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From The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2016), 2. 90-91. 

We find that our whole life is 
a contradiction, a mixture of 

existence and non-existence. There is this 
contradiction in knowledge. It seems 
that man can know everything, if he only 
wants to know; but before he has gone 
a few steps, he finds an adamantine wall 
which he cannot pass. All his work is in 
a circle, and he cannot go beyond that 
circle. The problems which are nearest 
and dearest to him are impelling him on 
and calling, day and night, for a solution, 
but he cannot solve them, because he 
cannot go beyond his intellect. And yet 
that desire is implanted strongly in him. 

Still we know that the only good is to 
be obtained by controlling and checking 
it. With every breath, every impulse of 
our heart asks us to be selfish. At the 
same time, there is some power beyond 
us which says that it is unselfishness 
alone which is good. Every child is a born 
optimist; he dreams golden dreams. In 
youth he becomes still more optimistic. 
It is hard for a young man to believe 
that there is such a thing as death, such 
a thing as defeat or degradation. Old age 
comes, and life is a mass of ruins. Dreams 
have vanished into the air, and the man 
becomes a pessimist. 

Thus we go from one extreme to 
another, buffeted by nature, without 
knowing where we are going. It reminds 
me of a celebrated song in the Lalita 
Vistara, the biography of Buddha. Buddha 

THE ROAD TO WISDOM
Swami Vivekananda on
the Contradiction of Maya

was born, says the book, as the saviour 
of mankind, but he forgot himself in the 
luxuries of his palace. Some angels came 
and sang a song to rouse him. And the 
burden of the whole song is that we are 
floating down the river of life which is 
continually changing with no stop and 
no rest. So are our lives, going on and on 
without knowing any rest. What are we 
to do? The man who has enough to eat 
and drink is an optimist, and he avoids all 
mention of misery, for it frightens him. 
Tell not to him of the sorrows and the 
sufferings of the world; go to him and tell 
that it is all good. “Yes, I am safe,” says 
he. “Look at me! I have a nice house to 
live in. I do not fear cold and hunger; 
therefore do not bring these horrible 
pictures before me.” But, on the other 
hand, there are others dying of cold and 
hunger. If you go and teach them that it is 
all good, they will not hear you. How can 
they wish others to be happy when they 
are miserable? Thus we are oscillating 
between optimism and pessimism.
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THIS MONTH
Ramakrishna Mission is celebrating 125 years 
of its divine existence from May 2022 to May 
2023. On this happy occasion, Prabuddha 
Bharata is glad to present several articles and 
features on the inception, growth, and signifi-
cance of this great organisation, from this issue 
onwards, throughout the year of celebration. 

Sri Ramakrishna is the Supreme Divine Con-
sciousness that has taken the form of a living mech-
anism called the Ramakrishna Mission, while its 
members, branch centres, activities, and other ex-
ternal expressions are but varied manifestations. 
The Editorial, Immense Idealism with Immense 
Practicality: Ramakrishna Mission—A Phe-
nomenon presents salient features of the Mission 
and highlights its immense service to humankind. 

Swami Chetanananda traces the inception and 
growth of the Mission by recording the minutes 
of the several meetings including that of the first 
one in his article Minutes of Ramakrishna Mis-
sion Sessions. This article is translated from Ben-
gali and is an introduction to the Bengali book 
Ramakrishna Mission Adhibeshaner Itivritta 
(History of the Sessions of Ramakrishna Mission—
A forgotten chapter in the history of Ramakrishna 
Sangha) compiled and edited by the author, 
which will be published by Udbodhan Karyalaya, 
Baghbazar, Kolkata. Swami Chetanananda is the 
Minister-in-charge of the Vedanta Society of St 
Louis and is a well-known authority on Rama-
krishna-Vivekananda literature. 

We are glad to present a scholarly and insight-
ful series on the Basic Principles of Pātañjala 
Yoga by Swami Bhajanananda, one of the trustees 
of the Ramakrishna Math and a member of the 
Governing body of the Ramakrishna Mission. 
A former assistant secretary of the Ramakrishna 
Math and Mission and a former editor of the 

Prabuddha Bharata, the author is a profound 
thinker and a distinguished writer. In this series, 
the learned author has presented a correct in-
terpretation of the Yoga Sutras by dispelling the 
wrong notions about Yoga Philosophy prevalent 
in India and elsewhere even among the scholars.

We are also happy to present in this issue two 
enlightening articles on the inception, significance, 
as well as ideas and ideals of the Ramakrishna 
Mission. The first article, 125th Year of the Exis-
tence of the Ramakrishna Mission: Its Secrets 
is written by Swami Vimalatmananda, who is 
the Adhyaksha, Ramakrishna Math (Yogodyan), 
Kankurgacchi, Kolkata and one of the trustees of 
the Ramakrishna Math and a member of the Gov-
erning body of the Ramakrishna Mission. The sec-
ond article The Birth of Ramakrishna Mission is 
written by Swami Satyapriyananda, who is a for-
mer editor of Prabuddha Bharata and is attached 
to Ramakrishna Math, Belur Math. 

