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Ramakrishna Mission in the 21st Century

EDITORIAL

he inception of the Ramakrishna 
Mission is a momentous event in Indian 
history. The Mission brought about the 

national renaissance in India which ultimately 
culminated in political freedom. It also caused 
widespread social awareness and ini tiated a mass 
educational movement across the length and 
breadth of the country. It gave a new gospel of 
service to Indian society through dedicated and 
well-organised service centres, poverty allevia-
tion projects, hospitals, and relief and rehabili-
tation work. All these spectacular achievements 
had a spiritual undercurrent that nourished and 
sustained the organisation. This spiritual stream 
in the form of Sri Ramakrishna catalysed the 
awakening of spiri tual consciousness throughout 
the world. Ramakrishna Mission is but a won-
derful mechanism of selfless service and spiritua-
lity that originated from, owes its existence to, 
and is an embodiment of, Sri Ramakrishna—the 
great source of perpetual spirituality. 

Ramakrishna Mission, in reality, is Sri Rama
krishna’s Mission. It is his puṇya saṅkalpa, the 
sacred resolution, that has taken the concrete 
form of this organisation. Every one of its activi-
ties is the representation of one of the facets of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s multifarious spiritual ideal; each 
of its members is working hard and tirelessly try-
ing to put into practice his vision of serving God 
in human beings. Hence, Ramakrishna Mission 
is nothing but the unrelenting continuance of 
Sri Ramakrishna’s Spiritual Mission, which he 
conducted throughout his lifetime. 

How far relevant is the extensive service being 
rendered by the Ramakrishna Mission in this 

modern period? How pertinent and important 
is the role of the Mission and its activities in the 
21st century? What are the new challenges the 
Mission is facing while dealing with the rapidly 
changing social and economic conditions in 
India and elsewhere? How is the Ramakrishna 
Mission responding and orienting itself to this 
evolving situation? How beneficial and effica-
cious will be the activities of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in the coming decades of the present 
century? These are some of the germane issues, 
not only important from the historical view-
point, but also closely related to the direction 
in which the Mission has to expand its sphere of 
influence in the coming decades. 

T

Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna (1836–1886)
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Evolution of the Service Activities of 
Ramakrishna Mission
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda gave a 
new gospel of service based on the Vedantic ideal 
of seeing God in Man. The ground-breaking idea 
of ‘serving God in man’ captured the imagina-
tion of the Indian intelligentsia and common 
folk alike, and opened a new vista of service and 
spirituality on the Indian horizon. The great 
contribution of the Ramakrishna Mission is in 
actualising this ideal and showing the world how 
to practise it in day-to-day life. 

The famous French savant and Nobel laureate, 
Romain Rolland, beautifully captures this effect 
of Swami Vivekananda’s teachings: 

He had a genius for arresting words and burning 
phrases, hammered white hot in the forge of his 
soul, so that they transpierced thousands. The 
one that made the deepest impression was the 
famous phrase: DaridraNarayana (the beggar 
God)... ‘The only God that exists, the only Gods 
in whom I believe... my God the miserable, my 
God the poor of all races.’ It may justly be said 
that India’s destiny was changed by him, and that 
his teaching re-echoed throughout Humanity. ...

So India was hauled out of the shifting sands 
of barren speculation, wherein she had been 
engulfed for centuries, by the hand of one of 
her own Sannyasins; and the result was that the 
whole reservoir of mysticism, sleeping beneath, 
broke its bounds, and spread by a series of great 
ripples into action. ...

Whatever the part played in this reawaken-
ing by the three generations of trumpeters dur-
ing the previous century (the greatest of whom 
we salute, the genial precursor Ram Mohan 
Roy), the decisive call was the trumpet blast of 
the lectures delivered at Colombo and Madras 
[by Swami Vivekananda].1 
Through this ideal of ‘Service of God in Man’, 

Ramakrishna Mission became the front-runner 
to the spiritual and social revolution in India 
during the 20th century. 

Each period has its own conditions and re-
quirements. 19th century India was ridden with 
utter poverty, a series of man-made and natural 
calamities, social inequality, political subjuga-
tion, the lack of a universal education system, 
and the absence of economic opportunities. 
In the last few years of the 19th century, the 
Ramakrishna Mission, with its meagre human 
and financial resources, arranged some relief 
works including the plague medical relief in 
Kolkata and also the drought relief in Murshi-
dabad district of Bengal. These were spearheaded 
by Sister Nivedita and Swami Akhandananda 
respectively. Swami Vivekananda inspired and 
guided these initial service endeavours. Then, in 
course of time, permanent medical facilities were 
established by the monks of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in the pilgrimage places of Kashi, 
Haridwar, and Vrindavan. Subsequently, relief 
was provided to the refugees during the Second 
World War and the partition of India and to 
those who were severely affected by natural ca-
lamities like drought, floods, communal clashes, 
fire, and the like. 

Later, the Ramakrishna Mission became a 
front-runner in providing quality and national-
istic education to thousands of students coming 
from the middle-class and poor sections of so-
ciety including refugee children. It rendered yeo-
men service in the time of partition by opening 
orphanages and schools. The educational work 
of the Mission which commenced humbly in the 
pre-independence period made major headway 
after the independence with the establishment of 
huge educational institutions across the country. 

The Mission successfully expanded its relief 
acti vities into several major rehabilitation pro-
jects spending a huge amount of money. The 
earthquake rehabilitation project in Latur (Maha-
rastra) (1993), Orissa super-cyclone rehabilita-
tion project (1999), Andhra Pradesh cyclone 
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Modernity
o many people, the idea of being modern 

is synonymous with the rejection of religion 
and all that is associated with it. Modernity 

is, to some others, a vague notion that is associated 
with rejecting the past and living a fashionable, 
snobbish life. In India, modernism is still an un-
defined concept. The modern age which began, in 
a sense, with the Industrial Revolution has taken 
rapid strides in the twentieth century. Today we 
are living in a world where technology is imping-
ing more and more on social and individual life. 
In spite of this fact, India, with a vastly illiterate 
population, is at once associated with three ages: 
the ancient, the medieval, and the modern.

Broadly speaking, the modern age has three 
characteristics: 1. the spirit of scientific enquiry, 
humanism, and democracy; 2. individual liberty; 
and 3. the idea of collective security leading to 
universalism as different from nationalism. Basic 
to these characteristics has been the concept of 
continual progress, leading to an evolutive and 
dynamic life, making humans go constantly in 
search of new modes of enjoyment, new time-
saving devices, and fresh conquests of the secrets 
of nature. With all, in every country, there is a 
tendency to seek constant change in an ever-
changing world and to abhor a static condition.

The Modernity of  
Sri Ramakrishna’s Religion

Swami Smaranananda

This unique article is reproduced from the Febru-
ary 1972 issue of Prabuddha Bharata. Most Revered 
Swami Smarananandaji Maharaj is the President of 
the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission.

If we look at Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teach-
ings in the light of the foregoing outline of mod-
ern trends, we would find that his insight into 
the nature of man is remarkable. His prophetic 
vision had, as it were, anticipated the problems 
of modern man and given him solutions. No 
doubt, the solutions are necessarily in the back-
ground of man’s eternal purpose—that of realis-
ing his divine nature. Of course, this goal itself 
is liable to be questioned by the modern man. 
But in the case of Sri Ramakrishna, the goal 
was a self-evident truth that had been realised 
by him through spiritual experience, and what 
was needed was an adjustment of modern man’s 
life to this goal. How this can be done is illus-
trated by incidents in Sri Ramakrishna’s own life 
of spiritual practices and realisations.

