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Chaitanya leads kirtan, public singing of names of God, in the streets of sixteenth-century Navadvipa. These ecstatic kirtan processions were the essence of Chaitanya’s practice and teachings and transformed the consciousness of the community.
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to my guru, who introduced me to Sri Chaitanya

to my friend Ramdas

and to all who have ever shed a tear for God
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Chaitanya captured the hearts of the people of Bengal with his fervent chanting and ecstatic dancing, calling upon his beloved Krishna.
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Beware! This book is dangerous. The very pages are on fire with a divine passion. The words burn with the fervor of incendiary love. If you cherish the path of a moderate life, please find something else to read. But if you’re ready to be ignited by the flame of Radharani’s longing for her beloved, read on…

This is an amazingly wonderful text. Not because of the words in it, although Ranchor’s writing is never less than beautiful, but because of the living presence that breathes, sings, weeps, laughs, and dances through every page. Call him a saint; call him a guru; call him an avatar. It matters not. The echoes of Sri Krishna Chaitanya’s footsteps are still shaking this world to its core. The distant melody of his kirtan is still awakening hearts across all the universes, known and unknown.

May we, for just one moment of our lives, experience the divine earthshaking love that Mahaprabhu gave away so freely. May we chant God’s names as if our very lives depended on it. May we be blessed with the grace to serve one who serves the servants of the great ones. Let us bow to the Lotus Feet of the Golden Avatar. I bow to this holy book for inspiring me, once again, on the endless path of love.

In closing, I must lodge a rather serious complaint against this biography, which has destroyed the calmness of my heart. It is way too short! Why must the reader be drawn into the divine world of Mahaprabhu only to be cast out again after a mere 216 pages? What injustice! What cruel agony! Well, perhaps there will be a sequel… Many sequels… The life of Nityananda… Gadadhar… And all the blessed companions of Radha and her beloved Govinda when they appeared on the Earth five hundred years ago…

Hari bol!
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Nityananda worked tirelessly to spread Chaitanya’s practice of kirtan in love for Krishna.
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The life of Sri Chaitanya has reverberated for over five hundred years as an extraordinary teaching of fearless devotion—a story for all of humanity and one that many Western yoga practitioners have yet to know. It reminds us that challenges and forces of oppression can be overcome with the power of sublime love and grace.

It is hard for us to imagine the local forces breaking down the doors of our home to stop us from singing kirtan and dancing, or breaking drums, or even using brutality to oppress the forces of love. But this was the ground from which Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu offered his first public kirtan in Bengal in 1510.

At the time of Sri Chaitanya’s life, there was a strong division of caste, men, and women—a ritual hierarchy that controlled one’s direct experience of the Source. Although Sri Chaitanya came from a learned family, his love of Krishna filled his private practice with sankirtan: chanting and dancing for the divine.

The people of Mayapur were so inspired by the ecstatic chanting of Sri Chaitanya that they could hear emanating from his home, they started to echo the chanting of the divine name of Krishna. This tide of unity brought on the brutal oppression of the local Kazi, the Muslim ruler of Mayapur, who, at the encouragement of the Hindu religious elite, tried to stop this rise of love through fear and violence.

Sri Chaitanya’s response is a guiding light for all beings. For the first time, he brought his practice to the street. He asked all of the local people to come together to light a torch and make a procession to the local Kazi’s residence, singing and dancing with the kirtan. Choosing love over fear, the procession swelled, as tens of thousands of people took the streets, following Sri Chaitanya and his beloved disciples to the house of the Kazi.

What happened that night, on the first public kirtan, is one of the many stories of Sri Chaitanya’s life that all beings on this planet will be inspired and blessed to know. At the darkest hour, Sri Chaitanya brought forth a blazing love, transforming fear and violence through the vibration of mantra. He initiated the Bhakti movement with a literal “movement” of devotional dance, enabling men and women from all castes to move together, united by the source of love.

This summer at the annual gathering of Bhakti Fest in Joshua Tree, which brought thousands of people together from all backgrounds and forms of yoga for four days of continuous kirtan, I was moved to tears as Radhanath Swamiji retold this story to me from the core backstage, as Jai Uttal and band were getting ready for the next kirtan. While I also had been telling this story to my student friends for years, there were many details that I had not known that brought subtler layers of teaching to light.

