reality appeared more complicated than the explanations 
suggested. 

Another source of discomfort arose whenever concerns about 
senior members were raised. The response was often that dwelling on 
faults would damage one's spiritual life and that the proper focus 
should be on correcting oneself. While self-reflection is important, it 
sometimes felt as though legitimate concerns became difficult to 
discuss. 

For years, I was carrying multiple responsibilities simultaneously. 
Alongside regular services, programs, festivals, and daily duties, a 
significant portion of my time became devoted to responsibilities I 
believed were directly contributing to Krishna's service. 

For years, I invested thousands of hours into those efforts. I 
accepted the sacrifices willingly because I believed they were being 
offered for a higher purpose. I had been taught that serving sincere 
devotees and assisting in preaching work was a way of serving 
Krishna Himself. 
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What disturbed me later was not the workload. 

It was found that a non-trivial amount of those sacrifices may 
not have been serving the purpose I believed they were serving. 

I began questioning whether my sincere desire to serve had, at 
times, been used to satisfy the personal ambitions, need for 
recognition, desire to remain in the spotlight, or other unresolved 
anarthas of those in positions of authority. 

If the people directing service are themselves compromised, then 
the meaning of that service becomes difficult to evaluate. 

The days/years were gone. The opportunities were gone.The 
years were gone. 

And the realization that some of my pure intentions may have 
been misused to satisfy one’s personal anartha of remaining in the 
spotlight, hurt me up to the deepest of my heart. 

I also noticed a growing separation from the outside world. 
Association outside the spiritual environment was often portrayed as 
spiritually dangerous, materially contaminated, or harmful to one's 
consciousness. Gradually, this created a sense of distance between us 
and the wider world. 

Finally, whenever broader institutional concerns were raised, I 
was frequently reminded that senior authorities possessed far greater 
experience, knowledge, and spiritual standing than ordinary members. 
As a newcomer, I was told that my understanding was incomplete 
and that questioning those above me reflected immaturity. Over time, 
it became increasingly difficult to distinguish between healthy 
humility and reluctance to ask difficult questions. 

At the time, I did not view these experiences through the lens of 
manipulation, control, or influence. I simply knew that something felt 
wrong, yet I could not clearly explain what it was. 
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3. 2 Finding the Language 

3. 2. i The Connections I Could Not Ignore 

For a long time, I struggled to explain why certain experiences 
left me uncomfortable. For years, I assumed the problem was me. I 
thought I lacked sincerity. I thought I lacked discipline. I thought I 
lacked surrender. I thought I was immature, emotional, or unable to 
properly understand spiritual life. 

 

The possibility that some of my concerns might have valid 
reasons behind them rarely occurred to me. Whenever difficulties 
arose, I instinctively searched for flaws within myself rather than 
questioning the environment around me. That assumption would 
remain largely unchallenged until I encountered a completely 
different vocabulary for understanding human behaviour. 

 

I knew something felt wrong, but I could not clearly describe 
what it was. Whenever I tried to explain it, the concerns sounded 
vague, emotional, immature, or difficult to articulate even to myself. 

 

Years later, I came across a book titled Manipulation Techniques: 
How To Manipulate People With Persuasion, Dark Psychology And 
Mind Control. Science And Practice of NLP, Tips & Tricks To Learn 
How To Influence People To Make What You Want by Dale J. 
Rucker. 059 

 

Initially, I picked it up out of curiosity. I was not looking for 
explanations about my spiritual life. I was simply interested in 
understanding manipulation, persuasion, influence, and human 
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behavior. As I continued reading, I encountered concepts that I had 
never seriously studied before. Some of them sounded extreme. 
Some sounded uncomfortable. Some sounded like things that only 
happened in abusive relationships, cults, political movements, 
corporations, or criminal organizations. 

 

Yet as I read further, I found myself repeatedly pausing—not 
because I immediately accepted every claim in the book, nor because 
I suddenly concluded that all organizations were manipulative, but 
because many of the descriptions felt surprisingly familiar. 

 

For the first time, I encountered a vocabulary that appeared 
capable of describing experiences I had previously struggled to 
explain. 060 

 

3. 2. ii A Glossary of Psychological and Behavioral Influence 
Dynamics 

●​ Love-Bombing: Overwhelming a person with intense 
affection, praise, and validation early on to manufacture 
instant loyalty and deep emotional attachment. 

●​ Foot-in-the-Door: Securing compliance for tiny, seemingly 
harmless requests to gradually lower boundaries and pave the 
way for massive, life-altering commitments. 

●​ Us vs. Them (Siege Mentality): Framing the outside world as 
hostile, toxic, or inferior so individuals feel safe only within 
the confines of the group or relationship. 
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●​ Bait and Switch: Promising fulfillment, purpose, or peace at 
the start, only to demand endless personal, physical, and 
financial sacrifices once the person is invested. 

●​ Elitism (The Chosen Narrative): Instilling a sense of grand 
superiority by telling members they are part of an exclusive 
elite saving, fixing, or leading the world, fostering arrogance 
toward outsiders. 

●​ Isolation: Systematically severing an individual’s ties with 
external family and friends to completely dismantle their 
outside support network. 

●​ Gaslighting: Repeatedly challenging a person's perception of 
reality, memory, or logic until they entirely doubt their own 
sanity and judgment. 

●​ Flaw-Bombing: Endlessly scrutinizing and pointing out an 
individual’s mistakes or insecurities to erode self-esteem, 
ensuring they rely solely on the authority figure for 
validation. 

●​ Identity Erasure: Stripping away personal hobbies, clothing 
preferences, and independent career goals until the 
individual's unique personality is entirely replaced by the 
collective identity. 

●​ Demand for Purity: Enforcing impossible, black-and-white 
standards of perfection, ensuring individuals perpetually feel 
guilty, inadequate, and indebted. 

●​ Infantilization: Treating capable adults as helpless or 
incompetent, requiring them to seek explicit permission 
from leadership for basic, everyday life decisions. 
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●​ Trauma Bonding: Alternating unpredictably between 
psychological cruelty and sudden warmth, conditioning the 
victim’s brain to become addicted to the abuser's comfort 
and forgiveness. 

●​ Intermittent Reinforcement: Distributing praise, rewards, or 
validation randomly—much like a slot machine—to keep 
individuals perpetually desperate to please. 

●​ Toxic Positivity: Dictating that only forced optimism is 
acceptable, effectively banning negative emotions and forcing 
individuals to suppress genuine pain or distress. 

●​ Fear-Mongering: Using threats of severe, irreversible 
consequences—whether cosmic, professional, or 
existential—to silence critical questions and crush 
non-conformity. 

●​ Phobia Indoctrination: Planting deep, irrational fears that 
departing the structure will automatically result in personal 
ruin, severe illness, or absolute catastrophe. 

●​ The Sunk Cost Trap: Exploiting the years, effort, and money 
an individual has already invested to convince them that 
walking away now would mean losing everything. 

●​ Thought Control: Utilizing exhausting, repetitive routines 
or high-demand schedules to physically drain cognitive 
energy, crippling the ability to think critically. 

●​ Information Control: Restricting access to outside media, 
unapproved literature, or dissenting opinions to ensure 
individuals only consume the official version of reality. 
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●​ Thought-Terminating Clichés: Deploying brief, highly 
repetitive slogans or buzzwords to instantly shut down 
independent critical thinking and end any meaningful 
debate. 

●​ Loaded Language: Constructing a specialized insider 
vocabulary that alienates members from the public and 
tightly controls how they conceptualize ideas. 

●​ Sacred Science: Claiming the group’s internal philosophy or 
rules represent absolute, unassailable, and universal truths 
that override verified fact, logic, or objective science. 

●​ Blame-Shifting: Deflecting systemic flaws by insisting that 
any failure is entirely due to the individual’s lack of 
commitment or effort, rather than the broken nature of the 
system itself. 

●​ Weaponized Confessions: Gathering an individual's deepest 
vulnerabilities, secrets, or past mistakes under the guise of 
transparency, only to use them later for guilt-tripping or 
blackmail. 

●​ The Silent Treatment: Punishing perceived slights by cutting 
off all communication and affection until the victim’s 
anxiety forces them to apologize and beg for re-entry. 

●​ Love Withdrawal: Abruptly turning cold and emotionally 
freezing an individual out the moment they offer a differing 
viewpoint or voice a complaint. 

●​ Moving the Goalposts: Constantly raising expectations and 
metrics of success so that individuals are kept feeling 
perpetually inadequate and driven to work harder. 
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●​ Time Control: Monopolizing every free minute of an 
individual’s day with tasks, meetings, and obligations, 
leaving zero downtime for independent reflection. 

●​ Snitch Culture: Incentivizing members to spy on and report 
one another's minor infractions, destroying mutual trust and 
cultivating pervasive paranoia. 

●​ Public Shaming: Forcing individuals to confess their 
shortcomings or face intense scrutiny in front of their peers 
to break down personal dignity and enforce strict 
conformity. 

●​ Guilt by Association: Penalizing or marginalizing a 
compliant member simply because they maintain close ties 
with someone who has questioned the authority. 

●​ Double Standards: Exempting leadership and favored 
insiders from the rigid, punishing rules that ordinary 
members are strictly required to follow. 

●​ Exploitation Disguised as Higher Purpose: Appropriating an 
individual’s money, time, and labor under the pretense that 
they are serving a monumental, transcendent mission. 

●​ Financial Coercion: Utilizing heavy psychological pressure, 
guilt, or manufactured obligations to systematically extract 
savings, wages, or assets. 

●​ Spiritual/Ideological Bypassing: Utilizing abstract 
philosophical or ideological explanations to completely 
dismiss real physical ailments, profound trauma, or mental 
health struggles. 
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●​ Magical Thinking: Attributing random life misfortunes, 
accidents, or illnesses directly to an individual's supposed 
hidden doubts, lack of dedication, or bad mindset. 

●​ Manufactured Emergencies: Fabricating artificial 
crises—whether financial, organizational, or existential—to 
keep members in a state of high anxiety and unquestioning 
obedience. 

●​ Character Assassination: Attacking the personal integrity, 
morals, or mental stability of anyone who raises a valid 
question, entirely avoiding the actual substance of their 
inquiry. 

●​ Smear Campaigns: Systematically destroying a departing 
member's reputation within the community to preemptively 
invalidate their perspective and terrorize current members 
into staying. 

●​ Shunning: Enforcing a total ban on communication with 
former members—even close family—to visually 
demonstrate the high cost of dissent and insulate the 
remaining group. 

●​ Dispensing of Existence: Teaching that anyone outside the 
boundary of the system is entirely devoid of worth, toxic, or 
fundamentally doomed, erasing basic human empathy for 
outsiders. 

●​ Rewriting History: Retrospectively changing facts, erasing 
failed predictions, or covering up leadership scandals to 
maintain a flawless, unblemished track record. 
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●​ Mystical Manipulation: Orchestrating highly curated, 
profound experiences or claiming an exclusive, unassailable 
authority to dictate truth, commanding absolute deference 
from followers. 

 

I did not immediately conclude that these concepts explained my 
experiences. However, for the first time, I felt as though I had 
discovered a language capable of describing things I had never 
previously been able to articulate. 

 

The question that began troubling me was simple: Why did so 
many of these descriptions feel familiar? The answer to that question 
would become the next stage of my investigation. 

3. 2. iii The Anatomy of Familiarity 
The more I read, the more uncomfortable I became. I was not 

disturbed because the concepts were new. I was disturbed because 
many of them felt familiar. For years I had struggled to explain 
certain experiences. Suddenly I found language that appeared capable 
of describing them. 

 

Gaslighting was one of the first concepts that caught my 
attention. 061 I was repeatedly taught that my perception, 
understanding, and judgment were unreliable because I was spiritually 
immature. Whenever I noticed contradictions, misconduct, hypocrisy, 
or structural problems, the focus often shifted away from the 
concern itself and back toward my lack of qualification. I began 
wondering whether I had spent years doubting my own observations 
more than necessary. 
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Closely connected to this was what felt like gaslighting of 

intelligence itself. Whenever difficult questions emerged, I was 
frequently reminded that senior authorities possessed greater 
realization, greater knowledge, and greater spiritual standing. As a 
result, I increasingly learned to distrust my own reasoning whenever 
it conflicted with authority. 

 

The concept of guilt-tripping also felt familiar. Humility was 
repeatedly presented as an essential spiritual quality. While humility 
itself is valuable, I began noticing that many situations left me 
carrying guilt regardless of the outcome. If I accepted responsibilities 
and struggled, it reflected my lack of discipline. If I declined 
responsibilities, it reflected selfishness. If I questioned expectations, it 
reflected pride. The result was a constant feeling that I was somehow 
failing. 

 

Blame-shifting felt equally familiar. When studies suffered, career 
plans failed, health declined, or responsibilities became 
overwhelming, the explanation usually returned to personal 
shortcomings—lack of discipline, lack of surrender, lack of 
seriousness. Rarely did I hear discussions about whether the workload 
itself might be unrealistic. 

 

Another concept that troubled me was exploitation disguised as 
devotion. I was taught that serving devotees pleases Krishna and that 
surrendering to spiritual authorities was an important aspect of 
spiritual growth. Because of this, I willingly offered enormous 
amounts of time and effort. What later disturbed me was the 
possibility that some of those sacrifices may not always have been 
serving the purpose I believed they were serving. 
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Weaponized confessions reminded me of experiences 
surrounding vulnerability. We were encouraged to reveal our struggles 
and weaknesses in order to receive guidance. Yet there were times 
when those same vulnerabilities appeared to resurface in criticism, 
indirect remarks, or situations that left me feeling exposed rather than 
protected. 

Isolation and the "us versus them" mentality also felt familiar. 
The outside world was frequently portrayed as materially 
contaminated, spiritually dangerous, and fundamentally misguided. 
The more this perspective was repeated, the more protected I felt 
inside the spiritual environment and the more distant the rest of 
society appeared. 

Love-bombing, intermittent reinforcement, and trauma bonding 
disturbed me for a different reason. Looking back, I noticed cycles of 
intense appreciation, encouragement, affection, and recognition 
followed by periods of distance, neglect, disappointment, or criticism. 
Those fluctuations often left me working harder in search of approval 
and validation. 

The foot-in-the-door technique immediately reminded me of 
how responsibilities accumulated over time. Rarely did anyone begin 
with large commitments. Instead, small and reasonable 
responsibilities gradually became larger ones. Each step felt 
manageable on its own. Only later did I realize how much of my life 
had become consumed. 

 

Moving the goalposts was another concept I found difficult to 
ignore. There always seemed to be another service, another 
responsibility, another standard to meet, another sacrifice to make, 
another level of surrender to achieve. No matter how much was 
done, it rarely felt sufficient. 
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The silent treatment and withdrawal of approval also felt 

familiar. At times attention, appreciation, and warmth appeared 
abundant. At other times there was distance or coldness. Those 
changes often created an unspoken pressure to regain approval by 
becoming more compliant. 

Flaw-bombing and constant emphasis on shortcomings also 
stood out. I was repeatedly encouraged to focus on my faults, 
weaknesses, conditioning, impurities, lack of surrender, lack of 
discipline, and lack of realization. While self-improvement is 
important, I began questioning whether a person can hear only about 
his flaws for years without eventually becoming dependent upon the 
people claiming to help him overcome them. 

One of the strongest connections emerged around the concept 
of fault-finding. Whenever concerns were raised about senior 
members, leaders, or institutional problems, the discussion frequently 
shifted toward Vaishnava aparadha, criticism, humility, and the 
dangers of seeing faults in others. 062 I began wondering whether 
legitimate concerns and destructive fault-finding were always being 
distinguished clearly. 

The more connections I noticed, the more uncomfortable I 
became. I was not concluding that every concept applied. I was not 
concluding that every experience was manipulation. 

But for the first time, I found myself asking a question I had 
never seriously asked before: What if these experiences were not 
isolated incidents? What if similar patterns were being experienced by 
others as well? 

That question became the beginning of a much larger 
investigation. The more connections I noticed, the more certain 
contradictions became impossible for me to ignore.  
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3. 3 From Questions to Investigation 

3. 3. i The Contradictions I Could Not Resolve 
As I reflected on my experiences and the concepts I had 

encountered, several contradictions began troubling me. These were 
not isolated incidents. They were recurring tensions that I repeatedly 
observed but could never satisfactorily resolve. 

A. Humility vs. Guilt-Tripping 

In the bhakti tradition, humility (amanina manadena, feeling 
lower than a straw in the street) is considered a highly elevated 
spiritual virtue. 063 I sincerely wanted to cultivate that quality. 
However, over time I began feeling that my understanding of 
humility had become intertwined with guilt. 

 

True humility means recognizing one's limitations and depending 
on grace. Yet in practice, I often felt that humility was being reduced 
to silent obedience. Whenever I raised concerns, struggled with 
responsibilities, or questioned expectations, the focus frequently 
shifted back toward my own shortcomings. 

 

By constantly increasing expectations while simultaneously 
expecting strong sadhana, academic success, and service excellence, 
an impossible standard was often created. When I struggled to 
balance multiple responsibilities, the explanation usually returned to 
my character rather than the workload itself. Because I wanted to be 
humble, I accepted the blame. 

 

Gradually guilt became my default state: 
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●​ If service suffered, I was irresponsible. 

●​ If studies suffered, I was undisciplined. 

●​ If I felt exhausted, I lacked determination. 

●​ If I questioned expectations, I lacked humility. 
 

I felt trapped in a lose-lose situation where the system rarely 
appeared flawed—only I was. The more I reflected on it, the more I 
struggled to distinguish genuine humility from chronic guilt. But later 
I discovered and got confirmation towards manipulation. 

 

Table 2. Distinction of Humility vs Guilt Trapping 

Dimension True Spiritual 
Humility 

Guilt-Tripping 

Core Emotion Peace, gratitude, 
and connection with 
Krishna 

Anxiety, shame, 
and fear of 
disappointing 
authorities 

Handling Mistakes Patient correction 
and guidance 

Labels, criticism, 
mockery, or guilt 

Boundaries Recognizes 
physical and 
practical limitations 

Tends to dismiss 
limitations as 
excuses 

Motivation Service arising 
from love and 
voluntary 
commitment 

Service arising 
from fear, guilt, or 
pressure 
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Dimension True Spiritual 
Humility 

Guilt-Tripping 

Result Spiritual growth 
with inner stability 

Constant 
self-doubt and 
emotional 
exhaustion 

 

B. Vaishnava Aparadha vs. Addressing Flaws 

Another contradiction emerged around criticism. No sincere 
devotee wants to commit Vaishnava aparadha. The fear of offending 
genuine devotees is real and understandable. Yet I increasingly felt 
that three very different things were often being treated as though 
they were identical: 

 

1.​ Addressing Flaws (Objective Feedback): Identifying 
structural, managerial, or behavioural problems that harm 
individuals, compromise education or health, or create 
organizational dysfunction. The purpose is improvement 
and protection. 

2.​ Fault-Finding (Kutinati): A habit of looking for trivial 
defects, gossiping, mocking others, or seeking superiority 
through criticism. [064] 

3.​ True Vaishnava Aparadha: Maliciously attacking, envying, or 
attempting to spiritually harm a sincere devotee. 

 

These are fundamentally different categories. Addressing flaws 
seeks improvement; fault-finding seeks superiority; aparadha seeks 
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harm. Yet in practice, I often felt they became blurred together. 
Whenever concerns were raised about workload, exploitation, 
leadership decisions, academic compromise, or systemic issues, the 
response frequently shifted toward humility, fault-finding, and the 
dangers of criticism. 

 

As a result, many people learned to remain silent even when 
something genuinely concerned them. The question that emerged in 
my mind was simple: How can problems be corrected if discussing 
them becomes spiritually dangerous? 

 

C. Professional Life vs. Spiritual Life 

One of the most practical contradictions involved time itself. 
Service, sadhana, education, career development, health, and family 
responsibilities all draw from the same limited resource. 

 

I was often told that spiritual advancement naturally includes 
material advancement. Many sincere devotees genuinely believe this. 
However, my observations increasingly conflicted with that claim. 
The more responsibilities I accepted, the less time remained for 
studies, professional development, health, and personal 
responsibilities. 

 

This did not mean spirituality was harmful; it meant time was 
limited. To succeed professionally in a competitive world requires 
time, effort, focus, and sustained investment. Spiritual responsibilities 
often require those same resources. If both demand more than what 
is available, they inevitably begin competing with one another. Unless 
one's profession itself becomes one's service, many additional 
responsibilities can directly affect professional growth. 
 

110 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
 

For this reason, I could no longer see the relationship as 
automatically complementary. The slogan sounded simple. Reality 
appeared more complicated. 

 

D. Epistemic Gaslighting 

Perhaps the deepest contradiction emerged around knowledge 
itself. Whenever concerns were raised, I was often reminded that 
human beings suffer from core limitations: our senses are imperfect, 
our intelligence is imperfect, our reasoning is imperfect, and our 
judgment is imperfect. 065 

 

In one sense this is true; human beings are fallible. However, 
over time another question appeared: 

 

If my perception is fundamentally unreliable, how did I 
determine that a particular authority was trustworthy? If 
my intelligence is fundamentally unreliable, how did I 
reason my way into accepting a philosophy in the first 
place? If my reasoning cannot be trusted when it 
produces uncomfortable conclusions, why was it trusted 
when it produced desirable conclusions? 

 

I gradually felt trapped in a strange loop. Whenever my 
conclusions agreed with authority, my reasoning seemed acceptable. 
Whenever my conclusions disagreed with authority, my reasoning 
suddenly became evidence of immaturity, conditioning, pride, or 
illusion. 
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This was one of the first moments where I began questioning 

not merely specific decisions, but the framework through which 
decisions themselves were being evaluated. For the first time, I began 
wondering whether some forms of doubt were being discouraged not 
because they were irrational, but because they were inconvenient. 

 

These contradictions did not immediately destroy my faith, nor 
did they instantly convince me that anyone was acting with bad 
intentions. What they destroyed was my certainty. And once certainty 
begins to crack, questions that were previously ignored become 
increasingly difficult to silence. 

3. 3. ii Fear of Cult Behaviour 

Until this point, my concerns were still limited to my own 
experiences. I had noticed contradictions, encountered concepts that 
felt familiar, and begun questioning certain assumptions. But I still 
believed the problems might be local, personal, or the result of a few 
imperfect individuals. 

That changed when I started encountering former devotees, 
critics, researchers, and testimonies from people whose experiences 
sounded disturbingly similar to my own. For the first time, I came 
across a question I had previously dismissed: What if the problem 
was not merely individual? What if there were systemic patterns? 

This question led me into an entirely new area of research. I 
began reading memoirs written by former members, accounts from 
ex-devotees, academic discussions of new religious movements, and 
literature on cult psychology. Some of the books that particularly 
influenced me included: 
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●​ Mad After Krishna: My Life in a Destructive Cult by Paul 
Ford [066] 

●​ Betrayal of the Spirit: My Life behind the Headlines of the 
Hare Krishna Movement by Nori J. Muster [067] 

●​ Combating Cult Mind Control by Steven Hassan [068] 

●​ Cults: A Reference and Guide by James R. Lewis [069] 
What disturbed me was not that these authors criticized the 

movement. Critics exist for every religion, institution, and ideology. 
What disturbed me was how frequently the same themes appeared. 
Again and again I encountered discussions about: 

●​ Leadership becoming difficult to question. 

●​ Excessive dependence upon authority figures. 

●​ Fear of criticism and fear of leaving. 

●​ Information filtering and isolation from outside 
perspectives. 

●​ Love-bombing of newcomers and guilt-based compliance. 

●​ Exploitation of sincere labor and social pressure disguised as 
spiritual guidance. 

●​ The gradual replacement of personal identity with group 
identity. 

 

I also encountered allegations regarding historical abuse, 
institutional cover-ups, misogyny, exploitation, financial pressure, and 
various forms of psychological control. I did not immediately accept 
every accusation, nor did I assume that every negative testimony was 
automatically true. Former members can be biased, critics can 
exaggerate, and disappointed individuals can misrepresent events. I 
understood that. 
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However, I also recognized that simply dismissing every criticism 

as bitterness or envy would be intellectually dishonest. The more 
accounts I read, the harder it became to ignore the recurring patterns. 
What troubled me most was the realization that many of the 
concerns being described by strangers were strikingly similar to 
concerns I had already observed within my own environment. 

At first I wondered whether I was simply noticing coincidences. 
Perhaps I was overthinking, projecting my own frustrations onto 
ordinary situations, or dealing with isolated personnel flaws. To test 
that possibility, I started paying closer attention to the experiences of 
peers around me. 

What surprised me was how often similar concerns surfaced 
independently. Different personalities, backgrounds, and 
circumstances—yet many of them appeared to be struggling with 
remarkably similar questions. Some expressed concerns privately but 
never publicly. Some had already left. Some remained while silently 
carrying doubts. Others defended the system while simultaneously 
describing the very problems they were defending. 

The pattern was no longer confined to my own experiences; the 
circle was expanding. My investigation grew from personal reflection 
to peers, from peers to devotee communities, from devotee 
communities to former members, from former members to critics, 
and from critics to the controversies I had spent years defending. 

What I found next surprised me even more. For years I had 
approached controversies with the mindset of a defender. Now, for 
the first time, I approached them with the mindset of an investigator. 

I was no longer asking, "How can this criticism be answered? "​
I was asking, "Is this criticism true? " 

That shift would change the course of my investigation, and 
ultimately, the course of my life.  
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PHASE IV — REMOVING THE 
CATARACT 

By this stage, the questions were no longer confined to institutions, 
leaders, or individual experiences. A deeper possibility had begun to 
emerge. What if some of the tensions I had encountered were not 
merely products of organizational failure, but reflections of 
assumptions embedded much deeper within the tradition itself ? 

The next step therefore seemed unavoidable. If I wished to 
understand the movement honestly, I could not examine only its 
institutions. I also had to examine the foundations upon which those 
institutions stood. The questions that had accumulated throughout 
this journey now turned toward history, scripture, social teachings, 
authority, and the methods through which religious knowledge is 
established and defended. 

If those foundations remained intact, many of my doubts might 
dissolve. If they did not, the implications would extend far beyond 
any particular organization or controversy. The investigation was no 
longer about what devotees believed. It had become a question of 
why those beliefs existed in the forms they do, how they developed, 
and whether the assumptions supporting them could withstand the 
same scrutiny applied elsewhere. 

Thist phase explores that investigation. 
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4. 1 Preservation or Evolution? 

One assumption I carried for years was that Gaudiya 
Vaishnavism descended through history essentially unchanged. The 
details may vary, the language may evolve, but the underlying 
philosophy is often presented as a timeless reality repeatedly restored 
whenever it becomes obscured. The acharyas are therefore not 
viewed as innovators but as restorers—individuals who simply 
remove dust from an already complete truth. 