This is not surprising if we remember that Sri 
Ramakrishna’s guiding light is meant for modern 
times. He came at a time which was, as it were, 
the twilight between the medieval and the mod-
ern ages in India. Calcutta was then the capital 
of British India and leading modern intellectu-
als of this city were confronted by this humble 
Brahmin from a remote village in Bengal, un-
trained and uneducated in modern ways. And 
they found him to be more than their match.

Sri Ramakrishna’s rejection of education is 
very significant. He branded it as ‘bread-win-
ning education’ and rejected it. Of course, the 
reference was to the knowledge of the priestly 
profession that his elder brother Ramkumar 
wanted him to acquire. But by this remark, his 

T
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What is the Goal of Human Life?

If we try to think of the essence of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s teachings, we may get it within 
the frame of a single sentence—realising God 

is the goal of human life. He would tell this to 
everyone. He would ask everyone—well, tell me, 
what is the purpose of human life? Many could 
not answer the question. Even today, many will 
not be able to answer this. If someone asks you 
the same question all of a sudden, will you be able 
to answer? Few know the answer to this question 
because only the one who has created the human 
race would truly understand the goal of human 
life. One who creates knows the real reason be-
hind the creation, just as an industrialist knows 
why he has made the mills and factories. Like-
wise, the one who created this world, the Supreme 
Being, knows the goal of human life. Hardly 
anyone, apart from Him, knows the real reason.

Sri Ramakrishna knew the goal of human life. 
He said: ‘God-realisation is the goal of human 
life.’ The essence of God is Existence-Conscious-
ness-Bliss (SatCitĀnanda). According to Sri 
Ramakrishna, God is the personification of in-
finite life, infinite knowledge, and infinite bliss. 

This is the edited English version of the original Ben-
gali article published in Udbodhan magazine (May 
2022 issue). Revered Gautamanandaji Maharaj is a 
Vice-President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama-
krishna Mission and the Adhyaksha, Sri Rama-
krishna Math, Chennai.

Life and Teachings of Sri Ramakrishna
Original in Bengali: Swami Gautamananda

Translation into English: Br. Amalachaitanya

In reality, everybody has a desire to attain infinite 
bliss, infinite knowledge, and infinite life. Infinite 
life means a life without a beginning or end. The 
great ones who spend their lives in this spirit be-
come fearless. Fear plays in every heart—that is, 
the fear of death. If that fear goes away, one be-
comes perfectly fearless. That is why we see ex-
treme fearlessness in the lives of great souls. Why 
do they not have fears? Because they have won 
over death. They know they are part of the Su-
preme Being; they do not have ends; they are eter-
nal. They lead their lives without a speck of fear. 

A man of knowledge is also fearless. When 
one gathers knowledge about something, he or 
she will not have fear of that object. This implies 
that infinite knowledge means infinite fearlessness. 
If we can attain infinite bliss, we will not have to 
run after the fragments of pleasures this world 
offers, and we will be at perfect peace. The great 
souls who have attained infinite bliss remain in 
peace. Infinite peace is in their hearts. They are 
engrossed in the ocean of bliss. Sri Ramakrishna 
presented this very fact in front of us. 

Our lifespan is limited. The Vedas say: ‘Śatāyur 
vai puruṣah; human lifespan is a hundred years.’ 
This ‘hundred years’ is nothing compared to in-
finite life. Once Sri Ramakrishna narrated an in-
cident. Lord Shiva was in Kailash. Nandi was 
also there with him. Suddenly there was a bang, 
and Nandi asked Lord Shiva what was that. Lord 
Shiva told him that Ravana was born. After a few 
moments, there was another bang. Then Nandi 
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Sri Ramakrishna was a synthesis of 
purity, selflessness, and love; and Sri Sarada 
Devi too was the very personification of 

these qualities, and from her flowed peace, love, 
strength, and assurance for all. With infinite 
knowledge, boundless love, immense work, 
and unlimited compassion toward all, Swami 
Vivekananda accomplished the herculean task 
of disseminating the light of the teaching of 
Sri Ramakrishna to humanity. His clarion call 
aroused many a sleeping soul and filled them with 
the brightness of new hope. In fact, Bhagavan Sri 
Ramakrishna, Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, and 
Swami Vivekananda are three manifestations of 
the same ideal. While Sri Ramakrishna initiated 
the ideal, Holy Mother actualised it in her life, 
and Swami Vivekananda propagated it. They thus 
established the ideal which is at once appealing 
and beneficial for this age. Endowed with a rich 
heritage, this ideal is firmly grounded in Vedanta, 
but its branches and leaves gain their strength 
from modern scientific thoughts, logic, and or-
ganisational faculty, showing the spiritual path 
to the present problem-ridden human society.

A preliminary understanding of the lives of 
the Holy Trio makes it quite clear that their lives 

The Ideal of Service in Ramakrishna Mission
Original in Bengali: Swami Prabhananda

Translation into English: Kumari P Usha

This is the English version of the original Bengali 
article published in Udbodhan magazine (May 2022 
issue). Revered Prabhanandaji Maharaj is a Vice-
President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama-
krishna Mission.

were dedicated to the welfare of humankind. We 
find that Sri Ramakrishna, during his pilgrim-
age to Kashi for the darshan of Lord Vishwa-
nath, was deeply anguished at the suffering of 
the famine-stricken people in Deogarh, and re-
fused to continue his journey until they were 
fed, clothed, and their hair oiled. He told his 
companion Mathur Babu that until the suffer-
ing people were given food, clothing, and oil for 
their hair, he would not leave this place. Even 
when he was afflicted by cancer, he maintained, 
‘I shall serve others even while subsisting on sago’. 
In her childhood, the Holy Mother served the 
famine-stricken. Her intense ardour to serve the 
miserable made her once exclaim: ‘Sometimes I 
feel, if only I had a stronger body in place of this 
frail one, how many lives would have been ben-
efitted!’ Also, Swamiji’s words clearly reveal his 
eagerness to serve the distressed. He said: ‘May I 
be born again and 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, the special object of my worship.’1 
We all know that during the plague that broke 
out in Kolkata in 1898, Swamiji even wanted to 
dispose of the property of Belur Math—which 
he had passionately established—so that the dis-
eased and suffering might be served.

Having taken up the stupendous task of 
spreading the grand ideals realised in the life 
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A former editor of Prabuddha Bharata, Revered 
Swami Bhajananandaji Maharaj is a Vice-President 
of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission.

Swami Vivekananda’s Philosophy of Work:
Karma Yoga and Practical Vedanta
Swami Bhajanananda

mong the many contributions 
of Swami Vivekananda to the rejuve-

nation, reassessment, reinterpretation, 
and universalisation of Hinduism in modern 
times, his development of a new philosophy of 
work needs special mention and deep study. It 
is not well known that, after Karl Marx, Swami 
Vivekananda was the first great thinker and so-
cial leader to develop an independent universal 
philosophy of work.

Tremendous changes have been taking place 
all over the world during the last twenty years. 
Advancements in information and communica-
tion technology, globalisation of the economy, 
environmental awareness, understanding of the 
importance of education and, now the Covid 
Pandemic, have drastically altered the mindset 
of people and their attitude towards work. As 
a result of these changes, the present-day world 
is in need of a new philosophy of work. We be-
lieve that Swami Vivekananda has provided the 
framework of a new philosophy of work which 
fulfils this need to a great extent.

