Application of Management Science in Mandir Development
by Swami Mukundananda
(Transcript of his talk given at the Fourth Hindu Mandir Executives Conference) 
Mandirs are places for worshipping God, while management science is an aspect of the material energy, maya.  Is it appropriate to inculcate management science in Mandir development?  Or will such material knowledge impede the ideal of pristine purity that is traditionally associated with a spiritual place?  

Fortunately science and spirituality are not at conflict in Hinduism, as they are in the western world.  The Mundakopanishad states: Dwe vidye veditavye parā chaivā parā cha.  “There are two branches of human knowledge that need to be cultivated in life – parā vidyā, or spiritual science, and aparā vidyā, or  material science.”  Material science helps us understand external nature and harness it for our bodily needs.  Spiritual science enables us to purify and elevate our internal nature – the mind and intellect – and manifest the internal Divinity within us.  They can both harmoniously coexist, and in fact spirituality provides the direction to material science, which has no value system of its own.  
According to the Vedas, Maya is not a manifestation of evil (Satan), but the Divine shakti of God.  Daivi hyeshā gunamayi mama māyā… (Bhagavad Geeta).  Shree Krishna says: “Arjun! This maya, consisting of the threefold gunas, is my energy.”  Hence, the material energy is not to be abhorred, but to be used in the service of the Supreme Lord.   
The uniqueness of our Bharatiya culture is that we traditionally used every art and science in the glorification of God.  In ancient India, the spirit of devotion was the prime mover behind the development of music, dances, literature, architecture, and sculpture.   An interesting story from Indian history illustrates this point.  Tansen, one of the greatest exponents of Indian music was asked by the Mughal king Akbar, “Tansen! You sing so well.  Who is your guru?”  Tansen replied, “Badshah! My guru is Swami Haridas, who resides in Vrindaban.”  Akbar was motivated to go to Vrindaban, and after hearing Swami Haridas sing, he was delighted.  Again he asked Tansen, “Why can you not sing as well as your gurudev sings?”  Tansen gave a very illuminating answer.  He said, “O King!  The answer to your question is obvious.  I sing for the pleasure of the King of Hindustan, while my gurudev sings for the pleasure of God.  How can my inspiration ever be a match for him?”  This illustrates how the desire to glorify and please the Lord was the inspiring force in ancient Bharat for the development of all arts and sciences. 
In modern times, this tradition of Hinduism needs to be maintained.  New branches of aparā vidyā, such as Management, Finance, Marketing, Information Technology, etc are being used by individuals and organizations to enhance their capabilities.  The institutions of the Hindu religion must also learn to utilize these modern sciences for the glorification of God, as they did in ancient times.  
I am not an executive of a mandir, but I have had the opportunity to have darshan in more mandirs than most people have.  In my preaching experience spanning the last twenty five years, I have visited, lived in, and given lectures in hundreds of temples in many cities of India and around the world.   From the perspective of a professionally trained manager, I have often analyzed and compared their relative organizational strengths and weaknesses.  I would like to share these realizations with you all, and present a  framework for the application of management science in aiding the development of mandirs.   Let us consider the different branches of management science as they apply to mandir organization. 
Personnel Management.  The strength of any organization is its people.  In the case of a mandir, the people running it are all volunteers, and the dynamics of a volunteer organization are very different from that of corporate houses.  In corporate houses, the carrot and stick policy is a very effective motivator -  the carrot is monetary remunerations for hard work, and the stick is the fear of being fired for poor performance.  Mandir volunteers cannot be controlled through financial incentives or penalties.  They have no personal monetary motive, nor do they have the fear of being fired.   Their commitment and dedication is also usually lukewarm.  Often people are members of mandir committees, not because they excel in seva bhav, but merely because they are influential in society.  
In such a situation, inspiration becomes the basis for getting work done from them – the more inspired the volunteers are, the harder and better they will work.  So to build up the people strength of its organization, mandirs need to work hard to inspire their team.  This can be accomplished by exposing the volunteers to the maximum spiritual inputs, such as pravachans, devotional kirtans, elevating satsangs and enthusiastic festival celebrations.  
Volunteers should also be encouraged to spend time on their personal sadhana.  This will provide the thrust for increasing their seva bhav.  Often the hustle and bustle of organizational work becomes so overwhelming that the element of personal sadhana is neglected.   Spiritual strength born from the individual sadhana of the volunteers, elevates their vision towards mandir seva activities, and prevents politics in mandir committees, which otherwise grows like a cancer in non-spiritual environments, and chokes out healthy growth.  
Frequently, temples suffer from a drought of volunteers.  So, apart from inspiring them, mandirs also need to come up with a strategy to increase the numbers of their volunteers.  These volunteers come from the community, and so to recruit them, it is important to develop the congregation of the temple itself.  In my travels around USA, I often come across many mandirs that exist in a vacuum, without a dedicated congregation.  This is more visible in the case of South Indian temples.  They would do well to study the models of popular and successful North Indian mandirs.  Similarly, North Indian temples can learn a lot by studying the strengths of South Indian temples.  

