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​Foreword
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Krishna Dharma and Chintamani Dhama Dasi’s “Brilliant as the Sun” series is bringing nourishing light to our lives! A vivid picture of one of my first encounters with Krishna Dharma’s books has stayed with me throughout the last three decades—I am in a big temple kitchen with Vasu Das, collecting lunch for Purnachandra Swami, and Vasu is asking, “Have you read Krishna Dharma’s rendition of Mahabharata? I started reading it during our last December book marathon and I just could not put the book down. I would stay up late after the whole day of cooking and keep reading, because the story of the Pandavas was so fascinating! Then the first thing in the morning I would read at least a few pages more...” This is probably the best endorsement an author can receive. 

Now, to fulfil my dreams beyond all expectations, my well-wishers, Krishna Dharma and his wife Chintamani Dhama Dasi, have engaged me in a deep study of “Srimad-Bhagavatam” since the turn of the millennium. Fortunately, this Purana has more commentaries and explanations than any other, both from Sri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu’s tradition and from other schools. A few years ago, as I was preparing to teach the Bhagavatam course to a new generation of students, I discovered “Brilliant as the Sun”, which puts both the storyline and philosophical threads into a compact captivating form. It was an even more pleasant surprise to find how thoroughly the writers investigated the plot and unwrapped the sages’ teachings. After going through all the main commentaries, I am still finding more facets, sparkling in this concise but precise adaptation. A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada writes in his Bhāgavatam commentary, “Anyone may read the Bhagavad-gītā or the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam repeatedly throughout his whole life and yet find in them new light of information.” (SB 1.1.19) 

Such foundational authors and commentators as Krishnadas Kaviraja Gosvami, Visvanatha Chakravarti and Bhaktivinoda Thakura repeatedly state that they restrain themselves from “increasing the volume of the book”, which indicates that their faithful followers could uncover more details. I feel lucky to be able to read and listen to “Brilliant as the Sun” both for a quick review and for deeper consideration of points which previously escaped my attention. It elucidates timeless wisdom, and it nurtures our taste for the transcendental pastimes of Lord Krishna. 

As a teacher of Srimad Bhagavatam, I would recommend the Brilliant as the Sun series to anyone wishing to study (and teach) that great work. The authors have presented their books in such a way as to enable us to easily refer to the original and better understand its flow and meaning, as well as bringing the story to life. Brilliant as the Sun will inspire you in your studies and act as a useful resource as you go through the Bhagavatam.

Canto Six offers some privileged insight into a debate between messengers of hell and of the spiritual world, where Ajamila, who had given up on spiritual culture long ago, gets his saving grace by dint of an essential bhakti-yoga practice, chanting the name of Lord Vishnu. This canto is special in showing how bhakti can help even bungling practitioners both on Earth and in other realms. We encounter one of the most famous Vedic stories, the battle between Indra and Vritrasura, but from a very unexpected perspective. Finally, we see how even the mother of the demons gets a change of heart through bhakti.

- Adi Purusha Das, Teacher, Vrindavan Institute of Higher Education.
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This seventh volume of the Brilliant as the Sun series comprises the entire sixth canto of Srimad Bhagavatam. The last chapter of the fifth canto described the hells where sinful persons must go for punishment. When Parikit heard about these, he felt compassion for the poor souls obliged to accept such suffering and asked how to save them. Shukadeva then gave various accounts of Krishna protecting his devotees. This is called poshanam, one of the ten topics of the Srimad Bhagavatam mentioned in the second canto (2.10.1), and it forms the principal theme of this book. 

As with previous volumes, we have endeavoured to adhere closely to the original text, occasionally employing poetic license to imagine details of settings where these were missing. Inferring from the sequence of events and referring to the commentaries of realised souls, we have also tried to show inner deliberations of some personalities mentioned. This was to make sense of the flow of the verses. Mostly, however, we were directly guided by the translations and commentaries of our teacher, His Divine Grace A.C.Bhaktivedanta Swami (Srila) Prabhupada, and the Sarartha Darshini commentary of the great medieval saint, Vishvanatha Chakravarti Thakur.

