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Religion is the central theme of Vivekananda's philosophy. He was convinced that 
social structure and religion are organically interwoven. Caste hierarchy, sex 
inequality and untouchability exist because of the misinterpretation of religion. 
Religion is the dominating and guiding force of the life of the individual in India. 
Vivekananda gave a new meaning to religion, he not only humanized it but also 
socialised its purposes. According to him man is the greatest of all beings. Hence, the 
best way to realise God is to serve His followmen. Religion does not consist in merely 
refraining from evil, but in a persistent performance of noble deeds. The true religion 
has not come from the teaching of men and the reading of books. But it has been the 
awakening of the spirit within us. Human progress is the result of the action of the 
human spirit Thus, Vivekananda's gospel of Vedanta is both positive and dynamic. It 
is not merely a negative and lifeless theory. It is the Vedanta which can inspire our 
national and international life. 
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Among Swami Vivekananda’s most significant contributions to global culture 

are his reflections on religious pluralism, which can be defined broadly as the idea 
that there is truth to be found in many religious traditions, and not only one.  
Vivekananda’s concept of religion is based on the teachings of Upanishads and the 
teachings of his Master. But he interpreted their religious doctrines also on the basis 
of his own experiences. He himself admitted this fact in many of his lectures and 
writings. We may quote him in this context thus: "My teaching is my own 
interpretation of our ancient books, in the light which my Master shed upon them. I 
claim no supernatural authority. Whatever in my teaching may appeal to the highest 
intelligence and be accepted by thinking men to the adoption of that will be my 
reward."1  

Swami Vivekananda, who studied the ins and outs of Indian culture and 
religion very well, realised the fact that religion was the inner heart of India. He 
firmly believed that the existence of India could only be saved by preserving its 
religion and spirituality. He declared thus: "In each nation, as in music, there is a main 
note, a central theme, upon which all others turn. Each nation has a theme: Everything 
else is secondary. India's theme is religion."2 Thus, Vivekananda rightly realises that 
religion occupies pivotal position here in our land. He very well visualised that if 
Indians wanted to save India from great crisis, then they must try to know their own 
spirituality which was lying in their treasure house of religion. We must not imitate 
                                                 
1 Swami, Vivekananda, “Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, Vol. V, p. 186.  
2 Ibid., p. 210.  
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the ideals of others instead of following our own ideals. Religion, according to him, is 
our life blood. As long as the principle of life remains undisturbed, the life remains 
quite secure. Similarly, if the spirit of the nation is not destroyed there is no threat to 
its existence. He warned against this danger and asserted that if Indians were unable 
to preserve their spirituality which according to him, was India's soul, a great disaster 
would follow.3  

Vivekananda realised that there were two obstacles in our path -- the 
conservatism and the imitation of material civilization. These were the main causes of 
our religious and spiritual degradation. He felt that our young generations were busy 
in criticising our own old views, and praising the modern civilization of western 
countries. He said that they should learn something good from others but they should 
not forget their own ideals. He could even tolerate conservatism to some extent but he 
was enable to tolerate a westernised person always busy in criticising his own ideals 
and social customs.4 He said, "There are two great obstacles in our path in India, the 
Soylla of old orthodoxy, and the Charybdis of modern European civilization. Of these 
two, I vote for the old orthodoxy, and not for the Europeanised system."5 

Religion is the central theme of Vivekananda's philosophy. He was convinced 
that social structure and religion are organically interwoven. Caste hierarchy, sex 
inequality and untouchability exist because of the misinterpretation of religion. 
Religion is the dominating and guiding force of the life of the individual in India. His 
economic activity, his social life, his marriage, birth and death, his physical 
movements, all are strictly controlled by religion.6 Vivekananda refuted the Western 
concept that man lives by bread alone and is moved only by economic forces. In 
India, he pointed out that 'religion is the highest  motive power.”7 

Vivekananda warned the Indian people and social reformers that if they made 
an attempt to throw off their religion and take up either politics or similar thing as 
their central theme, the result will be that India will become extinct.8 He also insisted 
that even reforms in India must come through religion. Like Hegel, Vivekananda 
believed that "each nation, like each individual, has one theme in this life, which is its 
centre, the principal note round which every other note comes to form the harmony. In 
India, religious life forms the centre life forms the centre, the key-note of the whole 
music of national life.9  He further pointed out that religion in India had been a 
creative force for integration and stability and if and when the political authority had 
becomes loose and weak, it imparted even to that the power of rehabilitation. Hence, 
in Vivekananda's social philosophy religion plays the most dominant role.10 

Vivekananda gave a new meaning to religion, He not only humanized it but 
also socialised its purposes. He pointed out that: "man is the greatest of all beings." 
Hence, the best way to realise God is to serve His followmen. He said, "I do not 
believe in a God or religion which cannot wipe the widow's tears or bring a piece of 
bread to the orphan's mouth. . . I do not call it religion so long as it is confined to 
books and dogmas." Thus Vivekananda interpreted the ancient Indian religious 