The basis of the mandir congregation is a strong Sunday program, since it is the program of the week that draws the largest crowd.   The Sunday program should be well planned and thought out.  It should definitely include an educative spiritual discourse. To impart spiritual knowledge to the congregation is after all, the primary purpose of the temple.  Shree Krishna says:  Sarvam jñānaplavenaiva vrijinam santariśyasi. “Arjun!  Seat yourself on the boat of knowledge and cross over this ocean of life and death.”  Goswami Tulsidas, the writer of the Hindi Ramayana, states: Soha na Ram prema binu gyanu, karnadhāra binu jimi jala jānu.  “Without understanding the knowledge of the scriptures, love for Shree Ram is not possible.”  And even premavatar Chaitanya Mahaprabhu states: Siddhānta baliyā chitte nā karo ālos.  “In acquiring scriptural knowledge, do not be lazy.”  So devotees attending the Sunday program must get the opportunity to hear an illuminating discourse on Vedic knowledge.  If a visiting Swami is not present, the temple priest should be encouraged and trained to give the discourse.  
Kirtans too must become a part of the Sunday program in every temple.  They are the legacy of the great Bhakti Saints of India, and a tremendous medium of involving and inspiring the general public.  The Shreemad Bhagavatam repeatedly emphasizes the importance of three-fold Bhakti – kirtanam, shravanam and smaranam – as the most powerful means in this age of Kali for involving the masses in devotion.  Good kirtans can do wonders to the Sunday program.  
A good children’s course is another star attraction.  It is not difficult to organize, since many parents are willing to volunteer as teachers.  The youth of today will be the tradition bearers of tomorrow, and time spent in training them in the Hindu philosophy, culture and way of life, is an investment in the future of the community.  A great way of involving the youth in programs, is to make them the organizers of the youth program as well.  Some of the recent VHPA youth camps organized on this model have proved a great success that can be emulated elsewhere as well. 
Let us also not under-estimate the impact of a sumptuous tasty Sunday lunch.   General Patton, the successful American army General of the second world war, had said, “An army marches on its stomach.  Give me good cooks and I will win the war for you.”  In this regard, I would like say: “A congregation that eats together, stays together.”  A free Sunday lunch at the mandir more than pays back, by getting the congregation united and involved.  Invariably, there is no additional cost burden on the mandir, as sponsors come forward to offset the costs.  
The daily evening arati program of the mandir should also be attractive.  In some temples, the priests perform the rituals, without any participation from the congregation.  Other temples make it very interactive, with a complete sequence of slokas, prayers and bhajans that are sung along with the arati.  They keep printouts of these daily prayers that are distributed to the devotees present during the arati, and then collected back from them.  Congregational singing of verses and bhajans helps develop devotional sentiments, and the attachment of the devotees to the deities in the mandir. 
The basis of spiritual life is faith and enthusiasm.  One of the best ways of building enthusiasm in the congregation is to celebrate religious festivals in a grand way.  The organization of festivals must always be preceded by meetings, where plans are discussed and responsibilities distributed, to ensure everyone’s involvement.  These celebrations can also be a source of generation of finances, with well-thought out sponsorship drives.  Other excellent ideas for building up the enthusiasm of the congregation are spiritual picnics, hikes, cruises, quizzes and contests. 
Marketing Management:  The aim of all the previous steps is to have maximum number of people coming to the temple and benefitting from all that it has to offer.   The Hindu community is only one percent of the US population.  That one percent segment has only a few hours in a week, which they make available for recreation, cultural and religious programs.  With a number of diverse worldly attractions competing for the limited time of the small Hindu community, the mandirs must do their homework in the field of marketing as well.  

Competing worldly activities are being marketed aggressively, with professionally designed advertising campaigns, and so mandirs too must use their ingenuity to increase their visibility in society.  This can often be done quite easily through various channels.  Whenever there is a celebration for any major festival, the local papers can be invited; they provide the mandir with free publicity.  Some Indian TV channels also look for news items to present in their community roundup, and are more than willing to cover colorful events.  Web portals too provide a free medium of publicity that is there to be tapped. 

Marketing begins with the altar of the Lord itself.  One of major attractions of any mandir is the Deities.  People like to go to temples with beautiful Deities, and often talk about them: “I have been to many mandirs, but the Shree Krishna in that temple is the most amazingly beautiful.”  So putting time and energy in getting good deities, is a great start in popularizing the temple.  

Then comes the mandir décor.  If we look at the churches and temples built in ancient days, we find they were constructed to inspire awe and reverence towards God by their sheer size.  In modern times, the mandir décor must most importantly be tasteful and aesthetic, to evoke devotion in the hearts of the visitors, and encourage them pay repeated visits.  

When one walks into a temple, the entire ambience counts, and a good sound system has a very important role to play in creating that ambience.  Cds of bhajans, Vishnu sahasranaam etc playing in the background in low volumes immediately transport visitors to the spiritual realm.  They help build the devotional mood of the devotees, and make their visit to the mandir a memorable experience. 