At first glance, this explanation appears reasonable. Yet when I 
began examining the actual historical sequence of those acharyas, a 
different pattern emerged. What I expected to find was preservation. 
What I often found instead was adaptation. 

 

4. 1. i The Pattern: Flaw, Patch, Repeat 
The following chronology does not prove anything by itself. Yet 

it raises questions that become increasingly difficult to ignore. 

Table 3. Chronology of Gaudiya Theology 

Era & 
Human 
Engineer 

The 
Historical 
Crisis (The 
Flaw) 

The 
Engineered 
Fix (The 
Patch) 

The Leftover 
Flaw Created 

13th C: 
Madhvacharya 

Shankara's 
Monism: If all 
reality is one 
impersonal 
absolute, 
devotion 
becomes 

Dvaita (Strict 
Dualism) 
sharply 
distinguishes 
the soul from 
God. 070 

Philosophical
ly rigorous, but 
emotionally 
distant. 

 
116 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 

Era & 
Human 
Engineer 

The 
Historical 
Crisis (The 
Flaw) 

The 
Engineered 
Fix (The 
Patch) 

The Leftover 
Flaw Created 

difficult to 
justify. 070 

15th C: 
Madhavendra 
Puri 

Rigid 
dualism left 
little room for 
the growing 
emotional and 
devotional 
culture 
surrounding 
Radha-Krishna
. 071 

Introduced 
intense 
emotional 
devotion into 
the lineage. 071 

Rich 
emotionally, 
but lacking 
systematic 
philosophical 
defense. 

16th C: Six 
Goswamis 

Chaitanya's 
movement 
risked 
appearing 
sentimental 
and irrational. 
072 

Developed 
Achintya-bheda-
abheda and 
sophisticated 
rasa theology. 
072 

Lacked a 
formal 
Vedanta-sutra 
commentary. 

18th C: 
Baladeva 
Vidyabhusana 

Rival sects 
challenged 
Gaudiya 
legitimacy in 
Jaipur. 073 

Produced the 
Govinda Bhasya 
commentary. 
073 

Intellectual 
legitimacy 
increased, but 
fragmentation 
continued. 

19th C: 
Bhaktivinoda 
Thakura 

Colonial 
observers 
increasingly 
viewed many 
branches as 

Reconstructe
d and 
intellectualized 
the tradition 

Still largely 
regional and 
culturally 
localized. 
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Era & 
Human 
Engineer 

The 
Historical 
Crisis (The 
Flaw) 

The 
Engineered 
Fix (The 
Patch) 

The Leftover 
Flaw Created 

socially 
degraded or 
irrational. 074 

for a modern 
audience. 074 

20th C: Srila 
Prabhupada 

Movement 
localized to 
West Bengal 
due to 
language and 
organizational 
constraints. 

Created a 
highly 
organized 
international 
missionary 
framework. 

New 
tensions 
emerged 
around 
institutional 
authority, 
governance, 
and adaptation 
to modern 
society. 

 

The table does not tell us what to believe. It merely presents a 
recurring pattern. Every generation appears to inherit a problem, 
formulate a solution, and leave some subsequent problems for the 
next generation to address. 

Why? 

If the philosophy was complete from the beginning, why were so 
many additions, reconciliations, explanations, reformulations, and 
restructurings required? Why do the solutions often appear tailored 
to the specific social pressures of their own century? Why does each 
generation seem to contribute something genuinely new while 
simultaneously claiming only to be restoring something old? 
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4. 1. ii A Living Example: The Fall of the Soul Debate 

While studying this pattern, I found myself remembering the Fall 
of the Soul controversy discussed earlier. A theological difficulty 
emerged. Multiple explanations appeared. Different teachers 
proposed different solutions. Each attempted to preserve scriptural 
authority while resolving an apparent contradiction. Some 
explanations gained broader acceptance. Others remained marginal. 

The process looked surprisingly familiar. 

If several explanations exist for a theological problem, what 
determines which one survives? Scriptural support? Institutional 
endorsement? Popular acceptance? Intellectual coherence? Cultural 
compatibility? Or some combination of all of them? 

The debate itself may be viewed as a miniature version of a larger 
historical process. New challenges generate new explanations. 
Explanations compete. Some spread. Others fade. The tradition 
evolves while simultaneously describing itself as unchanged. 

 

4. 1. iii The Evolution of Philosophy 
At this point, I began noticing a resemblance that felt difficult to 

ignore. 

In biology, organisms encounter environmental resistance. 
Variations emerge through mutation. Some mutants adopt natural 
changes well. Others disappear. This is called “survival of the fittest 
through natural selection”. 075 Over long periods, increasingly 
complex structures arise through continual modification and 
selection. 

The pattern in the history of religion looks more likely to be 
evolution than a divine download. Not because religion is biology, 
but because human communities face pressures just as organisms do: 
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social changes, political changes, intellectual challenges, cultural shifts, 
new competitors, and new environments. 

 

Viewed through this lens, the historical development of Gaudiya 
Vaishnavism begins looking less like a perfectly preserved 
transmission and more like a living ecosystem of ideas adapting 
across centuries with iterated corrections to gradually develop its 
framework. 

 

4. 1. iv The Apasampradaya Question 
This perspective raises another intriguing question: Why did so 

many alternative branches emerge at different times in the history of 
this movement? 

 

The Gauranga-nagaris, Sahajiyas, Kartabhajas, Ativadis, and 
numerous others all claimed access to authentic spiritual truth. 076 
None considered themselves deviations. None believed they were 
corrupting the teachings. Each regarded itself as preserving the 
genuine message while others had misunderstood it. 

 

Yet history remembers some as sampradaya (lineage) and others 
as apasampradaya (deviant branch). What transformed one branch 
into orthodoxy and another into deviation? 

 

●​ Did the unsuccessful branches disappear because they were 
false? 

●​ Or because they lacked organizational stability? 

●​ Institutional support? 
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●​ Social respectability? 

●​ Intellectual appeal? 

●​ Cultural adaptability? 
 

If ten interpretations emerge and only one survives, does 
survival itself prove truth? Or merely fitness? From an evolutionary 
perspective, the picture becomes difficult to ignore. Competing 
theological variants emerge. They compete for adherents, legitimacy, 
resources, and social acceptance. Some expand. Others contract. 
Successful variants become normalized. Unsuccessful variants 
become warnings. The language differs. The pattern appears 
remarkably similar. 

 

4. 1. v The Strategic Unification of the Bhagavatam 
Up to this point, the discussion has focused primarily on 

developments within Gaudiya Vaishnavism. A larger question then 
emerged: If adaptation occurred within the tradition, could a similar 
process be observed across the wider religious landscape of India 
itself ? 

 

Before the Bhagavatam achieved its later prominence, the 
religious environment of the subcontinent was extraordinarily diverse. 
Shaivas viewed Shiva as supreme. Shaktas viewed Devi as supreme. 
Various Vaishnava traditions elevated Vishnu or Krishna. Vedic 
ritualists emphasized sacrifice. Numerous local traditions possessed 
their own sacred narratives, practices, and deities. How does a 
civilization containing so many competing claims about ultimate 
reality avoid permanent fragmentation? 
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While reflecting on this question, I found myself looking 

differently at the architecture of the Srimad Bhagavatam [ŚB 2. 3. 
2-7]. 077 The text does something remarkably sophisticated. It rarely 
eliminates competing traditions outright. Shiva remains honored. 
Devi remains honored. The devas remain honored. Earlier traditions 
are acknowledged rather than erased. 

 

Yet they are simultaneously placed within a larger theological 
hierarchy: 

 

●​ Everyone is included. 

●​ Everyone is respected. 

●​ Yet everyone is ultimately subordinated. 
 

This raises a fascinating possibility. If one wished to unify diverse 
religious communities without completely alienating them, what kind 
of scripture would emerge? Would it preserve existing deities? Would 
it preserve existing traditions? Would it provide a hierarchy capable of 
accommodating them all? Would it allow devotees of many paths to 
see themselves reflected within a single overarching framework? 

 

The Bhagavatam appears remarkably effective at accomplishing 
precisely this. A Shaiva does not necessarily have to abandon Shiva. A 
Shakta does not necessarily have to abandon Devi. Existing traditions 
can remain meaningful while simultaneously being integrated into a 
larger narrative culminating in Krishna. 
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Whether one interprets this as divine revelation or as an 

extraordinarily successful theological synthesis remains a matter of 
perspective. Yet the unifying function itself is difficult to ignore. 

 

4. 1. vi The Question That Remains 
The purpose of this chapter is not to deny the sincerity of the 

acharyas. Many may have been deeply sincere. Nor is it to dismiss the 
philosophical beauty or cultural significance of the tradition. 

 

The question is much simpler: When we examine the historical 
record, are we looking at the preservation of a finished system, or are 
we witnessing the continual adaptation of a living one? 

 

The more I studied the chronology, the harder it became to see a 
static divine download descending unchanged through history. What 
emerged instead was a tradition that appeared creative, adaptive, 
resilient, and responsive to the pressures of its environment. 

 

And once that possibility is entertained, another question 
naturally follows: If doctrines evolve, interpretations evolve, and 
institutions evolve, what about the scriptures themselves? Were they 
transmitted exactly as commonly presented, or does their own history 
reveal a similarly complex process of development, revision, and 
reconstruction? 
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4. 2 The Uncanny Timeline 

4. 2. i From Doctrinal Evolution to Scriptural 
Evolution 

The previous chapter examined whether doctrines and 
interpretations display signs of historical development. That 
discussion naturally leads to a deeper question: If theological ideas 
evolve, what about the scriptures themselves? Are they best 
understood as timeless revelations transmitted unchanged through 
history, or do they also possess identifiable historical trajectories? 

 

This question has generated one of the most significant debates 
in the study of Hindu traditions. On one side stand traditional 
understandings that regard Vedic knowledge as transcendent, 
revealed, and ultimately independent of ordinary historical processes. 
On the other stand historians, archaeologists, linguists, geneticists, 
and textual scholars who approach scriptures as historical documents 
that emerged within specific cultural environments. The disagreement 
is not merely about dates; it concerns how truth itself is established. 

The Chronology Problem 

Traditional chronology often places major scriptural events and 
revelations thousands of years before the dates proposed by modern 
historical scholarship. For many believers, this presents no difficulty 
because scriptural authority takes precedence over historical 
reconstruction. For historians, however, chronology must be 
evaluated through evidence that can be examined, compared, and 
revised. 

 

The result is the existence of two very different timelines. One 
emerges from revelation and tradition. One emerges from 
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archaeology, linguistics, genetics, and textual analysis. The question is 
not simply which timeline is correct, but why they sometimes appear 
to describe different historical realities. 

 

Before examining individual disciplines, it is worth observing the 
broader pattern. Traditional chronology places major Vedic events 
thousands of years before the dates generally proposed by modern 
scholarship—often anchoring the Mahabharata era and the 
establishment of Vedic civilization around 3102 BCE. 078 Conversely, 
historical reconstruction proposes much later dates. 

 

By itself, a single disagreement between tradition and scholarship 
over specific centuries is not particularly remarkable. What makes the 
situation unusual is that the challenge does not emerge from a single 
source. The remarkable thing is convergence. 

 

Linguistics points one direction. Archaeology points one 
direction. Metallurgy points one direction. Genetics points one 
direction. Each field uses different evidence, different methods, and 
different assumptions. Yet all repeatedly converge toward a historical 
picture that differs significantly from the traditional timeline. 

 

This creates an uncomfortable question: If the traditional 
chronology is correct, why do multiple independent disciplines 
repeatedly struggle to align with it? If linguistics, archaeology, 
metallurgy, and genetics all use different evidence and different 
methods, why do they repeatedly converge toward a historical picture 
that differs from the traditional one? If four unrelated roads 
repeatedly lead to the same destination, should the destination itself 
be examined more carefully? 
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4. 2. ii Four Independent Pathways of Convergence 

A. The Linguistic Challenge 

Historical linguistics treats Sanskrit as part of a larger language 
family that includes Avestan, Persian, Greek, Latin, and numerous 
Indo-European languages. 079 By comparing sound changes, 
grammar, and vocabulary, linguists reconstruct developmental 
relationships between languages and estimate periods of divergence. 

 

The contradiction becomes clearer when stated directly. 
Traditional accounts often present Vedic Sanskrit as belonging to an 
extremely ancient revelation. Historical linguistics presents a different 
picture. Sanskrit appears as one branch within a larger 
Indo-European family that includes Greek, Latin, Persian, and many 
other languages. Linguists reconstruct earlier ancestral languages and 
trace systematic sound changes across centuries. 

 

The structural contradiction requires contrasting two distinct 
paths of lineage: 

Traditional Chronology Model: Vedic Sanskrit Already Exists ↓ 
Other Related Linguistic Branches Emerge Later 

Linguistic Reconstruction Model: Proto-Indo-European ↓ 
Proto-Indo-Iranian ↓ Vedic Sanskrit 

 

The traditional model starts with Sanskrit already present. The 
linguistic model starts with ancestral languages and gradually arrives 
at Sanskrit. 
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The question is not whether Sanskrit is unique. The question is 

why it behaves historically. If Sanskrit existed in essentially complete 
form thousands of years earlier, why does it appear to participate in 
an evolutionary language family rather than stand outside it? 

 

An additional puzzle emerges from the Mitanni treaties of Syria, 
dated around 1400 BCE. The Mitanni records contain names closely 
resembling Vedic deities such as Mitra, Varuna, Indra, and Nasatya 
around 1400 BCE. 080 

 

If Vedic civilization had already flourished for well over a 
millennium, why do some of the earliest securely dated external 
references to these names appear there? The issue is not that these 
names exist. The issue is where they first become visible in the 
historical record. The issue is pattern. Why does the linguistic 
evidence repeatedly appear to place Vedic culture within history 
rather than outside it? 

 

B. The Archaeological Challenge 

The archaeological tension is not merely chronological. It is 
descriptive. The physical landscape presents a direct structural 
mismatch when juxtaposed with the literary descriptions: 

Table 4. Comparative Characteristics of the Indus Valley Record and Early 
Vedic Descriptions 

 

Indus Valley Record 
(Archaeology) 081 

Early Vedic Record (Texts) 081 

• Large, planned cities • Mobile, pastoral settlements 
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Indus Valley Record 
(Archaeology) 081 

Early Vedic Record (Texts) 081 

• Standardized brick 
architecture 

• Cattle wealth as primary 
currency 

• Advanced drainage and 
sewage systems 

• Horse culture and advanced 
charioteers 

• Urban planning and civic 
centers 

• Tribal warfare and clan 
conflicts 

• Long-distance maritime trade • Sacred river hymns and 
wilderness geography 

 

Two pictures emerge. One urban. One pastoral. One built from 
excavated cities. One built from preserved texts. 

 

If both belong to the same civilization and same historical 
horizon, why do they appear to describe different worlds? The 
contradiction is not absence. The contradiction is mismatch. The 
difficult question is not which picture is correct. The difficult 
question is why they appear to describe such different worlds. If the 
texts and the archaeology belong to the same historical landscape, 
where is the overlap? 

 

Furthermore, why do texts describing the age remain largely 
silent about one of the largest urban civilizations of the ancient 
world? If the Indus world and the Vedic world substantially overlap, 
why is that overlap so difficult to see in the textual descriptions? 
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C. The Metallurgical Challenge 

Material culture can sometimes provide chronological clues 
unavailable through literary analysis alone. Iron presents a unique 
challenge because unlike mythology, poetry, or theology, metal leaves 
physical evidence. Archaeologists can excavate it, date it, and track its 
spread. 

 

If a text allegedly composed in the Bronze Age repeatedly 
referred to railways, gunpowder, or electricity, historians would 
naturally ask whether later technological knowledge entered the text. 
Iron creates a similar chronological problem. 

 

Later Vedic literature contains references to śyāma ayas, often 
translated as "black metal" and commonly associated with iron. 082 
This creates a chronological tension. If the traditional timeline is 
accepted, references to iron appear long before widespread Iron Age 
culture becomes visible in the archaeological record. 

 

The baseline models clash directly: 

 

●​ Traditional Chronology: Text already exists in complete 
form prior to later historical eras. 

●​ Historical Metallurgy: Widespread iron technology and 
production tools appear much later in the physical record. 

 

Several explanations are possible. The references may mean 
something else. The dates may be wrong. The texts may contain later 
additions. Yet the contradiction remains. 
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Are these references describing the age in which the events 
occurred, or the age in which portions of the text reached their 
present form? Or are they revealing the technological environment of 
the people who transmitted and edited the texts? In other words, are 
we reading history, or are we reading layers of history? 

 

D. The Genetic Challenge 

Genetics entered this discussion relatively recently, yet its impact 
has been substantial. Unlike texts, genetics carries no theological 
agenda. Unlike traditions, it possesses no doctrinal commitments. It 
simply traces ancestry and population movement. 

 

Ancient DNA from Indus Valley populations lacks genetic 
signatures commonly associated with later Steppe-related ancestry. 
Those signatures become increasingly visible in later periods. 083 

 

By itself, genetics cannot prove a religious claim. But when 
genetic timelines begin aligning with linguistic timelines and portions 
of the archaeological record, historians naturally take notice. 

 

The question becomes increasingly difficult to ignore. If Vedic 
civilization was already fully established thousands of years earlier, 
why do demographic patterns associated with later cultural 
transformations appear later in the genetic record? 

 

The significance of genetics is not that it proves theology wrong. 
The significance is that its timeline frequently overlaps with 
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conclusions reached independently by linguistics and archaeology. 
Why do unrelated disciplines keep arriving at similar historical 
windows? Why do several independent disciplines repeatedly 
converge toward later periods of cultural transformation? 
Coincidence is possible. Collective error is possible. But at what point 
does convergence itself become evidence requiring explanation? 

 

4. 2. iii The Authority Crisis 
A linguist may be wrong. An archaeologist may be wrong. A 

genetic model may be revised. A metallurgical interpretation may 
change. Any individual field may contain errors. But what happens 
when multiple independent fields begin pointing in the same 
direction? At what point does convergence itself become evidence 
requiring explanation? 

 

At this stage the discussion becomes larger than dates. A deeper 
issue begins to emerge. 

 

Suppose archaeology conflicts with scripture. Suppose genetics 
conflicts with scripture. Suppose linguistics conflicts with scripture. 

 

Which authority should move? Should evidence be adjusted to 
preserve scripture? Or should scripture be reinterpreted in light of 
evidence? If evidence must always yield to scripture, what possible 
observation could ever challenge the conclusion? 

 

The disagreement is no longer about chronology. It is about 
methodology. It is about how human beings decide what counts as 
knowledge in the first place. 
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The scholar and the devotee frequently approach the same 
evidence with fundamentally different assumptions. For the devotee, 
revelation often functions as the highest authority. Historical 
evidence may be useful, but it is interpreted within a pre-existing 
sacred framework. For the historian, authority emerges through 
evidence that remains open to examination, revision, and critique. 

 

This difference was noted by scholars studying modern Hindu 
movements, including discussions highlighted in the work of Kim 
Knott. 084 The disagreement is not simply over facts but over the 
standards used to evaluate facts. If archaeology and scripture appear 
to conflict, which authority should prevail? If genetics suggests one 
conclusion and tradition another, which should be modified? If 
linguistic evidence points in one direction and revelation in another, 
which carries greater weight? 

 

The answers depend largely on where one begins. 

 

4. 2. iv Scripture as a Living Library 
Another important development within modern scholarship is 

the view that many major scriptures are composite works rather than 
single compositions produced at one moment in time. Within this 
model, scriptures resemble living libraries: 

 

●​ Earlier material is preserved. 

●​ New material is added. 

●​ Commentaries influence interpretation. 
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●​ Narratives expand. 

●​ Traditions absorb and reorganize inherited ideas. 
 

The result is not necessarily corruption. It may instead represent 
the normal historical development of religious literature. Viewed 
from this perspective, scriptural authority does not depend upon a 
text emerging fully formed at a single point in history. Rather, 
authority develops through centuries of transmission, interpretation, 
preservation, and communal engagement. 

 

4. 2. v The Prophecy Question 
At this point a devotee may raise a reasonable objection. Even if 

chronology is debated, even if scriptures developed historically, and 
even if archaeology, linguistics, metallurgy, and genetics raise difficult 
questions—how does one explain prophecy? If a text genuinely 
contains knowledge of future events, would that not challenge the 
entire historical reconstruction? 

 

This question deserves serious consideration because for many 
believers prophecy appears stronger than archaeology, linguistics, 
chronology, or textual criticism. Before drawing conclusions, the 
prophetic claims themselves must therefore be examined with the 
same standards of historical scrutiny applied elsewhere. 

 

When a passage is interpreted as referring to a later figure or 
event, an important question arises: Would that interpretation have 
been obvious before the event occurred? 
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Consider verses later associated with Chaitanya Mahaprabhu. 

Would a neutral reader unfamiliar with Gaudiya theology 
independently identify these passages as references to Chaitanya 
Mahaprabhu? 085 If the interpretation requires prior theological 
commitment, is the prophecy explicit or retrospective? Are these 
references explicit and unambiguous, or do they depend upon 
theological frameworks developed after the fact? 

 

Similarly, when discussing predictions regarding the global 
spread of devotional practice (the Sankirtan movement), one may ask: 
is the prediction unusually specific, or broad enough to permit 
multiple future fulfillments? 086 What criteria distinguish a genuine 
prediction from a later interpretation of a broad statement? 

 

Questions also arise regarding statements attributed to later 
figures such as Bhaktivinoda Thakura and the architectural vision of 
the Temple of the Vedic Planetarium (TOVP). 087 Historical scrutiny 
requires separating the original statement from later institutional 
interpretation. What exactly was predicted, and what was later 
inferred? What was written originally? How have later institutions 
interpreted those statements? 

 

These questions do not automatically invalidate prophetic claims. 
They simply illustrate the difficulties involved in evaluating them 
historically. 

 

4. 2. vi The Bhagavatam and Religious Synthesis 
The discussion returns naturally to a theme introduced in the 

previous chapter. The Srimad Bhagavatam occupies a unique position 
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within the Hindu religious landscape. It does not merely promote a 
particular devotional theology. It also provides a framework capable 
of integrating numerous traditions. 

 

●​ Shiva remains honored. 

●​ Devi remains honored. 

●​ The devas remain honored. 
 

Existing traditions are preserved rather than erased. Yet each is 
simultaneously situated within a broader theological hierarchy. 

 

This has led some scholars to view the Bhagavatam as an 
extraordinary example of religious synthesis. Rather than eliminating 
competing traditions, it incorporates them into a larger narrative 
structure. 

 

Whether this process is understood as divine revelation, 
theological development, historical synthesis, or some combination of 
these depends largely upon one's interpretive framework. What 
remains difficult to deny is the text's remarkable ability to unify 
diverse religious currents within a single conceptual system. 

 

The previous chapter explored doctrinal evolution. This chapter 
explores textual evolution. If doctrines evolved, interpretations 
evolved, institutions evolved, and scriptures themselves exhibit signs 
of historical development, what remains of the claim that the system 
arrived fully formed and unchanged? 

 

 
135 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 

Concluding Reflection 
The purpose of this chapter is not to settle debates that have 

continued for generations. It is to highlight the complexity that 
emerges when scriptures are examined simultaneously through 
historical, scientific, literary, and theological lenses. 

 

Linguistics raises questions. Archaeology raises questions. 
Metallurgy raises questions. Genetics raises questions. Textual 
criticism raises questions. Traditional interpretations raise questions 
as well. The closer one examines the evidence, the more difficult it 
becomes to view scripture through only a single perspective. 

 

This leaves an important question for the chapters ahead. If 
religious texts possess historical trajectories, and if interpretations 
continue to evolve across generations, how should one understand 
the relationship between spiritual meaning and historical reality? Must 
they always conflict, or can they coexist within a more nuanced 
framework? 

 

A single contradiction may be dismissed. A recurring pattern of 
contradictions demands investigation. 
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4. 3 Krishna Consciousness on Ground 

 

4. 3. i From Scriptural Inheritance to Modern Realities 
The previous chapter examined whether scriptures possess 

historical trajectories and whether religious ideas develop alongside 
the societies that preserve them. If that possibility is accepted, 
another question naturally follows: Do scriptures also carry the social 
assumptions of the worlds in which they emerged? 

 

Religious texts do not only contain theology. They also contain 
assumptions about family, gender, authority, sexuality, work, duty, and 
social organization. These assumptions may appear natural and 
self-evident within one historical environment while becoming 
controversial in another. The purpose of this chapter is not to 
condemn ancient societies for being ancient, nor to dismiss the value 
many people continue to find in spiritual traditions. Rather, it is to 
examine what happens when social frameworks developed under very 
different historical conditions encounter modern realities. 

 

4. 3. ii Women in Scripture: Timeless Truths or Historical 
Fingerprints? 

Among the most debated social issues are scriptural descriptions 
of women. Defenders often argue that the soul is beyond bodily 
designations and that spiritual teachings ultimately concern 
attachment rather than gender. Critics respond that whatever the 
theological ideal may be, the actual language of several passages 
appears difficult to separate from the social attitudes of their time. 

SB Quotes: 
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“To satisfy their own interests, women deal with men as if the 

men were most dear to them, but no one is actually dear 
to them. Women are supposed to be very saintly, but for 
their own interests they can kill even their husbands, sons 
or brothers, or cause them to be killed by others. ” 088 

 

“One who aspires to reach the culmination of yoga and has 
realized his self by rendering service unto Me should 
never associate with an attractive woman, for such a 
woman is declared in the scripture to be the gateway to 
hell for the advancing devotee. ” 089 

 

“One should not allow oneself to sit on the same seat even 
with one’s own mother, sister or daughter, for the senses 
are so strong that even though one is very advanced in 
knowledge, he may be attracted by sex. ” 090 

 

“The woman, created by the Lord, is the representation of 
māyā, and one who associates with such māyā by 
accepting services must certainly know that this is the 
way of death, just like a blind well covered with grass. ” 
091 

 

Before asking whether these verses are true, another question 
deserves attention: If scholars are correct that much of the 
Bhagavatam reached its present form within societies that were 
already strongly patriarchal, should we be surprised to find patriarchal 
assumptions inside the text? 
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The Priorities of Ancient Societies 

Ancient societies were not organized around modern ideals of 
equality, autonomy, and individual self-expression. They were 
organized around survival, structuring themselves around distinct 
pillars: 

 

●​ Lineage & Continuity: Preserving clan identities over time. 
 

●​ Inheritance & Property: Ensuring family assets were passed 
down systematically. 

 

●​ Social Stability: Minimizing conflict by reinforcing strict, 
predictable roles. 

 

Within such societies, female sexuality was rarely treated as a 
purely personal matter. It was deeply connected to questions of 
lineage, legitimacy, inheritance, and social order. The result was 
predictable: ideas that helped preserve social stability gradually 
became moral principles. Moral principles gradually became religious 
principles. Religious principles gradually became sacred truths. 

