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What is matter?  This was the question posed by Sripad Bhakti Madhava Puri Maharaja, 

Ph.D. (Puri Maharaja) today at the beautiful Princeton University office of the Bhakti 

Vedanta Institute.  Modern scientific theories of matter, like the Big Bang, fail to explain 

consciousness. This is their main defect. But the more ancient conceptions of Nature do 

not suffer from this major problem.  

 

“’Matter’ etymologically derives from the Latin materia, or the root mater, which is the 

same as the Sanskrit word mata (mother) -  that from which something is made or born 

and nourished,” Puri Maharaja explained. But the mother does not produce life without 

the seed or principle of the father. Likewise, Einstein showed that matter is the same as 

energy, (Skr. shakti), meaning power/energy, which on its own “is destructive…it has no 

direction. It needs the conscious control of purusha as it cannot form anything on its 

own.”  For example, “clay has the potential to produce many forms but it needs to be 

molded by a formative cause.”  

 

The intensity of the discussion grew as Puri Maharaja delved into the various aspects of 

the Greek philosopher, Aristotle, who understood the transformations of matter into 

physical objects in terms of potentiality (Gr. dunamis), actuality (Gr. energia) and 

actualization (Gr. enthelechia), by influence of the four aspects of cause (material, 

efficient, formal, and final).  His theory of life, however, revolves around the concept of a 

soul (Gr. anima). Then he presented the Sankhya Philosophy of matter (Skr. prakriti) 

which is dualistic, involving purusha (consciousness) and prakriti (material energy). 

 

“Science does not explain how atoms create a particular form…they just assume that the 

atoms are there and produce everything,” Puri Maharaja continued. “There’s no scientific 

understanding of how, at the level of atoms and their interactions, they are in the form of 

a chair,” as an example.  

 

In Sankhya philosophy, Puri Maharaja explained that the material energy begins with the 

mahatattva, which expands from Maha Vishnu as the total material energy.  “There’s a 

prime matter, mahat tattva which was glanced at by the Lord.  That glance impregnates it 

with time and the souls and is known as pradhana when the three modes (Skr. guna) are 

in equilibrium.”  He further explains that when the modes are imbalanced the prakriti is 

formed, which consist of “earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, intelligence and false ego,” 

and is known as Sri Krishna’s material energy.  As confirmed in the Bhagavad-Gita 7.4:  

 

bhūmir āpo 'nalo vāyuḥ 

khaḿ mano buddhir eva ca 



ahańkāra itīyaḿ me 

bhinnā prakṛtir aṣṭadhā 

 

“Earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, intelligence and false ego — all together these eight 

constitute My separated material energies.” 

 

Puri Maharaja further explained that according to Sankhya philosophy there is the 

transcendental self or purusha, which is the consciousness, but the mind is considered 

one of the material ingredients.  “Consciousness is above the mind as we are conscious of 

our mind and thoughts.” 

 

So, how do we overcome the mind to get to consciousness (purusha)?  Puri Maharaja 

threw this question out at his attentive audience consisting of the New York devotees: 

Prabhus: Surottama das, Syamasundara das and Nitai das: Matajis: Bakula, Sringara and 

myself.  “By purifying the mind,” Surottama das Prabhu answered.  “By stop identifying 

with the body,” Bakula mataji added.   According to the Vedas, Puri Maharaja said, “the 

Gita suggests surrender to Krishna, who appears in the form of guru…neglect the mind 

and surrender to guru completely.”  At this point of the sanga a beautiful exchange began 

between the devotees and Puri Maharaja, who quoted an incident from some years ago.  

“Can you surrender your mind and just listen to me,” Sridhar Maharaja* asked Govinda 

Maharaja**, and without hesitation Govinda Maharaja said “’yes’.”  

 

Jiva is the living entity consists of purusha (consciousness) and prakriti (body and mind).  

 

viṣṇos tu trīṇi rūpāṇi 

puruṣākhyāny atho viduḥ 

ekaḿ tu mahataḥ sraṣṭṛ 

dvitīyaḿ tv aṇḍa-saḿsthitam 

tṛtīyaḿ sarva-bhūta-sthaḿ 

tāni jñātvā vimucyate 

 

"For material creation, Lord Kṛṣṇa's plenary expansion assumes three Viṣṇus. The first 

one, Mahā-Viṣṇu, creates the total material energy, known as the mahat-tattva. The 

second, Garbhodakaśāyī Viṣṇu, enters into all the universes to create diversities in each 

of them. The third, Kṣīrodakaśāyī Viṣṇu, is diffused as the all-pervading Supersoul in all 

the universes and is known as Paramātmā. He is present even within the atoms. Anyone 

who knows these three Viṣṇus can be liberated from material entanglement." 

 

Syamasundara das Prabhu then asked how does someone’s nature fits into the equation?  

“That [someone’s nature] is a material thing, developed over many life times….we have 

to overcome the mind, dissolve the ego which is the dominating spirit and increase our 

tendency to become a dedicating unit – the serving self that comes through grace of 

guru,”  Puri Maharaja explained and then asked “how do we serve Sri Krishna?’  In 

response, he said, “We have to serve His servants and guru, who has to be completely 

surrendered to his guru.”  Surottama das Prabhu then asked, what if the guru is not 

completely surrendered – a pure devotee of the Lord?  “The meaning of guru is one who 



is completely surrendered to guru, if not then what or who are you serving?” Puri 

Maharaja responded.  But we may always see guru as fully surrendered to Krishna. 