I have been looking for an accessible and in-depth resource to bring into my own life, as well as to share with friends on the path, and now have in this precious book, which has come at a time when the courage to rise in love over fear is once again gaining momentum around the world.

May we remember the power of love within us that is transforming us all. May we chant, dance, sing, meditate, and study in freedom, in remembrance of Sri Chaitanya’s incredible life and legacy, knowing that there are still many people in the world who do not have access to this sacred flow. I am grateful to Ranchor Prime and Mandala Publishing for making this book available for us all right now, to Radhanath Swami for being a living example of Sri Chaitanya, and to the amazing bhaktas around the world who are living this love. May the love of Krishna and Radha be accessible to all in the form of continuing kirtan and teachings of the great Vaishnava lineage from Sri Chaitanya.

Sri Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu ki jai!

Radhe Shyam!
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Throughout his life, Chaitanya shared continuous kirtan with his companions and devotees.
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Chaitanya shared his divine identity as an avatar of Krishna with only a few intimate companions.
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As the rising full moon spreads its golden rays, dispelling darkness and giving pleasure to all, Chaitanya, the Golden Avatara, appeared in the world to bestow infinite light, hope, and love.

Stories of Chaitanya’s life and mission irresistibly attracted me when I first encountered them as a young man. My heart thirsted for more. I was spellbound by the infinite love and compassion that he expressed in such extraordinary ways. Yet he was simple, humble, and accessible to everyone. Ranchor Prime has offered a great blessing to humanity in giving us The Birth of Kirtan: The Life & Teachings of Chaitanya. It is an intimate glimpse into the incredible biography of the Golden Avatara.

Avatara is the word used in the ancient Sanskrit texts to denote the Supreme Lord, who descends into the material world to extend compassion upon all beings. The Sanskrit texts in which it appeared predicted Chaitanya’s appearance thousands of years prior to his descent five hundred years ago in the form of a beautiful human being with a golden complexion. His original, divine identity remained hidden so that he could teach devotion to the general public by playing the role of a devotee.

He ignited a spiritual revolution. Chaitanya defied the superficial, oppressive, and sectarian boundaries of his times by declaring that pure, ecstatic love for Krishna (God as the all-attractive Person) is the privilege of all souls regardless of their caste or station in life. He taught and exemplified how this love inspires compassion for all beings. He proclaimed that the precious treasure of ecstatic love is within our hearts and that everyone is entitled to it. He distributed love of God through the simple process of kirtan: the chanting of the holy names. God has many names, he taught, and each of them is empowered to awaken the dormant love within our hearts.

He fearlessly confronted the prejudice of the oppressive caste system by establishing an untouchable, Haridas, as the highest guru for chanting the holy names. He exposed the ego of materialistic religionists by accepting a humble gift of leaves from a poverty-stricken banana leaf seller, Shridhar, as the ultimate offering to the Lord. He taught that it is sincere, loving intent that is all-important, not the material value of a thing.

In his time, people who dared to practice such beliefs were beaten, exploited, or killed by the military. A tyrant, Chand Kazi, ruled the government and innocent people lived in constant fear. It was Chaitanya who began a nonviolent civil disobedience movement in defiance of the Kazi’s oppressive rule, setting a precedent that would be taken up 430 years later by Mahatma Gandhi. Chaitanya led a procession of hundreds of thousands of protesters all chanting God’s names through the town and to the door of the Kazi’s home. The combination of Chaitanya’s power, humility, and kindness transformed Chand Kazi’s heart, and from then on he honored all faiths with affection.

The Lord restored life to a dead child; transformed murderers, robbers, and drunkards into humble saints; and infused love of God into tigers, deer, and elephants, inducing them to dance in ecstasy. His own magnificent dancing was an outpouring of his ecstatic love for Krishna, and it flooded the hearts of an entire population with that love. He was the transcendent Lord, the embodiment of supreme bliss, who could not bear to see the sufferings of his children.

Chaitanya extended his mercy equally to kings and stray dogs, housewives and ascetics, scholars and farmers, millionaires and beggars. The only qualification was to open their hearts to accept his grace. Yet in his early life, he played the part of an ordinary child devoted to his mother, Sachi, and was tied to her by filial affection. Who can understand the lives of saints, yogis, avatars, and other emissaries of love for God? Their behavior follows no familiar patterns. Their ecstasies confuse all who are unfamiliar with such depths of emotion. They defy conventions and challenge both religious and secular codes of conduct. They are not of this world. Yet seeing into their lives can inspire us to awaken the love they embody.