 

This raises an uncomfortable question: Are these verses revealing 
timeless truths about women, or are they preserving the social 
priorities of the world that produced them? 

A Cross-Cultural Phenomenon 

This pattern is not unique to Vaishnavism. Across ancient 
civilizations, women were frequently described through the lenses of 
purity, temptation, obedience, lineage, and family honor. Whether 
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one examines ancient India, Greece, Rome, the Middle East, early 
Christianity, Buddhism, or Confucian societies, remarkably similar 
themes appear. 

 

The recurrence of these themes raises an important question. If 
multiple cultures with no knowledge of each other produced similar 
restrictions, does that indicate divine revelation? Or does it suggest 
that human societies facing similar survival pressures often arrive at 
similar social structures? 

 

These verses in the Srimad Bhagavatam have generated extensive 
discussion because they portray women as potential sources of 
illusion, temptation, danger, or spiritual distraction. The issue is not 
merely that such verses exist; the deeper question is why similar 
themes appear repeatedly. 

 

One explanation is theological. Ascetic traditions frequently 
warn practitioners about attachment and desire. Since many of these 
texts were composed, preserved, and interpreted within 
overwhelmingly male religious environments, women naturally 
became the primary symbol through which those warnings were 
expressed. 

 

Another explanation is socio-historical. Ancient societies were 
deeply concerned with lineage, inheritance, family continuity, and 
social stability. Sexual conduct therefore became a matter of collective 
concern rather than merely personal preference. Within such 
environments, caution toward sexuality could easily become encoded 
into religious language and eventually be presented as timeless 
wisdom. 

 
140 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
 

This raises a difficult question: Are these descriptions universal 
truths about human nature, or do they reflect the anxieties, priorities, 
and survival strategies of the societies that produced them? 

The Coexistence of Contradiction 

Another puzzle emerges. The same civilization that produced 
verses describing women as gateways to illusion also produced 
revered female sages, philosophers, teachers, queens, and poets. The 
same tradition that warns against women also worships Saraswati, 
Lakshmi, Durga, Radha, Sita, and countless female persons. 

 

The historical record therefore presents two competing images 
simultaneously: 

 

Woman as Wisdom <───> Woman as Danger 

Woman as Goddess <───> Woman as Temptation 

Woman as Power <───> Woman as Weakness 

 

The question is obvious: If the scripture reflects eternal truth, 
why do these two radically different portrayals coexist? Could they 
represent different historical layers, different authors, different social 
environments, or different institutional priorities? 

 

The question becomes even more relevant when one notices that 
many modern devotees themselves interpret these passages 
differently from earlier generations. Some regard them as literal 
instructions. Others treat them as contextual statements tied to a 
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specific historical setting. The existence of such disagreement 
suggests that the issue remains unresolved. 

 

4. 3. iii Marriage and the Householder Problem 
A second question emerges when examining marriage. Healthy 

marriages generally require emotional investment: 

 

●​ Attachment: Deep psychological and emotional bonds. 

●​ Presence: Physical and mental availability for family life. 

●​ Prioritization: Elevating the spouse and home above external 
demands. 

●​ Shared Goals: Collaborating on a unified path forward. 

●​ Long-term Commitment: Weathering decades of joint 
responsibility. 

 

Yet spiritual literature frequently glorifies detachment from 
worldly attachments. The tension is subtle but significant: Can a 
practitioner simultaneously cultivate deep emotional attachment to 
family while also training themselves to view all material attachments 
as temporary obstacles to transcendence? Supporters answer yes; 
critics remain unconvinced. The question becomes even sharper 
when family members do not share the same devotional 
commitments. 

 

In theory, the grihastha ashram (householder stage of life) is not 
opposed to spiritual life. Devotional literature frequently teaches that 
family responsibilities can be spiritualized when performed in a mood 
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of service to God. A harmonious family centered around shared 
spiritual values is often presented as an ideal. 

 

Yet practical difficulties arise when examining how the model 
functions in real life. The harmony model works best when everyone 
shares the same spiritual priorities. But what happens when they do 
not? 

 

●​ What happens when a spouse wishes to remain 
non-devotional? 

●​ What happens when children choose a different worldview? 

●​ What happens when parents reject devotional commitments 
entirely? 

 

At that point a tension emerges. The same individuals who are 
biologically family can simultaneously become categorized as 
"unfavorable association. " The practitioner is therefore placed in an 
unusual position: 

 

1.​ To love them as family, yet remain detached from their 
influence. 

2.​ To care for them, yet avoid being spiritually influenced by 
them. 

 

Whether this balance is realistic remains heavily debated. At that 
point, principles that appear complementary can begin pulling in 
different directions. 
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The same tradition that encourages care for family members may 

also warn against unfavorable association. The same philosophy that 
praises family life may simultaneously glorify renunciation, 
detachment, and freedom from material attachments. The result is 
that practitioners can find themselves navigating competing 
expectations rather than a perfectly integrated system. 

 

Supporters argue that such tensions exist in all families regardless 
of religion. Critics respond that the tension becomes particularly 
visible when spiritual advancement and family relationships appear to 
move in different directions. 

 

This debate is further complicated by recurring discussions 
within the movement regarding marital dissatisfaction, separation, 
divorce, emotional neglect, and the need for more comprehensive 
relationship counseling. 092 Whether these issues are unique to the 
movement or merely reflect broader social trends remains debated. 
Nevertheless, they raise an important question: If the philosophy is 
specifically designed to harmonize family and spiritual life, why does 
that harmony prove so difficult to sustain in practice? 

 

4. 3. iv The LGBTQ Question 
The LGBTQ debate becomes easier to understand when viewed 

historically. Ancient societies primarily organized sexuality around 
reproduction, inheritance, lineage continuity, and social stability. 
Modern societies increasingly organize sexuality around identity, 
consent, autonomy, and psychological well-being. 
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These are fundamentally different frameworks. The tension 

therefore may not arise because one side is malicious. The tension 
arises because two different models of human flourishing are 
colliding. 

 

Traditional interpretations generally developed within societies 
organized around heterosexual marriage, reproduction, family 
continuity, and clearly defined gender roles. Modern societies 
increasingly emphasize personal identity, individual autonomy, 
consent, and psychological well-being. 

 

The resulting tension is not simply political; it is structural. 

 

Many traditional interpretations regard same-sex relationships as 
incompatible with idealized Vedic social norms. At the same time, 
growing numbers of devotees argue that spiritual identity transcends 
bodily characteristics and that sincere devotion should not be 
restricted by sexual orientation. Organizations such as GALVA and 
other advocacy groups have emerged in response to these concerns, 
encouraging more inclusive approaches while remaining within a 
devotional framework. 093 

 

The debate reveals a broader question: Can a social model built 
around reproduction, lineage, and traditional family structures fully 
accommodate identities that developed within a very different 
cultural understanding of human diversity? The fact that no 
universally accepted answer exists demonstrates the depth of the 
tension. 
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4. 3. v The Female Diksha Guru Debate 

The female guru controversy is often presented as a modern 
dispute. In reality, it functions like a historical fossil, exposing a 
contradiction that may have existed within the tradition for centuries. 

 

●​ One side argues: The soul has no gender; spiritual 
qualification determines authority. 

●​ The other side argues: Traditional social roles remain 
binding; scriptural hierarchy should be preserved. 

 

Notice what is happening. Both sides appeal to the same 
tradition. Both sides quote scripture. Both sides claim fidelity to Srila 
Prabhupada. Yet they arrive at opposite conclusions. 

 

This raises a difficult question: If scripture speaks with perfect 
clarity on gender roles, why do sincere devotees remain so deeply 
divided? 

 

Questions surrounding female initiation gurus illustrate another 
dimension of the same issue. The debate is often presented as a 
dispute about leadership. At a deeper level, however, it concerns the 
relationship between spiritual qualification and social hierarchy. 

 

One side argues that the soul is beyond bodily distinctions and 
that spiritual competence, realization, and service should determine 
eligibility for leadership. Supporters frequently point to examples of 
highly respected female devotees and to statements interpreted as 
supporting broader participation. 
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The opposing side argues that traditional social structures and 
scriptural injunctions establish distinct roles for men and women. 
From this perspective, changes to leadership structures risk 
disrupting long-standing religious principles. 

 

What makes the controversy particularly significant is that both 
perspectives exist within the same movement. The debate has 
produced resolutions, counter-resolutions, delays, reviews, and 
ongoing disagreements. 094 Rather than revealing a simple conflict 
between tradition and modernity, it exposes unresolved tensions 
already present within the tradition itself. 

 

The female guru debate therefore serves as a living example of a 
larger question: When spiritual equality and historical social hierarchy 
appear to point in different directions, which principle should take 
precedence? 

 

4. 3. vi Material Life, Family Life, and Spiritual Life 
Perhaps the most practical social tension concerns the 

relationship between professional life, family responsibilities, and 
devotional commitments. The contradiction may be less theological 
than mathematical. Every human being possesses limited resources: 
Time, Energy, Attention, and Money. 

 

A career demands them. A family demands them. Institutional 
service demands them. Daily spiritual practice demands them. All 
four are drawing from the same finite account. Increasing investment 
in one area inevitably reduces investment elsewhere. The problem is 
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not that any one goal is wrong; the problem is that all goals compete 
for the exact same finite resources. 

 

Theoretical discussions often present these domains as 
complementary: 

 

●​ Properly performed work becomes service. 

●​ Properly conducted family life becomes service. 

●​ Spiritual practice becomes the foundation that harmonizes 
everything else. 

 

In practice, however, these domains compete directly for 
survival. This creates a challenge that is often less theological than 
mathematical. A practitioner who increases institutional involvement 
may have less time for family. A practitioner who prioritizes career 
advancement may have less time for devotional activities. A 
practitioner focused heavily on family responsibilities may struggle to 
meet institutional expectations. 

 

The tension does not necessarily arise because any one goal is 
wrong. It arises because all goals draw from the same limited pool of 
human resources. For this reason, many practitioners experience 
devotional life not as perfect harmony but as ongoing negotiation. 
The question is therefore not whether integration is theoretically 
possible, but how often it remains sustainable under the pressures of 
modern economic and social life. 
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Concluding Reflection 
At first glance, misogynistic verses, female gurus, divorce 

discussions, LGBTQ debates, and work-life tensions appear 
unrelated. On closer inspection, they may be manifestations of the 
same underlying phenomenon: ancient social assumptions interacting 
with modern social realities. 

The historical fingerprint that appears inside scripture continues 
generating questions centuries later. Perhaps this is why these debates 
never seem to disappear. The text remains ancient. Society continues 
changing. The conversation therefore continues. 

Each involves the encounter between historical social 
assumptions and modern social realities. Each raises questions about 
how ancient frameworks should be interpreted within contemporary 
contexts. Each illustrates the difficulty of applying inherited systems 
to circumstances their original authors could never have anticipated. 

This observation does not automatically invalidate those systems, 
nor does it eliminate the value many people continue to derive from 
them. It does, however, invite reflection on an important question: If 
religious traditions evolve in doctrine, institutions, and interpretation, 
should their social assumptions also be open to re-examination? 

 

If doctrines can evolve, if interpretations can evolve, if 
institutions can evolve, and if social conditions unquestionably 
evolve, should social assumptions preserved within scripture remain 
permanently beyond re-examination? Or is re-examination itself part 
of an honest spiritual tradition? 

 

The answer remains one of the most important and contested 
questions facing contemporary Krishna consciousness.  
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4. 4 Revisiting Divinity 

4. 4. i What Changed And What Did Not 

Before discussing any disagreement, I want to make something 
clear. This chapter is not written out of hatred toward Srila 
Prabhupada. In many ways, he was one of the most influential people 
in my life. I still admire his dedication, discipline, sacrifice, courage, 
organizational brilliance, intelligence, and unwavering commitment to 
what he believed was true. Very few people have crossed continents 
at an advanced age, built a global movement from almost nothing, 
translated dozens of books, inspired thousands of followers, and left 
such a lasting historical impact. My respect for those achievements 
remains. 

 

What changed was something else. For many years, I viewed 
Prabhupada not merely as an extraordinary human being, but as a 
divinely empowered authority whose statements could safely override 
my own observations, reasoning, and doubts. If I encountered a 
contradiction between reality and his words, I assumed the error must 
lie in my perception rather than in his understanding. This distinction 
is important. I was not evaluating Prabhupada as an ordinary teacher. 
I had accepted him as a pure devotee, Krishna's representative, and a 
spiritual authority whose vision exceeded my own. Therefore, when 
contradictions emerged, the default assumption was never that he 
might be mistaken. The default assumption was that I had 
misunderstood reality. 

 

As a result, many of the issues discussed in this chapter did not 
initially weaken my faith. In many cases they strengthened it. Every 
contradiction became an invitation to search for a deeper 
explanation. Every challenge became an opportunity to defend what 
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I had already accepted. Whenever evidence appeared to conflict with 
authority, I instinctively searched for ways to reconcile the evidence 
rather than reconsider the authority. Looking back, I do not think this 
made me dishonest. It made me devoted. I genuinely believed that 
Prabhupada possessed access to truths beyond the reach of ordinary 
observation. 

 

What eventually changed was not a single scientific discovery, a 
single contradiction, or a single controversy. No single contradiction 
changed my mind. What eventually affected me was the cumulative 
weight of many independent questions appearing across multiple 
fields. The journey described in this chapter is therefore not the story 
of how I stopped respecting Prabhupada. It is the story of how I 
gradually stopped assuming that respect required certainty. The 
journey was not from respect to contempt. It was from certainty to 
inquiry. 

4. 4. ii The Question That Started Everything 
Before any scientific disagreement disturbed my faith, there was 

a deeper assumption operating in the background. I was repeatedly 
taught that human beings possess four fundamental defects. We make 
mistakes. We become illusioned. We have imperfect senses. And we 
possess a tendency to cheat. Since our senses and intelligence are 
limited, our attempts to understand reality through observation and 
speculation can never be fully reliable. Initially, I found this argument 
persuasive. History is full of ideas once considered certain that were 
later abandoned. In contrast, scripture was presented as knowledge 
descending from a perfect source rather than knowledge constructed 
through imperfect human investigation. The conclusion seemed 
straightforward: If a disagreement emerged between modern science 
and scripture, scripture should be trusted. Science changes. Truth 
does not. 
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For years, this framework resolved nearly every contradiction I 
encountered. If astronomy disagreed with scripture, astronomy was 
incomplete. If archaeology disagreed with scripture, archaeologists 
lacked sufficient information. If neuroscience disagreed with 
theology, neuroscience had not yet understood consciousness. Every 
challenge could be answered by appealing to the limitations of human 
knowledge. At the time, this did not feel irrational. It felt humble. 

 

Yet over time, a simple question began to emerge. If human 
senses are fundamentally unreliable, how did I use those same senses 
to determine that Krishna Consciousness was true? If ordinary 
intelligence cannot reliably understand reality, how did I use ordinary 
intelligence to conclude that one particular guru, one particular 
scripture, and one particular sampradaya represented absolute truth 
while countless alternatives did not? Before accepting Krishna 
Consciousness, I had already used my senses, reasoning, emotions, 
experiences, and judgment to evaluate competing worldviews. But if 
those same faculties are too defective to evaluate scientific claims, 
why were they reliable enough to evaluate religious claims? 

 

The dilemma became even deeper when I considered other 
traditions. A Christian may argue that divine truth can only be 
understood after accepting Christ. A Muslim may argue that true 
understanding comes through submission to Allah. A Vaishnava may 
argue that Krishna reveals Himself only through devotion and 
purification. Each tradition places understanding after commitment. 
But how does a sincere seeker decide where to commit in the first 
place? If understanding requires prior belief, how should belief itself 
be chosen? 
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At this point the issue was no longer astronomy, biology, 

archaeology, or theology. The issue became epistemology. How do 
we know what we know? These questions did not immediately 
destroy my faith. But they changed the way I approached every 
question that followed. For the first time, I was no longer asking 
merely whether a claim could be defended. I was beginning to ask 
how I knew it was true. 

4. 4. iii Why Contradictions Never Bothered Me 
Looking back, one question appears repeatedly throughout this 

chapter. If these contradictions existed, why did they not disturb me 
earlier? The answer is simple. Because I was not evaluating the 
evidence in isolation. I was evaluating it through a framework I 
already trusted. My conviction did not begin with astronomy. It 
began with trust. 

 

And once that trust was established, every contradiction was 
filtered through it. This explains why I often distrusted my own 
reasoning. I had been taught that the conditioned mind is unreliable. 
Therefore, whenever my own conclusions differed from those of 
scripture or spiritual authority, I viewed the conflict as evidence of 
my own limitations rather than potential flaws in the authority itself. 

 

This mindset made devotee explanations extremely persuasive. 
Whenever a contradiction appeared, there was usually an explanation 
available. If astronomy contradicted scripture, perhaps higher 
dimensions were involved. If consciousness appeared dependent 
upon the brain, perhaps the brain functioned merely as a receiver for 
a deeper non-material consciousness. Because I already trusted the 
conclusion, I rarely evaluated those explanations by asking whether 
they were the most probable explanation. Instead, I evaluated them 
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by asking a different question: Can this explanation preserve what I 
already believe? As long as the answer was yes, the contradiction 
appeared resolved. 

 

In fact, many contradictions strengthened my faith rather than 
weakening it. Every challenge became an opportunity to discover a 
new apologetic argument. The process often created a feeling of 
intellectual victory. A contradiction would appear. A devotee scholar 
would offer a sophisticated explanation. The contradiction would 
seem resolved. And my confidence would grow even stronger than 
before. 

 

Looking back, I do not think this happened because devotees are 
irrational. I think it happened because conviction changes how 
evidence is interpreted. Once a conclusion becomes tied to identity, 
community, meaning, purpose, and spiritual aspiration, contradictions 
are rarely experienced as neutral information. They are experienced 
as challenges to something deeply valuable. The more sincere I 
became, the more motivated I became to defend the framework that 
gave my life direction. 

4. 4. iv Moon Distance, Bhu-Mandala, and the Question I 
Could No Longer Ignore 

The first scientific issue that deeply challenged me was not the 
moon landing itself. It was something more fundamental. It was the 
structure of the universe. 

The Statements I Encountered 

While reading Prabhupada's books and conversations, I 
repeatedly encountered statements regarding the position of the 
moon and sun. In one discussion he stated: 
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"The sun is first, then the moon. .. The sun is supposed to be 
93, 000, 000 miles above the surface of the earth, and 
from the Srimad-Bhagavatam we understand that the 
moon is 1, 600, 000 miles above the sun. .. " 095 

 

Elsewhere he argued: 

 

"My conclusion is that sun planet is first and the moon planet 
is next. So if you cannot go to the sun planet. .. how you 
can go to the moon planet within four days? " (Room 
Conversation, June 4, 1976) 096 

 

At the time these statements did not disturb me. I already 
believed that Prabhupada possessed access to knowledge unavailable 
to ordinary people. Therefore if modern astronomy disagreed with 
him, I assumed astronomy must be missing something. 

The Bhu-Mandala Cosmology 

My confidence was reinforced by the cosmological descriptions 
found in the Fifth Canto of the Srimad-Bhagavatam. Several passages 
appeared to support this understanding: 

 

"The diameter of the universe is fifty crores of yojanas. The 
planetary systems, situated in the middle of the universe, 
are arrayed like the lotus flower, and the earthly systems 
are located in the center of that lotus. " 097 

 

Similarly, Srimad-Bhagavatam 5. 20. 38 states: 
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"This earthly sphere is situated exactly in the center of the 
universe. It is just like an orange in the middle of a lotus 
flower, surrounded by oceans of various liquids. " 098 

 

As a devotee, I did not read these descriptions symbolically. I 
read them as descriptions of physical reality. The universe described 
there differs dramatically from the model presented by modern 
astronomy. The Earth is presented within a vast structure known as 
Bhu-Mandala, centered around Mount Meru and surrounded by 
concentric regions and oceans. Truth was not expected to resemble 
popular opinion. 

Why I Believed It 

Whenever I encountered these cosmological contradictions, a 
different part of my mind immediately moved to defend the 
conclusion I had already accepted. Prabhupada must know 
something I do not. Scientists have been wrong before. Human 
senses are defective. Reality may contain dimensions inaccessible to 
current instruments. Because I had already accepted Prabhupada as a 
pure devotee, these possibilities did not feel like excuses. They felt 
like reasonable explanations. 

 

Over time I discovered that the disagreement was not limited to 
the moon's distance. Modern astronomy rests upon multiple 
independent observations supporting Earth's motion around the Sun. 
Galileo's observation of the phases of Venus. The discovery of 
Jupiter's moons. Stellar parallax. Aberration of starlight. Newtonian 
gravitation. Modern spacecraft navigation. All pointed toward a 
heliocentric framework. At that point I encountered a problem I 
could not easily dismiss. If Bhu-Mandala is describing physical 
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astronomy, why do so many independent observations repeatedly 
support a different model? 

4. 4. v The First Crack: Revisiting the Moon Landing 
The moon landing was one of the first issues that forced me to 

confront an uncomfortable question. Not whether NASA was telling 
the truth. But how I decided who deserved my trust. 

What Prabhupada Said 

Prabhupada's position regarding the moon landing was not 
merely skeptical. He explicitly rejected the possibility that modern 
astronauts had reached the moon described in Vedic literature. In a 
1971 discussion at Tittenhurst House, he stated: 

 

"The moon landing was a hoax. For they cannot go to the 
moon. The moon planet, Candraloka, is a residence of 
the demigods. .. You cannot think this travel is allowed. .. 
The moon planet cannot be visited so quickly. It is not 
possible. " 099 

 

Similarly, in a 1968 interview with the Los Angeles Times, when 
asked directly about lunar travel, he responded: 

 

"No, so far our calculation goes, from the books, nobody can 
do so. That is impossible. .. This process, that we. .. , just 
like we are going from one place to another by motorcar 
or by airplane, this process will not help us to go to the 
moon planet. " 100 
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Why I Accepted It 

At the time, accepting Prabhupada's position felt 
completely natural. Therefore the question was never: "Could 
Prabhupada be mistaken? " The question was: "What am I 
missing? " If astronauts appeared to reach the moon, perhaps 
they had reached something else. If scripture and observation 
conflicted, scripture remained the fixed point while observation 
became the thing requiring explanation. 

The Explanations That Convinced Me 

As I explored the issue further, I encountered explanations from 
devotee scientists and apologists. Some argued that modern 
astronauts had reached only the gross material aspect of the moon 
while higher dimensions remained inaccessible. Others suggested that 
astronauts may have reached a different planetary region altogether 
while mistakenly identifying it as the moon. 

 

At the time, these explanations genuinely impressed me. They 
seemed sophisticated. They preserved the authority of scripture while 
allowing room for modern observations. 

The Convergence of Evidence 

Years later, I revisited the issue from a different perspective. The 
question was no longer whether skepticism toward NASA was 
possible. Skepticism is always possible. The question became whether 
skepticism remained reasonable in light of the cumulative evidence 
that had emerged over decades. The Apollo missions were no longer 
the only data point. Multiple independent space agencies had 
conducted lunar missions. Different countries with different political 
interests had produced remarkably consistent observations. India's 
Chandrayaan missions contributed independent mapping and analysis 
of the lunar surface. Modern astronomy successfully predicts lunar 
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motion with extraordinary precision. High-resolution lunar imaging, 
orbital missions, retroreflector experiments, and decades of 
accumulated observations all converged upon the same conclusion. 

 

The issue was no longer trust in a single institution. The issue 
became the convergence of independent lines of evidence. At what 
point does humility become immunity from correction? It wasn’t just 
about NASA anymore. It was about how far I was willing to stretch 
my own credulity to protect a conclusion I had already decided could 
not be wrong. 

4. 4. vi Rahu, Eclipses, and Invisible Explanations 
The moon landing was not the only place where I encountered 

tension between traditional cosmology and modern observation. 
Another issue emerged through the Vedic explanation of eclipses. 

What Prabhupada Said 

Prabhupada repeatedly affirmed the traditional Vedic description 
of Rahu as the cause of eclipses. In a discussion with Dr. S. P. Singh, 
he stated: 

 

"There are many invisible planets and stars. For example, when 
the Rāhu planet passes before the sun and moon, there is 
an eclipse. But the scientists describe an eclipse 
differently. Actually, the Rāhu planet causes an eclipse. 
There are many questionable points regarding the 
modern scientists' theory of the eclipse. Their 
explanation is incorrect according to Vedic information. " 
101 

 

In another conversation, he explained: 
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"That Rāhu planet comes to attack the sun and the moon. And 
when it comes, it becomes dark. .. Suppose if I come to 
attack you and if I am in front, then you cannot see. " 
(Morning Walk, Mayapur, March 18, 1976) 102 

 

Even more strikingly, while discussing lunar missions, he 
suggested: 

 

"In other words, those who are supposed to be going to the 
Moon may actually be going to this invisible planet Rahu. 
Actually, they are not going to the Moon but to the planet 
Rahu. And after reaching this planet, they come back. " 
(Srimad-Bhagavatam 4. 29. 69, Purport) 103 

Why It Sounded Plausible 

Within the framework I had accepted, the existence of invisible 
planets did not seem impossible. When devotee scholars suggested 
that Rahu existed in a dimension inaccessible to modern instruments, 
I did not immediately reject the possibility. When they argued that 
modern astronomy could only observe the gross material layer of 
reality while scriptures described deeper levels, I found the 
explanation intellectually satisfying. 

The Modern Astronomical Model 

Over time, however, I began examining eclipses more carefully. 
What struck me was the extraordinary predictive success of the 
modern explanation. Modern astronomy can predict solar eclipses 
and lunar eclipses with remarkable precision. Scientists can calculate 
years in advance the exact date, time, duration, visibility path, and 
magnitude of an eclipse. 
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The explanation itself is comparatively simple. A solar eclipse 
occurs when the moon passes between the Earth and the sun. A 
lunar eclipse occurs when the Earth passes between the sun and the 
moon. Regardless of one's philosophical beliefs, this model 
repeatedly generates successful predictions. That fact became 
increasingly difficult for me to ignore. 

The Measurement Problem 

I discovered that the disagreement was not merely between 
scripture and a scientific theory. It was between scripture and 
multiple independent measurement methods. The distance to the 
moon can be estimated through parallax measurements, laser ranging 
experiments, radar reflections, orbital mechanics, and spacecraft 
navigation. The question therefore became increasingly difficult for 
me: if the moon is actually located beyond the sun, why do so many 
independent methods repeatedly produce results consistent with the 
modern astronomical distance? 

Possibility Versus Probability 

For many years, I approached the issue by asking: "Can 
Rahu exist? " Eventually I realized that was the wrong 
question. Many things are possible. Higher dimensions may 
exist. Unknown forms of life may exist. Realities beyond 
current scientific understanding may exist. Possibility alone 
was never the issue. The question became: "What evidence 
justifies belief ? " 

 

If every contradiction can be resolved by introducing an invisible 
planet, an unseen dimension, an unobservable realm, or a hidden 
mechanism, how does one distinguish between a genuine explanation 
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and a protective explanation? At what point does an explanation 
become so flexible that no possible observation could challenge it? 