Swamiji’s philosophy of work is based on two 
sets of concepts pertaining to Karma Yoga and 
Practical Vedanta. Few people are aware of the 
difference between the two disciplines, Karma 
Yoga and Practical Vedanta. It may come as a 

surprise to many people when we point out that 
the goal of Karma Yoga is Mukti, whereas the 
goal of Practical Vedanta is worldly prosperity. 
Karma Yoga existed much before Swami Viveka-
nanda, in the Vedas, in the Bhagavadgita, and in 
other Indian religious scriptures, whereas Prac-
tical Vedanta originated with Swamiji.

First, let us study Karma Yoga.

Karma Yoga

Before we begin a detailed study of Karma Yoga, 
it is necessary to know what ‘Karma’ means.

What is Karma? The word ‘Karma’ is usually 
translated into English as ‘work’. But the two 
words do not always mean the same. Any move-
ment which involves transformation of energy 
is called ‘work’: in this sense, an automobile, a 
wind mill, a printing press, or any other machine, 
an ox or a horse employed in agricultural opera-
tions—all these things are said to do work. But 
this kind of work is not called ‘Karma’.

The term ‘Karma’ is applied only to an ac-
tion which has moral consequences. That is, an 
action done by an agent who is responsible for 
his actions. Such an agent can only be a human 
being. The work done by a human being is called 
labour. Therefore, the word ‘Karma’ should be 
translated into English as ‘labour’. 

Even in the case of a human being, involun-
tary physiological movements (known as jīvan
ceṣṭā) such as breathing, heart-beat, digestion of 
food, and the like are not treated as labour or 

A
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Swami Suvirananda is the General Secretary of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission.

he story of the Ramakrishna Mission 
began with the advent of Sri Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa who is widely regarded as the 

Avatāra of this era. After intense spiritual prac-
tices at the Dakshineshwar temple garden, Sri 
Ramakrishna propounded a message for this age 
which aimed at the revival of the ancient spiritual 
teachings contained in the Vedas, but presented 
in a way conducive to the needs of modern times. 
He organised a group of young disciples and en-
couraged them to form a monastic order and 
through them, his message was broadcast far and 
wide, not only in India but also in America and 
Europe, within a few years of his death. Along-
side, he also trained a group of dedicated house-
holder disciples to live their lives according to the 
spiritual principles set by him and thereby encour-
age others towards the same. Thus, the spiritual 
power generated by the ‘AvatāraVariṣṭha’—the 
foremost of the incarnations, started to be trans-
mitted to every corner of the world and within 
no time brought positive changes in the society.

A few years after Sri Ramakrishna’s mahā
samādhi (giving up of mortal coil), Swami 
Vivekananda set out on pilgrimage as a mendi-
cant monk to gain spiritual succour and experi-
ence the religious splendour of his motherland. 
During these itinerant days, he experienced 
first-hand the poor and lamentable condition of 
his fellow countrymen. He realised the simple 

Ramakrishna Mission:  
Its Ideals and Practices

Swami Suvirananda

truth that it was the neglect of the masses and 
the womenfolk that was the main reason for In-
dia’s degene ration. He made it his life’s mission to 
spread the invigorating message of Vedanta not 
only in India but also in the privileged West and 
in return, bring help to rejuvenate his motherland. 

After reaching the United States, Swamiji 
observed the enormous power of the organisa-
tion that lay behind American life. Once he told 
his host, Emily Lyon of Chicago: ‘You know, I 
have had one of the greatest temptations of my 
life here. It is organisation.’ Shortly after his tri-
umphal return from the West, Swamiji felt the 
need of forming an association which would 
preserve the legacy of Sri Ramakrishna and 
also would function efficiently towards serving 
various strata of the society in achieving spiritual 
and secular excellence. 

To give a concrete shape to Sri Ramakrishna’s 
teachings on practical Vedanta, Swami Viveka-
nanda formed the Ramakrishna Mission Associ-
ation on Saturday, 1 May 1897. He stated: 

From my travels in various countries, I have 
come to the conclusion that without organi-
sation nothing great and permanent can be 
done. … This Association will bear the name 
of him in whose name we have become Sann-
yasins; him, taking whom as your ideal you are 
leading the householder’s life in the field of ac-
tivity—this Samsara [this world]; him whose 
holy name, and the influence of whose unique 
life and teachings, have within twelve years of 
his demise spread in such an unthought-of way 
both in the East and the West. Let this Sangha 

T
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amakrishna Mission is celebrating its 
125th anniversary. It is one of the twin in-

stitutions of the Ramakrishna Sangha (or 
Ramakrishna Order). The other institution is the 
Ramakrishna Math. Both Ramakrishna Math 
and Ramakrishna Mission, along with the group 
of nuns and lay devotees, who have subscribed 
to the Ramakrishna Bhāvadhāra or ‘Sri Ramak-
rishna’s view and way of life’, together form the 
‘Ramakrishna Sangha’. This Sangha is unique—a 
rare spiritual phenomenon of the modern times.

What Makes This Sangha  
Rare and Unique?

Sri Ramakrishna was the embodiment of the Vedas. 
He was Vedamurti. Sri Ramakrishna is the other 
name for the Vedic spiritual consciousness, and the 
Vedic view and way of life. His advent marks the 
revival of the eternal Vedic wisdom. With him has 
expedited the process of taking India back to her 
Vedic roots, which was 1,200 years ago initiated 
by Sri Shankaracharya. Unlike other spiritual in-
stitutions under the Vedic fold, which are great in 
themselves and important too, and which uphold a 
particular view or stance of the Vedas, Ramakrishna 
Bhāvadhāra or ‘Sri Ramakrishna’s view and way of 
life’ encompasses the entire gamut of Vedic wisdom. 

Like Sri Shankaracharya’s, it gives place to all 
the views and stances of the Vedas, that is, all the 
forms of worship, all the ways and methods to seek 

Ramakrishna Sangha— 
A Rare Spiritual Phenomenon

Swami Shuddhidananda

Swami Shuddhidananda is the Adhyaksha of the 
Advaita Ashrama, Mayavati, with its publication 
branch centre in Kolkata.

the ultimate Reality, and it caters to the needs of 
persons living at all levels of evolution, even the 
so-called those immersed in the world and busy 
in worldly pursuits. We need to remember that the 
original Vedic vision and way of life were meant for 
the entire human race and not only for the spiritual 
aspirants. It includes both karmakāṇḍa as well 
as jñāna kāṇḍa. Karma kāṇḍa (which includes 
upāsana or meditation as well) is the method of 
gradually spiritualising the so-called secular and 
mundane activities of human beings. It is the way 
of transforming a brute being into a human being. 
Jñāna kāṇḍa refers to the human being’s focussed 
pursuit of the higher Spiritual Consciousness, 
which culminates in the experience of the Atman, 
the Advaitic Truth. Both together cover the whole 
ground of human life and existence. This is the 
real meaning and purpose of Hindu Dharma, vast 
as the sky and deep as the ocean. As stated be-
fore, the process of taking India back to its Vedic 
roots was started by Sri Shankaracharya. It is now 
being carried forward by Ramakrishna Sangha. 
Ramakrishna Sangha is the latest blossom of the 
eternal Vedic Hindu Dharma, born to spread the 
fragrance of universal well-being for one and all.