The personal touch in the mandir comes from the priests.  Mandirs that have priests with purity, knowledge of the scriptures, educational background, thorough understanding of the rituals, a service attitude, and excellent interpersonal skills, are indeed very fortunate.  The committee members’ duty does not finish with the appointment of the priests.  They must also monitor whether the priests are doing justice to the duty given to them, and encourage them to develop the work skills that they lack. 

Personal touch in the mandir is also provided most importantly by the committee members themselves.  Interaction between the temple executives and the devotees helps in getting feedback from the congregation, and in creating an impression that the temple belongs to the whole community.  Each executive of the temple can take it as their duty to build strong interpersonal relations with the congregation.  No amount of publicity can be a substitute to personal phone calls from the  committee members, for boosting attendance in programs.  

Financial Management:  Executive members of temples will tell you from experience that good ideas for temple development are a dime a dozen, but they are not worth a nickel without the finances to implement them.  So mandirs do need to be creative in their efforts to generate finances.  Again, a great way of getting nice ideas that work is to observe what other flourishing mandirs are doing.  There are over 500 temples in North America, and if the successful ideas from these can be pooled together, we will have a great resource of excellent suggestions that have worked for some temples. 

Membership schemes, fund-raising dinners, charity walks, etc are some of the many means that can be considered for the generation of finances.  The mandir gift shop and the mandir canteen are also good supplementary sources of income, that also add to the charm of the temple. 

Mandirs of North America must expand their vision beyond self preservation and self-growth.  They have a greater field of responsibility, which is the preservation of Hinduism worldwide.  Christian churches in USA are the primary financers for missionary activities in third world countries.  The billions of dollars that flows into India to establish churches in tribal areas is not raised locally; it is all raised in the developed countries.  Now that Indian American community is the wealthiest community in America, mandirs here too must extend their sphere of influence beyond their geographical boundaries.  Instead, we often see the reverse approach, where mandir committee members govern with an iron hand to prevent any donations going to the missions of visiting Swamis.  They should realize that financial contributions made to them will not utilized for leading lavish lifestyles.   They will help promote the greater Hindu cause.  Let it be a win-win relationship between mandirs and visiting spiritual leaders from India.   Gurus and Swamis should nurture and inspire the congregation of the mandir by sharing their spiritual wisdom, acquired through years of austerities and study of the scriptures.  In reciprocation, mandirs should help support Hindu missionary and charitable  activities around the world through the missions of the visiting swamis.  
I would also like to recommend the idea of establishing a credit union for Hindus.  When the other communities of USA are establishing credit unions for their mutual advantage, why should mandirs not collectively take advantage of this route.  Such credit unions get loans from the US treasury at the rate of 3%.  This can be passed on to members at 3.5% and result in tremendous savings for those temples that are at present taking loans at the market rate of 6%.  
Management Information System:  A professionally designed data base of the temple congregation is a great asset.   It should contain complete details of everyone who visits the temple, along with their occupation, date of birth, areas of seva interest, etc.  This information can serve multiple purposes.  Whenever the temple needs volunteers with special skills in some area such as architecture, advertising, journalism, etc, a search on the data base will immediately reveal whom to contact for the purpose.  

The data base also provides email lists, addresses and phone numbers for publicity of temple programs.  Proper information through these channels does wonders to boost attendance in the temple programs.  Often I come across a situation, where I request the temple in which I am lecturing to send some information to their congregation, and I am told that they do not have a proper data base and information system in place.  On the other hand, there are temples that not only work hard on keeping their data base updated, but also give it a personal touch.  They send special Prasad packets or greeting cards as blessings to congregation members on their birthdays, by accessing their dates of births from the data base.  This token gesture is highly appreciated by the congregation, and makes them feel that their mandir has a personal touch, and they are cared for. 
If mandirs have the volunteer bandwidth, they can consider publishing quarterly or yearly magazines.  These become financially viable through advertisements from Indian businesses in the neighborhood.  Nowadays, an alternative to the magazine is the e-newsletter, which has no cost associated with it, but is still very effective in broadcasting news of past and future temple programs. 
The internet has impacted lifestyles to such an extent that people nowadays are more interested in virtual ashrams that they can visit on the web with the click of a mouse, than in the real ashrams that they need to drive to in their cars.  So, each mandir must have a good website to present itself online.   Remember that the virtual mandir on the web will be visited more often than the real mandir.  Getting a good web presence is very easy for Hindu mandirs, considering the mastery of Indians in the realm of Information Technology. 
Conclusion: Temples undoubtedly have an important role to play in the dissemination of parā vidyā, or spiritual knowledge, but for them to wield a strong influence over society, they must possess managerial expertise atleast at the level of the rest of society.  If a thief is driving at 90 mph, the policeman who drives at 70 mph cannot hope to catch him.  Similarly, unless our temples learn to effectively induct these sciences into their functioning, they be left behind in terms of their impact and influence on the modern world.   
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