WHAT IS ASSOCIATION? 

Srila Thakur Bhaktivinode 

What is association and giving up association? Many people have doubts about this. Doubts may be there, because if just by coming close to a materialist or material object is consider associating with them, then there is no way to give up this association. As long as the material body is there, how can one give up the proximity of these things? How can a g
hastha vai-"ava give up his family members? Even if one is a renunciate, still one cannot give up the association of deceitful persons. One will have to come across materialists in one’s life, whether one is a g
hastha or a renunciate. Therefore the limit for giving up the association of materialists is prescribed in Śrī Upadeśām
ta as follows: dadāti pratig
h"āti guhyam ākhyāti p
cchati bhu,kte bhojayate caiva -a#-vidha‑ prīti-lak-a"am Offering gifts in charity, accepting charitable gifts, revealing one’s mind in confidence, inquiring confidentially, accepting prasāda, and offering prasāda are the six symptoms of love shared by one devotee and another. O sādhakas! One must accept proximity with both bad and good people as one passes his life. This equally applies to householders and renunciates. Proximity must be there, nevertheless one should not engage in bad association. Giving in charity, accepting charity, revealing one’s mind, hearing one’s mind, accepting foods, and giving foods — if done with love are called sa,ga, association. Giving some foodstuffs to a hungry person or accepting some charity from a pious man are done out of duty, not out of love. Even if they are materialists, this type of engagement is not considered association. But if they are pure devotees then such activities should be performed out of love. When acts are performed out of love, then it is association. Giving charity to pure vai-"avas and accepting items or wealth from them becomes sat-sa,ga. Thus, giving charity to or accepting charity from a materialist, if done out of love, becomes asat-sa,ga. When a materialist approaches you, whatever is required to be done should be done only out of duty. One should not speak confidentially with a materialist. Generally there is some love involved in confidential speaking, therefore it is association. While meeting a materialistic friend one should speak only what is extremely necessary. At that time it is better not to exhibit heartfelt love. But if that friend is a proper vai-"ava then one should accept his association by speaking to him with love. This type of behavior with relatives and friends creates no hostility. There is no association in ordinary talk. One should behave with ordinary people as one externally behaves with a stranger while buying something in the market. The same dealings with a pure devotee of the Lord should be done out of love. If one is obliged to feed hungry people, needy people, and teachers, he should do so as a host dutifully cares for his guest, there is no need to exhibit love. Care for them, but not out of love. One should feed pure vai-"avas with love, and when required accept the remnants given by them with love. If one can behave in this way while giving in charity, accepting charity, speaking confidentially, hearing confidentially, feeding, and accepting food with one’s wife, children, servants, maidservants, strangers, and whoever else one meets, there will no unholy association, only good association. There is no hope of achieving devotion to Krishna until one gives up unholy association in this way. A renunciate vai-"ava should accept whatever alms he receives by mādhukarī, begging at the houses of honest householders with the above mentioned consideration. He should always remember the difference between gross begging and mādhukarī. A g
hastha vai-"ava should accept prasāda grains and drinks in the house of another g
hastha who has pure character. One should always be cautious about taking prasāda in the house of a nondevotee or someone with bad character. There is no need to speak further about this. Due to their pious activities, those who have developed faith in devotional service have a little intelligence by the mercy of Krishna. Due to that intelligence they can easily understand the essence of the ācāryas’ instructions. Therefore only a few words are needed to instruct them. Those who have no pious credits have no faith. Even if they are given volumes of instruction they will not understand a thing. Therefore Srila Rupa Goswami has given only a few words of instruction in Śrī Upadeśām
ta.
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