Ranchor Prime has provided a valuable service by combining stories of Chaitanya’s life with the sensitivity and care that come from the author’s lifetime of Krishna devotion. This heartfelt rendering of the two primary biographies of Chaitanya is destined to become a classic of mystic devotional writing.
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Chaitanya (center) organized nonviolent public rallies that inspired Gandhi’s movement of the 1930s.
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Chaitanya, in later life, spent his time in the company of friends, absorbed in hearing of the sweetness and loving pastimes of Radha and Krishna.
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Sri Krishna Chaitanya was that rare individual: a person whose life embodied his message. He wrote no books, organized no mission, had few direct disciples, and only lived to be forty-eight. During his adult years, he was fully detached from the world, and virtually his only form of public teaching was kirtan, singing the names of God. In his final years, he withdrew into seclusion from all but his closest companions. Yet in his brief time on earth, he sowed the seeds of a spiritual movement that even now unfolds across the world.

The message of Chaitanya was simple: look for the company of those devoted to the service of God and together hear about God and chant God’s names. By so doing, your love will grow and you will find lasting happiness. He gave profound revelations of the highest reality to a handful of intimate disciples, who preserved them for posterity in Sanskrit and Bengali poetry inscribed on palm leaves or the bark of trees. Until the dawn of the twentieth century, he and his teachings were unknown outside India. It was, however, foretold that one day he would be known everywhere. In these urgent times of planetary renewal and transformation, this prophecy is coming to pass and his story can at last be told to the world.


Golden Moon

Chaitanya was born in Navadvip, West Bengal, in the year 1486 and mysteriously disappeared in 1533. He spent his last years in Puri, the then capital city of Orissa in Eastern India. He taught the path of devotion, known in Sanskrit as bhakti yoga, and shared his love for Krishna with tens of thousands across India. During his lifetime, he was known as Gaurachandra (golden moon), Nimai (having been born under a neem tree), Vishvambhar (sustainer of the world), Krishna Chaitanya (living spirit of Krishna), and Mahaprabhu (great master).

From an early age, he showed miraculous powers that persuaded many who were close to him that he was a divine avatar, a manifestation of the Supreme. Although in public he always denied this, his followers believed him to be an incarnation of Krishna.




The Mystery of Chaitanya

Chaitanya was a paradox. Tradition tells us that he revealed his divine identity to a few favored devotees, yet on each occasion he swore them to secrecy. He showed the utmost humility and lived a simple life, yet he was also one of the most exuberant religious figures of medieval India. He urged his followers not to try to see God, rather to feel the absence of God in this earthly realm and embrace such feelings of divine separation.1 Yet he longed to see Krishna so intensely that he spoke of little else.

Chaitanya lived in a perpetual state of divine longing. His powerful emotions often swept him into ecstatic states. We are told he possessed extraordinary charisma and physical beauty, which overwhelmed all who met him. He was said to have been seven feet tall, broad-shouldered and long-armed, with dark flowing hair and huge lotus-shaped eyes. His complexion was described as gaura, golden, and he often manifested a shining effulgence. He was quick-witted, was blessed with a penetrating deep voice, and was a powerful scholar and orator. It was small wonder that he made an indelible impression wherever he went.

For Chaitanya, God was far away, hidden from his creation, yet as near as a heartbeat. Chaitanya’s mood of longing, of separation from the divine beloved, was expressed in the love felt for Krishna by the gopis, the cowherd girls of the forest of Vrindavan. Stories of Krishna tell us how, in their youth, Krishna and the gopis had intense loving affairs; during the day they played in the forest and at night they danced under the moonlight, inspiring images that have been immortalized in some of India’s most memorable art, music, drama, and literature. After Krishna left Vrindavan, he and the gopis spent the rest of their lives apart, always remembering the love they once shared. This constant remembrance between lover and beloved was epitomized in the love between Krishna and the gopi Radha, a metaphor for the intense longing between the soul and God. This was the theme that dominated Chaitanya’s life.

His famous biographer, Krishnadas Kaviraj, based his work on the journals kept by Chaitanya’s closest companions. His epic biographical poem Sri Chaitanya Charitamrita (1615) was completed in his old age, and is one of the masterpieces of medieval Bengali literature. The poet poured a lifetime of devotion and learning into his work, capturing the mystical spirit of Chaitanya’s life and teachings.