 

Almost anything can be made possible. My mother being an 
alien from another planet is technically possible. But it is not 
probable. A hypothesis becomes persuasive only when evidence 
makes it more probable than competing explanations. Otherwise 
imagination and explanation become indistinguishable. 

 

This realization eventually became important far beyond the 
eclipse debate. Whenever a contradiction emerged, additional 
assumptions appeared. Invisible planets. Hidden dimensions. 
Unknown energies. Undetectable celestial beings. Any individual 
explanation might be possible. But collectively they raised a 
methodological concern. The more assumptions required to preserve 
a conclusion, the more difficult it became to determine whether the 
conclusion was being supported by evidence or protected from 
evidence. 

 

Evidence does not ask what is merely possible. Evidence asks 
what is most likely true. That distinction became one of the most 
important lessons of my entire investigation. 

4. 4. vii Consciousness, the Brain, and the Question of the Soul 
Among all the scientific questions I encountered, none affected 

me more deeply than the question of consciousness. The soul was 
central. The entire framework of Krishna Consciousness rests upon a 
simple proposition: You are not the body. You are the eternal soul 
residing within the body. 
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What I Was Taught 

According to the teachings I received, consciousness originates 
not from the brain but from the soul. The body is compared to a 
machine. The brain is compared to an instrument. Prabhupada 
frequently described the soul as residing within the region of the 
heart: 

 

"one ten-thousandth the tip of a hair. " 104 

 

The scriptural descriptions appeared very specific. The Mundaka 
Upanishad states: 

 

"The soul is atomic in size and is situated within the heart. " 
105 

 

The Katha Upanishad describes the self as: 

 

"The Purusha, the size of a thumb, is seated forever in the 
heart of creatures. " 105 

 

Bhagavad-gita 18. 61 states: 

 

"The Supreme Lord is situated in everyone's heart. " 106 

Why Contradictions Did Not Disturb Me 

When neuroscientific objections first appeared, I did not find 
them particularly threatening. Devotees often explained the 
relationship between the brain and consciousness through analogies. 
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A damaged television does not imply that the broadcast signal ceases 
to exist. A broken radio does not imply that the radio station 
disappears. Likewise, devotees argued that damage to the brain 
affects the expression of consciousness rather than consciousness 
itself. 

 

However, as I investigated further, several observations became 
increasingly difficult for me to reconcile with the traditional model. 
Another question emerged from within the movement itself. Many 
disciples later explained dramatic personality changes in 
Kirtanananda Swami as consequences of severe head injury. 
According to those explanations, his behavior, impulses, emotional 
responses, and sexual tendencies changed significantly after 
neurological damage. 

 

If anartha-nivritti represents purification occurring at the level of 
the soul, how can physical brain damage apparently restore previously 
conquered tendencies? If lust had genuinely been eliminated at the 
spiritual level, why would injury to physical tissue appear capable of 
bringing it back? The relationship between consciousness, personality, 
and the brain appeared far more intimate than I had previously 
assumed. 

The Split-Brain Challenge 

One of the most fascinating discoveries came from split-brain 
research. In certain severe epilepsy cases, surgeons cut the corpus 
callosum connecting the two hemispheres of the brain. 107 After the 
operation, researchers observed behaviors suggesting the emergence 
of partially independent streams of awareness. One hand could 
perform actions the other opposed. One hemisphere could possess 
information inaccessible to the other. If consciousness originates 
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from a single indivisible soul, why does dividing physical neural tissue 
appear capable of dividing conscious experience? 

Phineas Gage And Personality 

Another case that affected me was Phineas Gage. After a severe 
frontal lobe injury in 1848, his personality reportedly changed 
dramatically. 107 Modern neuroscience contains countless similar 
examples. Damage to particular brain regions can alter memory, 
behavior, moral judgment, emotional regulation, and identity itself. 

Alzheimer's Disease 

Neurodegenerative diseases raised similar questions. As brain 
tissue deteriorates, memories disappear. Personal identity weakens. 
Family members often describe the person they knew as gradually 
fading away long before biological death occurs. The dependence 
appeared striking. 

Anesthesia And Brain Chemistry 

Tiny chemical changes can radically alter perception, memory, 
self-awareness, and consciousness itself. If consciousness exists 
independently of the brain, why does modifying brain chemistry exert 
such extraordinary influence over conscious experience? 

Other Questions About The Soul 

Several additional questions gradually emerged. If the soul 
resides within the heart, what happens in cloning? A cloned organism 
may be produced from a cell taken from almost any part of the body. 
Where does the new soul come from? A branch cut from a rose plant 
can develop roots and become an independent plant. At what 
moment does a new soul appear? 

 

None of these observations conclusively disproved the soul. But 
they forced me to confront a difficult realization: the protective 
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explanations I had relied on were becoming increasingly elaborate. I 
was spending more intellectual energy defending the traditional 
model than I was investigating the actual evidence. 

4. 4. viii Life Comes From Life 
Among the many arguments I encountered as a devotee, few 

appeared as powerful and intuitive as Prabhupada's famous challenge: 

 

"If life comes from chemicals, then create life. " 108 

 

The challenge seemed simple. Scientists claimed that life 
emerged from matter. Prabhupada responded by asking a 
straightforward question: If matter can produce life, why can 
scientists not create a living organism from chemicals? 

Why It Convinced Me 

Part of its appeal came from its simplicity. The challenge also 
seemed consistent with everyday experience. Living beings produce 
living beings. The idea that life somehow originated from non-living 
chemistry felt counterintuitive and difficult to imagine. 

What I Later Discovered 

Over time, however, I realized that I had misunderstood what 
modern science was actually claiming. Scientists do not generally 
claim that a fully formed bacterium suddenly emerged from a puddle 
of chemicals. The actual question being investigated is far more 
modest and far more complicated. How could increasingly complex 
chemical systems gradually emerge under suitable environmental 
conditions over vast periods of time? The discussion is not about a 
finished cell appearing spontaneously. It is about the gradual 
development of self-organizing chemistry. 

 
166 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
The Miller-Urey Experiment 

One of the first examples I encountered was the famous 
Miller-Urey experiment conducted in 1953. 109 By combining simple 
gases and introducing electrical energy, the researchers produced 
amino acids—the fundamental building blocks used by living 
organisms. The experiment did not create life. But it demonstrated 
something important. Organic molecules once assumed to require 
living organisms could emerge naturally under suitable conditions. 

Synthetic Biology 

In 2010, researchers at the J. Craig Venter Institute successfully 
synthesized an entire bacterial genome and transplanted it into a 
recipient cell, producing a self-replicating organism controlled by the 
synthetic genetic material. 110 Again, this was not the creation of life 
from nothing. But it demonstrated that biological processes could be 
manipulated and reconstructed to an extent I had previously thought 
impossible. 

The Difference Between Unknown and Supernatural 

The most important change in my thinking did not come from 
any single experiment. For years, I unconsciously treated scientific 
uncertainty as evidence for a supernatural explanation. If scientists 
did not yet know exactly how life originated, I assumed the spiritual 
explanation became more probable. 

 

Eventually I began questioning that logic. History is filled with 
mysteries that once lacked scientific explanations. Lightning. Disease. 
Planetary motion. Eclipses. Earthquakes. The existence of an 
unanswered question never guaranteed a supernatural answer. It 
merely meant the question remained unanswered. 
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I do not claim certainty regarding how life began. I do not 

believe scientists possess all the answers. But I also realized I could 
no longer automatically use their temporary uncertainty as a 
permanent shelter for my own certainty. 

4. 4. ix Evolution, Design, and Forbidden Archaeology 
For many years, I believed that modern evolutionary theory 

represented one of the weakest areas of contemporary science. This 
belief arose because I had encountered sophisticated scientific 
critiques coming from within the Krishna Consciousness movement 
itself. 

Forbidden Archaeology 

One of the most influential works I encountered was Forbidden 
Archaeology by Michael Cremo and Richard Thompson. 111 The 
central thesis was striking. According to the authors, evidence existed 
suggesting that anatomically modern humans had lived on Earth for 
vastly longer periods than mainstream evolutionary timelines allowed. 
As a devotee, this felt deeply satisfying. The scriptures appeared 
vindicated. 

How My Mind Retaliated 

Whenever evolutionary evidence created discomfort, my mind 
immediately moved toward defense. One explanation frequently 
offered by devotees involved cremation. According to this response, 
the reason ancient Vedic civilizations left relatively little evidence is 
that bodies were cremated rather than buried. Later I found myself 
asking whether cremation alone could account for the complete 
absence of expected evidence. Human beings die in accidents. 
Natural disasters occur. If anatomically modern humans, advanced 
civilizations, and gigantic beings had existed across immense spans of 
time, should there not be at least some independent evidence 
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surviving outside ideal ritual conditions? The cremation explanation 
remained possible. I became less convinced it was sufficient. 

Intelligent Design 

The apparent coordination and sophistication of living 
organisms naturally suggest planning and intelligence. If a watch 
implies a watchmaker, surely life implies a designer. For many years, I 
considered this one of the strongest arguments for the existence of a 
creator. 

What Changed 

Over time, I began examining the scientific evidence more 
closely. What surprised me was the sheer amount of converging 
evidence supporting common ancestry. 

Pseudogenes 

These are segments of DNA that resemble functional genes but 
no longer perform their original function. Humans and other 
primates often possess the same broken genes damaged in the same 
locations. If species were independently created, this pattern seemed 
unusual. Why would separate creations contain identical 
non-functional genetic mistakes? The evolutionary explanation 
appeared straightforward. They inherited them from a common 
ancestor. 

Endogenous Retroviruses (ERVs) 

Ancient viral infections occasionally leave genetic remnants 
within the DNA of reproductive cells. Humans and other primates 
possess numerous endogenous retroviral insertions in identical 
chromosomal locations. Again, I found myself confronting the same 
question. If species were independently designed, why would they 
share the same viral scars in the same locations? 
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Microevolution And Speciation 

One argument I frequently encountered from devotee critics of 
evolution was that small changes within species may occur, but 
entirely new species cannot emerge. Later I discovered that modern 
evolutionary biology treats speciation itself as a measurable process 
rather than a purely theoretical one. 

Human Chromosome 2 

Perhaps the most striking example was human chromosome 2. 
Humans possess twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. Chimpanzees 
possess twenty-four. Evolutionary biologists predicted that if humans 
and chimpanzees shared a common ancestor, one human 
chromosome should appear to be the result of an ancient 
chromosomal fusion. When chromosome 2 was examined, 
researchers found precisely the features expected from such a fusion 
event. 112 The evidence appeared exactly where the evolutionary 
model predicted it would be. 

The Design Question Revisited 

At one stage I began realizing that what appears to be intelligent 
design does not automatically require direct design. Complex systems 
can emerge gradually through repeated variation, selection, 
correction, and adaptation across enormous periods of time. 
Evolution and divine existence are separate questions. One concerns 
biological development. The other concerns ultimate metaphysical 
reality. What changed was my confidence in the argument that 
biological complexity automatically proved direct supernatural design. 

What Remained 

I did not emerge from these investigations believing that science 
had solved every mystery. But I no longer viewed evolution as a 
collapsing theory desperately protected by dogmatic scientists. A 
theory should not be judged solely by its unanswered questions; it 
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should be judged by its ability to explain and predict what we actually 
observe. Defending my earlier worldview required me to dismiss an 
overwhelming convergence of data, and I realized I was doing so not 
because the science was weak, but because my theological framework 
demanded it. 

4. 4. x The Disillusionment of Divinity 
Up to this point, the questions discussed in this chapter had 

largely revolved around science. Yet the deeper shift occurred 
elsewhere. The real question was not whether Prabhupada was 
correct about a particular scientific issue. The real question was why I 
assumed he could not be wrong. What level of error should we 
reasonably expect from someone believed to possess extraordinary 
divine guidance? 

 

If repeated factual mistakes, controversial judgments, failed 
predictions, questionable endorsements, and culturally conditioned 
assumptions appear throughout a person's teachings, should those 
observations strengthen or weaken confidence in claims of 
exceptional authority? For years, I had accepted a simple premise: 
Prabhupada was a pure devotee, a liberated soul, possessing access to 
truths beyond the reach of ordinary human perception. Over time, 
however, that assumption became increasingly difficult to maintain. 

Kirtanananda and the Limits of Spiritual Vision 

One of the most troubling examples involved Kirtanananda 
Swami. Prabhupada repeatedly expressed extraordinary confidence in 
him. In June 1972, Prabhupada stated: 

 

"Kirtanananda, he is a pure devotee. " 113 

Later he instructed followers: 
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"If you want to please me, please serve Kirtanananda. " 

And elsewhere: 

"Just do what Kirtanananda says. " 113 

 

Years later, I found myself revisiting those endorsements in light 
of what eventually unfolded. The issue was not whether 
Kirtanananda later made mistakes. The issue was the degree of 
certainty with which he had been presented. If spiritual realization 
grants extraordinary insight into character, what should we make of 
situations where that insight appears profoundly mistaken? It 
weakened my confidence that spiritual authority necessarily provided 
access to knowledge unavailable to ordinary human judgment. 

Practical Guidance and Human Outcomes 

Many early marriages were arranged rapidly between young 
disciples who often possessed little opportunity to assess 
compatibility. Numerous marriages later experienced serious 
difficulties, separation, or divorce. If extraordinary spiritual insight 
genuinely provides access to wisdom beyond ordinary human 
judgment, should it not occasionally produce outcomes noticeably 
superior to ordinary judgment? 

Other Questions That I Once Defended 

Over time I also became aware of controversies surrounding 
statements on race, women, Hitler, snuff usage, the suicide of 
Vishnujana Maharaja, and various founder-related incidents that 
devotees and critics interpreted very differently. 

Regarding Snuff: 

In a postscript to an official 1974 letter regarding financial 
arrangements and administrative disputes, Prabhupada admitted his 
reliance on snuff to keep awake: 
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Source: Letter to Revatinandana — Los Angeles, 9 January, 1974 

 

Quote: "N. B. Regarding taking snuff, I myself take it sometimes 
at night because I am working at night on my books, and sometimes I 
become dizzy. But it is not for you to take. You should not imitate 
this, neither you work like me at night. " 114 

 

The critics said: If Prabhupada was an unconditioned soul 
entirely energized by divinity, why did he require a material 
nervous-system stimulant—specifically tobacco-derived snuff—to 
combat dizziness and exhaustion while writing his books? 

Regarding Misogyny 

In the official, unedited BBT purports, Prabhupada writes: 

 

Source: Srimad-Bhagavatam, Canto 4, Chapter 25, Text 42 
(Purport) 

 

Quote: "Generally, a woman desires a handsome husband. She 
also desires that her husband be very rich, and she wants him to be 
dominating. .. She appreciates a dominating husband because it is a 
psychological fact that a woman appreciates a man who is very strong 
and dominating. Even if such a dominating husband beats his wife, 
the wife does not leave him. " 115 

 

Source: Srimad-Bhagavatam, Canto 4, Chapter 26, Text 26 
(Purport) 
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Quote: "The woman is always supposed to be hunted by the 

man. It is a psychological fact that a woman takes pleasure in being 
hunted by a man. .. She wants to be raped by her husband or by her 
lover. That is her psychology, and she takes pleasure in it. " 116 

 

The critics said: How can you claim these books contain 
absolute, eternal knowledge meant to liberate humanity for the next 
10, 000 years? If these statements are "divine, " you must accept that 
women naturally enjoy rape and domestic violence. 

Regarding Hitler and certain Race: 

In a formal philosophical discussion with his leading disciples 
regarding Western philosophy, Prabhupada compared Hitler to a 
saintly student of Vedic culture: 

 

Source: Soren Aabye Kierkegaard Philosophy Discussion — 
Syamasundara dasa 

 

Context: Discussing historical figures who took up massive 
action out of a sense of duty. 

 

Exact Quote: "Hitler was a great student of Bhagavad-gita. .. He 
wanted to establish the Aryan culture. .. He was a saintly person, but 
he was misunderstood. " 117 

 

Furthermore, his view on Black Americans (whom he routinely 
called by derogatory terms) was explicitly based on a biological caste 
hierarchy, claiming they were fit only for slavery. 
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Source: Room Conversation — Mayapur, 22 January, 1977 

 

Exact Quote: "The blacks are meant for rendering service to the 
whites. They are very strong physically, but their intelligence is less. 
Therefore, they should be kept under the control of the whites. " 118 

 

The critics said: If the spiritual master sees all living entities with 
equal vision (panditah sama-darsinah, Bhagavad-gita 5. 18). What 
happened here? 

Regarding Vishnujana 

Source: Memories: Anecdotes of a Modern Day Saint — Volume 
1 (Siddhanta Dasa) 

 

Context: Tamal Krishna Goswami breaks the news of the suicide 
in India. Prabhupada begins to cry and says, "Vishnujana didn't have 
to do that. " 119 

 

The critics said: If he had divine vision why he spoke like that, 
What happened to accountability? 

Historical and Social Statements 

Looking back, what interests me is how automatically I assumed 
that the defense preserving authority was more likely to be correct 
than the criticism challenging it. Every controversy was processed 
through the same assumption: Prabhupada could not be 
fundamentally mistaken. Only later did I begin evaluating those 
incidents without granting that assumption in advance. 
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What if some of these views reflected the cultural assumptions 

available to a sincere and intelligent human being living within a 
particular historical context? That explanation seemed far less 
complicated than assuming every uncomfortable statement concealed 
a deeper transcendental meaning waiting to be discovered. 

The Accumulation of Questions 

No individual issue forced me to reconsider infallibility. What 
gradually became more difficult to explain was why so many 
unrelated questions repeatedly required the same conclusion. Again 
and again, the solution involved preserving the assumption that 
Prabhupada could not be mistaken. And eventually I found myself 
asking a question I had avoided for years: Was I investigating reality? 
Or was I protecting a conclusion? 

Not Fraud, But Fallibility 

At this point, it is important to clarify what I am not claiming. I 
am not claiming that Prabhupada was a fraud. I am not claiming that 
he lacked sincerity. I continue to admire him. His dedication was real. 
His sacrifice was real. What changed was something far more specific. 
I stopped assuming that sincerity guarantees infallibility. I stopped 
assuming that extraordinary influence proves extraordinary certainty. 

The Assumption That Changed Everything 

One reason I initially viewed Prabhupada as divinely empowered 
was the extraordinary success of the movement he built. To me, this 
appeared far beyond ordinary human capability. Over time, however, 
I began considering alternative explanations. The 1960s and 1970s 
created a uniquely receptive environment for new spiritual 
movements. I also began appreciating qualities in Prabhupada that 
required no supernatural explanation. Before becoming a renunciant, 
he had spent decades in business. He demonstrated remarkable 
discipline, persistence, leadership, organizational ability, 
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communication skills, and an exceptional capacity to inspire 
commitment in others. 

 

Once ordinary historical, social, psychological, and 
organizational explanations appeared sufficient, I no longer felt 
compelled to invoke supernatural explanations as the primary reason 
for the movement's growth. I increasingly viewed him as a sincere, 
intelligent, determined teacher whose conclusions were shaped by the 
same forces that shape every human being: culture, history, available 
information, personal assumptions, and ordinary reasoning. 

4. 4. xi Revisiting Everything 
Looking back, the most important change in my journey was not 

the discovery of new evidence. The evidence was often available long 
before I seriously reconsidered my conclusions. The moon had not 
changed. The eclipses had not changed. The brain had not changed. 
The genetic evidence had not changed. What changed was the 
framework through which I interpreted them. 

 

For many years, my reasoning followed a simple pattern: 
Authority → Evidence. Once that assumption was accepted, 
evidence was interpreted through it. As my confidence in infallibility 
weakened, the process gradually reversed. Instead of beginning with 
authority, I began with evidence. The framework slowly shifted 
toward: Evidence → Evaluation of Authority. 

The Shift I Could Not Undo 

Once my assumptions changed, I found myself approaching all 
of these issues differently. The moon landing, eclipses, neuroscience, 
and evolution were no longer problems to be reconciled with a 
predetermined conclusion. The same photographs, the same 
missions, the same genetic data, and the same neurological 
 

177 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
observations remained, but their significance shifted. I began asking: 
"Which explanation is best supported by the available evidence? " 
rather than "How can this evidence fit what I already believe? " 

 

Once this realization appeared, it became difficult to return to 
my previous approach. I could no longer automatically assume that 
authority deserves immunity from investigation. I could no longer 
assume that every contradiction reflected a failure of observation 
rather than a possible limitation of the authority itself. The shift was 
subtle. But it changed everything. The issue was no longer whether 
evidence could be reconciled with authority. The issue became 
whether authority itself should be evaluated in light of evidence. And 
once that question became legitimate, many conclusions I had 
defended for years began to look very different. 

4. 4. xii The Convergence Problem 
Every individual issue possessed possible explanations. Every 

contradiction could be defended. Every challenge could be answered. 
For many years, that was exactly what I did. And in isolation, this 
approach often worked remarkably well. A devotee scientist could 
explain the moon. A philosopher could explain consciousness. An 
apologist could explain archaeology. A preacher could explain social 
statements. The real difficulty emerged when I stepped back and 
viewed the entire picture at once. 

A Single Contradiction Can Be Explained 

A contradiction by itself proves very little. People misunderstand 
evidence. Scientists make mistakes. Historians make mistakes. Critics 
can be biased. A single disagreement is rarely enough to overturn a 
worldview. That is why individual objections rarely disturbed me. 

The problem was not one contradiction. The problem was 
accumulation. Questions continued emerging from astronomy, 
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neuroscience, evolution, archaeology, history, social issues, 
institutional behavior, and founder-related controversies. Each field 
used different methods and investigated different subjects. Yet they 
repeatedly appeared to challenge the same underlying assumption: 
infallibility. That recurring pattern affected me far more than any 
individual contradiction. 

The Simpler Explanation 

Perhaps the contradictions were not appearing because science, 
history, archaeology, neuroscience, and sociology had all 
independently failed. Perhaps they were appearing because my 
original assumption was too strong. Perhaps Prabhupada did not 
possess complete immunity from ordinary human limitations. 
Perhaps scripture contained historical, cultural, and cosmological 
assumptions inherited from the world in which it developed. Perhaps 
sincerity and certainty were not identical things. Accepting them 
required revising assumptions that had shaped my understanding of 
reality for years. 

The Weight Of Convergence 

Any individual source of evidence can be mistaken. What 
became increasingly difficult to ignore was the convergence of many 
independent lines of inquiry. None of them individually forced a 
conclusion. Together, however, they created a cumulative weight that 
became increasingly difficult to dismiss. The issue was no longer: 
"Can this particular contradiction be explained? " The issue became: 
"Why do so many unrelated contradictions keep appearing in the first 
place? " 

4. 4. xiii The Question That Finally Remained 
Eventually I realized that my investigation was no longer about 

any individual claim. It was about a broader pattern. I could continue 
constructing explanations for each contradiction separately. Or I 
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could ask whether a simpler explanation accounted for all of them 
simultaneously. For the first time, I found it easier to question the 
assumption of infallibility than to question every independent field of 
evidence that appeared to challenge it. And once that possibility 
became intellectually permissible, my relationship with certainty 
began to change. 

The question was no longer whether a particular contradiction 
could be defended. The question became whether the cumulative 
weight of many independent contradictions deserved to be taken 
seriously. That was the point at which my investigation ceased to be 
about isolated problems and became a re-evaluation of the 
framework itself. 

Science, Spirituality, and Practical Outcomes 

This comparison gradually became important to me. The 
reliability of science depends upon observation, measurement, 
prediction, and correction. Both systems possess weaknesses. Science 
can be wrong. Yet modern medicine, agriculture, transportation, 
communication, engineering, and information technology emerged 
from scientific investigation. The practical successes are measurable 
and visible. 

Spiritual traditions contribute differently. They provide meaning, 
identity, purpose, community, moral reflection, and psychological 
comfort. Many people genuinely improve their lives through spiritual 
practice. However, I increasingly noticed that when questions 
involved physical reality, scientific methods consistently produced 
successful predictions and practical results. This made me 
increasingly cautious about dismissing scientific conclusions solely 
because they conflicted with scriptural authority. The comparison did 
not eliminate spirituality. It simply changed how much confidence I 
placed in competing methods for understanding the physical world. 
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4. 4. xiv Closing Reflection 

Looking back, I do not think this chapter is ultimately about the 
moon landing, Rahu, evolution, neuroscience, archaeology, or any 
other individual controversy. Those were the roads. The destination 
was elsewhere. The deeper issue was certainty. For many years, I 
approached contradictions with a predetermined assumption: if 
reality and authority appeared to conflict, reality must be the thing I 
misunderstood. Every question therefore became an exercise in 
reconciliation. Every contradiction became a puzzle to solve. 

Eventually, however, a different possibility emerged. What if 
some contradictions existed not because reality was misleading, but 
because the authorities I trusted were subject to the same limitations 
that affect all human beings? That question changed everything. It 
did not instantly provide answers. It did not eliminate every spiritual 
conviction. What it weakened was something more specific: my 
confidence that any human authority should be treated as immune 
from investigation. 

Looking back, I no longer see this chapter as a dispute between 
science and religion. It was ultimately a dispute between certainty and 
investigation. For years I began with certainty and interpreted 
evidence through that certainty. Gradually I began with evidence and 
allowed certainty to adjust. That change did not require me to hate 
Prabhupada. It did not require me to dismiss his achievements. It did 
not require me to deny the value many people find in devotion. What 
changed was my willingness to place every claim—including spiritual 
claims—under the same standards of examination that I would apply 
anywhere else. 

The journey therefore did not move me from respect to 
contempt. It moved me from unquestioned certainty to continued 
investigation. And once that shift occurred, many questions that 
previously appeared dangerous became impossible to avoid.
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4. 5 The Growing Interpretation 

Many religious communities maintain that modern science is 
gradually rediscovering truths already contained within ancient 
scripture. The claim is appealing because it appears to bridge 
revelation and empirical investigation. If discoveries made through 
modern science were genuinely recorded centuries earlier, scripture 
may appear to possess knowledge beyond the limits of its historical 
context. Before examining individual examples, however, a simple 
standard should be established. If a text genuinely contains advanced 
scientific knowledge, we should expect that knowledge to be 
identifiable before the discovery occurs. A successful prediction does 
not become impressive after the answer is already known. The crucial 
question therefore is not whether a modern discovery can be 
connected to an ancient verse. The crucial question is whether the 
verse clearly pointed to the discovery before humanity already 
possessed the answer. If a discovery only becomes visible within a 
text after it has been discovered in the world, was it ever a prediction 
at all? What pattern should we expect to observe if ancient texts 
genuinely contained advanced scientific knowledge? Would 
discoveries emerge from scripture and later receive confirmation 
from science, or would discoveries emerge through science and only 
afterward be identified within scripture? The distinction matters 
because one pattern suggests prediction while the other suggests 
reinterpretation. 