You can read this volume as a standalone, but spiritual authorities recommend one to study the Srimad Bhagavatam systematically from the beginning. They also recommend that one hear it from a self-realised soul, which the authors are not. We have not therefore attempted to embellish the text with any of our own potentially faulty interpretations but have simply presented those of our acharyas or teachers. Our primary aim is to make the text more accessible and assist our readers in appreciating its great value, specifically its power to liberate us from all suffering when heard from Krishna’s pure-hearted devotee. We hope our readers will use our retellings as study companions to the work of Srila Prabhupada, who is surely such an exalted personality. We offer him our deepest respects and pray that he will be pleased with this humble offering.

1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Yamadutas Seize Ajamila
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The vast assembly of ascetics slowly returned to the large clearing at Naimisharanya in small groups, discussing together as they walked. Suta’s morning narration had ended on a harrowing note. Many had openly wept when hearing the descriptions of hell. As they took their places, Shaunaka overhead snatches of their conversations. 

“In the sinful age of Kali, everyone will suffer the horrors of hell.”

“After this morning’s session, I better appreciate the urgency of our thousand-year sacrifice.”

“So do I. We must save these poor souls.”

Shaunaka raised his arms to quieten the sages. Turning to Suta he said, “Everyone here feels duty bound to help others with body, mind and words. Pray tell us, what can we do for the souls hurtling toward hell?” 

Suta spoke reassuringly. “Gentle Shaunaka, take heart. Parikit also lamented upon hearing of the conditioned souls’ torments. Desiring to benefit them, he intelligently questioned Shukadeva. Listen to Shukadeva’s illuminating response.” 

***
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Tears ran down Parikit’s face. He glanced around the assembled sages. It was late at night, and he could not make out their features in the dark, but he felt sure that they shared his feelings. In this bleak and sinful age of Kali, so many people would descend toward hell. There had to be a way of saving them. He thought over everything Shukadeva had explained so far, seeking an answer. After some moments, he questioned the sage.

(1.1-2) “My lord, you have described the gradual path of liberation from the cycle of birth and death, which elevates one to the abode of Lord Brahma and then to the spiritual world.​1 You explained how, influenced by the modes of nature, living entities try to enjoy themselves in the material universe. Thus, they accept various bodies birth after birth and sometimes attain heaven.​2 

(1.3-5) “You described the terrible sufferings resulting from sinful life. You also spoke of the first manvantara, presided over by Svayambhuva Manu​3. You then spoke of the dynasties and characteristics of Kings Priyavrata and Uttanapada. Then you described the material cosmos, the three planetary systems, and their residents.”

Shukadeva smiled, pleased with the king’s recall. “What else would you like to know?” 

(1.6) Parikit folded his palms. “O highly qualified sage, how can we save people from the pain of hell?”

(1.7-8) Shukadeva said, “My dear Parikit, as a king you know people must perform atonement for their sins. This saves them from going to hell in the next life and deters them from committing further sins in this life. Therefore, just as a sick man voluntarily accepts painful treatments, people should similarly atone for their sins.”

(1.9-10) Parikit slowly shook his head. “My lord, in my experience, atonement is ineffectual. Even if someone has seen the punishment meted out to criminals, experienced such punishment himself, or even if he knows from the scriptures that he will enter hell in his next life, still he cannot stop himself from re-offending. Therefore, I think this repeated sinning and atoning is useless. I am reminded of an elephant which rolls in the dust immediately after bathing in a river.”

(1.11-12) Shukadeva smiled. He had only mentioned the atonement process to test his disciple.​4 The king had passed the test, as Shukadeva had felt sure he would. He said, “Well spoken, king. One type of materialistic work cannot negate another type. Acts of atonement and sinful acts are both born of the desire for material enjoyment. Ignorance of one’s true self causes materialism. The only way to change is to cultivate knowledge of the soul. This is the path of jnana, which is more effective and less painful than atonement by physical punishment. Following the regulative principles of knowledge gradually cures one of material desires. It is like following the principles of good nutrition to strengthen the immune system and protect one from infection.”

“What are the principles by which one cultivates knowledge of the soul?”

(1.13-14) “First one must restrain the mind and senses from material enjoyment, starting with strict celibacy. One must be charitable, truthful, clean, and nonviolent. He must also refrain from flesh foods and intoxicants. Those are the proscriptions. The main prescription to cultivate spiritual knowledge is to chant Krishna’s holy names. Faithfully following these principles will temporarily purify one’s tendency to commit sins.”