One more point makes this Sangha unique. It 
translates the Advaitic vision into selfless action 
done in the spirit of worship. This action is meant 
for the well-being of all. Activity in Ramakrishna 
Sangha can be summed up as ‘Brahman in action 
for the sake of Brahman’. It is only a fortunate few 
who get associated with this loftiest vision of life 
and action. For the generality of people, steeped 
in narrowness and selfishness, it is difficult to be a 
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Swami Chetanananda is the minister-in-charge of 
the Vedanta Society of St. Louis, USA.

eporter: Sir, I went to Belur Math on 1st 
May to cover the news of the 125th an-

niversary meeting of the Ramakrishna 
Mission. There was a well-decorated stage and 
Revered President Maharaj, General Secretary 
Maharaj, and other important swamis gave won-
derful lectures on the aim and activities of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. Then I bought a copy 
of Ramakrishna Mission Adhibeshaner Itivritta 
(History of the sessions of Ramakrishna Mission 
in Bengali). I am a little confused after listening 
to the lectures of the different swamis, because 
they each said something different. If you would, 
kindly explain your ‘mission’ to me so that I can 
inform my readers.

Ramakrishna: You want to know āmār 
(my) mission. Very well. I have a little problem 
regarding the word āmār. I erased the letter 
ā from āmār. So everything has become mār, 
meaning Mother’s. In fact, it is hard for me to use 
‘I’, because I erased my ego forever. So to indicate 
myself, I use ‘here’, ‘this place’, and so on. Romain 
Rolland, a French Nobel laureate, wrote in my 
biography: ‘Ramakrishna’s “I” died forever.’ He 
is right. You see, ‘I’ and ‘my’ are the warp and 
woof of Maya. I eradicated those two from my 
life and thus I became illumined. So I tell de-
votees: ‘All trouble and botheration come to an 
end when the “I” dies.’

Reporter: Sir, this kind of high spiritual stuff 
does not enter my brain. I make my living writing 

An Imaginary Interview with Ramakrishna
Swami Chetanananda

exciting sensational stories in the newspaper. 
Please tell me your mission in simple language.

Ramakrishna: I see you put me in a fix. 
Anyhow, if you combine whatever you have 
heard from the different monks on May 1, that 
is my mission.

Reporter: Sir, only you know your mission. 
I am not belittling those monks. They lectured 
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A former editor of Viveka Prabha, the Kannada 
journal of the Ramakrishna Order, Swami Nitya-
sthananda is the Adhyaksha of Ramakrishna Math, 
Bengaluru.

The Ideological Basis of the  
Ramakrishna Order

Swami Nityasthananda

raditional Indian monasticism 
was mainly centred around spiritual prac-
tice and religious preaching. Though there 

were certain monastic orders and individual 
monks who dedicated themselves to service activ-
ities—rendering service to society by monks was 
largely ignored as it was considered a secular ac-
tivity. Swami Vivekananda was deeply pained to 
observe that many monks wandering all over the 
land were unmindful of the appalling social con-
dition, and at the same time, personally achieved 
nothing, either spiritually or empirically. Also, 
the heads of Maths who were engrossed in pe-
dantic philosophical discussions and religious 
discourses mostly catering to the elite section 
of the society were not intent on reaching the 
common masses. Taking all these into considera-
tion with due deliberation, Swami Vivekananda 
embarked on starting a new monastic order not 
compromising ancient monastic principles, but 
at the same time, adopting a socio-spiritual out-
look that aimed at spiritualising the secular.

Two Facets of Religion

Broadly speaking, it is possible to identify two fac-
ets of religion: devotionoriented and knowledge
oriented. The former is the objective approach, 
that is, God is taken to be an object of love and 

adoration, and the repetition of His name, prayer, 
worship, and the like constitute the main aspects 
of spiritual practice. Here divine grace and self-
surrender form the bases of the entire spiritual 
aspiration. And, God is worshipped either with 
form or without form. Knowledge-oriented reli-
gion is subjective, that is, it is a conscious strug-
gle to know one’s own real nature, one’s own Self. 
Here reason plays a pivotal role, and self-effort 
is emphasised much more than the divine grace. 
Discernment between what is real and unreal, 
self-analysis, and meditation on the inner Self—
these form some important components of spiri-
tual practice. In this path of knowledge, God is 
considered to be beyond form and qualities.

Generally, these two forms of religion come 
into ascendancy alternatively in the course of his-
tory. In the religious history of India, we find that 
in the early Vedic period, bhakti-oriented reli-
gion seemed to be in the ascendancy. The Vedic 
Aryans were worshiping God in various names 
and forms with prayers and hymns addressed to 
them. Later, this kind of simple reli gion deve-
loped itself into highly complicated sacrificial 
rituals inaccessible to common people, reducing 
gods to the level of subordinates of the rituals. 
In this way, rituals got the better of the devotion 
towards God. As a reaction to this ritual-ridden 
religion, we find the knowledge-oriented religion 
emer ging in the form of the Upanishads, which 
reached its zenith in Buddha and his followers. 
In the course of time, this too was destined to de-
cline, giving rise to atheism and dry scholasticism.
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A former editor of Jivan Vikas, the Marathi journal 
of the Ramakrishna Order, Swami Yogatmananda 
is the minister-in-charge of the Vedanta Society of 
Providence, USA.

Understanding Each Other—Importance of 
the Interfaith Activity 
Swami Yogatmananda

n evangelical-church minister asked 
me: ‘What do you think of Jesus Christ?’

The evangelists are known to be fa-
natically sticking to their religious creed, work-
ing to expand it while denouncing all other 
religious ideas as erroneous. According to them, 
it is a pious act to spread their version of Chris-
tianity far and wide. Many of their churches are 
stadium-size huge, accommodating 25 thousand 
or more at a time, with an excellent cafeteria, 
children’s playgrounds, elaborate music, and au-
dio-visual show arrangements—all of that have 
the capability to fascinate. Their clergies have 
great skills in public speaking, wield political 
influence, and are paid around a million dollars 
in salary and perks (like personal luxury jets and 
palatial houses). Of course, it all depends on how 
much crowd (and money too) they bring to the 
church. If they fail to meet the expectations of 
the Church, they are unceremoniously thrown 
out, just like CEOs of big corporations. 

The church of the minister who was speaking 
to me was not that big; but after he was hired to 
be the Pastor-minister, he applied all his busi-
ness skills (he was working as a high-ranked mar-
keting strategist in a big tech company, before 
becoming the Church Minister), of course 
along with his knowledge of philosophy and 

evangelical tradition, expanded it a lot. He was 
also spearheading the Church’s service work in 
poor countries like the Dominican Republic and 
Haiti. I met him first at an interfaith meeting. 
We were a group of clergies belonging to various 
religions. Most of them were representing differ-
ent denominations of Christianity; then there 
was one Buddhist, one Jewish, one Muslim, 
and a Hindu—myself. During our first couple 
of meetings, he was visibly dismissive of what-
ever I said; in fact, it seemed he was dismissive of 
my very presence. But as we kept on interacting 
once a month at these meetings, he became more 
and more interested in the teachings of Vedanta. 
Being an intelligent man, he gradually started 
understanding, despite the deep-rooted inner 
resistance, that various religions, though seem-
ingly different, have the same goal. We kept up 
our conversation with the motto ‘let us disagree 
without being disagreeable’. 

Once, after we became good friends, he came 
to the Vedanta Society of Providence.

‘In order to show respect to you, I too have 
put on an orange shirt today’, he said. We ex-
changed customary greetings and came to our 
chapel. Seeing the pictures of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Holy Mother, Swami Vivekananda, Jesus Christ, 
and Buddha, he asked the question given at the 
beginning of this write-up. ‘What do you think 
of Jesus Christ?’ ‘He is The God in human form 
for me, and all my reverence to God goes to Jesus 
too’, I replied. ‘But then, what are all these here 
for?’ He asked pointing at the pictures of Sri 
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A former editor of Vivek Jyoti, Hindi journal of the 
Ramakrishna Order, Swami Videhatmananda is 
actively engaged in research on Swami Vivekananda 
and Sister Nivedita and also in writing books in Hindi.

