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HOSPITALITY AT SELF-REALIZATION FELLOWSHIP
CENTERS, GROUPS, AND MEDITATION CIRCLES

Throughout the many years that Paramahansa Yogananda lived at Mt. Washington and
Encinitas, he took every opportunity to make visitors and newcomers to the Self-Realization
Fellowship temples feel truly welcome. Sti Daya Mata, reminiscing about her own first
meetings with the Master, once said: “He had that remarkable capacity to make anyone who
came to him feel perfectly at home—it was as if he had known you always. You felt as if you
could open your heart wide to him from the first moment. He had that ability to project from
himself the essence of what he was: an embodiment of the divine qualities of friendship and
love and goodwill.”

We who have the privilege of serving in Gurudeva’s ashrams, temples, centers, meditation
groups, and meditation circles have the opportunity to extend that same spirit of kindness
and friendship to all who come—and of course this is especially important when we are
greeting those who are attending for the first time. “Once we were strangers,” said
Paramahansaji, “but when we love God we become brothers and sisters.” It is in that con-
sciousness that we want to greet people at our centers and groups—welcoming them as part
of our spiritual family—whether they are new to the path or visiting from other cities or
countries.

Many groups and centers have ushers and greeters who have the specific responsibility of
greeting newcomers and making them feel at ease. In smaller meditation groups and circles,
officers and service readers may serve as ushers and greeters when needed. Larger groups and
centers may find it helpful to set up an information table after services to welcome and assist
those who are new. Greeters, ushers, and all the members of a group should endeavor to
express natural warmth and friendliness, gracious hospitality, courtesy, and respect towards
all—so that the first impression visitors receive is a positive and welcoming one.

When greeters and ushers (or any group members) see someone they do not recognize, they
should warmly greet the person with words such as: “Good morning. Welcome to our
meditation group. I don’t think we’ve met before.” By doing this, they will give the person a
chance to say whether he or she is new to the group. The greeter or usher can then introduce
the visitor to other members of the group and explain a little about the group’s activities.

The Spirit of Silence
There are times, of course, when silence should be observed at SRF groups and centers. Our

Guru teaches that God is present within each of us and that the goal of meditation is to
silence the body, mind, and emotions so that we may perceive this Divine Presence.
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Self-Realization Fellowship centers, groups, and meditation circles provide an opportunity for
devotees to come together and benefit from the united effort to commune with God in the
silence within. To help achieve this, it is important that meditation services reflect a calm,
quiet, reverent atmosphere conducive to deep communion with God. Most participants find
it helpful to maintain silence as much as possible before, during, and after meditation
services. But attunement with God also encompasses a loving awareness of the needs of
those around us. Devotees should avoid giving an impression of aloofness. A smile or quiet
greeting can do much to help others feel welcome and included.

At other services (especially the Readings Service, which guests and newcomers often attend),
conversation and fellowship is appropriate. Conversation on such occasions can be carried on
softly, preferably in an area where it will not disturb others. The important thing in these
instances is to maintain an attitude of inner calmness, which means refraining from
restlessness, familiarity, or idle talk, while at the same time being natural and friendly. When
devotees keep the spirit of silence in this way, they find that greeting one another quietly and
warmly at the Readings Services and similar meetings contributes to harmony and friendship
among the members of the group.

Even at meditation services, where silence is generally observed, those serving have a
responsibility to be aware of the needs of others and to help those coming for the first time.
For example, though announcements are not usually made at meditation services, if the
service reader notices that newcomers are present, it would be appropriate to say something
along the following lines:

“We want to welcome those of you who are here for the first time. It might be
helpful to explain that we generally maintain silence after our meditations to hold on
to the inner peace and feeling of God’s presence that meditation brings. But I will
be available in the hallway after our service, and if you have any questions, I’ll be
happy to speak with you and explain a little about our group. Also, we have an
Inspirational Service on Sunday, after which there is more of an opportunity to get
to know one another and share spiritual fellowship. So please feel free to come
again at that time.”

As the above example illustrates, there need not be any conflict between the ideal of silence
and a cheerful, courteous, ready-to-help attitude when greeting or serving newcomers. While
keeping the spirit of silence, devotees should also take the initiative in reaching out to others
so that all will feel comfortable and welcome.

Social Events

Many Self-Realization Fellowship centers and groups have found it beneficial to have a
period of fellowship each month, following one of the Readings Services. Simple refresh-
ments such as herbal tea or fruit juice and cookies may be served at this time. In addition,
holding occasional social events, such as picnics, potluck dinners, and nature outings, can



also enable members of a group to become better acquainted and to share spiritual fellow-
ship in a way that is not possible at services where silence is observed. Paramahansa
Yogananda encouraged devotees to get together like this from time to time, and approved
that such social functions be held once a month. (Further guidelines are given in the Center
and Meditation Group Manual available from Center Department.)

Members of our centers, meditation groups, and meditation circles who have an under-
standing of both the value of silence and the importance of hospitality, and who strive to put
these ideals into practice, generate a divine magnetism that attracts other God-seeking souls.
If those who come into contact with Self-Realization Fellowship for the first time feel at our
centers and groups an atmosphere of peace, harmony, and good will, reflecting the divine
love of God and our Guru, this is what will make a lasting impression.

Paramahansaji said: “Se/f-Realization means ‘to know the Self as soul, made in the image of
God.” Fellowship stands for ‘fellowship with God, first, and through Him, fellowship with
man.” As soon as we learn in meditation to love God, we shall love all mankind as we love
our own family....I hope you will all remember this fellowship, this divine friend-hip with all
Truth-seeking souls, and practice it with one another.”

Note: We suggest that these guidelines be reviewed with all the devotees who will be serving
in your group this year.
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