Krishnadas opened his work by explaining the identity and significance of Sri Chaitanya. The following pages summarize the poet’s prologue.




The Vaishnava Faith

The ancient Vaishnava faith, which existed prior to Chaitanya, taught that God, Vishnu, is the supreme maintainer of all life. Vishnu exists as Brahman, the all-pervading spirit that is at the basis of all existence; as Paramatma, the Inner Guide who lives in the hearts of all beings; and as Bhagavan, the Original Supreme Person, who is love personified and the source of all that is. These three aspects of God — as pure energy, as guiding presence in the hearts of all, and as the personification of love — coexist eternally.

God appears to earthly vision in many forms, like waves of the ocean, and these forms illuminate the world like candles in the darkness. The one original candle, source of the many, is Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead. Chaitanya devoted his life to Krishna. This original Krishna, said the poet Krishnadas, entered the world as Sri Chaitanya. The intentions for his incarnation were three.




Krishna’s Incarnation as Chaitanya

Wherever Chaitanya went, he taught people to come together and sing Krishna’s names. This simple practice, called kirtan, was so powerful and profound that it could banish illusion and uncover the soul’s natural love for God. Chaitanya’s favorite practice was sankirtan, community kirtan, shared often with great gatherings of devoted chanters. The mission to teach and share kirtan was the first intention for Chaitanya’s incarnation.

A second intention was revealed in Chaitanya’s mood of intense spiritual love. Krishna radiates pure love that flows perpetually between him and his eternal companion Radha. Their love extends to fill all creation. She is the personification of pure love for Krishna, who is never separated from her beloved. To share their love with all beings, these two united as one person in the divine form of Chaitanya. This, wrote Krishnadas, was the second intention for his incarnation.

The third and secret intention for Chaitanya’s incarnation was to fulfill Krishna’s intense desire to become Radha. As the manifestation of purest love, the Goddess Radha enchants Krishna and her spirit inspires the whole creation. Longing to experience love from Radha’s unique perspective, Krishna chose to “become” her, to become a devotee who loves Krishna more than life itself. To accomplish this, Krishna, by appearing as Chaitanya, wanted to experience the spirit of Radha in three distinct ways: to taste the joy of her love; to see his own beauty as only she could; and to feel her ecstasy in being loved by him. To appreciate these inner reasons for Krishna’s incarnation in the form of Chaitanya is possible with the blessings of Chaitanya’s intimate companions, wrote the poet Krishnadas.




Nityananda, the “Brother” of Chaitanya

Chief among these companions was Chaitanya’s friend Nityananda, who was born in East Bengal around 1474. He was as a brother to Chaitanya2 and led his movement in Bengal. These two, Gaura and Nitai, wrote the poet Krishnadas, were like the sun and moon rising together to light up the darkness of the world. They lit up the outer world and illuminated the hearts of their devotees, dissolving their shadows and awakening them to love for God. Chaitanya was the incarnation of Krishna, and Nityananda was the incarnation of Balaram.

In the eternal world of the spirit, as revealed to the faithful readers of the Srimad Bhagavatam, the ancient Sanskrit scripture encoding the life of Krishna, Balaram is Krishna’s brother, and he loves to serve Krishna in numerous ways. While Krishna plays with his friends, for instance, Balaram expands as Vishnu to create the material worlds. First he creates and then enters countless universes of matter, supporting them in a multitude of forms. Vishnu is present throughout creation, yet he is also the seed from which all creation flows, and he enters the hearts of all beings as the Inner Guide who cares for the world. As the one who cares for the world and all within it, Balaram, or Rama, is pure unconditional love and the original guru of all.

Nityananda, wrote the poet Krishnadas, was a personification of Balaram, reaching out to souls lost in this created world of birth and death, and calling them back to Krishna.





Advaita, Who Prepared the Way

Advaita3 was born in Bengal in 1434, fifty-two years before Chaitanya. The poet identified him as an incarnation of Vishnu, creator of the world, yet like Chaitanya, Advaita saw himself as one who served others. He shared with Nityananda the mood of being a servant of Chaitanya. The joy of service, wrote the poet, is a thousand times greater than the joy of merging into God. Service was the mood of whoever loved Krishna — as elder, friend, or lover — and brought unlimited joy.