Sri Shankaracharya, a world teacher, is an iconic 
personality in the realm of spiritual and philosophic 
thought, a mighty visionary, unifier, and organiser, 
and a great saviour of Hindu culture and spiritu-
ality. His extraordinary life, achievements, and the 
historical significance of his advent have been admi-
rably illustrated in the article Bhagavan Shankara-
charya. Swami Shuddhidananda, the author, is the 
Adhyaksha, Advaita Ashrama, Mayavati. He is a 
well-known speaker and an erudite writer.

Swami Vanishananda, an Acharya at the Pro-
bationers’ Training Centre, Ramakrishna Math, 
Belur Math has effectively described the over-
whelming inspiration of Bhagavan Buddha on 
Swami Vivekananda in shaping his ideal of Ser-
vice of God in Man, in his article The Influ-
ence of Gautama Buddha on the Doctrine of 
Service of Swami Vivekananda.
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SPIRITUAL TALKS

‘Adhyātma Prasanga’: Spiritual 
Conversations with Swami Nirvanananda
Compiled and Edited by: Swami Purnatmananda

Translation from the Original Bengali: Kumari P Usha
(Continued from the previous issue)

Swami Nirvanandaji speaks: 
Things take shape only at the right time. 
Thakur says: ‘When the sun is about to rise, 

the eastern sky turns reddish.’ There is divinity 
within each one of us. We have only to realise 
this. Knowledge dawns only when the time is 
ripe. We have to eagerly wait till the right time. 
If the sky is cloudy, we cannot see the sunrise. 
Until we remove the clouds through sadhana, 
there can be no God-realisation.

Swamiji says that the study of Vedas removes 
superstition. What does he mean thereby? Today 
people tend to think that, by believing in Vedic 
utterances, one upholds superstitions—since the 
Vedas abound with unbelievable stories. Those who 
hold this opinion are indeed ignorant about the 
Vedas. Those who look down upon the Vedas do 
so because of their undigested Western education.

Reading a few pages of English books, they 
think that the Vedas, the Puranas, the Gita, and 
Sri Chandi are all rubbish. One has to realise 
the Truth by direct experience (aparoksha anub-
huti)—this is the essence of the Vedas as Swamiji 
discovered. The proxy does not work here. In 
other words, the unfoldment of the divine power 
of the Self is the gist of the Vedas. He who has 
faith in himself and makes an effort to discover 
it accordingly, will face every obstacle, fear, or any 
supernatural or unseen power boldly and emerge 

victorious. No superstition will hinder the en-
deavour of a person who has faith in himself. 
Such a man creates his own destiny. Vedic rishis 
were of this calibre. Their philosophy of life and 
their achievements shine through Vedanta and 
the Upanishads. By studying the Vedas, we shall 
develop such minds with immense faith in reason 
and self-effort. When reason and self-effort come 
together, there is no room for superstitions. The 
study of the Vedas thus eliminates superstitions.

One attains human birth as a result of merit 
acquired due to sadhana performed in many pre-
vious births and the sole aim of human life is to 
attain God. God resides in every being. Swamiji 
says: ‘Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is 
to manifest the Divinity within by controlling na-
ture, external and internal. Do it either by work, 
or worship, or psychic control, or philosophy—
by one or more, or all these—and be free.’ 

According to Swamiji, the manifestation of 
Divinity which is present within each of us is 
to be the only aim of life. One can do it by fol-
lowing any means. The phrase ‘by following any 
means’ is of utmost importance. A single path is 
not prescribed for all. An individual may follow 
any path he likes, according to his physical and 
mental capability and also according to what 
suits him best. Thakur expresses it as ‘eat what 
suits your stomach’. Follow the path according 
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Bhagavan Sri Shankaracharya
Swami Shuddhidananda

God-incarnate, the world-teacher, 
the revivalist of the Vedic Dharma in 
the medieval period, an iconic person-

ality in the world of spiritual and philosophic 
thought, the indefatigable barrier breaker and 
unifier, the mighty visionary and organiser, and 
the saviour of Hindu culture and spirituality—
these are some of the epithets commonly used to 
describe Bhagavan Sri Shankaracharya.

The incredible enormity of Sri Shankaracha-
rya’s achievements is simply mind-boggling from 
all human standards. When we look at his life 
and achievements, one is awestruck with the 
thought as to how could one person achieve so 
much in such a short lifespan as his. In this art-
icle, we shall attempt to highlight his contribu-
tions in the backdrop of the then existing social, 
political, and religious conditions in India.