Sister Nivedita and the Genesis of 
Ramakrishna Mission 

[With Early Reports by Swami Brahmananda]

Swami Videhatmananda

fter more than three years of 
his Vedantic ministration in the West, 

Swami Vivekananda was to set sail 
from England for India on 16 December 1896, 
with Captain and Mrs Sevier, Mr Goodwin, and 
also Miss Henrietta Muller. Inspired by Swamiji, 
Miss Margaret Noble of Wimbledon (England) 
also expressed her interest and intent to come 
and work in India, to dedicate her life for the 
upliftment of India and her people; but before 
embarking on her new life, she had to remain in 
England for another year due to some domestic 
constrains, being the only earning member of the 
family. Meanwhile, she had decided to carry on 
Swamiji’s work and Mission in Wimbledon and 
London itself. 

A few months after landing in India, 
Swamiji—to give his various activities of preach-
ing and service a concrete shape—initiated an 
organisation named ‘Ramakrishna Mission’ on 1 
May 1897. Miss Noble—during this whole year, 
while living in England itself and preparing for 
her proposed sojourn to India—wrote letters to 
Swamiji expressing great interest in his future 
plans and activities. Swamiji kept her informed 

about the matter constantly, through his own 
letters in general and through the reports written 
by Swami Brahmananda in particular. Although 
many of those documents have been lost, but 
whatever of them are available, is enough to give 
a vivid glimpse of the early history of this fledg-
ling organisation, which was to leave an indelible 
mark on the history of the world. 

Swamiji's Own Letters 

After founding the ‘Mission’ on the 1st of May 
1897, Swamiji himself informed Miss Noble of its 
activities through his letters. A few quotes will 
be worthwhile to recall:

On 5 May 1897 he wrote: ‘The work has 
been started anyhow. A rickety old little house 
has been rented for six or seven shillings, 
where about twenty-four young men are being 
trained. I had to go to Darjeeling for a month 
to recover my health, and I am glad to tell you I 
am very much better, and would you believe it, 
without taking any medicine, only by the exer-
cise of mental healing! I am going again to an-
other hill station tomorrow, as it is very hot in 
the plains. Your society is still living, I am sure. 
I will send you a report, at least every month, 
of the work done here.’

On 20 June 1897 he informed: ‘I have started 
work, though in the fashion I was trained—that 
is, under the trees, and somehow keeping body 
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Swami Muktidananda is a trustee of Ramakrishna 
Math, a member of the governing body of Rama-
krishna Mission and also the Adhyksha, Sri Rama-
krishna Ashrama, Mysuru.

Insights into the Uniqueness and Global 
Reach of the Ramakrishna Mission
Swami Muktidananda

History has seen many religio-
spiritual movements, of which the 
Ramakrishna Mission is one of the 

newest and most authentic. The origin and de-
velopment of the Ramakrishna Mission span-
ning 125 years have been authentically recorded 
as a matter of recent history and are not mytho-
logical or imaginary. 

Divine and Unique Origin

Starting with the birth of Sri Ramakrishna in 
West Bengal in 1836, the Movement’s origin is 
both divine and unique. Divine, because it is 
inspired by the mystical circumstances of Sri 
Rama krishna’s birth, his religious insights, and 
his spiritual experiences. Its uniqueness lies in a 
universal approach, which is evident, not despite, 
but because of its intense patriotism rooted in the 
broad-based Hindu cultural heritage of India.

The All-Inclusive Goal

Swami Vivekananda wanted the Ramakrishna 
Mission to have a goal that is wide, inclusive, and 
conceptually complete: ‘Ātmano mokṣārthaṁ 
jagat hitāya ca.’ It represents a powerful call for 
the spiritual well-being of the individual as well 
as the welfare of humans and all living beings in 

the world. The twin ideals of individual and col-
lective well-being offer a testimony to the genius 
of Swami Vivekananda, who envisaged this dual 
ideal: The highest self-transcendence is ‘Ātmano 
mokṣa’, and its actualisation is in ‘jagat hita’. This 
open-ended philosophy of reason and experien-
tial spirituality, accompanied with service for 
universal well-being, if adopted the world over, 
would allow and stimulate humans to ascend 
gradually and teleologically to newer heights in 
civilisation. 

This socio-spiritual movement, unhindered 
by and transcending above the prevailing narrow 
domestic walls of caste and religion, inspires 
much-needed harmony based on the basic solida-
rity of life. Further, the Ramakrishna Movement 
accepts the diversity of life, faith, culture, and the 
unity of human existence. It encourages the pur-
suit of knowledge, reason, and moral values of 
peaceful co-existence but laterally, it allows and 
also binds itself to, diverse forms of devotional 
practices. However, the Ramakrishna Mission dis-
courages dogmatism and encourages catholicity. 

Non-Sectarian Nature

Progressive and open-ended, the Ramakrishna 
Mission ensures the vertical and horizontal deve-
lopment of all communities. Though centred 
around the incarnation of Sri Ramakrishna, it 
accepts diverse incarnations and saints and scrip-
tures of spiritual worth across antiquity, shades 
of faith, and a variety of reason-based religious 
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Swami Jnanavratananda is a trustee of Ramakrishna 
Math, a member of the governing body of 
Ramakrishna Mission, and also the Manager of 
Ramakrishna Math, Belur Math.

he Prabuddha Bharata, one of the 
offi cial English journals of the Rama-
krishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission, 

to commemorate the 125th anniversary of Rama-
krishna Mission which is being celebrated from 
May 2022 till May 2023 all over the world, is 
publishing a special issue on ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission: A Pere nnial Source of Inspiration’. 

The 1st Convention of the monastics and lay 
devotees of Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission was held from 1st to 8th April 1926 at 
Belur Math, in which the direct disciples of Sri 
Ramakrishna participated. Very important dis-
cussions took place in that convention regarding 
the ideal and activities of the organisation (i.e. the 
twin institutions namely ‘Ramakrishna Math’ and 
‘Ramakrishna Mission’) and its administration. 
Some very important points, collected from those 
discussions, along with the ideas of Swami Viveka-
nanda, have been presented in this article, which 
are very useful and shall always remain fundamen-
tal principles of the Ramakrishna Movement. 

Founding of the Sangha and the Ideal 
Placed Before Us by Swamiji

Swamiji wrote in a letter to his Madras disciples: 

Ramakrishna Mission: Its Ideal and Activities
—in the Light of the Discussions of the 1st Convention 
of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission

Swami Jnanavratananda

‘My whole ambition in life is to set in motion a 
machinery which will bring noble ideas to the 
door of everybody, and then let men and women 
settle their own fate.’1 For that purpose, he estab-
lished the ‘Ramakrishna Mission Association’ 
on 1 May 1897 in the house of Balaram Bose at 
Kolkata. In the inaugural meeting of the Asso-
ciation, Swamiji said, 

The conviction has grown in my mind after all 
my travels in various lands that no great cause 
can succeed without an organisation. … Let 
this Association be named after him, in whose 
name, indeed, we have embraced the monastic 
life, with whom as your Ideal in life you all toil 
on the field of work from your station in family 
life, within twenty years of whose passing away 
a wonderful diffusion of his holy name and 
extraordinary life has taken place both in the 
East and the West. We are the servants of the 
Lord. Be you all helpers in this cause.2 
Swamiji presented the twin ideal, for all and 

also for posterity, as ‘Ātmano mokṣārthaṁ jagat 
hitāya ca; for one’s own liberation and for the 
welfare of the whole world.’