“Temporarily?” said Parikit. “Does that mean that it is possible to sin again despite following this process?”

Shukadeva said, “Unfortunately, yes. Imagine that our sins are the dried leaves of a creeper. The path of knowledge is like a fire which burns those leaves, but not the creeper’s roots. In due course it will grow again.”

Parikit said, “Is it possible to become completely free of sins, including the possibility of again sinning?”

(1.15) Shukadeva’s eyes widened. “Oh yes! Pure devotional service to Krishna destroys even the roots of sin, as the sun dissipates fog.​5 This is very rare.”

“What is the difference between the path of knowledge and that of pure bhakti?”

Shukadeva said, “Pure devotees are attracted to serving Krishna.”

“How does one become a pure devotee?”

(1.16) Shukadeva said, “One must serve and receive training from one who has pure devotion to Krishna. You will thus learn how to dedicate your life to the Lord and become completely purified. Nothing else can do this, neither austerity, penance, celibacy nor any other method of atonement. 

Parikit glanced over at the sages, many of whom adhered to the path of jnana. Turning back to Shukadeva, he said, “Some say that bhakti is for less intelligent people who cannot endure the hard disciplines of jnana and ashtanga.”

(1.17-18) Shukadeva shook his head. “Pure devotees are friendly, virtuous, and surrendered to Krishna. The path they follow is the most auspicious for everyone. The Vedas fully authorise it and there need be no fear of failure. As you cannot purify a liquor pot even after washing it many times, no other process, no matter how strictly followed, can purify conditioned souls.”

Parikit nodded in understanding. Those contaminated with misconceptions about spiritual practice who did not accept bhakti were like pots contaminated by liquor. They could never be purified.

(1.19) The sage continued, “Those who seek refuge in Krishna and are attracted to hearing and chanting about him become freed of sinful reactions, even if they have not yet seen the Lord. Even in dreams, they never see the Yamadutas, who bind the sinful with ropes and drag them to hell. Listen as I relate an ancient history of a conversation between them and Lord Vishnu’s servants.”

***
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(1.21) Ajamila walked along the road leading to his city, his young bride by his side. “Welcome to Kanyakubja,” he said, with a sweep of his arm.

She peered up at the high walls and buildings ahead. “This is a big town, much larger than my village.”

“You’ll be happy here,” he said. “Nearly everyone is Narayana’s devotee.”

The girl smiled. She had served him all her life.

Ajamila went on, “In your new home, we will worship the Lord together. We have a most beautiful deity of him. Since my childhood I have served him along with my parents.”

They strolled through the narrow lanes toward his house. His parents were waiting outside, eager to greet their new daughter-in-law. Ajamila and his young wife touched the elderly couple’s feet. 

Ajamila’s father said, “It is good you spent time with her parents. It would be hard for them to see her go. Come, come, you must be tired and hungry.”

He turned to go inside. His wife embraced her daughter-in-law. “Ah, Anala, you are even more beautiful than I remember from your wedding day. Ajamila, you are a lucky man to have such a wife.” 

She led them to the shrine room. “First you must see the Lord.”

The months passed happily for the family. Ajamila maintained them by teaching. He and his young wife assisted his parents with their worship. Anala daily cooked the offerings for Narayana; Ajamila dressed and decorated him and performed his arati ceremonies. Together with his parents, they would sing hymns several times a day for Narayana’s pleasure and sit together as a family to discuss the scriptures. 

On several mornings each week, Ajamila would go to the local woods to collect fragrant flowers for the daily worship. He loved the freshness of the morning air. He liked to sing songs glorifying Narayana and to hear the birds chirp in reply. One morning, however, as he entered the nearby woods, the usual peace was disturbed by the raucous laughter of a man and woman.

The man’s intoxicated voice rang out in the still morning air. “Come on, my lovely. You know you want me as much as I want you.” 

Ajamila caught sight of a man and a woman coming along the path. Their clothes were dishevelled, and the woman’s hair hung loose. They stopped beneath a tree to embrace and kiss. The man lustily fondled the woman, who giggled and made a show of resisting. Ajamila strenuously endeavoured to check his mind and look away. Yet, he found his eyes repeatedly drawn to the lewd spectacle before him. When he peered around the bush, the woman spotted him. She laughingly pushed away the man who was trying to lay her on the ground. 