“I am a servant of Sri Chaitanya and a servant of his servants,” sang Advaita. This joyful song of service was the song of all creation. Those who aspired to pure oneness with God missed the ecstasy of loving service. Even Krishna wanted to feel the emotion of loving service, so he descended in the form of Chaitanya.




Oneness in Diversity

The poet Krishnadas wrote that Krishna appeared in this world as Chaitanya, bringing with him Nityananda, Advaita, and a host of companions to act alongside him in his human drama. These companions were born across Bengal and Orissa, to assemble in Navadvip ready for the appearance of Krishna. Among them were Gadadhar,4 who became Chaitanya’s lifelong friend and confidante, and Srivas,5 whose simple wisdom and love inspired Chaitanya and his followers.

Chaitanya’s message was embodied in these five persons united in a single love. Krishnadas called them the Pancha Tattva, the five truths: Chaitanya, Nityananda, Advaita, Gadadhar, and Srivas. These five danced, sang, laughed and cried, sending forth waves of love that transformed Hindu society in Eastern India in the early sixteenth century.

Devotees of Chaitanya invoked the divine presence of the fivefold Pancha Tattva by singing their names at the start of kirtan using this famous Sanskrit mantra:


sri krishna chaitanya prabhu nityananda

sri advaita gadadhara srivas adi gaura bhakta vrinda



In Chaitanya’s day, India was alive with philosophical debate. The Sanskrit literatures, particularly the Vedanta Sutra, Upanishads, and Bhagavad Gita, were the source books for exploration and dispute about nature, the soul, and God.

Chaitanya was no stranger to philosophy and in his youth was a brilliant debater. His ecstatic religion of Krishna Consciousness was built on foundations of philosophy and common sense. His teachings emerged in a series of encounters with learned teachers during his travels around India, and were later recorded for posterity by his direct disciples, to be passed down through generations of teachers.

The essence of his philosophy was known as Achintya-bhedabheda, that is, “inconceivable oneness and difference.” This is the term he used to describe the relationship between God and the living beings. While some teachers proclaimed oneness, and others proclaimed duality, Chaitanya taught a balanced view: the living beings and God are one and different simultaneously. He explained this by saying that we are one with God in quality but not in quantity. The soul is like a drop of water compared to an ocean. In essence the drop of water and the ocean are one, but the ocean is always greater than the drop.

Some speak of God as Creator, some as Soul of the World, some as Inner Guide; some as Vishnu, some as Rama, some as Shiva; some as the Goddess, the creative force of life; some as the Holy Trinity, some as Allah and some as Jehovah. God or Goddess are shown to each of us according to our capacity to receive and to our inspiration. All these divine visions are reflected in the inspiration and wisdom channeled through Chaitanya to his followers.




The Chain of Devotion

The story of Chaitanya and his teachings was carried on a wave of love all the way down to the present day. It passed through the hearts of innumerable devotees, transmitted through an unbroken chain of teachers.

Five centuries after Chaitanya’s appearance, the chain of devotion and wisdom was brought to the West by Chaitanya’s devotee, Bhaktivedanta Swami, Srila Prabhupada. In 1969, he established near the British Museum in London a beautiful temple dedicated to Radha and Krishna.

In that temple, when I was a young art student, I heard Prabhupada’s message delivered through his disciples, and later I met Prabhupada and was initiated as his disciple. So, I too became a follower of Chaitanya.

I cannot tell the story of Chaitanya as one might a standard history or biography. It is a mystical and mysterious tale, recorded by his contemporaries and set into sublime poetry. The two sixteenth-century Bengali poets and philosophers, Vrindavan Das Thakur and Krishnadas Kaviraj Goswami, have been my guides in finding the authentic story of Chaitanya, and this book is based on their accounts. Through my guru, I was blessed with the opportunity to tell this story, which he published in the 1970s in a translation that filled many volumes laden with devotion and poetic wisdom. I am here to pass on this amazing story in simple language to a new audience.

Our world is going through momentous changes; hearts and minds are open as never before to receive fresh inspiration. I am a messenger. Please be patient with my limitations, for this is a magical story. Chaitanya is not of this world, although he undoubtedly lived and breathed here. His life belongs on another plane of reality. Just to hear his story with an open mind and heart will heal your soul and draw you to his eternal realm of love.
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The poet Krishnadas Kaviraj (1520–1617) composed his biography of Chaitanya in the twilight years of his life: Sri Chaitanya Charitamrita is a masterpiece of Bengali literature.
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Vishvambhar, preparing to leave Bengal, was initiated as a sannyasi and renamed Sri Krishna Chaitanya; all who witnessed the ceremony wept with sorrow and love.
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Moonrise

In the spring of 1486, as the full moon rose into a total eclipse over Bengal, a beautiful boy was born.