                                                 
3 Shail Kumari Singh (1983), Religious and Moral Philosophy of Swami Vivekananda, New Delhi: 
Janki Publication p. 112.  
4 ibid., p. 112.  
5 Vivekananda, Swami, To The Youth of India, p. 21.  
6 Mittal, S.S. The Social and  Political Ideas of Swami Vivekananda, p. 74.  
7 Vivekananda, The  Complete Works, Vol. II, p. 67.  
8 Ibid., p. 220.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Mittal, S.S. The Social and Political Ideas of Swami Vivekanand, p. 75.  
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thought in consonance with contemporary thought. He put emphasis on the service of 
man and said, "There is no difference between service of man and worship of God, 
between manliness and faith, between true righteousness and spirituality."11  

Swamiji does not affirm that all religions are the same. Each religion is 
distinct. It has its own “soul.” And while contradictions may indeed obtain among the 
doctrines and the practices that have been formed on the basis of its core ideals–not 
only among religions, but even within the same religion, leading to division and 
sectarianism–Swamiji poses the question: Do the core insights of the various religions 
necessarily conflict? Or might these central ideals be logically compatible–in 
Swamiji’s words “supplementary”? Might it be that each religion represents a core 
ideal, and that these ideals are not contradictory, despite each being distinct? Might 
they even be mutually affirming?  

For Vivekananda Religion must constantly take help from Reason. Because 
when religion refuses to take the help of reason, it weakens itself. Alluding to this in 
the course of his lecture on 'Reason and Religion', delivered in England in 1896, 
Vivekananda said: The foundations have been all undermined, and the modern man, 
whatever he may say in public, knows, in the privacy of his heart that he call no more 
'believe'. Believing certain things because an organised body of priests tells him to 
believe, believing because it is written in certain books, believing because his people 
like him to believe, the modern man knows to be impossible for him."12 There are, of 
course, a number of people who seen to acquiesce in the so called popular faith, but 
we also know for certain that they do not think. According to Vivekananda, "Their 
idea of belief may be better translated as "not-thinking carelessness."13 

And pleading for the application of reason in the field of religion Vivekananda 
continued that religion must justify itself by the discoveries of reason, and the same 
methods of investigation, which we apply to sciences and knowledge outside, must be 
applied to the science of religion. Expressing his own opinion, Vivekananda said: "If 
a religion is destroyed by such investigations, it was then all the time useless, 
unworthy superstition; and the sooner it goes the better."14 He was thoroughly 
convinced that its destruction would be the best thing that could happen. "All that is 
dross will be taken off, no doubt, but the essential parts of religion will emerge 
triumphant out of this investigation. Not only will it be made scientific, at least, as any 
of the conclusions of physics or chemistry - but it will have greater strength, because 
physics or chemistry has no internal mandate to vouch for its truth, which religion 
has."15 

In several of his lectures and discourses, Vivekananda has expounded the 
scientific approach to religion as upheld in Indian thought. In his lecture on 'Religion 
and Science' he says that "Experience is the only source of knowledge but it does not 
fully apply to religion. Only a small group of men, called mystics, teach religion from 
experience. As mathematics in every part of the world does not differ, so the mystics 
do not differ. ... Their experience is the same; and this becomes law ..... 16 

Vivekananda's gospel of practical Vedanta is his call to people to be first 
Gods, and then help others to be Gods. He enjoins upon everyone to look upon every 

                                                 
11 Vivekananda, The Competitive Works, Vol. V (1964), p. 50.  
12 Vivekananda, The Concept Works, Vol. I (1965), p. 367. 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid.,  
16 Ibid, Vol., VI, 6th Edn., p. 81.  
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man, woman and everyone as God. So one is to serve them in the spirit of worship, 
and not help them or be kind to them as people ordinarily think and say. Vivekananda 
wants to impress upon the people that the poor and the miserable give us opportunity 
to serve God coming to us in the person of the diseased, the lunatic, the lapen and the 
sinner. It was this conviction that inspired him to. say: "May I be born again and 
suffer thousands of miseries, so that I may worship the only God that exists, the only 
God I believe in, the sum total of all souls - and above all. my God the wicked, my 
God the miserable, my God the poor of all races of all species, is the special object of 
my worship."17  

While travelling to the United States, when Vivekananda spoke he was not In 
a short time he was recommended to be a speaker. When Vivekananda spoke he was 
not representing any specific religion or sect, he was representing India (Arora 14). In 
the words of  some bibliographers he was able to take all of the scholars and religious 
men to a place they had never been, where his words connected all religions and 
articulated the “oneness” of God and creed. “if there is ever to be a universal religion, 
it must be one which will have no location in place or time, which will be infinite like 
the God it will preach . . . which will not be Brahmanic, the Buddhistic, Christian or 
Mohammedan, but the sum total of all these and still have infinite space for 
development.” (Teelucksingh 412).  