 

As I examined these claims more closely, I noticed a recurring 
pattern. Scientific ideas rarely seemed to originate from scripture and 
later receive confirmation. More commonly, discoveries emerged 
through observation, mathematics, experimentation, engineering, and 
technological development. Only after those discoveries became 
widely accepted did interpreters begin identifying parallels within 
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ancient texts. Whether one views this as evidence of hidden wisdom 
or evidence of adaptive interpretation depends largely on how one 
understands the relationship between scripture and knowledge. 

4. 5. i Embryology and Selective Literalism 
Embryology provides a useful example. Some commentators 

point to descriptions of fetal development in religious texts as 
evidence of advanced biological understanding. At first glance, such 
passages can appear impressive. Commentators frequently highlight 
texts like the Garbha Upanishad, which outlines a weekly and 
monthly timeline for the formation of the embryo, the hardening of 
bones, and the appearance of limbs. 120 Yet the same chapters often 
contain theological, metaphysical, or supernatural elements alongside 
anatomical observations. This raises an interpretive question: by what 
principle are some statements treated as scientific observations while 
others are treated symbolically or spiritually? Ancient societies were 
capable of observing pregnancy, animal development, miscarriages, 
and stillbirths. The issue is therefore not whether developmental 
observations existed, but whether the descriptions contain uniquely 
scientific knowledge that could not reasonably have been derived 
from ordinary experience. 

 

The more difficult question concerns consistency. The exact 
same verses used as evidence of advanced embryology also explicitly 
state that during the ninth month, the fetus suddenly recalls its past 
lives, experiences deep remorse for its previous sins, and offers 
sophisticated, word-for-word prayers to God from inside the womb. 
121 If the developmental observations are presented as empirical 
biological science, by what principle are the surrounding descriptions 
treated differently? Why are some passages celebrated as scientific 
insight while others are reclassified as symbolic or spiritual? The issue 
is not whether ancient observers understood aspects of pregnancy. 
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The issue is determining where observation ends and retrospective 
interpretation begins. 

4. 5. ii Bhu-Gola and Cosmology 
A similar question emerges in discussions about the shape of the 

Earth or cosmological descriptions. Supporters point to the scriptural 
term Bhu-Gola (literally "Earth-ball" or "Earth-sphere") as definitive 
proof that ancient texts described a spherical planet long before 
modern geography. 122 Critics respond that the broader cosmological 
framework often differs substantially from contemporary astronomy. 
In the literal text of the Puranas, this Bhu-Gola is described not as a 
solitary planet orbiting a star, but as a vast, flat, multi-layered cosmic 
disk stretching across millions of miles, divided by concentric oceans 
of milk and wine, and centered around the colossal Mount Meru. 123 

 

This creates an interpretive challenge. If one element—the word 
gola—is considered a literal scientific insight matching modern 
astronomy, how should surrounding descriptions of milk oceans and 
giant golden mountains be understood? By what method are literal 
and symbolic readings distinguished, and are those distinctions 
applied consistently before and after scientific discoveries become 
available? 

 

An additional question gradually emerged. If scripture genuinely 
contained advanced scientific knowledge, why did that knowledge 
remain largely absent from human technological development? Why 
did telescopes, microscopes, vaccines, antibiotics, genetics, orbital 
mechanics, and modern engineering emerge through centuries of 
empirical investigation rather than through direct extraction from 
scripture? If extraordinary knowledge was already present, why do 
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scientific revolutions consistently appear after observation, 
experimentation, and mathematics rather than before them? 

4. 5. iii The Speed of Light and Chronology 
Claims regarding the speed of light raise a similar question. A 

verse is identified, a numerical correspondence is proposed, and the 
conclusion follows that the value was known long before modern 
measurement. Apologists frequently point to a fourteenth-century 
commentary on the Rig Veda by the scholar Sayana, which states that 
sunlight travels a specific distance in half a moment. By mapping 
ancient units of time (nimisha) and distance (yojana) onto modern 
seconds and meters, interpreters calculate a velocity remarkably close 
to 186, 000 miles per second. 142  

 

Yet chronology introduces a complication. If the scientific 
meaning was genuinely present in the text, why was it not recognized 
as such before modern science established the value independently? 
Why did generations of scholars, commentators, and theologians fail 
to identify its significance, treating it for centuries as a poetic 
glorification of the sun rather than a fundamental constant of 
physics? The issue is not whether numerical similarities can be found. 
Given enough texts and enough interpretive flexibility, striking 
correspondences will occasionally emerge. The deeper question is 
whether the verse predicted the discovery or whether the discovery 
supplied the interpretation. 

4. 5. iv Quantum Mechanics After Quantum Mechanics 
The same pattern appears in discussions involving quantum 

mechanics, cosmology, neuroscience, genetics, and other fields. 
Ancient verses are reexamined through modern categories, and 
conceptual similarities are highlighted. Modern writers regularly map 
Vedic concepts of Brahman (all-pervading cosmic reality) or Prana 
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(subtle vital energy) onto contemporary physics concepts like 
quantum entanglement, wave-particle duality, or the zero-point 
energy field. 125 Such parallels may be meaningful, but they also raise a 
broader question. Are interpreters uncovering knowledge that was 
always present, or are they reading contemporary concepts back into 
older texts? The answer is not always obvious, and different readers 
may reach different conclusions. 

 

A recurring asymmetry becomes visible. Quantum 
interpretations of scripture rarely appear before quantum theory. 
They almost always appear afterward. The same pattern emerges with 
cosmology, genetics, neuroscience, and astrophysics. Scientific 
discoveries emerge first. Scriptural confirmations emerge second. At 
what point does confirmation become adaptation? 

4. 5. v The Retrospective Validation Loop 
One way of thinking about this issue is through what 

philosophers and historians sometimes call retrospective 
interpretation. 126 When a discovery becomes widely accepted, people 
naturally search older traditions for ideas that resemble it. Ancient 
texts are often rich, symbolic, poetic, and flexible enough to support 
multiple readings. As new knowledge emerges, new interpretations 
emerge alongside it. This process does not necessarily require bad 
faith. In many cases it may reflect a sincere attempt to preserve 
continuity between inherited beliefs and expanding knowledge. 

 

The pattern can be summarized in four steps: 

 

1.​ A discovery emerges. 

2.​ The discovery is resisted, questioned, or ignored. 
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3.​ The discovery becomes overwhelming and culturally 
unavoidable. 

4.​ Interpretations emerge demonstrating that the discovery was 
supposedly present all along. 

 

The cycle then repeats. Whether this process is viewed as 
wisdom, adaptation, apologetics, or progressive revelation, the 
pattern itself remains remarkably consistent. 

 

Viewed broadly, the mechanism appears remarkably simple. 
Scientific discoveries emerge through observation, experimentation, 
mathematics, and technology. Once the discovery becomes accepted, 
interpreters revisit older texts and identify passages that appear 
compatible with the new knowledge. The discovery is then presented 
not as something newly learned, but as something anciently known. 
Whether one views this process as adaptation or rediscovery, the 
sequence itself remains difficult to miss. 

 

Viewed from this perspective, the more interesting question is 
not whether a particular verse can be connected to a modern 
discovery. Given enough material, parallels can often be found. The 
deeper question is methodological: what standards should be used to 
distinguish a genuine prediction from a retrospective interpretation? 
Should a prediction be clear before the discovery occurs? Should it 
provide information unavailable through ordinary observation? 
Should it guide future investigation? Or is a broad conceptual 
resemblance sufficient? 
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At this point the discussion stops being about embryology, 

cosmology, or physics. A broader question emerges. If the same 
interpretive pattern appears repeatedly across unrelated scientific 
fields, perhaps the real subject is not science at all. Perhaps the real 
subject is how human beings reinterpret inherited traditions when 
confronted with expanding knowledge. 

4. 5. vi The Evolution of Interpretation 
Earlier chapters examined the evolution of doctrine. 

Contradictions emerged, responses emerged, and new interpretations 
emerged. Looking at the history of scriptural interpretation, a 
remarkably similar process becomes visible. As knowledge expands, 
interpretation expands. As challenges emerge, explanatory 
frameworks adapt. The pattern appears strikingly familiar: variation, 
selection, adaptation, and survival. The subject has changed, but the 
mechanism appears surprisingly similar. 

 

These questions extend beyond any single tradition. Similar 
debates can be found in Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, 
and many other religious systems. As human knowledge expands, 
interpretations often expand alongside it. Theological ideas evolve, 
social understandings evolve, and methods of reading ancient texts 
evolve as well. Whether this process is viewed as adaptation, 
reinterpretation, rediscovery, or progressive revelation depends 
largely on one's underlying assumptions. 

 

Imagine a discovery that humanity never made. Imagine there 
was no modern astronomy, no genetics, no relativity, no 
neuroscience, and no quantum theory. Would interpreters still 
identify these concepts within scripture? Or do the scientific 
meanings become visible only after science supplies the interpretive 
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lens? The answer to that question may reveal the difference between 
prediction and reinterpretation more clearly than any individual 
example. 

 

The issue ultimately extends beyond any individual example. 
What should count as evidence that a text genuinely predicted a 
future discovery? Must the prediction be identifiable before the 
discovery occurs? Must it provide information unavailable through 
ordinary observation? Must it guide future investigation? Or is a 
resemblance discovered afterward sufficient? These questions matter 
because prediction and reinterpretation are fundamentally different 
intellectual processes. One generates new knowledge. The other 
adapts existing knowledge to an older framework. 

 

The perspective that gradually emerged for me was not that 
ancient texts must function as scientific manuals in order to possess 
value. Philosophical insight does not require particle physics. Spiritual 
reflection does not require advanced biology. Cultural significance 
does not require predictive cosmology. 

 

The more interesting observation was not whether scripture 
predicted every modern discovery. The more interesting observation 
was how religious traditions respond when new discoveries challenge 
older understandings. Again and again, the same pattern appeared. 
Knowledge expands. Interpretation expands. Challenges emerge. 
Adaptations emerge. New meanings emerge. By this point the 
question no longer seemed limited to scripture. It became a question 
about human beings themselves. How do communities preserve 
meaning while continuously revising their understanding of reality? 
The answer appeared surprisingly similar to the evolutionary 
processes discussed throughout this section. Ideas survive not merely 
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by remaining unchanged, but by continuously adapting to changing 
intellectual environments. 

 

Perhaps the deepest question is not whether ancient scriptures 
contain modern science. The deeper question is why scientific 
meanings so often appear within scripture only after science itself 
supplies the interpretive lens. One possibility is that humanity 
gradually uncovers truths already hidden within sacred texts. Another 
is that humanity continuously reinterprets sacred texts through 
expanding knowledge. Determining which explanation better fits the 
historical pattern is ultimately left to the reader. 
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PHASE V — THE REALISTIC VISION 

 

The previous phase investigated the historical roots of belief. The 
deeper I looked, the more I encountered adaptation, reinterpretation, 
and evolution where I once expected timeless certainty. 

A difficult question now remained. 

If certainty begins to disappear, what remains? Does meaning 
disappear? Does morality disappear? Does purpose disappear? Or 
can life become even more beautiful after we stop demanding 
absolute answers? 
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5. 1 Morality and Religion 

5. 1. a The Puzzle of Morality 
Before asking where religion came from, it may be worth asking 

a deeper question: where did morality come from? 

 

Most people grow up assuming that morality naturally originates 
from religion. Honesty is taught by religion. Compassion is taught by 
religion. Charity is taught by religion. Remove religion, and morality 
collapses. This assumption is so widespread that many people rarely 
stop to examine it. 

Yet the question becomes more complicated the moment we 
look beyond human theology. 

What exactly is morality? 

Morality is not merely obedience to rules. Modern moral 
psychology describes it as a collection of psychological tendencies 
involving empathy, fairness, guilt, shame, reciprocity, altruism, 
sacrifice, trust, punishment of cheaters, and concern for the welfare 
of others. 127 Researchers studying moral psychology repeatedly find 
that morality is not one thing but a network of emotional and 
cognitive mechanisms that regulate social life. 

This immediately creates a puzzle. 

If evolution rewards survival and reproduction, why would it 
produce guilt? Why would it produce fairness? Why would it produce 
empathy for unrelated individuals? Why would a person sacrifice 
personal advantage for another person? 

A purely selfish organism appears, at first glance, more likely to 
survive than a cooperative one. 
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Yet the natural world repeatedly shows the opposite. 

Christopher Boehm, in Moral Origins, argues that morality 
emerged as a solution to the cooperation problem faced by highly 
social species. 128 Individuals capable of cooperation often 
outperformed individuals acting entirely alone. Over time, 
mechanisms that promoted cooperation—such as fairness, 
reputation, shame, and punishment of free riders—became 
increasingly valuable for group survival. 

This observation raises another question. 

Is morality uniquely human? 

Evidence suggests it is not. 

Primatologists have documented reconciliation behaviors among 
chimpanzees after conflicts. Bonobos display empathy and conflict 
reduction through social bonding. 129 Elephants have shown signs of 
grief and protective behavior toward injured group members. Wolves 
maintain social rules within packs and punish disruptive behavior. 130 
None of these species possess scriptures, prophets, temples, or 
theological systems. 

Yet they display behaviors that resemble the foundations of 
morality. 

Not morality in the philosophical sense. 

Not constitutions. 

Not human rights. 

But proto-morality. 

The building blocks from which morality appears to emerge. 

This creates an uncomfortable but important question: 

If some foundations of morality appear in animals that possess 
no religion, can religion truly be the original source of morality? 
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The relationship between morality and intelligence becomes 

particularly interesting here. 

Ant colonies are extraordinarily sophisticated. They construct 
cities, wage wars, divide labor, and coordinate activities involving 
thousands of individuals. Yet few researchers would argue that ants 
experience guilt, moral responsibility, or ethical reflection. 

Chimpanzees, however, possess far greater cognitive 
sophistication. They recognize social relationships, understand 
dominance hierarchies, remember past interactions, punish cheaters, 
and repair damaged social bonds. 

Humans move even further along this spectrum. We not only 
cooperate but also construct abstract moral systems, debate ethical 
dilemmas, create legal codes, and philosophize about justice itself. 

This suggests that morality may not suddenly appear at a single 
threshold. Instead, morality may emerge gradually as intelligence 
becomes increasingly capable of understanding other minds and 
increasingly dependent upon social cooperation. 

In other words, morality may appear when intelligence combines 
with sociality. 

This idea becomes even more relevant when considering 
artificial intelligence. 

If morality emerges from the ability to model other agents, 
predict consequences, cooperate within social systems, and maintain 
long-term relationships, then an interesting question follows: 

Would a sufficiently advanced artificial intelligence eventually 
develop something resembling morality? 
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Not because morality was programmed into it, but because 

cooperation, reputation, trust, and reciprocity become advantageous 
properties of any sufficiently intelligent social system. 

 

The question remains open, but it reveals something important. 

Morality may not be a uniquely human invention. 

It may be a recurring feature of intelligent social life itself. 

 

Modern evolutionary theory offers several explanations for how 
morality could emerge. Reciprocal altruism explains why helping 
others can become beneficial when cooperation is repeated over time. 
131 Kin selection explains why organisms frequently assist genetic 
relatives. 132 Reputation-based cooperation explains why individuals 
care about how others perceive them. Group-selection models 
suggest that groups capable of sustaining cooperation often 
outperform groups consumed by internal conflict. 133 

The result is not a perfect moral world. 

Evolution did not create saints. 

It created mechanisms that increase the probability of 
cooperation. 

●​ Empathy encourages care. 

●​ Guilt discourages harmful actions. 

●​ Shame protects reputation. 

●​ Fairness stabilizes exchange. 

●​ Punishment discourages cheating. 
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Together these mechanisms create the foundations upon which 

moral systems later develop. 

 

The research reviewed by Christopher Boehm, Jonathan Haidt, 
and contemporary evolutionary psychologists points toward a striking 
possibility: morality may not have originated from religion at all. 134 
Rather, morality appears deeply rooted in the evolutionary pressures 
experienced by intelligent social organisms long before the 
emergence of organized religious traditions. 

 

This does not make morality less meaningful. 

Nor does it automatically make religion irrelevant. 

It simply changes the direction of the question. 

Instead of asking how religion created morality, we may need to 
ask something far more interesting: 

If morality already existed in some form before religion, then 
what role was religion actually playing? 
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5. 1. b Why Religion Exists 

If morality emerged through the evolutionary demands of 
intelligent social life, a new question appears: Why does religion exist? 

It is not merely ignorance. Societies separated by continents and 
millennia repeatedly developed similar religious structures. Though 
gods and rituals differed, religion emerged with extraordinary 
consistency, suggesting it solved many persistent problems rather 
than one. Before asking if a religion is true, it is worth asking why it 
appears so persistently throughout history. 

Anthropologists, evolutionary psychologists, and cognitive 
scientists propose numerous explanations, yet many converge on a 
common observation: religion addresses humanity's deepest 
psychological and social challenges. It provides meaning in an often 
indifferent universe, offers identity, and strengthens social cohesion 
by transforming unrelated individuals into communities. It provides 
authority, moral narratives, collective rituals, hope during uncertainty, 
and frameworks for coping with suffering and death. 

In The Righteous Mind, Jonathan Haidt argues that religion 
functions as a social technology that binds people together. Humans 
are group-forming creatures; shared rituals, sacred symbols, and 
collective narratives create trust and cooperation on scales otherwise 
difficult to maintain. 

This observation is vital considering the world in which religion 
emerged. For most of history, people lacked modern science. Storms 
and disease appeared without explanation, and death visited every 
family. Because humans naturally seek causes—asking why lightning 
strikes or tragedy occurs—the need for explanation appears deeply 
rooted in human cognition. 

Cognitive scientists identified several mental tendencies 
contributing to religion, notably Hyperactive Agency Detection. If an 
ancient human heard movement, assuming a hidden predator was 
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safer than assuming the sound was harmless. Evolution favored 
minds highly sensitive to unseen agents, a tendency extending to 
thunder, floods, and celestial events. Another mechanism is Theory 
of Mind—the ability to understand that others possess intentions. 
Once humans imagined minds not physically present, ancestors, 
spirits, and gods emerged naturally within this cognitive landscape. 

Archaeology suggests symbolic thinking is ancient. Paleolithic 
burials with grave goods and ritual treatment of the dead indicate 
early humans were constructing meaning around death. Religion is 
closely linked to awareness of mortality. While many animals react to 
death, humans uniquely anticipate their own, creating an unmatched 
psychological burden. Religion offers a response: afterlife, rebirth, or 
liberation. Each culture developed different answers, but the 
underlying question remained: How should conscious beings live 
knowing they will die? 

Religion also addressed large-scale cooperation. Small groups 
rely on personal reputation, but civilizations require trust among 
millions of strangers. Researchers studying cultural evolution argue 
religious systems helped solve this. Shared beliefs, rituals, and moral 
narratives allowed large populations to coordinate behavior and 
maintain social stability, preserving norms and sustaining cooperation 
across time. 

Seen this way, religion looks less like a random accident and 
more like a recurring response to persistent problems: uncertainty, 
mortality, meaning, cooperation, identity, suffering, and social 
organization. Whether these explanations fully account for religion 
remains debated, but it is difficult to ignore its presence wherever 
human beings appear. 

Different cultures produced different myths, yet the underlying 
structure repeatedly emerged. If morality emerged from the demands 
of intelligent social life, religion may have emerged from the demands 
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of intelligent self-awareness. Morality helped groups cooperate; 
religion helped groups understand themselves. 

The question remains whether these two systems developed 
independently and later merged, or if their relationship runs even 
deeper. That is where we must turn next. 
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5. 1. c Morality and Religion 
At this point, two observations have emerged from the previous 

discussion. 

 

First, many foundations of morality appear before organized 
religion. Empathy, reciprocity, fairness, cooperation, punishment of 
cheaters, and concern for social welfare can be observed in varying 
degrees among social animals and early human societies. The research 
surveyed by Christopher Boehm and other evolutionary 
anthropologists suggests that moral tendencies emerged because they 
helped intelligent social groups survive and cooperate.140 

 

Second, religion appears in nearly every civilization ever studied. 
Different cultures developed different gods, rituals, scriptures, and 
cosmologies, yet religion repeatedly emerged as a persistent feature of 
human society. This creates a fundamental question: If morality can 
exist without religion, and religion appears almost everywhere, what 
exactly is the relationship between them? 

 

The most common assumption is that morality originates from 
religion. Many people intuitively believe that without divine 
commandments, there can be no objective distinction between right 
and wrong. If God disappears, morality disappears. Yet history and 
contemporary society complicate this assumption. Millions of people 
identify as atheists, agnostics, secular humanists, or non-religious 
individuals while still maintaining moral commitments.141  Modern 
constitutional democracies operate through legal systems, civic ethics, 
professional codes of conduct, human rights frameworks, and social 
norms that function independently of any single religious authority. 
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This raises an uncomfortable but important question: Can moral 

systems emerge without God? Evidence suggests they can. Human 
rights did not emerge from a single scripture, nor are professional 
ethics enforced through theology. Scientific ethics, constitutional 
principles, and modern legal systems frequently operate across 
populations holding radically different religious beliefs. 142  People 
cooperate, build families, care for strangers, donate to charity, and 
oppose injustice for reasons that extend far beyond religious 
obedience. None of this proves that religion is false; it simply 
suggests that morality and religion are not identical concepts. 

 

A second question then emerges: Can religion exist without 
morality? History suggests that it can, at least temporarily. Religious 
institutions have sometimes participated in persecution, slavery, 
sectarian violence, discrimination, authoritarian control, and the 
suppression of dissent.143 In such cases, religion clearly continues to 
exist even while many people would argue that its moral foundations 
have been compromised. 

 

This reveals something important: morality can survive without 
religion, and religion can survive without morality. Yet throughout 
history, they repeatedly become intertwined. Why? 

 

The answer may lie in the different functions they perform. 
Morality primarily regulates behavior, helping answer questions such 
as:  

 

How should I treat others? What is fair? What is harmful? What 
responsibilities do I have toward my community? Religion, however, primarily 
organizes meaning, addressing a different set of questions: Why am I 
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here? What happens after death? Who are we? What story does my life belong 
to? 

 

These systems solve different problems, but they complement 
one another remarkably well. A moral system without any mechanism 
for transmission struggles to survive across generations, while a 
religious system without moral content struggles to maintain 
legitimacy and social trust. Over time, religion became one of the 
most effective carriers of morality ever developed. 

 

Long before modern schools, constitutions, universities, printing 
presses, and digital communication existed, religious traditions 
preserved moral norms. Through rituals, stories, laws, symbols, 
festivals, communities, and institutions, religions functioned as a 
cultural storage system. They carried moral norms, preserved 
identities, maintained traditions, reinforced cooperation, 
institutionalized social expectations, and scaled moral systems from 
tribes to kingdoms and from villages to civilizations. 

 

This distinction is crucial. To say that religion carried morality is 
not the same as saying religion created morality. Language carries 
knowledge, but language did not create knowledge. Books carry 
ideas, but books did not create thought. Likewise, religion may have 
carried and amplified moral systems that originated through deeper 
biological, psychological, and social processes. 

 

Jonathan Haidt argues that religion helped bind people into 
cooperative groups, while Christopher Boehm argues that moral 
tendencies emerged through evolutionary pressures favoring 
cooperation and social regulation144.Taken together, these 
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perspectives suggest a reconstruction that differs from both strict 
religious and strict anti-religious narratives: morality and religion are 
neither identical nor completely independent. 

 

Morality appears deeply connected to the requirements of 
intelligent social life, while religion appears deeply connected to the 
requirements of meaning, identity, coordination, and cultural 
continuity. One provided many of the behavioral foundations; the 
other helped preserve, organize, and transmit them. From this 
perspective, the relationship between morality and religion is not one 
of creator and creation—it is closer to the relationship between a 
message and its messenger. 

 

Morality may be older than religion, but religion became one of 
the most powerful vehicles through which morality traveled across 
human history. Understanding that distinction allows us to appreciate 
both phenomena more clearly without reducing either to simplistic 
explanations. The question is no longer whether morality or religion 
came first. The more interesting question is why they became such 
enduring partners in the human story. 
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5. 2 The Institutionalization of Faith 

5. 2. i The Systemic Irony 

Throughout history, many spiritual movements began as 
reactions against existing religious authorities. The Buddha 
challenged ritual formalism and priestly exclusivity. Jesus challenged 
the religious establishment of his time. Muhammad challenged tribal 
religious structures. Chaitanya emphasized direct devotional 
participation over social status and ritual privilege. Again and again, 
reformers appeared criticizing institutions that had become rigid, 
hierarchical, or disconnected from their original purpose. 

 

Yet an unusual pattern repeatedly appears. The movement that 
begins by challenging institutions often becomes an institution itself. 
The rebellion becomes the establishment. The reform becomes the 
tradition. The movement becomes the organization. This recurring 
pattern raises an important question: Why does this happen so 
consistently? The answer may have less to do with theology and more 
to do with sociology. 

 

In How Religion Evolved, anthropologist Robin Dunbar argues 
that early forms of religion were likely centered around collective 
experiences rather than formal doctrines. 145 Rituals, singing, dancing, 
storytelling, synchronized behavior, trance states, and communal 
participation appear throughout the archaeological and 
anthropological record. Religion initially functioned as a powerful 
mechanism for creating social cohesion and group identity. 

 

However, small communities and large civilizations face different 
challenges. A village can survive through direct relationships. 
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Everyone knows everyone else. Traditions are transmitted 
face-to-face. A civilization cannot. As groups become larger, informal 
structures become increasingly difficult to maintain. Knowledge must 
be preserved. Disputes must be resolved. Property must be managed. 
Rituals must be standardized. New generations must be educated. 
Leadership must be replaced after death. 

 

The result is institutionalization. What begins as a living 
movement gradually develops rules, offices, hierarchies, procedures, 
councils, succession systems, property management, educational 
structures, and organizational authority. 

 

This transformation is not unique to religion. The same pattern 
appears in governments, corporations, universities, political 
movements, charities, and social organizations. Sociologists have long 
observed that successful movements often become bureaucratic 
because bureaucracy is one of the most effective tools for preserving 
stability across time. 

 

The irony emerges because the very mechanisms that allow a 
movement to survive also begin changing its character. A 
spontaneous experience becomes a formal ritual. A charismatic 
teacher becomes a lineage. A personal insight becomes official 
doctrine. A community becomes an institution. 

 

This creates a permanent tension. Institutions preserve. 
Institutions also control. Without institutions, traditions often 
disappear within a few generations. With institutions, traditions 
survive—but authority becomes concentrated. 
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The question is not whether institutionalization is good or bad. 