Purpose

This ideal will lead its followers forward to reach 
the highest goal of life, which, according to Sri 
Ramakrishna is Godrealisation. A few inspiring 
words of Kedar-baba (Swami Achalananda), a 
disciple of Swamiji, are to be remembered in 
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An ordained nun of the Vedanta Society of South-
ern California, Pravrajika Shuddhatmaprana serves 
at the Vivekananda Retreat in Ridgley, New York.

Ideals of the Ramakrishna Mission
Pravrajika Shuddhatmaprana

ust as in Buddhism, Christianity, and other 
religions, the ideals of these religions cannot 
be separated from the lives and teachings of 
their founders, as these teachers embodied 

those ideals—so also, in the Ramakrishna Mis-
sion, its ideals cannot be separated from the life 
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna. Throughout 
history, in fact, we have seen that the sadhanas 
and teachings of all the great religious leaders 
become the path for future disciples, while the 
leaders’ realisations likewise become the goal 
for the disciples. And this is how the ideals are 
passed down to future generations.

Regarding the ideals manifested in the life 
of Ramakrishna, both Swami Vivekananda and 
Swami Saradananda referred to them as the 
Ramakrishna mould. They are the touchstone, 
the standard for future generations. As Swami 
Vivekananda said:

Such a unique personality [referring to 
Ramakrishna]—a synthesis of Jnana, Yoga, 
Bhakti, and Karma in their utmost perfection, 
[never appeared] before in the human race. 
He alone is a true disciple and follower of Sri 
Ramakrishna whose character is similarly per-
fect in all respects. 

The formation of such a perfect character is 
the aim of this age, and everyone should strive 
for that alone with all his might. … 

Therefore everyone should bear this in mind 
that anyone showing deficiency in even a single 

one of these has not had his character perfectly 
cast in the mould of Ramakrishna.1 
Regarding the depth and breadth of his teach-

ings, Swamiji said:

But the wonder of it is that in this Ramakrishna 
Form there has been a combination of ideas 
deeper than the sea and vaster than the sky, 
transcending all records of history.

This proves that vastness, catholicity and in-
tensity in the highest degree can coexist in a 
single individual and a society also can be built 
in the same pattern; for society is only an ag-
gregate of individuals.2 

J

 A Painting of Sri Ramakrishna by Swami Tadatmananda
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Swami Shaktipradananda serves in Ramakrishna 
Mission Seva Pratishthan, Kolkata.

Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratishthan:  
A Perennial Source of Inspiration

Swami Shaktipradananda

Inception

It was 1931. A young monk of thirty-nine 
belonging to the Ramakrishna Order, full 
of enthusiasm and zeal, after handing over 

the charge of the Vedanta Society of Northern 
California, having served there from 1926 to 
August 1931, returned to India with a dream of 
serving humanity at large, especially providing 
medical care to expectant mothers and nursing 
them and their babies. He was deeply moved 
and inspired by the maternity and child welfare 
centres in Moscow and Leningrad, while visiting 
those places on his way back to India. This young 
monk was Swami Dayananda, a direct disciple 
of the Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi. While in 
America, he first became interested in maternity 

and nursing work, which he expressed afterwards 
in a letter: 

I was very much impressed by the health and 
happiness of American babies and children; 
and this generated in me the enthusiasm for 
starting some maternity and child welfare work 
in India after my return there. … Inspired by 
Swami Vivekananda’s ideas and ideals on Prac-
tical Vedanta, the Ramakrishna Mission had 
started many schools, dispensaries, and hos-
pitals all over India, but although maternity 
and infant mortality rates were appallingly high 
in India, not a single work on this line had been 
started by our Mission till then. So, one day I 
said to myself: God willing, that would be my 
future work in India.

After reaching Belur Math on 3 January 1932, 
Swami Dayananda undertook a pilgrimage to 
South India. During his journey, he was highly 
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Swami Vedanishtananda is attached to Ramakrishna 
Math, Belur Math.

The Revelation of Sri Ramakrishna 

Sri Ramakrishna had a revelation, a 
unique intuitive perception after he had 
attained perfection in various sadhanas. 

‘He realised that as an instrument of the Divine 
Mother, he would have to establish a new reli-
gious order based on the universal truths 
revealed in his life.’1 Swami Saradananda says that 
the avatar boldly advances and, after reaching the 
goal, inspires other people to follow.2 

The Insight of the Holy Mother

The Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi points out this 
perennial inspiration of the advent of Sri Rama-
krishna to the world at large through the Sangha, 
the religious order rooted in his life and teach-
ings. She prayed to Sri Ramakrishna: 

Master, you came, played and disported with 
these few and then went away; and should 
everything end with that? ... They will all live to-
gether holding to your ideas and ideals, and the 
people afflicted with the worries of the world 
will resort to them and be solaced by hearing 
about you. That’s why you came.3

The Proclamation of Swamiji 
Swami Vivekananda too proclaimed the role of 
the Sangha to be a perennial source of inspir-
ation. The aim of the Sangha (The ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission Association’ which later took the form 
of the ‘Ramakrishna Mission’ as resolved in a 
meeting on 5 May 1897) was ‘to preach those 

An Inspiring Saga of Ramakrishna Mission 
Swami Vedanishthananda

truths which Sri Ramakrishna has, for the good 
of the humanity, preached and demonstrated 
by practical application in his own life, and to 
help others to put these truths into practice in 
their lives for their temporal, social, and spiritual 
advance ment’.4 Swamiji also says: ‘He (Sri Rama-
krishna) is the embodiment of infinite spiritual 
ideas capable of development in infinite ways.’5 

‘Sri Ramakrishna is a force. You should not 
think that his doctrine is this or that. But he is a 
power, living even now in his disciples and work-
ing in the world. I saw him growing in his ideas. 
He is still growing.’6 

The Stalwarts of Ramakrishna Mission

During the celebration of the 125th Anniversary 
of the foundation of the Ramakrishna Mission, a 
look into its long journey down the lanes of time 
brings to us a saga of inspiration; an unfolding 
of the divine play of Sri Ramakrishna. He is the 
avatar of the age who re-established the universal 
religion, thus giving back the ‘eternal values to the 
changing society’. The preservation and propaga-
tion of the ideas and ideals manifested in the life 
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna is continuing 
uninterruptedly for more than a century through 
the members of the Movement centred on him. 
Swamiji wrote to his brother-disciples in a letter 
in 1894: ‘As Sri Ramakrishna used to love you, as 
I love you, come, love the world like that.’7

Sri Ramakrishna is like the Gomukh, the 
source of the mighty river Ganga which is the 
Ramakrishna Movement itself. The Movement 
has nourished and nurtured millions of people 
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Swami Divyakripananda is the editor of ‘The Veda
nta Kesari’, the English journal published by Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, Chennai.