Vivekananda pointed to an aspect of the gospel of practical Vedanta i.e. the 
"principle of acceptance." According to it, other forms of worship than one's own, 
including the worship of God through ceremonials are, not errors. Those who worship 
God through ceremonials, and forms, however crude we may think them, are not in 
error. He writes that "It is the journey from truth to truth from lower truth to higher 
truth. We should see others with eyes of love with sympathy, knowing that they are 
going along the same path we have trod"18 So the Advaita of Vivekananda, not only 
tolerates but accepts ail other religions of the world as different paths leading to the 
same God.  

Thus, Vivekananda's gospel of Vedanta is both positive and dynamic. It is not 
merely a negative and lifeless theory. It is the Vedanta which can inspire our national 
and international life. Vivekananda himself lived such a Vedantic ideal of life and 
preached it till the last day of his earthly career. He wanted Indians to carry the 
external message of the Vedanta to every door and to every corner of the world. If this 
can be done in a spirit of renunciation and service to humanity, the time, however 
distant it may be, is bound to come when practical Vendanta will become a widely 
settled fact in the world's history. Though, spirituality is most dominant in the 
philosophy of Vivekananda yet it is mingled with humanitarianism. At the same time 
it deserves attention that Vedanta in his hands became an instrument for regenerating 
and revitalising India by making an appeal to the masses to become strong, fearless 
and self-reliant. Thus his philosophy represents a synthesis of contemplation and 
action; Nirvikalpa Samadhi and humanitarian activity, God and the world. Individual 
salvation and social service runs parallel to each other.19 

In February 1902, Vivekananda argued that 'Shiv Worship', in various forms, 
antedated the Buddhists'. 'Gaya was a place of ancestor worship already, and the foot 
print worship the Buddhists copied from the Hindus.20 Though Vivekananda called 

                                                 
17 Vivekananda, Thoughts of Power, p. 29.  
18 Vivekanand,  Practical Vedanta, pp. 62-63. 
19 Mittal, S.S. the Social and Political Ideas of Swami Vivekananda, p. 45.  
20 Vivekananda,  The Complete Works, Vol. VIII, p. 362. 
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Sankara a mere Purldit with much narrowness of heart, he declares that "the 
Upanisads and the Gita are the true scriptures."21 He said, "Sankara's Vedanta has to 
be transformed into altruistic service, which alone is religion."22 But he insists that "it 
is Sankara whom you should follow"23 because in Sankara's system there is real scope 
both for Pravrtti and Nivrtti. Again he emphasises to fellow the path of love and says 
that "The modern age calls for the farmer. It is the hemt, the heart, that conquers, not 
the brain. Books and learning, Yoga and meditation and illumination - all are but dust 
compared with love."24 "Love alone gives the  supernatural powers.25 

Vivekananda's comparatively studied the East and the West in the secular 
sphere, but in the spiritual sphere, he unhesitatingly declares that India can still 
become the teacher of the whole world. Not only can the Vedanta philosophy of India 
stand its own ground against all scientific and rational onslaught, but it can also take 
under its protective wings all who search for rational assurance. "The nations of the 
West are coming to us for spiritual help. A great moral obligation rests on the sons of 
India to fully equip themselves for the work of enlightening the world on the 
problems of human existence.”26 

According to the Indian view, society is not a human creation, but a divine 
institution. The Indian Monotheistic Doctrine of Creation holds that the universe of 
souls and matter is a cosmos, not a chaos and not only that, it is also an entirely 
teleological or a purposive one. Like nature, society, too, is a perfect system. It is a 
full organic whole, a loving and a living union. Its basis is religion, its purpose, 
spiritualism and its instruments scriptural injunctions. "It is not a political 
organisation, not an economic unit and not a prudential concern at all."27  

Hence, we conclude that Swami Vivekananda’s ideal of universal acceptance, 
of diverse religions as being not so much contradictory as complementary, as forming 
distinct pieces of a vast jigsaw dilemma, as participating, each in its own way, in a 
broader, transcendent vision of the reality that we all divide up and inhabit, is even 
more significant today than it was when he first articulated it, over a century ago. It 
has, fortunately, become an influential ideal in the Western countries. But it is not yet 
shared by all.  Swamiji said at the end of his first address to the Parliament of World 
Religions, “I fervently hope that the bell that tolled this morning in honour of this 
convention may be the death-knell of all fanaticism, of all persecutions with the sword 
or with the pen, and of all uncharitable feelings between persons wending their way to 
the same goal.”28 

It is a deep and tragic irony that this speech was delivered on September 11, 
1893–that is, precisely 120 years to the day before the notorious attacks which, for 
many in our time, have come to symbolize that very fanaticism, persecution, and 
hatred which Swamiji so fervently hoped would be ended in his time. 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., p. 363.  
23 Ibid. , p. 395 
24 Ibid., pp. 400-401 
25 Ibid., p. 401. 
26 Vivekananda, The  Complete Works, Vol. III (1964),p. 139 
27 Vivekananda, Centenary Memorial volume, (1963), p. 353. 
28 Vivekananda, Volume 1, p. 4 
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