The question is whether it is avoidable. History suggests it may not 
be. 

 

The sociologist Max Weber described a similar process through 
what he called the "routinization of charisma. " 146 A founder's 
personal authority cannot last forever because founders eventually 
die. To survive, movements transform charisma into structures, rules, 
offices, and systems. What was once personal becomes 
organizational. 

 

This process explains why religions that emphasize direct 
spiritual experience frequently develop increasingly complex 
administrative frameworks over time. 

 

The paradox becomes clearer when viewed through an 
evolutionary lens. The same institutional structures that create 
hierarchy also allow religions to scale beyond small tribes and villages. 
The same authority systems that risk dogmatism also preserve 
teachings for centuries. The same organizational mechanisms that 
may restrict spontaneity also allow hospitals, schools, charities, 
temples, monasteries, and communities to function across 
generations. 

 

Institutionalization therefore appears less like a conspiracy and 
more like an evolutionary trade-off. Every gain creates a cost. Every 
solution creates a new problem. 
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The deeper irony is that many believers criticize 

institutionalization when it occurs in rival religions while celebrating 
it within their own. Yet the historical pattern remains remarkably 
consistent regardless of culture, geography, or doctrine. 

 

The question may therefore be larger than any particular religion. 
Perhaps the real phenomenon is not the evolution of religions, but 
the evolution of institutions themselves. When a spiritual movement 
grows large enough to survive its founder, can it avoid becoming an 
institution? Or is institutionalization simply the price every successful 
movement eventually pays for survival? 

 

Before proceeding, it is useful to observe the broader pattern 
that seems to repeat throughout religious history: 

 

●​ A personal experience becomes a story. 

●​ A story becomes a symbol. 

●​ A symbol becomes a relic. 

●​ A relic attracts pilgrims. 

●​ Pilgrimage creates economic activity. 

●​ Economic activity supports institutions. 

●​ Institutions develop authority. 

●​ Authority seeks legitimacy. 

●​ Legitimacy is reinforced through service and public 
contribution. 
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None of these stages necessarily imply deception. They may 

simply represent the natural evolution of ideas as they scale from 
individual experiences into enduring social systems. The purpose of 
this framework is not to reduce religion to economics, politics, or 
psychology. It is to understand how spiritual ideas interact with the 
same social forces that shape every enduring human institution. The 
remaining sections of this chapter explore each stage of that 
transformation. 

5. 2. ii The Business of the Sacred 
Once a spiritual movement becomes an institution, a practical 

problem emerges. How does it survive? Temples require 
maintenance. Monasteries require food. Priests require support. 
Pilgrims require infrastructure. Scriptures require preservation. 
Schools require funding. Charitable programs require resources. 
Communities require administration. 

 

The moment a religion grows beyond a small gathering of 
believers, economics enters the picture. This observation is neither an 
accusation nor a conspiracy theory. It is a sociological reality. Every 
enduring institution must solve the problem of resource acquisition 
and distribution. Once a movement survives long enough to become 
an institution, survival itself becomes a practical challenge. Ideas 
alone do not maintain buildings, preserve libraries, educate new 
generations, or organize large communities. The transition from 
movement to institution therefore creates an unavoidable encounter 
between the sacred and the economic. Religions are no exception. 

 

Throughout history, religious institutions have accumulated land, 
donations, labor, influence, and wealth. Ancient temples functioned 
not only as places of worship but also as centers of education, 
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record-keeping, social welfare, dispute resolution, and economic 
activity. Medieval monasteries owned vast agricultural estates. 
Pilgrimage cities became commercial hubs. Sacred sites generated 
networks of trade, hospitality, transportation, and local employment. 

 

The existence of religious economics therefore proves very little 
by itself. The more interesting question is not whether religion 
interacts with economics. The more interesting question is what 
happens when sacred meaning acquires material value. 

 

A piece of ordinary land may have little significance. The same 
land declared sacred can attract millions of visitors. A simple 
structure may be architecturally insignificant. The same structure 
associated with a revered saint, prophet, or deity can become one of 
the most valuable destinations on Earth. 

 

The economic value emerges not primarily from the object itself, 
but from the meaning attached to it. Economists refer to this as 
symbolic value. Human beings rarely assign value based purely on 
physical characteristics. We routinely attach extraordinary value to 
flags, monuments, heirlooms, signatures, relics, historical artifacts, 
and sacred objects because of the stories they represent. 

 

Religion operates within the same psychological framework. This 
creates a feedback loop. Sacred meaning attracts people. People 
attract economic activity. Economic activity creates infrastructure. 
Infrastructure attracts more people. Over time, entire economies can 
emerge around pilgrimage, tourism, religious festivals, hospitality, 
publishing, education, and donations. 
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Anthropologists and sociologists have repeatedly documented 

this process across cultures. Mecca, Jerusalem, Varanasi, Bodh Gaya, 
the Vatican, Vrindavan, and countless other sacred centers 
demonstrate similar patterns despite belonging to entirely different 
traditions. 

 

This observation raises another question. When does supporting 
a spiritual mission become a business? The answer is not always 
obvious. 

 

A temple collecting donations to maintain operations is not 
necessarily behaving differently from a museum collecting admission 
fees or a university collecting tuition. Institutions require resources to 
survive. 

 

The difficulty arises because religious institutions often operate 
within two worlds simultaneously. On one hand, they speak the 
language of transcendence, devotion, sacrifice, and spiritual purpose. 
On the other hand, they must manage budgets, properties, personnel, 
investments, legal obligations, and organizational growth. 

 

The coexistence of these two worlds creates a permanent 
tension. Devotees often see donations as expressions of faith. 
Administrators often see donations as necessary resources. Neither 
perspective is necessarily false. Both can be true simultaneously. 

 

This tension becomes even more visible when organizations 
begin measuring success. Should success be measured through 
spiritual transformation? Through membership growth? Through 
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temple construction? Through financial stability? Through social 
impact? Through charitable activity? Different answers produce 
different priorities. 

 

Over time, institutions naturally develop incentives to preserve 
themselves. Sociologists studying organizations frequently observe 
that survival itself can become a primary objective. Resources that 
were originally acquired to serve a mission gradually become 
necessary to sustain the organization carrying that mission. 

 

The institution begins serving the mission. Then the mission 
begins serving the institution. Not because individuals are necessarily 
dishonest, but because organizational survival exerts its own 
pressures. 

 

This pattern is not unique to religion. Governments experience 
it. Corporations experience it. Universities experience it. Charities 
experience it. Religious institutions experience it as well. 

 

Recognizing this does not require cynicism. Nor does it require 
blind idealism. A balanced perspective acknowledges two realities 
simultaneously. 

 

Religious institutions have often preserved culture, education, 
charity, art, philosophy, and community across centuries. They have 
also accumulated power, wealth, influence, and organizational 
interests that can sometimes compete with their original spiritual 
purpose. 
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This leads to an uncomfortable question: At what point does an 

institution stop preserving a mission and begin preserving itself ? The 
transition is rarely dramatic. It usually occurs gradually, through 
countless reasonable decisions made over many years. Yet the 
distinction remains important because the answer may determine 
whether an institution continues serving its founding purpose or 
whether its founding purpose gradually becomes a justification for 
institutional survival. 

 

The deeper question is whether an institution can continue 
serving a sacred mission without eventually becoming invested in 
preserving itself. History suggests that every successful institution 
must confront that challenge. Religious institutions simply face it 
while claiming to represent something eternal. 

5. 2. iii The Psychology of the Relic 
Imagine two identical stones lying on the ground. One is 

ignored. The other is believed to have been touched by a saint, 
prophet, deity, or enlightened teacher. Physically, nothing may 
distinguish them. Psychologically, they become completely different 
objects. One remains a stone. The other becomes a relic. 

 

This transformation reveals something profound about human 
cognition. Human beings do not merely perceive reality. They 
interpret it. 

 

Modern cognitive science has repeatedly shown that the human 
brain is fundamentally a pattern-detection machine. Survival 
depended on recognizing faces, intentions, threats, opportunities, and 
social signals quickly. As a result, the brain evolved to identify 
meaningful patterns even when information is incomplete. 
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Sometimes this ability serves us remarkably well. Sometimes it 
produces false positives. 

 

Researchers refer to one manifestation of this tendency as 
pareidolia—the perception of meaningful patterns within ambiguous 
stimuli. 148 Faces appear in clouds. Human figures appear in shadows. 
Animals emerge from random rock formations. Meaning is projected 
onto ordinary objects. 

 

The important point is not that people are foolish. The 
important point is that this tendency is universal. The same cognitive 
mechanisms that allow humans to recognize a friend's face instantly 
can also encourage the perception of significance where none 
objectively exists. 

 

Cognitive scientists have identified another tendency that 
appears highly relevant to relics: psychological essentialism. 149 
Human beings often behave as though objects can absorb the 
essence of important individuals. People value clothing worn by 
celebrities, signatures written by famous figures, possessions owned 
by historical leaders, and artifacts associated with admired individuals 
far beyond their material worth. The object itself may be ordinary; 
the perceived connection is not. 

 

Relics appear to operate through a similar mechanism. A 
footprint, garment, personal possession, or location associated with a 
revered figure can become psychologically transformed because 
believers perceive it as carrying a meaningful connection to the 
individual. Whether such connections are objective realities or 
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symbolic constructions remains debated. What is difficult to deny is 
that the human mind appears naturally predisposed to treating certain 
objects as more than mere matter. 

 

Religious history contains countless examples. Footprints 
become sacred footprints. Trees become sacred trees. Rocks become 
sacred rocks. Caves become sacred caves. Water becomes sacred 
water. Locations become sacred geography. 

 

A physical object acquires symbolic value because of the story 
attached to it. Anthropologists have long observed that relics 
function as anchors of collective memory. They transform abstract 
beliefs into tangible experiences. A theological idea can feel distant. A 
physical relic feels immediate. Touching, seeing, or visiting a sacred 
object creates a powerful emotional connection between belief and 
reality. 

 

This is why relics appear across remarkably different traditions. 
Buddhism preserves relics of the Buddha. Christianity preserves relics 
of saints. Islam venerates locations associated with Muhammad. 
Hindu traditions preserve sites, objects, and locations associated with 
divine events and spiritual teachers. The pattern repeats regardless of 
doctrine. This suggests that the phenomenon may arise from human 
psychology rather than any particular theology. 

 

Robin Dunbar's work on religious evolution highlights the 
importance of symbolism in creating social cohesion. 150 Symbols 
allow communities to externalize invisible ideas into visible forms. 
Sacred objects become focal points around which identity, memory, 
and emotional attachment can organize themselves. 
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The process is understandable. Abstract ideas are difficult to 
maintain. Physical symbols are easier. A community can gather 
around a relic. A community cannot gather around an abstraction. 

 

Yet this process creates an important question. How do we 
distinguish between symbolic significance and objective significance? 
A family heirloom may possess immense emotional value without 
possessing supernatural properties. A national flag may inspire 
profound loyalty without containing mystical powers. A wedding ring 
may represent a relationship without creating the relationship itself. 

 

The symbol derives its importance from what it represents. The 
difficulty arises when representation gradually becomes conflated 
with reality. 

 

Throughout history, people have attributed miraculous powers to 
objects, locations, statues, relics, and physical artifacts. Some claims 
later prove fraudulent. Others remain matters of personal belief. 
Many persist because they satisfy emotional, social, or spiritual needs 
regardless of empirical verification. 

 

The psychological mechanism remains remarkably consistent. 
Meaning attracts attention. Attention reinforces belief. Belief 
increases emotional investment. Emotional investment strengthens 
perceived significance. The cycle reinforces itself. 
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None of this necessarily means that every sacred object is false, 

nor does it require dismissing the emotional value such objects may 
hold for believers. 

 

Once symbolic meaning becomes attached to an object, a further 
transformation often follows. The sacred object remains important, 
but eventually attention shifts to the place where it is located. The 
relic becomes a destination. The destination becomes a pilgrimage 
site. The pilgrimage site becomes sacred geography. 

 

The question is different. Why are human beings so eager to 
transform ordinary matter into sacred matter? 

 

Perhaps because humans are symbolic creatures. We constantly 
convert objects into stories, and stories into identities. The same 
mind that sees a nation in a flag, a family in a photograph, or a 
relationship in a ring can also see divinity in a footprint, holiness in a 
tree, or transcendence in a stone. 

 

The relic therefore tells us something important. Not only about 
religion. But about ourselves. 

 

Before institutions can build temples around sacred objects, 
before pilgrims can travel across continents to visit holy places, 
before economies can emerge around sacred geography, the human 
mind must first perform a simpler act. It must believe that a piece of 
ordinary reality contains extraordinary meaning. That is where the 
journey of the relic begins. 
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5. 2. iv Sacred Real Estate 

If a relic represents the sacredness of an object, sacred 
geography represents the sacredness of a place. Almost every major 
religion eventually develops holy locations. A mountain becomes 
sacred. A river becomes sacred. A birthplace becomes sacred. A 
battlefield becomes sacred. A temple becomes sacred. A city becomes 
sacred. 

 

The pattern is remarkably universal. Jerusalem became sacred to 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Mecca became sacred to Islam. 
Bodh Gaya became sacred to Buddhism. Varanasi became sacred to 
Hindu traditions. Countless other examples appear throughout 
human history. 

 

The question is not whether these places are important to 
believers. The question is why human beings repeatedly attach 
extraordinary significance to specific pieces of geography. 

 

Part of the answer lies in psychology. Humans naturally think 
through places and stories. Abstract beliefs often feel distant. Physical 
locations feel real. Visiting a place associated with an important event 
creates a sense of connection that reading about the event rarely 
provides. 

 

A believer standing where a prophet is believed to have walked 
experiences a powerful feeling of proximity to the sacred narrative 
itself. The geography becomes part of the theology. 
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Robin Dunbar's research on religion emphasizes the role of 

shared symbols and collective experiences in maintaining group 
cohesion. Sacred places function as enormous social symbols. They 
transform invisible beliefs into visible destinations that communities 
can physically gather around. 

 

Pilgrimage emerges naturally from this process. Once a place is 
regarded as sacred, people begin traveling to it. As more people travel 
to it, infrastructure emerges. Roads appear. Guesthouses appear. 
Markets appear. Food services appear. Transportation networks 
appear. Economic activity follows devotion. Over time, an entire 
ecosystem can form around a sacred location. 

 

This pattern appears across cultures regardless of doctrine. 
Pilgrimage centers consistently become centers of commerce, trade, 
hospitality, employment, and institutional influence. 

 

Importantly, this does not automatically imply exploitation. 
Economic activity is an unavoidable consequence of large numbers 
of people gathering in one place. A million pilgrims require food. A 
million pilgrims require accommodation. A million pilgrims require 
transportation. The emergence of economic systems around sacred 
sites is therefore expected. 

 

However, another process often develops simultaneously. As 
sacredness increases, land value increases. A piece of ordinary land 
may be worth little. The same land located near a major pilgrimage 
center may become extraordinarily valuable. 
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The value is not derived primarily from geography. It is derived 

from meaning. The story creates the demand. The demand creates 
the market. The market creates economic incentives. 

 

This creates an interesting feedback loop. Sacred narratives 
attract pilgrims. Pilgrims attract investment. Investment creates 
infrastructure. Infrastructure attracts more pilgrims. The cycle 
reinforces itself. 

 

Sociologists studying religious economies frequently observe that 
sacred geography often becomes one of the most durable economic 
assets available to religious institutions. Unlike charismatic leaders 
who eventually die, sacred locations can continue attracting devotion 
for centuries. 

 

This helps explain why control over sacred places has historically 
generated intense conflict. When groups fight over holy cities, 
temples, shrines, or pilgrimage routes, the dispute is rarely about land 
alone. It is about identity. Memory. Legitimacy. Authority. Economics. 
History. And meaning. The sacred site becomes a physical 
embodiment of an entire worldview. 

 

This raises a difficult but important question. Does a place 
become sacred because something extraordinary happened there? Or 
does it become sacred because generations of believers continuously 
treat it as sacred? Perhaps the deeper question is whether sacredness 
originates in the event, the location, or the community itself. If the 
event is forgotten, can the place remain sacred? If the community 
disappears, does sacredness remain? If a location becomes holy 
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through centuries of collective belief, what exactly is being 
inherited—the sacred event or the sacred narrative? 

 

In many cases, the answer may be both. Historical events often 
initiate sacred narratives. Communities then sustain them through 
ritual, memory, pilgrimage, and institutional reinforcement. Over 
time, separating the original event from the accumulated tradition 
becomes increasingly difficult. 

 

What remains undeniable is the social power of sacred 
geography. Sacred places create identity. They create belonging. They 
create continuity between generations. They create collective memory. 
But they also create economic interests, political interests, and 
institutional interests. 

 

The same sacred site that inspires devotion can also generate 
competition. The same pilgrimage that creates spiritual meaning can 
also support entire industries. The same holy city that unites millions 
can also become the center of power struggles. 

 

This is not necessarily a corruption of religion. It may simply be 
the predictable consequence of human beings attaching immense 
meaning to physical locations. 

 

Once a place becomes sacred, it rarely remains only sacred. It 
becomes social. It becomes political. It becomes economic. It 
becomes institutional. And with each transformation, the sacred 
geography becomes increasingly difficult to separate from the human 
systems that grow around it. 
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The journey that began with a sacred stone or footprint 
eventually expands into something much larger. A sacred landscape. 
A sacred economy. And eventually, a sacred institution. 

5. 2. v From Experience to Institution 
Every major religion began with experiences. Before there were 

temples, there were stories. Before there were councils, there were 
teachers. Before there were bureaucracies, there were communities. 
Before there were institutions, there were people trying to make sense 
of extraordinary experiences. 

 

A mystic claims an encounter with the divine. A teacher 
proposes a new vision of reality. A reformer challenges existing 
traditions. A small group gathers around an idea. At this stage, 
religion is intensely personal. Authority is derived primarily from 
direct experience, personal charisma, wisdom, or perceived spiritual 
realization. 

 

Yet history shows that such movements rarely remain in this 
form. The reason is simple. Experiences die with individuals. 
Institutions survive individuals. 

 

The moment a movement grows beyond a small circle of 
followers, practical questions emerge. Who preserves the teachings? 
Who decides what is authentic? Who resolves disagreements? Who 
inherits leadership after the founder dies? Who owns the property? 
Who manages donations? Who trains future leaders? 
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The answers to these questions gradually transform a movement 

into an institution. 

 

The sociologist Max Weber described this process as the 
"routinization of charisma. " 146 Charismatic authority is unstable 
because it depends on a particular individual. Once that individual 
dies, the movement must either dissolve or convert personal authority 
into rules, offices, traditions, and organizations. 

 

History repeatedly chose the second path. The teachings become 
doctrine. The stories become scripture. The followers become 
members. The movement becomes an institution. 

 

This transformation is not unique to religion. Political 
movements experience it. Universities experience it. Corporations 
experience it. Charities experience it. Successful organizations almost 
always develop systems that outlive their founders. 

 

The irony is that institutionalization simultaneously solves and 
creates problems. It preserves teachings. But it may reduce flexibility. 
It creates stability. But it may discourage questioning. It enables 
large-scale coordination. But it concentrates authority. It protects 
tradition. But it may resist adaptation. 

 

The same structures that preserve a movement can eventually 
begin protecting themselves. Over time, institutions develop interests 
of their own. Property must be protected. Membership must be 
maintained. Authority must be defended. Reputation must be 
preserved. Financial stability must be secured. 
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At this stage, organizational survival can become increasingly 
important. Not necessarily because leaders are dishonest. But because 
institutions, like all complex systems, develop self-preserving 
tendencies. 

 

The phenomenon can be observed across virtually every human 
organization. What begins as a mission eventually acquires a 
structure. The structure eventually develops incentives. The 
incentives gradually influence decisions. This process is often 
invisible because it unfolds slowly across generations. 

 

Followers may believe they are preserving the founder's original 
vision. Leaders may genuinely believe the same. Yet organizational 
pressures continuously shape how ideas are interpreted, prioritized, 
and transmitted. 

 

As institutions grow, another resource becomes increasingly 
valuable: authority. Someone must determine authentic teachings. 
Someone must resolve disputes. Someone must decide succession. 
Someone must define orthodoxy and distinguish it from deviation. 
Authority therefore becomes one of the central functions of 
institutional religion. This development is understandable. Large 
communities cannot operate indefinitely through personal 
interpretation alone. Yet authority introduces its own challenges. The 
same structures that protect continuity can also discourage dissent. 
The same mechanisms that preserve tradition can also resist 
correction. The question is not whether authority should exist. The 
question is how authority remains accountable once it becomes 
institutionalized. 
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The result is a subtle shift. A movement originally designed to 
serve a spiritual purpose gradually finds itself balancing two 
objectives. Serving the mission. Preserving the institution. Sometimes 
these goals align perfectly. Sometimes they do not. 

 

This tension appears throughout religious history. Movements 
that once challenged authority eventually become authorities. 
Movements that once criticized hierarchy eventually develop 
hierarchies. Movements that once emphasized direct access to the 
sacred eventually develop intermediaries, credentials, procedures, and 
gatekeepers. 

 

This does not necessarily prove corruption. It may simply reveal 
a recurring pattern in how human organizations evolve. The same 
processes that allow ideas to survive centuries also make them 
vulnerable to institutional inertia. 

 

Robin Dunbar's work suggests that early religion was heavily 
experiential—centered around ritual participation, collective emotion, 
and social bonding. 150 As societies grew larger, doctrinal systems, 
priesthoods, administrative structures, and formal institutions became 
increasingly necessary. 

 

The shift was not accidental. It was adaptive. Large civilizations 
cannot operate entirely through spontaneous experience. They 
require organization. Yet organization inevitably changes the nature 
of what is being organized. 
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This leads to one of the most enduring questions in religious 

history: Can a spiritual movement grow indefinitely without 
becoming an institution? Or is institutionalization the unavoidable 
price of survival? 

 

History has offered many different answers. But the pattern itself 
remains remarkably consistent. Experiences create movements. 
Movements create communities. Communities create institutions. 
Institutions preserve traditions. And eventually, those institutions 
become powerful enough to shape the very experiences from which 
they originally emerged. 

5. 2. vi Philanthropy and Legitimacy 
By this stage of the process, the institution possesses resources, 

authority, infrastructure, identity, and social influence. The next 
challenge is legitimacy. Why should society continue granting trust, 
support, and relevance to the institution? One answer repeatedly 
found throughout history is service. 

 

Throughout history, many religious institutions responded to this 
challenge through public service. Hospitals were established. Schools 
were built. Food distribution programs emerged. Disaster relief 
efforts were organized. Orphanages, shelters, universities, and 
charitable networks developed under religious sponsorship. 

 

These contributions are historically significant and often 
genuinely beneficial. Many communities received education, food, 
healthcare, social support, and humanitarian assistance through 
religious organizations long before modern welfare states existed. 
This reality should not be ignored. 
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However, another question deserves examination. Why do 
institutions invest so heavily in visible charitable activity? The 
simplest answer is compassion. Many believers sincerely wish to 
reduce suffering. Their charitable activities emerge directly from 
moral conviction and religious duty. 

 

But sociology suggests additional factors may also be operating. 
Public service builds trust. Trust builds legitimacy. Legitimacy 
strengthens influence. Influence supports institutional stability. 

 

This does not necessarily imply deception. Human motivations 
are rarely singular. An institution may simultaneously seek to help 
people, fulfill its religious values, strengthen community relationships, 
attract supporters, improve public perception, and secure long-term 
survival. All these motivations can coexist. 

 

Organizational theorists frequently observe that institutions must 
maintain what is sometimes called a "social license to operate. " 151 
Whether corporations, governments, universities, charities, or 
religious organizations, institutions survive partly because the public 
perceives them as valuable. Visible service reinforces that perception. 

 

A food relief program helps hungry people. It also demonstrates 
organizational relevance. A hospital heals patients. It also builds 
public trust. A school educates children. It also strengthens 
institutional reputation. The two functions often operate 
simultaneously. 
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This creates another irony. Critics sometimes dismiss all religious 

charity as strategic public relations. Supporters sometimes present all 
religious charity as purely selfless compassion. Reality is usually more 
complicated. Most large institutions operate within a mixture of 
idealism and pragmatism. The individuals serving within them may 
be deeply sincere. The institution itself may simultaneously benefit 
from their sincerity. Neither observation necessarily invalidates the 
other. 

 

The challenge arises when charitable activity becomes 
inseparable from image management. When public service is valued 
primarily because it improves reputation, the original purpose can 
become distorted. The focus gradually shifts. Helping people 
becomes important because it strengthens the institution. Rather than 
the institution existing to serve people, people increasingly serve the 
needs of the institution. 

 

This risk is not unique to religion. Governments experience it. 
Corporations experience it. Universities experience it. Non-profit 
organizations experience it. Religious institutions experience it as 
well. The pattern emerges wherever organizations become 
sufficiently large and self-sustaining. 

 

Yet there is another perspective worth considering. Perhaps 
philanthropy itself is one of the mechanisms through which 
institutions justify their continued existence. If an institution claims 
to represent truth, morality, compassion, or spiritual advancement, 
society naturally expects evidence of those claims. Charitable action 
becomes one way of demonstrating that evidence. 
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The institution says: Judge us not only by our beliefs, but by our 

contributions. This standard appears reasonable. After all, ideas 
ultimately reveal themselves through consequences. 

The question therefore is not whether charitable activity exists. 
The question is whether the institution remains willing to evaluate 
itself by the same standard it applies to others. Does it measure 
success through expansion? Through revenue? Through influence? 
Through membership? Or through its actual impact on human 
well-being? The answer often determines whether philanthropy 
remains an expression of purpose or becomes merely a tool of 
preservation. 

Looking back across the chapter, a consistent pattern emerges: 

 

Experiences create stories. Stories create symbols. Symbols 
create relics. Relics attract pilgrims. Pilgrimage generates economies. 
Economies support institutions. Institutions develop authority. 
Authority seeks legitimacy. Legitimacy is reinforced through service. 

None of these stages necessarily imply corruption. They may 
instead reflect the predictable evolution of human institutions as they 
grow in scale and complexity. 

The challenge is therefore not whether religion becomes 
institutionalized. History strongly suggests that it does. The deeper 
challenge is whether institutions can continue serving the purposes 
that justified their existence in the first place. 