Sanatana Dharma Periodically Saved

Every society, nation, or race is the expression 
of a bundle of thoughts behind it. Behind the 
Western civilisation is a thought, and behind the 
Indian civilisation is also a certain thought. If we 
trace our present-day thought system backwards, 
taking it to its roots, on the way, after travelling 
backwards 1200 years, the first major milestone 
that we come across is Bhagavan Sri Shankara-
charya. From there we go still 1000 years back-
wards, and we come across Bhagavan Buddha, 
still, thousands of years backwards is Bhagavan 
Krishna and then Bhagavan Rama, and thus 
going back thousands and thousands of years, 
the journey of our present-day thought-system 

fades into the unknown antiquity of the Vedic 
age. How interesting! The thought system that 
guides most of us today has been coming down 
to us from the Vedic age in an unbroken way! 
How thrilling it is to even sense this intellec-
tually! This thought system and the way of life 
propounded in the Vedas have been and are the 
basis of the Indian civilisation and culture. They 
are now known as Hindu Sanātana Dharma.

Truly speaking, this Hindu Sanatana Dharma 
is not the basis of our civilisation alone, because 
it is not a religion in a sectarian sense. It is univer-
sal and trans-racial in character. It is applicable 
to the whole of the human race because it deals 
with the fundamental and existential issues of 
human life and existence. Dharma is that which 
holds together and sustains the human race, and 
this Dharma is eternal (sanātana). 

Now, whenever dharma-glāni takes place, 
that is, whenever Dharma faces the danger of 
extinction, whenever that principle which sus-
tains the human race is on the verge of dis-
appearance—God incarnates for the sake of 
dharma-sansthāpana, for reviving the Sanatana 
Dharma, and thus he saves the human race from 
destruction. We all know that this is the assurance 
of Bhagavan Krishna in the Gita, and never before 
was this promise more powerfully vindicated than 
in the case of Bhagavan Shankaracharya’s advent.

In the eighth century ad, when the whole of 
the Indian sub-continent was enveloped in dark-
ness, Sri Shankaracharya emerged and shone like 
the dazzle of the mid-day sun, dispelling all the 
trace of gloom. His life was packed with intense 
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Ātmano mokṣārtham jagad-
dhitāya ca is the guiding motto of 
the Ramakrishna Order as phrased by 

Swami Vivekananda which means ‘for the lib-
eration of oneself and the welfare of the world’. 

Ātmano Mokṣārtham

The first part, that is, ātmano mokṣārtham indi-
cates that one should strive for liberation through 
three-fold disciplines: sādhana, svādhyāya, and 
sevā. Sādhana means our personal spiritual prac-
tices which we must diligently perform for our 
own spiritual growth. Svādhyāya means the 
study and contemplation of scriptural texts. Our 
thinking, feeling, and convictions should be fo-
cused on the nature of the Ultimate Truth. The 
scriptures present to us the nature of Truth and 
the thought process that reflects that Truth. To 
reorient our thinking towards the direction of 
Truth in the light of the scriptures is the purpose 
of svādhyāya.

Scriptures say that God is immanent through-
out the process of creation—from creator 
Brahmā down to a blade of grass. Swamiji’s con-
cept of sevā is rooted in the intuitive capacity of 
a person in recognising the manifestation of this 
divine principle in all human beings. And sevā 
becomes an effective spiritual discipline when 
the service activities are performed selflessly for 
the glory of God, with the conviction that the 
Divine Principle is potential both within our-
selves as well as within those whom we serve. 

The Influence of Gautama Buddha on the 
Doctrine of Service of Swami Vivekananda
Swami Vanishananda

Jagaddhitāya Ca

Service activities performed as an instrument 
for promoting human welfare form the second 
part of the motto of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
that is, jagaddhitāya ca. According to Swami 
Vivekananda, service activities performed as 

 Buddha Dordenma Statue, Bhutan
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TRADITIONAL TALES
Stories of Saints from Srimad Bhagavatam

Gajendra Moksha
Liberation of Gajendra, the Elephant King

Arun Hariharan

In a forest in the great Trikuta mountain, 
lived a majestic elephant named Gajendra. 
He was the king of elephants—the leader of 

a huge herd.
One day, as the elephant herd roamed about 

the forest, he entered a beautiful garden belong-
ing to Varuna. In the garden was a lovely lake full 
of lotuses. Tired and thirsty with heat, Gajen-
dra entered the lake. He bathed in its cool water 
and drank the water to his heart’s satisfaction. 
His fatigue being gone, he now sported with 
other elephants including young ones, spraying 
them with water and also drawing the water in 
his trunk and giving it to them to drink.

As the elephant was thus enjoying himself 
in the water with his herd, a powerful croco-
dile suddenly caught hold of Gajendra’s foot and 
started dragging him deeper into the water. The 
great elephant struggled to release himself, but 
was unable to free himself. The other elephants 
tried their utmost to pull their leader out of the 
water, but they were unable to free him. A great 
struggle between the elephant and the crocodile 
erupted—the elephant trying to pull free of the 
crocodile and come out of the water, and the 
crocodile pulling him into the water. 

It is said that several years thus rolled by! After 
this, the elephant started losing his strength, 
while the crocodile, being a creature of the water, 

was gaining in strength. The crocodile started 
pulling the elephant into the deep water. Finally, 
the elephant stopped struggling and started pray-
ing to Sri Hari. He picked up a lotus in his trunk 
and held it aloft as an offering to the Lord. 

Gajendra extolled the Lord and prayed with 
full devotion and complete self-surrender:
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