Significance of the Publication Activities 
(Books and Journals)  
of the Ramakrishna Order
Swami Divyakripananda

One day while he was listening to the reading 
of the Bhagavata in the front hall of the Vishnu 
temple, he [Sri Ramakrishna] went into ecstasy 
and saw the resplendent form of Krishna. Next, 
a beam of light, like a cord, came forth from 
Krishna’s feet and first touched the Bhaga-
vata and then the Master’s chest, connecting 
all three for some time. After this vision the 
Master was firmly convinced that God, His de-
votee, and the scriptures that are His words, are 
in reality one and the same, though they appear 
to be distinct entities. The Master used to say: 
‘The Bhagavata, the devotee, and God—the 
three are one and the One manifests as three.’1 

he moon lights up the night in the absence 
of the sun. Books2 inspire and guide us 
through our life’s struggles in the absence 

of an illumined Guru. The need for a Self-realised 
master in spiritual life is definitely not underesti-
mated, but when the vast humanity is exhorted 
to pursue spiritual goals, then they may not find 
such divine masters always around to address 
indi vidual seekers. In times such as these, the 
exten sive literature of the Ramakrishna Order 
and other such allied publications bridge the gulf.

Ordinarily, our judgement of greatness largely 
depends on the characteristics that match our 
egotistical convenience and prejudiced mindset. 

Hence, there is a saying that it is difficult to live 
with the great. Only when such personalities pass 
away from this world that we realise their greatness 
and wish to emulate them in our lives. But who 
can be our spiritual companion when the master 
has already left this world? The ans wer is, books! 
The biographical literature and the notes scribed 
by the disciples of the great spiri tual masters from 
their regular talks and conversations supply the 
demand of the increasing followers on the path. 
It works as a blueprint for realising the goal of life.

The Incarnations of the Past and  
Their Spiritual Movements

We are now living in a time when the world is 
largely divided into two broad categories: Fana-
tic believers in God, and Non-believers in God. 
The first group constantly makes the masses 
hysterical with their myopic ideas and practices, 
and the second group goes on to deny the first 
group of people as superstitious and says that 
their ‘God’ is the root of all the problems in the 
world. The great incarnations and Self-realised 
sages that live on this planet from time to time 
have the bounden duty of reconciling this con-
flict so that humanity can move ahead, progress, 
and evolve towards the eternal good. 

History is witness to many a religious river 
originating from the inspiration of moun-
tain-high spiritual personalities and water-
ing the plains that represent the ignorant and 
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Sri Ramakrishna’s Bhāva and the 
Ramakrishna Mission: Challenges in 
Harmonising the Ideal with the Real 
Swami Chidekananda

he 125th anniversary of the Rama-
krishna Mission is being celebrated this 
year. It is well known that the Ramakrishna 

Mission was founded by Swami Vivekananda in 
May 1897 in a meeting held at Balaram Bose’s 
house. During the meeting, after a robust discus-
sion between the members, the rules and guide-
lines of the Mission were drafted, established, 
and later, published. These include the follow-
ing: (1) Aim, (2) Duty, (3) Method of Action, 
(4) Indian Work Department, and (5) Foreign 
Department.1

The aim of the Ramakrishna Mission would 
be to ‘preach those truths which Sri Ramakrishna 
has, for the good of humanity, preached and 
demonstrated by practical application in his 
own life, and help others to put into practice in 
their lives for their temporal, mental and spiri-
tual advancement.’2 What are, ‘these truths that 
Sri Ramakrishna had preached and practised in 
his own life?’3

Though the answer to this question might 
seem straightforward, even Sri Ramakrishna’s 
direct monastic disciples sometimes suggested 
conflicting answers. In fact, following the meeting 
mentioned above, a discussion had taken place on 

this very issue between Swami Vivekananda and 
Swami Yogananda. In this conversation, Swami 
Yogananda initially objected to Swamiji’s plan of 
starting the Ramakrishna Mission due to ‘West-
ern influences and ideas’ and not according to 
Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings (in Bengali ‘tomār e 
sob bideshi bhāvae kāj kora hocche’).4 In his reply, 
Swamiji forcefully refuted Yogananda’s implica-
tion that starting the Ramakrishna Mission was 
Swamiji’s idea and not Thakur’s. Swamiji replied: 
‘Well, how do you know that all this is not accor-
ding to Sri Ramakrishna’s bhāva? He had an infi-
nite breadth of feelings and dare you shut him 
up in your own limited views of life?’ Swamiji 
then continued and described Sri Ramakrishna as 
the ‘embodiment of infinite truths and ideas’, or 
‘ananta bhāvamay’ in Bengali. He further asser ted 
that, ‘while there may be a limit to the knowledge 
of Brahman, there is no limit to Sri Ramakrishna’s 
bhāva’.5 In other words, what were Sri Ramakrish-
na’s innermost feelings, convictions, ideas, moods, 
and attitudes, collectively called bhāva in Ben-
gali? (hereafter bhāva will be used). 

Question: When even a direct disciple of 
Ramakrishna like Swami Yogananda had diffi
culty in understanding Thakur’s infinite bhāva, 
then how can we, as monastic and lay members of 
the Mission, not only understand but also preach 
Sri Ramakrishna’s bhāva for the welfare of hu
manity as the ‘aim of the Ramakrishna Mission’? 6
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Empathic Vedanta
Swami Krishnasakhananda

Two Histories

Humankind has two histories. One 
is visible all around us: a history of—
kings and warriors; pyramids and 

skyscra pers; arts and philosophies; artificial inte-
lligence and space explorations. 

The other is a history few of us bother to 
learn. It is the history of freaks and shamans, 
monks and sages, saints and prophets, who have 
turned away from civilisation and taken refuge 
in caves and forests, mountain tops and deserts. 
For ages and ages, they have dived deep into the 
inner ocean of consciousness, exploring—exist-
ence and knowledge; life and death; immortality 
and afterlife; and, ultimately, the nature of God 
and the nature of human beings. 

But our ordinary consciousness is a hell—
haunted by the demons of our—guilt and grief; 
insecurities and fears; and, lust and desires for 
glory. By turning inwards without any external 
support, many have gone insane or even cor-
rupt. But once in a while, humankind throws 
up the One who conquers his dark side and is 
enlightened in a blaze of divine wisdom. Such 
great ones ascend to the plane of divinity, leav-
ing their mortal concerns behind. 

Then there are the ‘Brave Ones’—barely a 
handful throughout the history of life on earth—
who return from the divine realm as instruments 

of a higher power to guide humanity—to bless 
the saints; to cry with the sinners; and to laugh 
with the babies. 

After he attained enlightenment, Buddha 
reflec ted: ‘This Dhamma that I have attained is 
profound; hard to see and hard to understand; 
peaceful and sublime; unattainable by mere rea-
soning; subtle, to be experienced by the wise. 
But this generation delights in attachment, 
takes delight in attachment, rejoices in attach-
ment. It is hard for such a generation to see this 
truth, namely, specific conditionality, dependent 
origi nation.’ But then a divine being said to him: 
‘… let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma, let 
the Sublime One teach the Dhamma. There are 
beings with little dust in their eyes who are wast-
ing through not hearing the Dhamma. There will 
be those who will understand the Dhamma.’1

After his baptism, Jesus too retreated to 
the desert for forty days; fasted every day; was 
tempted by Satan; overcame each temptation; 
attained spiritual epiphany; and then returned 
to Galilee to preach.2 

A Theory of Gradual Ascent

Once these Enlightened Ones began to teach, 
they immediately saw what happens with those 
who try to follow them on the path of intense 
solitary sādhanā, spiritual practice—and the 
all-out battle with the demons of their minds. 
Hence they devised: (1) a middle path of right 
view, right resolve, right speech, right con-
duct, right livelihood, right effort, right mind-
fulness, and right Samadhi, or (2) the gradual 
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Service Activities of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in South Africa
Swami Viprananda

he Ramakrishna Centre of South Af-
rica was founded in 1942 by Swami 
Nischalananda. 