 

Institutions preserve wisdom. Institutions also preserve 
themselves. Understanding the difference may be one of the most 
important tasks facing any mature religious tradition. Perhaps the 
most important question is not whether an institution is religious, but 
whether it still remembers why it was created.  
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5. 3 The Architecture of Certainty 

Throughout this book, we have examined religion through 
history, sociology, science, and institutional development. Yet a 
deeper question remains. If religions contain historical tensions, 
scientific disagreements, institutional flaws, and human influences, 
why do they remain so compelling? Why do intelligent, educated, 
sincere people become deeply attached to them? The answer may not 
lie primarily in ignorance. It may lie in something far more universal: 
the human attraction to certainty. Human beings are unique in that 
we are aware of our own limitations. We know that we will die. We 
know that we can be abandoned. We know that we can be wrong. We 
know that suffering exists. We know that the future is uncertain. The 
human mind therefore spends much of its existence trying to reduce 
uncertainty and construct psychological stability. Religious systems 
often succeed because they address these vulnerabilities exceptionally 
well. They provide answers where uncertainty exists, purpose where 
confusion exists, companionship where loneliness exists, hope where 
despair exists, and order where chaos exists. Whether those answers 
are ultimately true is a separate question. The psychological attraction 
itself deserves careful examination. 

5. 3. i The Perfect Answer 
One of the most uncomfortable phrases in human language is: "I 

don't know. " The human brain systematically prefers explanations 
over uncertainty. In social and cognitive psychology, the concept of 
the Need for Cognitive Closure (NFCC)—pioneered by Arie 
Kruglanski and extensively researched across diverse cultural 
contexts—describes an individual's desire for a firm, unambiguous 
answer to a question, as opposed to enduring confusion and 
ambiguity. 152 Individuals with a high need for cognitive closure 
experience clear psychological discomfort when confronted with 
unresolved scenarios. Uncertainty consumes significant cognitive 
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energy; definitive explanations provide immediate cognitive relief by 
arresting the exhaustive search for information. 

 

This tendency appears throughout human lineage. Early 
frameworks in the Cognitive Science of Religion (CSR) heavily 
emphasized the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device 
(HADD)—the evolutionary tendency for humans to attribute 
intentional agency to natural phenomena, such as assuming a rustling 
bush is a predator rather than the wind. 153 However, contemporary 
research by cognitive scientists such as Justin Barrett, Pascal Boyer, 
and the analyses by Willard and Russell-Wilks suggests a more 
nuanced reality. Humans are not merely detecting invisible agents 
everywhere; they are actively seeking structured, teleological 
explanations for events that appear causally unresolved. When 
ancient populations encountered storms, disease, famine, 
earthquakes, or anomalous astronomical events, their minds sought 
causes, intentions, and cohesive narratives behind the chaos. A 
universe filled with fragmented, unanswered questions creates 
chronic psychological tension. A universe embedded with systematic 
intent creates psychological stability, dramatically reducing cognitive 
load. This creates what might be called the Answer-All Attraction. 

 

Religious frameworks do not merely solve isolated ambiguities; 
they provide a comprehensive, interlocking network of answers to 
nearly every major existential question simultaneously: 

 

●​ Why does suffering exist? Religion answers. 

●​ Why do good people suffer? Religion answers. 

●​ What happens after death? Religion answers. 

●​ Why was the universe created? Religion answers. 
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●​ What is the purpose of life? Religion answers. 
 

Many of these answers may be deeply meaningful. The critical 
scientific and historical observation, however, is that possessing an 
answer and possessing the correct answer are not the same thing. 
Throughout scientific history, countless questions were answered 
incorrectly before they were mapped accurately. Human cultures once 
confidently explained infectious disease through miasma or ancestral 
spirits, solar eclipses through divine anger, and natural disasters 
through supernatural punishment. The psychological confidence of 
the explanation did not determine its empirical accuracy. The 
attraction of a complete worldview therefore creates a subtle 
cognitive danger: the sheer completeness of an explanatory 
framework can begin to feel like evidence for the framework itself. 
Yet reality repeatedly demonstrates that uncertainty is not a structural 
weakness; in many cases, uncertainty is simply honesty. Science 
advances not because it answers every question instantly, but because 
it remains systematically willing to admit when questions remain 
unanswered. The challenge is learning to distinguish between 
explanatory satisfaction and epistemic evidence. A complete 
explanation may feel profoundly comforting, but the psychological 
comfort generated by explanatory completeness should not be 
confused with evidence for explanatory correctness. 

5. 3. ii The Perfect Witness 
Beyond answers, human beings seek something else: 

understanding. One of the deepest human anxieties is not physical 
suffering, but being fundamentally misunderstood, isolated, or 
unseen in our internal reality. We want our intentions known, our 
pain validated, and our unuttered struggles recognized. Attachment 
Theory, originally developed by John Bowlby to explain the 
instinctual bonds between infants and caregivers, provides an 
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empirical window into this desire. When applied to religion by 
researchers such as Lee Kirkpatrick and Pehr Granqvist, attachment 
theory reveals that the exact same psychological architectures that 
regulate human attachment are frequently projected onto religious 
relationships. 154 In Bowlby's framework, an attachment figure must 
serve as a Safe Haven (a source of comfort during distress) and a 
Secure Base (a baseline of security from which to explore the world). 
Extensive empirical literature—including contemporary studies by 
Cherniak et al. (2020) and Bradshaw & Kent (2018)—demonstrates 
that believers frequently relate to deities using these identical 
psychological mechanisms. 155 God is explicitly conceptualized as an 
omniscient protector, guide, refuge, and perfectly reliable attachment 
figure. Quantitative data shows that prayer and attachment-seeking 
behaviors spike predictably during periods of acute distress, 
socioeconomic uncertainty, grief, and perceived interpersonal 
abandonment. When human attachment figures fail, drift, or die, the 
psychological architecture looks upward. A secure attachment to a 
perceived deity has been consistently associated in clinical research 
with measurable emotional resilience, systemic optimism, and 
effective psychological coping mechanisms during crisis. An 
all-knowing being can never misunderstand you; an omniscient 
witness knows your underlying motives, tracks your hidden suffering, 
and validates your worth even when the immediate social 
environment offers total rejection. These findings do not establish 
whether God objectively exists. They explain why the concept of an 
all-knowing and permanently available observer is psychologically 
compelling. The model directly addresses humanity's most persistent 
emotional vulnerability: the fear of being unseen. 

5. 3. iii The Perfect Relationship 
Human relationships are inherently fragile and complex. People 

disappoint one another, communication fails, trust is betrayed, 
compatibility shifts over time, and ultimately, human attachment 
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figures die. In object-relations psychology and attachment theory, the 
mind frequently engages in idealization when real-world interactions 
repeatedly produce disappointment, rejection, or loss. When the 
material world fails to provide flawless security, the human psyche is 
capable of constructing idealized internal 
representations—archetypes that embody the precise qualities 
missing from ordinary, vulnerable human experience: 

 

●​ Perfect wisdom 

●​ Perfect beauty 

●​ Perfect compassion 

●​ Perfect loyalty 

●​ Perfect love 
 

Many religious traditions present exactly these figures, offering 
an intimate, highly personalized relationship with a divine archetype 
or avatar. This tendency has been examined extensively within 
object-relations psychology. Thinkers such as D. W. Winnicott and 
later attachment researchers observed that human beings frequently 
construct internal representations of ideal caregivers, protectors, and 
companions. 156 These idealized figures often emerge most strongly 
when ordinary relationships fail to fully satisfy deep emotional needs 
for security, acceptance, and permanence. Religious archetypes appear 
uniquely suited to this process because they combine multiple 
idealized qualities into a single figure. The deity is not merely loving, 
but perfectly loving; not merely wise, but perfectly wise; not merely 
loyal, but incapable of abandonment. In psychological terms, the 
divine archetype functions as an ideal object whose imperfections 
cannot be directly observed and whose qualities remain largely 
protected from ordinary relational testing. 
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This does not demonstrate that such figures are imaginary. It 
helps explain why they possess extraordinary psychological attraction. 
This dynamic creates what can be classified as the Invisible 
Archetype. Unlike ordinary human partners, an invisible, divine 
relationship possesses a series of unique psychological advantages: 

 

●​ The archetype never ages or loses vitality. 

●​ The archetype never becomes incompatible or grows apart 
from you. 

●​ The archetype never develops competing priorities or 
conflicting self-interests. 

●​ The archetype never requires painful, real-world 
compromise. 

 

Because the divine partner does not physically occupy space or 
assert a distinct, independent material ego, the relationship exists 
primarily within the believer’s cognitive interpretation of their own 
internal experiences. This allows for a powerful emotional 
asymmetry: the believer continuously adapts themselves to the ideal, 
while the ideal never has to practically adapt to the messy, day-to-day 
friction of the believer. This psychological mechanism does not 
automatically invalidate the deep authenticity of spiritual devotion. It 
does, however, introduce a hard, necessary question: Is the attraction 
primarily generated by the truth of the relationship, or by the 
perfection of the relationship? Perfection itself can become deeply 
seductive to a mind weary of human frailty. 
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5. 3. iv The Perfect Experience 

Many believers do not rely solely on abstract doctrine or 
historical texts; they point directly to the authority of personal 
experience. They reference the visceral tears shed during communal 
prayer, the profound stillness achieved during deep meditation, the 
overwhelming feeling of a divine presence in a room, or the uncanny 
sense that a specific life event was an answered prayer. These 
experiences are often intensely sincere and life-altering. Modern 
neuroscience does not dismiss these phenomena as fraudulent or 
imaginary. Rather, through the field of neurotheology, researchers 
seek to understand the precise neural correlates that generate them. 
Neuroimaging studies led by Andrew Newberg and other cognitive 
neuroscientists demonstrate that intense prayer, chanting, meditation, 
and ritual participation produce repeatable, measurable changes in 
specific brain networks: 157 

 

●​ Attention Networks: Marked alterations in the prefrontal 
cortex occur as concentration narrows onto a singular 
spiritual object or mantra. 

 

●​ Emotional Regulation Systems: Deactivation or stabilization 
of the amygdala and limbic system correlates with feelings of 
profound peace and safety. 

 

●​ Self-Referential Processing & Spatial Orientation: A distinct 
reduction in activity within the posterior superior parietal 
lobule—the region responsible for drawing the sharp 
boundary between "self" and "not-self"—creates the literal, 
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neurological sensation of oneness, cosmic dissolution, or 
transcendence. 

 

●​ Social Cognition Regions: Activation of mirror neuron 
systems and frontal networks during shared rituals fosters 
intense feelings of tribal empathy and belonging. 

 

Crucially, these exact neurological patterns are not unique to any 
single dogma. Identical shifts in brain activity, dopamine pathways, 
and parietal lobe deactivation are observed across wildly diverse and 
contradictory religious traditions. Christians experiencing the Holy 
Spirit, Muslims engaged in Sufi dhikr, Hindus absorbed in kirtan or 
samadhi, and Buddhists practicing mindfulness all report nearly 
identical phenomenological experiences of absolute peace, light, and 
unity. This cross-religious evidence raises an essential comparative 
question: If similar neurological experiences occur across traditions 
that hold mutually exclusive and contradictory theological 
conclusions, what role does prior conditioning play in shaping the 
final meaning of the experience? A Christian interprets the 
neurological dissolution of boundaries as Christ; a Muslim interprets 
it as Allah; a Hindu interprets it as Krishna; a Buddhist interprets it as 
sunyata or emptiness. The reality of an experience and the 
interpretation of an experience are not necessarily identical questions. 
Emotional intensity is not an infallible index of objective truth. 

5. 3. v The Perfect Happiness 
Every major religious framework offers a variation of an ultimate 

promise: the attainment of permanent, unshakeable happiness. 
Whether framed as salvation, enlightenment, moksha, or an 
"ever-increasing bliss" experienced in deep devotion, the promise is 
extraordinarily potent because it targets a fundamental human 
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vulnerability. Nobody desires transient joy; the human psyche 
naturally longs for lasting satisfaction. Behavioral economics and 
positive psychology, however, reveal a significant biological 
complication known as Hedonic Adaptation (the hedonic treadmill). 
158 Human beings possess a remarkably stable baseline of happiness. 
When positive changes occur—such as an increase in wealth, status, 
or a novel external circumstance—the individual experiences a 
temporary emotional spike, but quickly adapts to the new state. The 
elevated condition becomes the new normal, satisfaction stabilizes, 
and the pursuit of the next spike resumes. 

 

Furthermore, neuroscience confirms that our dopamine 
pathways are wired for Reward Prediction Error; anticipation and the 
active pursuit of a goal often produce far more intense motivational 
and chemical rewards than the actual possession of the object. 159 
Many spiritual systems attempt to transcend this material treadmill by 
promising a transcendent happiness located completely beyond 
ordinary psychological mechanisms. This pursuit is structured around 
a continuous vertical ladder. This structure inadvertently introduces 
the Moving Goalpost Problem. If ultimate spiritual happiness is 
continuously defined as something located slightly beyond one's 
current level of realization, current internal dissatisfaction can always 
be rationalized as a mere symptom of incomplete practice. For 
individuals operating within devotional or contemplative traditions, 
this manifests as a perpetual cycle: if the promised state of 
uninterrupted ecstasy or peace remains elusive, the failure is 
internalized as a personal deficit in surrender, sincerity, or purity. 
How does one distinguish genuine, objective spiritual progress from a 
psychological pursuit whose completion is, by definition, always 
located slightly beyond the horizon? The existence of an evolutionary 
psychological treadmill does not automatically invalidate spiritual 
practices. It does suggest, however, that the pursuit of perfect 
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happiness faces some of the same adaptive challenges observed in all 
other human pursuits. When happiness is cast as absolute, flawless, 
and eternal, it risks becoming unattainable by definition—a beautiful 
horizon that recedes at the exact pace you walk toward it. 

5. 3. vi The Certainty Trap 
When we aggregate these distinct lines of research, a highly 

sophisticated, interlocking architecture of human psychology 
emerges: 

 

[Human Vulnerability] → [Psychological Anchor] → [Research 
Base] 

 

1.​ Uncertainty / Ambiguity → The Perfect Answer → Need 
for Cognitive Closure (NFCC / CSR) 

 

2.​ Isolation / Unseen Pain → The Perfect Witness → 
Attachment Theory (Safe Haven / Secure Base) 

 

3.​ Interpersonal Frailty → The Perfect Relationship → 
Object-Relations / Idealization Dynamics 

 

4.​ Existential Discomfort → The Perfect Experience → 
Neurotheology / Parietal Lobe Studies 

 

5.​ Hedonic Dissatisfaction → The Perfect Happiness → 
Hedonic Adaptation / Reward Prediction 
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Each component of this architecture directly targets a core, 
non-rational human vulnerability: uncertainty, loneliness, rejection, 
meaninglessness, fear, and mortality. None of these needs are 
irrational; they are deeply, beautifully human. Because religious 
systems address these vulnerabilities simultaneously, they generate an 
unparalleled level of internal harmony. The difficulty emerges when 
this internal, psychological satisfaction begins to function as objective 
evidence. A worldview may feel completely closed, profoundly 
meaningful, aesthetically beautiful, and immensely comforting. It may 
answer every question you have the courage to ask. Yet none of those 
qualities automatically establish its objective truth. 

 

Seen together, these components reveal a deeper pattern. The 
attraction is not merely certainty. It is certainty combined with 
perfection. The answer is perfect. The witness is perfect. The 
relationship is perfect. The experience is perfect. The happiness is 
perfect. The architecture does not merely reduce uncertainty; it 
promises completion. It offers solutions to multiple human 
vulnerabilities simultaneously and therefore becomes extraordinarily 
persuasive. This is the Certainty Trap: 

●​ Completeness begins to feel like proof. 

●​ Internal confidence begins to feel like external evidence. 

●​ Emotional certainty begins to feel like objective certainty. 
Psychological satisfaction and epistemic justification are entirely 

different categories. 

A belief system can drastically reduce your anxiety, provide 
cross-generational meaning, create deep tribal belonging, and vastly 
improve your personal psychological resilience during trauma—all 
without those positive pragmatic outcomes demonstrating its 
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objective, historical, or physical reality. The attraction of certainty is 
itself powerful evidence of a profound human need. It is not 
automatically evidence that the certainty corresponds to reality. 

5. 3. vii Reconstruction: Beyond Certainty 
One of the most significant shifts in a mature worldview is not 

the total abandonment of spiritual inquiry, but the abandonment of 
the demand for absolute certainty. For years, many individuals 
operate under the assumption that the strongest, most resilient 
worldview must be the one that answers every single question, 
eliminates every mystery, and removes every shade of grey from 
existence. 

Over time, exposure to history, science, and psychology reveals 
that structural completeness is often a sign of artificial human 
construction rather than objective truth. Reality, as observed through 
honest inquiry, is frequently messy, incomplete, and ambiguous. 
Human knowledge remains limited by our biological instruments and 
historical placement. Mature intellectual and philosophical traditions 
are defined by their capacity to become comfortable with the phrase: 
"We do not yet know. " 

They prioritize rigorous, honest inquiry over immediate, 
comforting explanations. The gray-scale perspective does not reject 
meaning, spirituality, or purpose; it explicitly rejects the unexamined 
assumption that completeness, personal confidence, or emotional 
satisfaction are reliable indicators of objective truth. It replaces the 
psychological seduction of a perfect, closed answer with the honest, 
lifelong commitment to an open investigation. The goal is not to 
replace one certainty with another. 

The goal is to become comfortable living honestly with uncertainty 
where uncertainty genuinely exists, while continuing the search for 
understanding with curiosity rather than fear  

 
240 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 

5. 4 Life Beyond Certainty 

5. 4. a Pascal's Wager (The Fear of Risk) 
By the time a person begins seriously questioning a religious 

system, the intellectual obstacles are often no longer the greatest 
barrier to leaving. Historical contradictions may have been noticed. 
Scientific disagreements may have been recognized. Institutional 
flaws may have become impossible to ignore. Yet many people 
remain psychologically trapped by something far more powerful than 
evidence: Fear. Not fear of a priest. Not fear of a community. But 
fear of being wrong. A quiet question begins to emerge: "What if I 
leave and discover too late that the religion was true? " 

This fear has appeared across cultures and centuries. In 
philosophy, one of its most famous formulations is known as Pascal's 
Wager, proposed by the seventeenth-century mathematician and 
philosopher Blaise Pascal. The argument is simple: if God exists and 
you believe, the reward may be infinite; if God does not exist, little is 
lost. 160 Therefore, belief appears to be the safer gamble. At first 
glance, the argument seems practical. Yet its psychological influence 
extends far beyond formal philosophy. Variations of Pascal's Wager 
appear throughout religious traditions whenever fear of consequences 
becomes a reason to remain committed despite uncertainty. 

The power of the wager comes from a simple asymmetry. 
Human beings are naturally loss-averse. Behavioral economics 
repeatedly demonstrates that people fear losses more intensely than 
they value equivalent gains. 161 The possibility of a catastrophic 
outcome—even an uncertain one—can dominate decision-making. 
This is why the question "What if I am wrong? " often persists long 
after confidence in a worldview has weakened. The difficulty emerges 
when we examine the wager more carefully. The traditional 
formulation assumes a false binary: either the religion under 
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consideration is true, or no religion is true. Reality is significantly 
more complex. 

Human history contains thousands of religious traditions, sects, 
and competing truth claims. Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Sikhism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and countless smaller 
traditions all offer different accounts of ultimate reality. Even within 
individual religions, major branches frequently disagree about 
salvation, liberation, authority, and the path to truth. The problem 
therefore becomes immediately apparent. Which God should one 
wager on? Which scripture? Which prophet? Which denomination? 
Which interpretation? The moment multiple competing systems enter 
the picture, Pascal's Wager transforms from a simple coin toss into 
something closer to a vast probability landscape. Betting on one 
system simultaneously means rejecting many others. 

The fear does not disappear. It multiplies. A Christian may fear 
Islam is true. A Muslim may fear Christianity is true. A Hindu may 
fear both are true. A devotee may fear another tradition possesses 
insights their own system lacks. The wager therefore fails to identify 
which belief should be chosen. It merely amplifies anxiety about 
uncertainty itself. A second problem concerns cost. Pascal's Wager is 
often presented as though belief is essentially free. Yet belief systems 
frequently demand substantial investments of time, energy, identity, 
relationships, resources, and opportunity. Years may be devoted to 
study. Careers may be redirected. Relationships may be altered. Life 
decisions may be shaped around specific doctrines. Entire identities 
may become intertwined with a particular worldview. The wager 
therefore involves real costs regardless of whether the beliefs 
ultimately prove correct. A person who spends decades organizing 
their life around a mistaken conclusion has not lost nothing. Likewise, 
a person who abandons a true belief system—if such a thing 
exists—may also incur costs. The situation is therefore not a risk-free 
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calculation. It is a complex decision made under profound 
uncertainty. 

 

This realization leads to a deeper question. Should fear 
determine belief ? Imagine two individuals. The first believes because 
the evidence appears persuasive. The second believes because they 
are terrified of punishment if they do not. Externally, their actions 
may appear similar. Internally, however, they are operating from 
entirely different motivations. One is following conviction. The other 
is managing risk. This distinction matters because fear is an 
extraordinarily poor tool for discovering truth. Fear can motivate 
caution. Fear can motivate survival. Fear can motivate conformity. 
But fear alone cannot determine reality. Throughout history, humans 
have feared countless things that turned out to be false. They feared 
eclipses, comets, spirits, curses, witches, and divine punishments. The 
intensity of fear never served as evidence for the object being feared. 
The same principle applies to existential questions. A possibility does 
not become more probable simply because it is frightening. The 
mature response to uncertainty is not blind confidence, but 
intellectual honesty. The honest position may sometimes be: "I do 
not know. " That answer feels uncomfortable because it offers no 
guarantees. Yet uncertainty is not a defect in reasoning. In many 
situations, it is the most accurate reflection of reality. The central 
challenge of Pascal's Wager is therefore not theological but 
psychological. It asks whether fear should be permitted to govern 
belief. For much of my life, I believed the answer was yes. Over time, 
I became less convinced. A worldview deserves consideration 
because of its evidence, explanatory power, coherence, and 
correspondence with reality—not because abandoning it feels 
frightening. Fear may explain why a belief persists. It does not 
determine whether that belief is true. 
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The Rare Opportunity Problem 
Within Krishna Consciousness, Pascal's Wager often appears in a 

far more emotionally powerful form. The description is familiar. You 
are an eternal soul suffering under the threefold miseries of material 
existence and the inevitable realities of birth, death, old age, and 
disease. 162 After wandering through 8. 4 million species of life, you 
have somehow obtained the rare human form. 163 Even among 
human beings, spiritual inquiry is rare. Even among spiritual seekers, 
Krishna Consciousness is presented as rarer still. Sri Chaitanya 
Mahaprabhu appears only at specific moments within vast cosmic 
cycles to distribute the highest form of divine love. The implication is 
difficult to ignore. What if this opportunity is genuinely unique? 
What if rejecting it means losing something unimaginably valuable? 
What if I discover after death that Krishna was real all along? For 
years, this question carried enormous psychological weight for me. 
But eventually I realized that this is simply a more sophisticated form 
of Pascal's Wager. The argument does not provide additional 
evidence that the theology is true. It magnifies the perceived cost of 
being wrong. The focus quietly shifts from: "Is it true? " to "What if I 
take the risk? " Once I noticed that shift, the structure became much 
easier to recognize. A proposition does not become more likely 
because the consequences of rejecting it sound frightening. The 
probability of a claim and the emotional cost attached to that claim 
are two different things. Otherwise every religion that offers a unique 
path to salvation and a catastrophic consequence for rejection would 
deserve the same level of commitment. The question therefore 
remained unchanged. Not how much I feared being wrong. But how 
much evidence existed that the claim was true in the first place. The 
gray-scale perspective does not eliminate uncertainty. It accepts 
uncertainty as an unavoidable part of the human condition. Rather 
than demanding absolute guarantees before taking a step, it 
encourages intellectual courage: the willingness to follow evidence 
honestly even when certainty remains unavailable. The question is no 
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longer: "What if I am wrong? " The deeper question becomes: "Am I 
willing to believe something primarily because I am afraid not to? " 
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5. 4. b The Cost of Leaving 
If fear is the first barrier preventing a person from leaving a 

worldview, emotional investment is often the second. In many cases, 
people do not remain committed because every question has been 
answered or every contradiction resolved. They remain because too 
much of themselves has become attached to the system: years of 
study, years of sacrifice, years of service, years of identity formation, 
years of relationships, and years of hope. The deeper the investment, 
the harder it becomes to evaluate the system objectively. 
Psychologists have long recognized this tendency. In economics it is 
often described as the Sunk Cost Effect—the tendency to continue 
investing in a decision simply because significant resources have 
already been invested. 164 Rationally, past investments should not 
determine future decisions. Psychologically, however, they often do. 

 

Religious commitment frequently amplifies this effect because 
the investment is not merely financial or practical. It is existential. 
The individual has not merely joined an organization; they have built 
a self around it. Leaving therefore feels less like changing an opinion 
and more like dismantling an identity. This helps explain why 
intelligent and sincere individuals can remain committed even when 
they privately recognize serious problems. The difficulty is not always 
intellectual; it is emotional. A revealing observation appears in 
discussions surrounding Bhaktipada and his followers. Even when 
significant discrepancies became visible, many disciples found 
themselves unable to acknowledge the possibility that something had 
gone fundamentally wrong. Instead, behavior was rationalized, 
inconsistencies were explained away, and doubts were suppressed. As 
Kramer and Alstad observed, disciples often become deeply invested 
in believing that the guru is both pure and right because the entire 
structure of surrender depends upon that assumption. 165 If the guru 
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can make serious mistakes, the psychological foundation of surrender 
begins to collapse. 

 

This observation extends beyond any single movement. The 
more a system asks for surrender, the more psychologically necessary 
perfection becomes. A person can casually follow an imperfect 
teacher, but it is much harder to surrender one's life to one. 
Consequently, idealization becomes structurally necessary. The leader 
cannot simply be knowledgeable; they must be exceptionally wise. 
The guru cannot merely be sincere; they must be spiritually elevated. 
The authority cannot merely be respected; they must be trusted 
beyond ordinary standards. Once these images become 
psychologically established, criticism no longer feels like 
disagreement—it feels like betrayal. This creates a powerful internal 
conflict. If the system is flawed, then years of sacrifice may have been 
misplaced. If the authority was mistaken, then major life decisions 
may require reevaluation. If the promised certainty was incomplete, 
then the future becomes uncertain again. Many individuals therefore 
choose a psychologically easier path: they reinterpret the evidence 
rather than reexamine the foundation. The human mind is 
remarkably skilled at protecting emotionally valuable beliefs. 

 

Yet emotional investment creates another burden that often 
remains invisible: the burden of blame. Many high-commitment 
systems contain a subtle self-protective mechanism. When promised 
outcomes fail to materialize, responsibility is frequently redirected 
back toward the individual. If spiritual progress does not occur, you 
lacked sincerity. If prayers appear unanswered, you lacked faith. If 
doubts emerge, you committed an offense. If predictions fail, you 
misunderstood the teaching. If the system disappoints, you failed the 
system. Notice the pattern: the institution remains perfect, and the 
individual absorbs the failure. Over time, this can create a powerful 
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psychological loop where success validates the system and failure 
indicts the follower. Under such conditions, disconfirmation becomes 
extremely difficult because every possible outcome reinforces the 
same conclusion. Psychologists studying belief perseverance and 
cognitive dissonance have repeatedly observed similar mechanisms. 
166 Human beings naturally seek consistency between beliefs and 
experience. When inconsistencies emerge, modifying a cherished 
worldview is often far more painful than modifying one's 
interpretation of events. This does not mean believers are irrational; it 
means they are human. The same tendencies appear in politics, 
relationships, business ventures, ideological movements, and personal 
identities. The deeper the commitment, the stronger the resistance to 
revision. 