“Not here,” she hissed. “Let’s go back to my room in the tavern.” 

The man objected, but she insisted. “Come, I have more wine in my room. We can have a better time there.”

The man laughed and put his arm around her waist. They stumbled past the bush where Ajamila hid. When they were a little way down the path, she glanced back and, catching Ajamila’s eye, she winked at him.

Ajamila’s heart leapt. It seemed she liked him. Burning with lusty desires, he watched open mouthed as the couple disappeared down the path. Slowly walking home, he thought of the woman. Where did she live? She had mentioned a tavern. He would seek her out in every inn in the town.

Over the next few days, Ajamila was unrecognisable by his family. Whereas normally he had been gentle, kind and respectful in his dealings, suddenly he was surly and gruff. He had always been attentive when discussing the scriptures, but now he was constantly distracted. He would go out all day telling no one where he was going. If they asked him what was wrong or commented on the change in him, he would become defensive and aggressive to the point that they felt frightened to say anything to him.

He scoured the town’s taverns until he at last found the woman. After this, he visited her regularly. On some nights she would be with another customer, and he would have to leave disappointed. He could not bear those times, seeing her with other men when he wished that he alone could have her. One day, he took his wife’s gold ornaments and went to the tavern. Offering them to the prostitute, he begged her to come and live with him. 

“Your family would never allow that,” she said. “You are a respectable brahmin.”

“How can they stop me? My parents are elderly and weak, and my wife obeys me. Anyway, I shall tell them I have hired you as a maidservant.”  

She looked away, disinterested. “You will soon tire of me.”

Ajamila pleaded. “No, I will give you more gold. I will serve you. Just agree to be mine.” 

She looked at the handsome young brahmin, and at the wealth he had placed before her. What did she have to lose? 

“Alright then. I will come with you. It’s got to be better than living in this dump.”

Ajamila took the woman back to his house, much to the dismay of his parents and young wife. From the first day, it was apparent that she was there only to serve Ajamila’s lust. Anala was heartbroken. He would hardly look at her. Deeply aggrieved to see their young daughter-in-law suffering, his parents’ health deteriorated. Within the year, they passed away and Ajamila’s distraught wife returned to her father. Now Ajamila spent his entire inheritance on indulging the prostitute’s whims. 

(1.22) As his funds ran low, he began scheming how to make more money. He turned his home into a gambling den, where he plundered unsuspecting men of their wealth. In order to maintain the prostitute and their children, he became increasingly ruthless; he not only cheated at gambling, but even stooped to robbing innocent passers-by.

(1.23-24) Many years passed, but Ajamila’s passion for the prostitute did not abate in the least. He conceived ten sons with her, the youngest of whom was born when Ajamila was eighty-three. This boy, Narayana, was his parents’ favourite.

(1.25) “Dada, Dada, be horsey for Nara.” The chubby little boy pulled on Ajamila’s dhoti. 

Ajamila tousled his hair. “Now you are five years old, Narayana. Dada will buy you a real pony.”

Little Narayana jumped up and down in joy. “Will you, dada? Will you?”

Ajamila laughed. “Yes, Narayana. But first you and dada are going to eat breakfast.”

(1.26) Ajamila lifted his son on to his lap. He broke off a piece of chapatti and wrapped it around some cooked vegetables, took a bite, and then offered it to his son. “Come on, Narayana. Chew like daddy.” He pointed to his mouth. “Narayana, look how I chew.” 

The boy pushed Ajamila’s hand away. “I’m thirsty.”

Ajamila laughed. He gave his son a cup of water. “Here you are, Narayana. Have a drink.”

Not long into breakfast, Ajamila had a severe coughing fit. 

“Have you seen the doctor yet?” asked his wife.

“Nothing wrong with me that a little rest won’t cure.”

He got up and led his son into his bedroom. “Come on Narayana. You play with your toys while daddy has a quick nap, then we’ll go buy that pony. After all, my Narayana is five years old now, big enough to ride a real horse.”