The way had been prepared by Advaita. He was called Acharya, which means “teacher.” He saw the confused condition of the world and prayed for divine help. In answer to Advaita’s prayers, Krishna descended from the spiritual world and was born in Navadvip. So the poets tell us.

Advaita Acharya lived in fifteenth-century Bengal in the village of Shantipur. The fields around his village were flat and fertile, watered by the Ganges and her tributaries in the populous land of Nadia. The district was dominated by Navadvip, on the bank of the Ganges, 150 miles inland from the Bay of Bengal. This was a prosperous and cultured town, famous as a center of learning. All day, teachers gathered beside bathing areas, called ghats, that lined the River Ganges. There they taught their students the intricacies of logic and Sanskrit grammar. By evening, the town came alive with celebrations in honor of the Goddess.

Advaita Acharya had a town house in Navadvip, where he was the senior teacher of his community. In his main home in the village of Shantipur, he organized regular prayer meetings for local Vaishnavas, whose tradition was in decline. Advaita saw around him a society preoccupied with material pleasures: people were losing interest in the Vaishnava faith.

Vaishnavism upheld an ordered life centered around the worship of Vishnu, maintainer of the worlds. This was being replaced in Navadvip by ritual worship of the Goddess in pursuit of worldly happiness.6 Advaita believed that material enjoyment would not satisfy the inner longing of the soul, whereas devotion to Vishnu would bring people true peace and happiness. On his own, he felt powerless to change society. Every day he prayed to Krishna, the loving and personal form of Vishnu, to descend among the people and teach love for God.

Advaita was friendly with a gentle brahmana named Jagannath Mishra, who had moved from Eastern Bengal to settle in Navadvip. Mishra’s wife, Sachi, bore eight daughters, but each of them died soon after birth. Still, throughout her prolonged struggle to bear children, she never lost faith in God, continually praying with her husband for at least one healthy child. At last their prayers were answered when their ninth child was born a strong and healthy boy, whom they named Vishvarup. His arrival filled them with happiness.

Soon after, Sachi conceived again. This time she felt the spirit of God descend upon her, and in her joy she radiated spiritual beauty. After their succession of misfortunes, it seemed now, with one strong child and a second one on the way, their sorrows had finally come to an end.

Friends stopped Jagannath on the street to congratulate him and to offer him gifts. In Sachi’s dreams, she saw angels singing prayers to the child in her womb. Both of them felt sure that a special child was about to be born.

That evening the moon entered a full eclipse and a smoky twilight enveloped the world. During this time of shadows, people feared the influence of the lunar eclipse, believing it brought misfortune. To counteract this they sought the all-embracing shelter of Mother Ganges, immersing themselves in her sacred waters and offering prayers. Even those who were not normally observant took these precautions, and with one voice the people chanted the names of God. At this time, with the world prophetically resounding to Krishna’s names, Sachi’s son was born.

Advaita saw the eclipse and knew in his heart that a special event was taking place. He bathed in the Ganges and chanted with great joy. The Vaishnavas who saw him realized that he was seeing something more than just a lunar eclipse. Though they didn’t fully understand, they joined him in his chanting.

Everywhere the atmosphere grew calm and people’s minds were filled with peace. Musicians sang and played musical instruments; people danced in the streets; some even saw celestial beings in the sky and heard their music wafting through the heavens.

As soon as his son was born, Jagannath Mishra called his family priests to chant celebratory prayers. Crowds of well-wishers brought gifts to honor Sachi and her newborn child. Chief among them was Sita, the wife of Advaita Acharya, who came from Shantipur bringing bracelets, necklaces, silks, sandalwood, and gold coins to present to this special child. She believed he had come in answer to her husband’s prayers.




Protector of the World

A regular stream of friends and relatives visited mother and child. They noticed a surprising thing: when the child cried, the chanting of Krishna’s names would pacify him, causing him to smile. The instant they stopped singing, however, he again started to cry. They soon realized that he wanted them to sing God’s names, and this they gladly did, clapping their hands and filling the air with the sound of “Hari, Hari!” As they chanted, the women saw that the child shone with a golden light. So they named him Gaurahari, Golden Lord.