“Sridhar Maharaja said that when everything in the environment is seen to be 

affectionately helping you to become more devoted to the Lord,  that is Krishna 

Consciousness.”  

 

And so the question and answer session took off with some great questions for the 

everyday person who wants to learn more about the essence of becoming a Krishna 

Conscious devotee.   

 

 
L to R: Syamasundar das with his 6-year old son, Nitai das;  

Guest, Revant with Sripad Puri Maharaja 

            
Syamasundar das chanting                        Nitai das with mom, Sringara Mataji  



“A pure-hearted devotee will always think he’s fallen and that he has no connection with 

Sri Krishna,” Puri Maharaja said smilingly as he enlightened us.  “Srila Prabhupada has 

written extensively on the importance of and the service of guru.”  As an example, one of 

the many vaisnava songs, “sri-guru-carana-padma, kevala-bhakati-sadma,” by Srila 

Narottam Das Thakur, explains that the lotus feet of our spiritual master are the only way 

by which we can attain pure devotional service. On the other hand “we are told not to see 

any defects in guru or consider him in a mundane way…that is the highest vision.”  This 

is confirmed in the Bhagavad-gītā: 9.30 – 31 (using Srila Sridhara Maharaja’s 

translations): 

 

api cet su-durācāro 

bhajate mām ananya-bhāk 

sādhur eva sa mantavyaḥ 

samyag vyavasito hi saḥ 

 

“If even a very sinful person serves Me exclusively with devotion, he should be regarded 

as saintly, for his resolve is perfect.” 

 

kṣipraḿ bhavati dharmātmā 

śaśvac-chāntiḿ nigacchati 

kaunteya pratijānīhi 

na me bhaktaḥ praṇaśyati 

  

“He swiftly becomes a person of virtuous practices and attains constant peace. O son of 

Kunti, declare to the world that My devotee is never vanquished!” 

 

or 

 

“O son of Kunti, declare to the world that My devotee is never vanquished. One who 

declares this swiftly becomes virtuous and attains eternal joy.” 
 

“There are tose that see the devotees as perfect….that’s not artificial.  Devotees that are 

on that platform see that nothing is wrong…that is their qualification,” Puri Maharaja 

said.  “Everyone in this material world feels attachment to something.” 

 

So you are saying that there are few people that do not have attachment in this material 

world? Puri Maharaja’s guest, Revant asked.  “There are a few mentioned in the 

scriptures. But real detachment from the world is possible only if we have attachment to 

Sri Krishna. It’s very difficult to say that you do not have attachment…you have to have 

attachment to something in order to take birth, unless one has a special kind of birth like 

Sukhadev Goswami who did not want to take birth in this material world until he heard 

Srimad Bhagavatam while still in his mother’s womb, and then he decided to come out 

because he experienced the higher taste, the transcendental taste of Srimad Bhagavatam,” 

Puri Maharaja explained. 

 



Bakula mataji asked if “consciousness has attachment to the mind?”  Puri Maharaja said 

that “consciousness is the platform of attachment. If it is attached to the exploitative 

world, that is an illusory existence imagined by the mind. However, if there’s a taste for 

devotional service, a love develops between the soul and her Lord and Master, and 

because of this attachment your heart is drawn into the circle of the service world, which 

is not imaginary.” 

 

How does that love develop? Puri Maharaja asked. He responded that that is where guru 

comes in.  “We should not try to go directly to Sri Krishna…we should find those that 

serve the Supreme Personality of Godhead and surrender to and serve them.”  So how do 

we find a guru?  “According to our sukriti (merit) guru will come into our life.  When the 

disciple is ready Sri Krishna comes in the form of the guru to the disciple,” Puri Maharaja 

explained.   

 

Bakula mataji responded that surrendering your mind to guru is becoming ever so 

difficult in today’s society.  “It’s not difficult, You have been given the Holy Name. Srila 

Prabhupada said ‘you have everything in the Name.’ So no one has any excuse…we 

should not feel we have to give up. We should remember the Name and encourage others 

to do so also…everything is there in His Name.” Puri Maharaja quoted Srila Prabhupada.  

“In Krishna’s name, His qualities, forms, associates, pastimes, and personality are all 

present.”  

 

In conclusion Sripad Bhakti Madhava Puri Maharaja said that science does not explain 

how things are formed, rather it gives only the atomic constitution of things.  The primary 

thing that is lacking today is the understanding of how consciousness and body are 

related through the mind. Jai!!!     

 

Personally, this is one sanga I would listen to again and again and again…every time it 

comes around. 

 

All Glories to Sri Guru and Sri Gauranga 

Srila Bhakti Nirmal Acharya Dev-Goswami Maharaja ki jai 

 

Your humble servant 

Kushum devi dasi 

 

*Srila Bhakti Rakshak Sridhar Dev-Goswami Maharaja, Founder-Acharyya of Sri 

Chaitanya Saraswat Math in Nabadwip, India 

** Srila Bhakti Sundar Govinda Dev-Goswami Maharaja, Sevaite-Acharya: Sri 

Chaitanya Saraswat Math in Nabadwip, India 

*** His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Srila Prabhupada: Founder-Acharya of 

the International Society of Krishna Consciousness, ISKCON, 