(1.27) Wearied by his coughing fits, Ajamila lay down on his cot. Narayana played with his toys nearby. As Ajamila watched him, his mind drifted back to Narayana’s birth, and the first time he held him. There had always been a special bond between them.

(1.28-29) As he lay gazing at his son, a dark cloud filled the room. A gruff voice growled, “He’s here.”

Ajamila looked rapidly from side to side. Who was that? Suddenly, he felt a terrible pain seize his chest. Out of the darkness stepped three hideous-looking beings. Their deformed, stocky bodies were covered in hair. Fierce reddish eyes glared at Ajamila from twisted faces. Ajamila tried to get up, but they pushed him down and roughly tied his hands with rope. 

“Time to pay for your crimes, Ajamila.”

Ajamila struggled to free himself, but all the strength had ebbed from him. The pain became unbearable. From the corner of his eye, he spotted his son playing, oblivious to his danger.

With his last ounce of strength, he called out, “Narayana!”

As he did so, he remembered Lord Narayana, whom he had served in his youth. Tears trickled down his face as the three fearsome beings began yanking him out of his body. These were surely the Yamadutas. Oh! What had come over him? Why had he been so foolish as to have forsaken his Lord’s service?

(1.30-31) An effulgence slowly filled the room, pushing back the darkness. The Yamadutas, who were pulling Ajamila out of his body, looked around, startled. Before them stood four brilliant four-armed beings, bedecked with jewels and garlanded with lotus flowers. In their hands, they carried swords, clubs, chakras, and bows. “Release him!” they ordered.

Awed by the majesty of the newcomers, the Yamadutas did as they were told.

(1.32-33) “Who are you?” one asked. “How dare you challenge the jurisdiction of Yamaraja?”

Another said, “Who is your master? Where do you come from and why are you stopping us from taking this wretch?”

The third Yamaduta said, “Are you gods, celestials, or pure devotees?”

(1.34-36) The three Yamadutas stared with gaping mouths at the intruders. They had seen no one so beautiful. The four dazzling personalities had eyes shaped like lotus petals. They appeared fresh and youthful, wearing yellow silk garments, attractive helmets and earrings, and lotus garlands. Each of them had four long arms, and they held bows and arrows, swords, clubs, conch shells, discs, and lotus flowers.

The second Yamaduta said, “Who are you? Your personal effulgence has dissipated the darkness here with extraordinary illumination.” 

The first Yamaduta spoke again. “Tell us, sirs, why are you obstructing us?”

(1.37-39) The four shining figures lowered their weapons and smiled. In voices like rumbling clouds, they each spoke in turn. “We are Vishnudutas, servants of Lord Vishnu,” said the first one. “If you are actually Yamaraja’s servants, explain to us the meaning of religious principles and the characteristics of irreligion.”

“What is the process of punishing others?” asked the second. “Who is worthy of punishment?”

“Are all materialists punishable or just some of them?” said the third.

(1.40) The Yamadutas looked at each other in confusion. They had never encountered such a situation before. Finally, one of them spoke up. “Whatever is prescribed in the Vedas is religion. The opposite of that is irreligion.”

Another of them said, “Yes! The Vedas are important because they are actually Lord Narayana.”

The third said, “I know it’s hard to understand, but it’s true. Yamaraja told us. He said the Vedas are Narayana’s breath.” 

The Vishnudutas smiled approvingly. “What else has he taught you?”

(1.41) The Yamadutas looked at one another and then one said, “The supreme cause of all causes is Narayana. He lives in his own abode, the spiritual world, but he controls the material world through the three modes of nature. Through the agency of these modes, the living entities receive various bodies with distinct qualities. People have different natures depending on whether they are brahmins, ksatriyas, vaishyas or shudras. By Narayana’s decree they each have their specific duties in society.”

One of the Vishnudutas said, “Who ensures they are properly doing their duties?”

(1.42-43) Another Yamaduta spoke. “The sun, fire, sky, air, gods, moon, evening, day, night, directions, water, land and the Supersoul himself are all witnesses to the living entities’ activities. When all these witnesses concur that someone has deviated from their prescribed duties, then Yamaraja sends us to punish them. You asked who should be punished. The answer is anyone engaged in selfish enjoyment, rather than in satisfying Narayana.”