Strange things happened around the house. Visitors saw ethereal presences in the shadows or peering through the windows. Some said these were demigods who had come to honor the divine child; others feared they were evil spirits. Uncertain what was happening, people guarded the house with their prayers and sang Krishna’s names all the more.

When it was time for the child’s name-giving ceremony, Sachi’s father, Nilambara Chakravarti, calculated his grandson’s horoscope.

“This child has deep intelligence and will become a great scholar,” pronounced Nilambara. “He will be a ruler of unimaginable glory. Perhaps he is the brahmana, long foretold by our people, who is to become the savior of Bengal.”

The horoscope predicted that the child would teach the path of truth, bringing good fortune to everyone around him. Because it appeared that he would bless the whole world, Nilambara gave him the name Vishvambhar, meaning “Protector of the World.” And since he was born under a neem tree, which had the reputation of driving away harmful spirits and whose leaves had healing properties, his mother called him Nimai. This became his childhood name among his family and friends.

After the name-giving came the traditional choosing of gifts by the infant, intended to reveal his calling in life. Three offerings were spread before baby Nimai: a tantalizing plate of sweets and puffed rice, a glittering mound of coins, and the holy book Srimad Bhagavatam laid on a cloth. Guests gathered around to see which gift he would choose. To everyone’s delight, he took hold of the Bhagavatam with great enthusiasm. The ladies present sang Krishna’s names in joy, and as they did so, little Nimai danced on their laps.

The beautiful child began to crawl around the house. About his waist was a belt with tiny bells, which tinkled as he moved.

One day, as he played in the courtyard, a large cobra emerged from the bushes and coiled itself around him. Nimai wasn’t afraid. He played with the serpent and lay back among its coils, gurgling with delight. His mother came into the courtyard and saw what was happening. She cried in alarm and rushed forward, at which the snake uncoiled itself and glided harmlessly away. Nimai wanted to crawl after it and catch it, but he was scooped up and carried to safety, while the snake disappeared and was not seen again. Everyone believed he had been rescued from certain death.

Soon Nimai started to walk. Mischievous and full of curiosity, he entered neighbors’ houses and crept into their kitchens, where he ate their food and drank their milk. Sometimes in childish frustration he broke their clay pots. However, when the women caught him, they were so charmed by him that they laughed and let him go.7

His mother and father were enchanted by their beautiful child. They felt certain he was no ordinary mortal, but a divine being. His shining face was bordered by curling locks, his eyes were large like the petals of a lotus flower, and his smile was captivating. When they saw Nimai, people spontaneously offered him gifts such as bananas or ornaments—even those meeting him for the first time. He cleverly used these gifts as bribes to make everyone sing Krishna’s names. This game went on until all his family and their friends were chanting the names of God. When they did so, he would laugh and dance, and when they did not, he would weep. So all came under his influence.

One day, Nimai, decorated with jeweled ornaments, was playing outside his home. Absorbed in his play, he wandered off in the direction of the Ganges, where his parents couldn’t see him. Just then, two thieves approached and observed his shining ornaments. They could not believe their luck.

“This beautiful child is a treasure trove,” one said. “Let us kidnap him and steal his jewels.” So saying, they enticed Nimai with sweets.

“Little boy, you look lost,” they said. “Come with us and we will carry you home.” One of them lifted Nimai onto his shoulders.

“Yes,” laughed Nimai playfully, “Please take me home.”

Nimai enjoyed riding on their shoulders, but at home his absence had been noticed, and all were frantically calling his name and searching for him.

The thieves continued their journey with Nimai on their shoulders, moving quickly until they thought they were a safe distance from his home. They set him down and were about to strip him of his jewels, when they realized they had run in a circle and arrived right back in front of Nimai’s house. Jagannath saw them and came running. He gratefully picked up his little boy, and was about to thank the two strangers, but they fled in panic.

Everyone wanted to know where Nimai had been and what had happened to him. But he spoke kindly of the two men who “gave him a ride” on their shoulders.

“I wanted to go to the Ganges, father, but I got lost,” he said sweetly. “Then those two men picked me up and brought me home.” Jagannath again wanted to thank the men, but they were never seen again.
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