Recognizing this tendency is not an attack on devotion. It is an 
acknowledgment of a universal feature of human psychology. The 
question therefore becomes: how much evidence would it take for 
you to reconsider a belief ? If the answer is "nothing, " then the issue 
is no longer evidence; it is attachment. The gray-scale perspective 
does not condemn emotional investment. Every meaningful pursuit 
requires commitment, trust, and dedication. The challenge arises 
when commitment becomes so absolute that revision becomes 
impossible. A healthy relationship with any belief system should allow 
room for questioning, correction, and growth. Most importantly, it 
should allow room for leaving without requiring a person to view 
their entire life as a failure. Because changing one's mind is not 
evidence of weakness; sometimes it is evidence of intellectual 
courage. The years invested were not necessarily wasted; they were 
part of the journey that produced the person now capable of asking 
deeper questions. The goal is not to erase the past. The goal is to 
understand it honestly. And honesty sometimes requires accepting 
that the cost of remaining can become greater than the cost of 
leaving.  
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5. 4. c Crisis of Purpose 
For many people, the most difficult part of leaving a religious 

worldview is not losing answers. It is losing purpose. As long as a 
person remains inside a comprehensive religious system, life often 
appears structured around a cosmic narrative. Every action possesses 
ultimate significance. Every sacrifice contributes to a divine plan. 
Every suffering serves a hidden purpose. Every moral decision 
echoes into eternity. The individual may not understand every detail, 
but they possess something psychologically powerful: a predefined 
answer to the question, "Why am I here? " 

 

When that framework begins to dissolve, a profound existential 
vacuum can emerge. Questions that were once settled suddenly 
reopen. Why am I alive? What gives life meaning? What should I 
devote myself to? Does anything ultimately matter? For many 
individuals, this stage is mistaken for evidence that leaving was a 
mistake. It is not. It is often a predictable consequence of 
transitioning from inherited meaning to self-authored meaning. 

 

The Austrian psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, in Man's Search for 
Meaning, observed that human beings possess a deep psychological 
need for meaning. 167 When traditional structures of meaning 
collapse, people frequently experience what he called an existential 
vacuum—a state characterized by emptiness, disorientation, and a 
loss of direction. 168 Importantly, Frankl did not conclude that 
meaning must come from religion. He concluded that meaning must 
come from somewhere. The vacuum itself is not proof that the 
previous worldview was true. It merely demonstrates that human 
beings require purpose to function psychologically. This distinction is 
critical. A person who leaves a religious system often expects 
immediate liberation. Instead, they encounter responsibility. The old 
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system told them what to value. Now they must decide. The old 
system defined success. Now they must define it. The old system 
provided purpose. Now they must construct it. Freedom therefore 
arrives with an unexpected cost: responsibility. 

 

The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre summarized this idea through 
the principle that existence precedes essence. 169 Human beings are 
not born with a predetermined cosmic blueprint. Instead, they create 
meaning through choices, commitments, relationships, and actions. 
Many people find this terrifying. It is much easier to inherit purpose 
than to create it. Inherited purpose offers certainty. Created purpose 
offers responsibility. Yet history repeatedly demonstrates that 
meaning emerges from many sources beyond religion. Parents find 
meaning in raising children. Scientists find meaning in discovery. 
Artists find meaning in creation. Teachers find meaning in education. 
Doctors find meaning in healing. Friends find meaning in loyalty. 
Communities find meaning in cooperation. None of these require 
certainty regarding the ultimate structure of the universe. They 
require participation in life. 

 

This realization gradually alters the nature of the question. 
Instead of asking, "What is the cosmic purpose of my existence? " 
one begins asking, "What kind of existence do I want to create? " 
The shift appears subtle. In practice, it changes everything. The first 
question assumes purpose exists externally and must be discovered. 
The second assumes purpose emerges through engagement and must 
be cultivated. Neither approach can be proven absolutely. Both 
remain philosophical positions. The difference is that the second 
approach does not require access to ultimate certainty. It begins from 
observable reality. You may not know why the universe exists. You 
may not know whether consciousness survives death. You may not 
know whether a divine intelligence governs reality. Yet you can still 
 

250 

Free Digital Edition. Copyright © 2026 Sourav Uttarkabat. Not for Resale. Official editions available via authorized retailers.



 
reduce suffering, build meaningful relationships, create, learn, 
contribute, and love. 

 

The absence of certainty does not eliminate the possibility of 
significance. In fact, many philosophers have argued the opposite. 
The finite nature of life may be precisely what gives human actions 
their weight. A conversation matters because it will not last forever. A 
friendship matters because it is fragile. A life matters because it is 
limited. Meaning does not necessarily require eternity. Sometimes 
meaning emerges precisely because time is scarce. This perspective 
leads toward what might be called Grounded Realism. Grounded 
Realism neither assumes the universe possesses a hidden divine plan 
nor insists that life is meaningless. Instead, it begins with intellectual 
humility. Some questions remain unanswered. Some mysteries remain 
unresolved. Some uncertainties may never disappear. Yet meaning 
remains possible despite those uncertainties. Purpose becomes 
something actively built rather than passively received. The goal is no 
longer to locate one's assigned role in a cosmic script. The goal is to 
participate honestly in reality as it appears. 

 

This transition is rarely comfortable. The loss of inherited 
certainty can feel like standing on unfamiliar ground. Yet over time, 
many people discover something unexpected. The purpose they 
create themselves often feels more authentic than the purpose they 
inherited. Not because it is guaranteed. Not because it is eternal. But 
because it is genuinely their own. The crisis of purpose therefore 
marks neither the end of meaning nor the triumph of nihilism. It 
marks the beginning of responsibility. And responsibility, while 
heavier than certainty, is often more real. 
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5. 4. d The Gray Point 

Throughout this book, I repeatedly challenged certainty. I 
questioned institutions, authority, interpretations, history, theology, 
psychology, and even my own assumptions. After all of that, a natural 
question remains: What is your position then? Before answering, 
there is something more fundamental to understand. 

Why Black-and-White Thinking Fails 
People often try to judge things in black and white; if something 

is not black, it would be white, but that's not how the reality of 
perception works. If one is not religious, then he must be irreligious; 
if one is not moral, he must be amoral; if one is not honest, he is 
dishonest—it is not like that. The perception is a gray point, existing 
between the gradient scale of black to white. I do not accept religion 
to be 100% truth; it may have some truth, but I acknowledge the 
beauty, necessity, and utility of religion to mankind. I do not accept 
the existence of God, neither do I reject it certainly; I accept the 
obscurity. I am not a theist, but neither am I a complete atheist. 

The world is full of people trying to force reality into absolute 
categories like theist or atheist, believer or non-believer. Yet when we 
look carefully, reality rarely operates in absolutes. The deeper I looked 
into religion, science, history, and psychology, the harder it became to 
divide everything into rigid categories. I found gradients instead of 
absolutes, and that realization became one of the most important 
lessons of my journey. 

The Inevitability and Beauty of Uncertainty 
I still investigated the root of roots of the belief and found the 

fundamental level of evolution of theology, distinguishable morality 
and religion, and the archaeology of certainty. The truth I found is so 
crystal clear that it made me acknowledge many things, like admiring 
the utility, beauty, and necessity of religion. Among all theologies 
mankind has ever made, Gaudiya Vaishnava theology evolved to be 
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the best I found yet. It may have some truth, but it still does have 
many falsities I can clearly see. 

The theology has evolved so far over history and is so far yet to 
be evolved, but this does not certainly explain the obscurity. And 
there is non-trivial uncertainty in certainty over uncertainty. And 
Krishna Consciousness is still a theory. If it cannot be rejected, it 
cannot be accepted as well. So for me, Krishna Consciousness is the 
best theory, which may or may not have relevance with the truth, and 
that is in uncertainty. 

But this uncertainty leads to insecurity for the general mass; 
that's why people believe the religions to be true. If it makes you 
uncomfortable, then hold your breath. 

But then, how this uncertainty in nature is inevitable is way more 
beautiful—like the uncertainty to perceive a quantum particle, the 
uncertain thermodynamic motion of molecules, the uncertainty in 
financial stock market aspects, and also the uncertainty in changes of 
nature and weather. The inevitability of uncertainty is the major 
reason behind EVOLUTION. Evolution of living beings, evolution 
of economy, evolution of scientific theory, evolution of perception, 
evolution of religion. 

AND IF NATURE IS INFINITE, the uncertainty is inevitable 
and the main driving force for everything to evolve and grow. So, 
uncertainty is an inevitably beautiful aspect of truth to be 
acknowledged. Without uncertainty, there would be no reason to 
explore, adapt, or evolve. Uncertainty is not merely something to 
tolerate; it is a beautiful aspect of truth that must be acknowledged. 

Reliability, Observation, and Evidence 
While I do not believe certainty is possible, I do believe some 

things are more reliable than others. I believe in the reliability of 
evidential observation and hence the evidences, but the evidence 
being incorrect is a possibility which cannot be denied. It is 
uncertain—accept that. But due to the coherence in repeated 
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observation of scientific evidences, I do see the reliability of 
evidences to be more certain than the certainty of theological 
proposals of religion being truth. 

The certainty over belief in science is more than the certainty in 
acceptance of religion due to different observed aspects. And human 
observability can also be questioned to be false. Yes, it is uncertain 
that it can possibly be false, but this uncertainty is not more than that 
of the certainty of religion being true. 

I think I made sense. If I don't, then read again and again. You 
may make sense out of it and you may not—that's uncertain—but the 
certainty of understanding it raises over iteration. That's the evolution 
of your understanding. That's what I want to say. My understanding 
evolves through this iteration; you may understand my position, or 
you may not. That itself is uncertain, but the clarity of that 
understanding increases through the process of questioning. 

The Questions That Remain 
Accepting religion... You acknowledged uncertainty but, what is 

your personal current stand regarding all these? Also, justify why you 
choose that specific gray point position. 

Believing God? Living a Religious/Irreligious life? Like doing sin 
or not? How would you see the Acharyas? How would you see 
Krishna consciousness? What are the boundaries of your morality? 
Like moral standards? What is the purpose of your life? What about 
the religious rituals? Do you deny the soul? 

These questions remain after everything discussed in this book, 
and I will answer them. Acknowledging uncertainty does not mean 
having no position; it simply means refusing to claim certainty 
beyond what appears justified. The following positions are not 
expressions of indecision, but the coordinates toward which my 
current observations, reasoning, and experiences point. 
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Defining the Scale 

Figure 1. Gradient Scale of Belief 

 
To explain my position, I use a scale of 1 to 10 where 10 is 

absolute certainty and 1 is total denial. These are not eternal truths, 
but current coordinates of an evolving journey. Defining a scale from 
1 to 10, 1 and 10 will hold completely different natures. And my 
number will define my position. If it is a scale of certainty: if it's 10, 
I'm fully certain about that and uncertainty is zero, and vice versa. 

Believing God? 

Like if 1 = Theist, 10 = Atheist. I will hold the number 7. I am 
more certain that God is an evolutionary, man-made conception than 
the certainty of the definite existence of God. But I don't deny the 
existence of God, as per my observations. My observations simply 
push me closer toward that position. I do not deny the possibility of 
existence of God but this possibility does not hold the highest 
probability. Yes, Probability that is defined by iterated evidential 
observational analysis. 
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Living Religious/Irreligious life? Like doing sin or not? 

Remember to detach religion from morality. 1 = Religious, 10 = 
Irreligious. Also, there is a difference between irreligion and secular. 
Irreligion is doing opposite actions of what dogma sets. Secularism 
simply separates moral and practical decisions from religious 
authority. 

I will hold 6 in that scale. I am more likely to be secular. I will be 
doing some sin (according to the dogma set by Vaishnavism) like 
meat-eating, self-pleasure activities, taking intoxicants depending on 
material conditions, etc. Today, I see religion as an intricate and 
beautiful human invention that addresses social, survival, and 
psychological needs. Like any tool, it can be misused, and I find 
religion becomes most dangerous when taken to extremes. I do not 
hate religion, nor do I surrender my intelligence to it; I interpret most 
spiritual experiences through psychological explanations unless 
compelling evidence suggests otherwise. My decisions are guided by 
probability, not mere possibility. I participate in rituals when they 
strengthen relationships or well-being, but I approach them 
objectively rather than automatically. 

How would you see the Acharyas? 

I see Acharyas as intelligent, dedicated, absorbed people who 
have done revolutionary help in the overall evolution of the 
community. Their contributions remain significant, and my rejection 
of absolute certainty does not require rejection of their intelligence, 
sincerity, or historical importance. 

How would you see Krishna Consciousness? 

I would perceive it as the best and most beautiful theology made 
by mankind ever, that answers almost all my questions coherently. It 
answers an extraordinary number of questions, which explains my 
past attraction and my continued admiration for its sophistication. I 
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truly admire and love Srila Prabhupada as one of the most influential 
individuals in my life and a remarkable Acharya. What has changed is 
not my admiration, but the degree of authority I grant its doctrines; I 
no longer base major life decisions on theological claims alone. 

What are the boundaries of your morality? Like moral standards? 

Morality still exists without religion, and on a scale of morals: 1 
= Amoral, 10 = Moral. I would hold number 7. I do not believe 
morality disappears when religion does; empathy, fairness, and 
responsibility remain meaningful outside theological frameworks. 

What is the purpose of your life? 

As usual, enjoying life. Don't just come with this quote: 

"Materialists are thinking that at the end of life everything will 
be empty; therefore they conclude that they should enjoy themselves as 
much as possible in this life. That is why sense enjoyment is at the core 
of material life; materialists are mad after sense enjoyment." — Srila 
Prabhupada (Letter to Hayagriva) 

That is only one aspect of living life. The meaning of life is much 
broader than this, which doesn't necessarily intersect religion. Many 
religious critiques assume that without religion life becomes 
meaningless, but I disagree. Purpose is broader than religion. While 
enjoyment is one aspect of life, meaning also includes learning, 
relationships, creativity, contribution, exploration, curiosity, growth, 
and experience. 

What about the religious rituals? 

Occasional for the maintenance of social balance. Selective and 
objective as well. 
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Do you deny the soul? 

More likely on a scale of: 1 = Deny, 10 = Accept. I would hold 
somewhere between 2 to 3. I lean overwhelmingly toward denial 
rather than acceptance, as I find naturalistic explanations and the 
emergence of life through physical processes far more convincing 
than an eternal soul. While other possibilities remain conceivable, 
natural explanations occupy the overwhelming majority of 
probability. 

How much do you agree with misogyny? 

Don't agree. 

Which spiritual institution would you join next? 

Merely not any. It is highly unlikely; I no longer feel the need to 
surrender my intellectual sovereignty. 

Dynamic Numbers 

And these numbers I set today are dynamic, as evolution never 
stops. Understanding, knowledge, perception, science, religion, and 
human beings all evolve. My numbers may change tomorrow or ten 
years from now—and that uncertainty is perfectly acceptable. The 
purpose of this book was never to replace one certainty with another, 
but to explain where I currently stand. This is not a declaration of a 
final destination, but the present coordinates of a journey that is ever 
evolving. 
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Conclusion 

The Journey and the Investigation 
This journey did not begin with skepticism or criticism; it began 

with profound admiration. 
I was deeply attracted and attached to Krishna Consciousness. In 

Phase I, I mentioned what attracted me and why I was convinced 
with the philosophy. Primarily, I was convinced with Prabhupada's 
presentation of the futility and unreliability of sense perception, 
evidential science, imperfect senses, and imperfect intelligence in the 
attempt to understand the perfect and infinite that is beyond the 
limits of conceivability. Secondarily, the KC philosophy is so beautiful 
that it gives almost perfect answers to all my questions of different 
aspects and looked practical also. So I became a sincere practitioner 
and member of this movement. 

In Phase II, I explained that the philosophy may sound beautiful, 
but life is lived in the institution. I found non-trivial compromises in 
conduct and management, but still, I was a defender to outer critics. 
But when I found the institution's attitude faulty—that instead of 
trying to eliminate misconducts, it lives through misconduct and acts 
as a parasite body (that intends to harm the body it takes shelter 
of)—my perspective changed. I was still faithful to the philosophy 
and founder, but this acted as a trigger to introspect and look deeper 
towards myself, and interrogate every aspect of KC that changed my 
identity. This deep introspection led me to ask the right questions. 

In Phase III, I also found the game of psychology being played 
with my life and innocent people's lives around me. Then I 
discovered the psychological cards played with me that made me 
convinced towards the theology. 

In Phase IV, I then introspected the roots of the belief and 
theology, approaching it deeply historically, theologically, 
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archaeologically, biologically, etc. Then the truth started revealing to 
me gradually. I went on asking right questions and kept on 
introspecting and investigating, and the true nature of nature got 
visible. The right question I asked was my inability to see something 
clearly, and how someone's proposal of certainty, which seems 
beautiful, still is not certain to be true. The divine words I had to put 
faith on to perceive certainty did not seem divine when I saw their 
root. Then how can the words that claimed the certainty of those 
words override the contradictory evidences? Why is the divine truth 
patched over time like evolution? Is it not man-made? 

In Phase V, I investigated the root of roots and acknowledged 
the uncertainty of truth. Reality is in uncertainty that we have to 
acknowledge. And I explained how to face the consequences of this 
acknowledgment—like identity crisis, crisis of purpose, and dealing 
with the fear of uncertainty—and shown how a beautiful life can be 
lived with the beauty of acknowledgment. 

The Evolution of Perception 
When you leave an absolute system, the greatest temptation is to 

swing wildly to the opposite extreme. But human understanding does 
not grow because we find perfect answers; it grows because we 
remain willing to improve imperfect answers. Among all the 
theologies mankind has produced, Gaudiya Vaishnava theology 
remains the most sophisticated and beautiful I have encountered. Yet, 
after thorough investigation, I could no longer treat it as absolute 
certainty. I could only treat it as a theory—perhaps the best theory I 
have encountered, but a theory nonetheless. It may have relevance to 
ultimate truth, or it may not. 

The Gray-Scale Reality 
This is the gray-scale position. A rational, sovereign person can, 

and should, stay in the gray. The gray-scale position does not mean 
believing nothing. It does not mean cynicism, nihilism, or intellectual 
paralysis. It simply means proportioning belief to evidence and 
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remaining honest about uncertainty. You can reject an institution’s 
claim to absolute truth while still respecting the psychological and 
social benefits it provides to a community. You can appreciate the art, 
the philosophy, and the human longing it represents, while carefully 
protecting your personal boundaries so that manipulative extremists 
cannot enter your sovereignty. 

The Sovereign Architect 
Leaving a worldview that demanded your life and soul is 

terrifying, but the silence of the cosmos is not a sign of emptiness; it 
is the ultimate expression of freedom. The responsibility of your life 
is now yours. 

Sovereignty is not rebellion. Sovereignty is responsibility. It 
means allowing no institution, guru, scripture, ideology, political 
movement, or charismatic authority to replace your own capacity for 
observation, reasoning, and judgment. It means remaining willing to 
investigate, revise, and learn. It means accepting that understanding is 
a process rather than a destination. 

The Beauty of Uncertainty 
That realization no longer frightens me, because uncertainty 

itself became one of the most profound discoveries of this journey. 
Whether in quantum mechanics, thermodynamics, economics, 
biological systems, human perception, or religious models, 
uncertainty is woven into the very fabric of reality. It is from this 
uncertainty that evolution emerges—the evolution of life, societies, 
scientific understanding, and theology itself. 

The most beautiful lesson I found was not certainty, but the 
willingness to revise, adapt, and update our perception when reality 
demands it. The more I looked, the more I found uncertainty not as a 
weakness of reality, but as one of its defining characteristics. It 
gradually became clear that uncertainty is not the opposite of growth. 
It is one of the conditions that makes growth possible. 
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Meaning Without Certainty 
This book was never written to convert anyone or replace one 

certainty with another. Its purpose was to encourage difficult 
questions, honest investigation, intellectual honesty, and sovereignty 
over one's own perception. 

You do not need absolute certainty to live a deeply moral, 
beautiful, and purposeful life. Meaning is not something hidden in a 
distant spiritual realm waiting to be discovered. Meaning emerges 
through relationships, creativity, contribution, curiosity, love, learning, 
responsibility, and participation in the world around us. Purpose is 
broader than religion, and morality does not disappear when dogma 
is removed. 

Final Message 
Uncertainty is inevitable. And when uncertainty vanishes, 

evolution stops. But changes in nature do not stop. Those who do 
not evolve are rejected in natural selection. The religion which claims 
to be absolute and never-changing is also evolving covertly, else it 
would be rejected long ago. 

There exist evolving purposes, evolving identities, evolving 
moral standards, and many other beautiful aspects of life even when 
you change the numbers in scales of different religious aspects and 
parameters of life. 

The journey does not end when certainty disappears. The 
journey begins when investigation starts. 

Don't stop evolving. And hold sovereignty over your perception. 
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Afterword: An Extended Conclusion by 
Jasraj Singh 

Since you have now completed this book, you may have already 
formed opinions about its content, the authors, and perhaps even 
your facilitators, mentors, and gurus. First of all, we sincerely 
appreciate your willingness to read a book that questions authority 
and their perfect words. Whether you see it as a warning or simply 
well-intentioned advice depends upon your understanding of the 
philosophy; questioning authority is often regarded as Vaishnava 
Aparadha. 

Everything mentioned here is drawn from the lived experiences 
of both authors. Even if you feel we have deviated, the very fact that 
you chose to read this book suggests that you are not a blind 
follower, but someone who is genuinely seeking knowledge. 

Our purpose here is to question the conclusions that have been 
served to us on a golden platter and expected to be accepted as 
axioms. In reality, those conclusions may simply be well-formulated 
answers that are not necessarily true. 

You might think of yourself as the chosen one among the 
many170. This can develop hubris in one's character. A fellow devotee 
friend of mine came to my residence, and we had ordered dinner 
from a restaurant. While I was serving the food onto a plate, he asked 
me if a piece of meat had ever been served on it. I replied that I had 
brought the plate from my home where my parents eat meat, but ever 
since I moved it to my flat, no meat had touched it. He still chose not 
to eat from any crockery in my flat and instead ordered disposable 
plates for himself. 
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Please think again. We don't abstain from eating meat because 
we are compassionate and kind toward animals; we follow it because 
we believe it makes us more religious. We then justify it to the 
non-devotee population by speaking about kindness, empathy, and 
animal cruelty, or by explaining why meat should not be eaten and 
why eggs should not be served in mid-day meals. 

You have been justifying following religion as though you are 
doing some glorious service for humanity. You believe you are saving 
the world from the wrath of Kali Yuga by giving people the Holy 
Name, that you are the chosen one of Krishna, and that you are 
going to deliver the twenty-one generations of your family. Yet, in the 
process, you become busy labeling people who are not like you, who 
hold different ideals and ways of life. It becomes easy to look down 
upon those who eat meat, those who engage in intoxication, and 
anyone who does not conform to the standards you have set for 
spiritual advancement. 

Imagine onion and garlic. Not eating them is fine, but why can't 
you simply accept that we don't eat them because the philosophy 
prohibits it? Why are you trying to give a scientific explanation for 
the same? Imagine seeing a person next to you eating onion and 
feeling disgusted. At the same time, in the VIP section of the temple, 
Dakota Johnson arrives with her live-in boyfriend, Chris Martin. She's 
the one who acted in Fifty Shades of Grey and eats beef on a regular 
basis, yet she is welcomed by the same senior devotee. I mean, are we 
talking sense? 

If MrBeast were to visit ISKCON tomorrow, he would be 
greeted by senior devotees without even thinking for a second that 
the guy literally sells beef and chocolate bars. 
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Ideas of Goloka, reincarnation, and heaven have dominated our 

vision to such an extent that we fail to see the reality that, at the end 
of the day, we are all human beings influenced by the world around 
us. No matter how many people call us Prabhuji, no matter if our 
names are prefixed with titles like His Grace, we are still susceptible to 
making mistakes. These are mistakes that can deeply affect 
people—people who adore us, who, at our command, will disregard 
their own observations, people who will give their sweat, blood, toil, 
and tears. Some leaders become so unapologetic about their missteps 
because of their own interpretation of philosophy that they risk 
losing the very basic human quality of empathy. 

When people in Beverly Hills were losing their homes to 
devastating fires, many devotees were quick to explain it as a 
consequence of disbelief in God or the influence of Kali Yuga. 
Instead of first expressing empathy for those suffering, we often rush 
to justify tragedy through philosophy. Sometimes compassion should 
precede conclusions. 

Empathy, the very foundation of humanity, is sometimes 
profoundly lacking among devotees, and we often don't share any 
concern for teaching it. I am sorry to say this, but we sometimes 
think of ourselves as otherworldly creatures and view others with 
disdain, as if spiritual practice has somehow elevated us above 
ordinary human emotions. We have become so occupied in deciding 
who is pure and who has fallen that we often fail to comfort the one 
who is suffering. Before being devotees we are humans, and if our 
philosophy cannot make us more compassionate toward those who 
disagree with us, then perhaps we have mistaken religious identity for 
spiritual advancement. 

If you're a preacher reading this, we sincerely hope you'll share 
this book with the mentees under your guidance without first 
offering explanations or justifications. Let them read it with the same 
freedom you had. Let them think, question, and arrive at their own 
conclusions. They might just ask the perfect questions to your perfect 
answers.  
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About the Author 
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The Afterword of this book was contributed by Jasraj Singh, a 
thoughtful peer who walked a remarkably similar path. We became 
friends through the platform of devotion, both were practicing 
Krishna Consciousness with the utmost sincerity. Jasraj studied Srila 
Prabhupada's texts even more extensively than I did, and our 
friendship—originally forged in shared faith—has remained steadfast 
even as our worldviews shifted and evolved. 

My journey began not as that of a critic, but as that of a sincere 
believer searching for answers to questions of meaning, purpose, 
morality, suffering, and existence. Over time, that search expanded 
beyond theology into philosophy, psychology, history, archaeology, 
biology, and the broader study of how human beings construct belief 
systems. 

This book is not presented as a collection of final answers. It is 
simply a record of an attempt to follow questions wherever they led, 
even when the conclusions became uncomfortable. 

Whether you ultimately agree or disagree with the conclusions 
presented here is entirely your decision. My hope is only that this 
work encourages the same intellectual honesty, curiosity, and 
openness that made us ask those questions in the first place. 

If there is one message I hope remains after the final page, it is 
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