(1.44) The third Yamaduta said, “Clearly, you are all sinless, but the souls in the material world are not like you. They are all selfishly motivated, and thus under the control of material nature. They cannot refrain from action and, influenced by the modes of nature, they will inevitably commit sin. Therefore, at some point or other, everyone in the material world falls into hell.”

A Vishnuduta said, “Why do the modes force them to sin.”

(1.45) The Yamadutas frowned in thought. No one had ever interrogated them in this way. Then one said, “The three material modes compete.​6 Depending on what proportion of a person’s conduct is in the mode of goodness, passion and ignorance, they will enjoy or suffer the commensurate karmic reactions in the next life.”

One of the Vishnudutas asked, “How can you tell which mode is controlling someone?”

(1.46) A Yamaduta replied, “You are surely the best of the gods, so you must know these things, but since you are asking us, we shall do our best to answer. In our experience, a person predominantly in the mode of goodness is peaceful and happy. This is because he follows scriptural regulations. Those influenced by passion are restless, sometimes happy and sometimes not. This is because they only partially follow scripture. Those in the mode of ignorance foolishly ignore scripture and are unhappy. If someone is predominantly in a particular mode in this life, that mode will continue to be the primary influence in their next life.

(1.47) “Our master, Yamaraja, used an analogy to explain this to us. He said that by observing springtime now, we can tell the nature of previous and future springs. Similarly, by observing how happy or unhappy someone is in the present life, we can tell the type of person they were in the past life and the life they will have next.”

A Vishnuduta asked, “Is that how Yamaraja decides who to punish?”

(1.48) One of the Yamadutas exclaimed, “Oh no! Our master, Yamaraja, is omnipotent, like Lord Brahma. By the grace of the Supersoul, he can see everyone’s past, and present. He knows exactly how they will act in future lives.” 

“Why do the living entities not try to improve themselves so their future will be better?”​7

(1.49) The Yamadutas looked at each other and shrugged. One said, “Because they are ignorant of their past and blind to their future lives, just as a sleeping man cannot remember anything of his waking life. The mode of ignorance makes people identify with whatever body they occupy. Everyone thinks their present body is all in all, without consideration of the past or future.”

(1.50) Another Yamaduta said, “The problem is that each living entity engages his senses to enjoy the objects of this world. There are eleven senses, including the mind, and five sense objects. The soul, who differs from these, struggles alone to enjoy in this world. He sometimes experiences happiness, sometimes misery and sometimes a mixture of both.”

“Why do the living entities act like this?” asked one of the Vishnudutas.

(1.51) The Yamadutas stood in silent thought for a moment. Then one said, “Because they carry insurmountable powerful desires in their subtle body, which is made from the modes of nature. These desires impel the living entities to travel from one body to another. Sometimes they get the form of a god and become jubilant, other times they get a human body in which they constantly lament, and sometimes they receive an animal body in which they are always afraid. As long as the living entity continues transmigrating from one body to another, he suffers. 

(1.52) The third Yamaduta added, “Even if he wants to get out of the cycle of birth and death, he does not know how. Just as a silkworm is trapped by the cocoon it makes, the living entity is trapped by his own karmic reactions. Thus, the modes of nature impel him to continuously fulfil the urges of his mind and senses.

“Surely gods and humans can check their own behaviour,” said a Vishnuduta.

(1.53) The Yamadutas shook their heads in unison. “No conditioned soul can check himself. Nature’s three modes force them all to act.”

One of the Vishnudutas said, “Why do the living entities get such different bodies?”

(1.54) The Yamadutas frowned in thought. These Vishnudutas were asking hard questions. After some moments, one of them said, “The different desires people harbour in their mind carry them into their next gross bodies. The reason for their current desires is their actions in their previous life. Conditioned souls do not understand the connection between their actions and their desires, nor do they understand how their desires determine their next life. A person’s family, their gender, and everything else is determined by his desires when he left his previous body.”

“Is there no escape from this cycle of birth and death?”

(1.55) The Yamadutas stared blankly at each other. Finally, one said, “Once the soul is entangled in matter, it is very difficult to get out. But we have heard that there is one way, and that is if he learns how to associate with the Supreme Lord or his devotee. Only then can the conditioned soul attain liberation.”

“Was Ajamila taught this?”

(1.56-57) The Yamadutas nodded with
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