Swami Nischalananda (then a 17-year-old 
Dhanagopal Naidoo), a child of Indian immi-
grants, was inspired by the life and teachings of 
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda—
espe cially, Swamiji’s concept of Practical Ved-
anta. This centre became a branch of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in 2007, and in 2022 cele-
brated its 80 years of service in South Africa. It 
is an appropriate moment to highlight some of 
the salient social services the centre rendered to 
the country over this period. 

The Mission has two affiliated centres in 
South Africa: the Durban Centre and Phoe-
nix Centre. The Durban Centre has the follow-
ing four Sub-Centres: Chatsworth, Ladysmith, 
Newcastle, and Pietermaritzburg. The Phoenix 
Centre has one Sub-Centre in Johannesburg. 
These Centres conduct medical, educational, 
welfare, and other service activities accord-
ing to the needs of the time and availability of 
resources—all at no cost to the recipients. These 
activities are carried out with limited monastic 
resources but with the assistance and support of 
a large number of dedicated devotees and well-
wishers. The report that follows is a small sample 
of the combined service activities undertaken by 
our centres and sub-centres. 

Medical
The Ramakrishna Clinic of South Africa com-
menced in 1959 serving workers of the nearby 
sugarcane plantations from the Durban Cen-
tre’s premises. This progressed to several annual 
medical camps being conducted in geographi-
cally dispersed areas in partnership with state, 
private, and non-governmental organisations. 
At these camps, more than 600 indigent pa-
tients are treated in a single day by a team of 
voluntary specialist doctors, nurses, and other 
medical personnel. 

The medical clinic in Foresthaven, Phoe-
nix, has a multidisciplinary superspecialist 
and diagnostic facility whose services include: 
gastro intestinal endoscopies, general surgery, 
dental treatment, diagnostic radiology, labora-
tory tests and electrocardiography, consultations 
by generalists and specialists, optometry and 

T

 The Ramakrishna Centre of South Africa, Durban
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Three Temples of Service of God in Man: 
Varanasi, Kankhal, and Vrindaban
Br. Bhaveshachaitanya

Introduction

It is usually found that people habitu-
ally place God or individual Chosen Ideal 
(Iṣṭa) on an altar and offer their worship and 

prayer to Him or Her. This is a common prac-
tice of devotion found everywhere. The image of 
God is placed at a high altitude and served as a 
master by his servants. However, there is another 
idea which depicts that all is equal to God and 
God is immanent in everything in the universe. 
God is manifested in various forms: ‘Ekam jyotir 
bahudhā vibhāti; the one light that appears in 
diverse forms.’1 Though God appears in diverse 
forms, He is found greatly manifested in human 
beings.2 This idea is akin to a great extent to the 
principle of the divinity of humans. So service to 
humans amounts to the worship of God. Swami 
Vivekananda says:

He who sees Shiva in the poor, in the weak, and 
in the diseased, really worships Shiva; and if he 
sees Shiva only in the image, his worship is but 
preliminary. He who has served and helped one 
poor man seeing Shiva in him, without thinking 
of his caste or creed or race, or anything, with 
him Shiva is more pleased than with the man 
who sees Him only in temples.3 

This divine injunction is the fundamental 
doctrine, based on which all kinds of services 

are rendered to people regardless of caste, creed, 
colour, and religion by the Ramakrishna Mission 
through its various centres.

The following are the scintillating accounts 
of how three temples of service—three of our 
hospital centres came into existence one after 
another intending to serve God in humans: 

Ramakrishna Mission Home of Service, 
Varanasi

A celestial inspiration prompted a band of young 
men to form a sort of brotherhood of mercy in 
the middle of June 1900 to serve the sufferers of 
Varanasi. These sufferers were mostly pilgrims 
who gathered in thousands in that sacred city—
helpless widows, and aged persons lying ill on 
the streets and ghats of the city. Charuchandra 
Das, a young man then and later became Swami 
Shubhananda, under whose leadership the band 
was formed, read the poem ‘To A Friend ’ writ-
ten by Swami Vivekananda, and was struck by 
the inherent meaning of the poem. He shared 
the inner meaning of the poem with Jamini-
ranjan Majumder, his friend: ‘Swamiji says that 
God pervades all creatures in this universe. The 
poor, the diseased, the hungry, forlorn human 
beings we see all around us, are our God—our 
Narayana—our Shiva!’ This is what instilled 
inspi ration into Jaminiranjan, and he got a new 
broader vision of life. 

The next morning, while he was approaching 
the Ganges for a bath, Jaminiranjan could hear a 
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The Shaping of the Ramakrishna Math  
and Mission
Dr Satish K Kapoor

Nineteenth century India was marked 
by two currents—the challenge of the 
West and the response of renascent 

India to it. The former manifested itself in the 
influx of Western ideas and institutions which 
followed the establishment of the British para-
mountcy, and the latter expressed itself through 
socio-religious reform movements. These move-
ments attempted to rejuvenate Indian society by 
highlighting the glory of its past and establish-
ing the modernity of its tradition, rationalising 
religion and social institutions, and by exhorting 
Indians to inculcate faith in themselves instead 
of being schizophrenic in aping the West. All 
the reformist currents of the 19th century—revi-
valist and non-revivalist, rationalist and mili-
tant, orthodox and heterodox, conservative and 
esoteric—amalgamated in Swami Vivekananda 
(1863–1902).1 He laid the foundation of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in the name of his Mas-
ter who epitomised the ideals of renunciation 
and service. In course of time, the Mission has 
grown into a mighty organisation with world-
wide centres that remain engaged in spiritual, 
social, educational, and ameliorative activities. 
It is non-sectarian and non-political, and rejects 
proselytism. True religion, after all, lies in self-
realisation, in being and becoming, as taught by 
Swami Vivekananda.

I: Embryonic Stage
Did Sri Ramakrishna (1836–86) have the idea 
of an organisation in mind when he was alive? 
Though he did not directly hint at it, he trained 
his disciples for monastic life so that they could 
work out their own salvation and serve human-
ity at the same time. During the last phase of 
his life, he commissioned Narendranath (pre-
monastic name of Swami Vivekananda) to look 
after the young devotees. ‘I leave them to your 
care. See that they practice spiritual exercises and 
do not return home.’2 

Swami Vivekananda said later that the Cos-
sipore Garden House, Kolkata, where Sri Rama-
krishna stayed for the last few months of his life 
and took mahāsamādhi on 16 August 1886, was 
‘the first Math’.3 The Saint of Dakshineswar gave 
ochre clothes and rosaries to his chosen disciples, 
who later took the vow of renunciation on the 
night of 24 December 1886 at Antpur which 
was followed by performing the Virajā Homa at 
a later date, a fire-sacrifice essential for monastic 
initiation. The nine disciples who were present 
at Antpur were Narendranath Dutta (Swami 
Vivekananda), Baburam Ghosh (Swami Pre-
mananda), Sarat Chandra Chakravarty (Swami 
Saradananda), Sashibhushan Chakravarty 
(Swami Ramakrishnananda), Taraknath Gho-
shal (Swami Shivananda), Kaliprasad Chandra 
(Swami Abhedananda), Nityaniranjan Ghosh 
(Swami Niranjananda), Gangadhar Ghatak 
(Swami Akhandananda), and Sarada Prasanna 
Mitra (Swami Trigunatitananda).
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Taking Social Service Seriously  
for Over 125 Years
Gwilym Beckerlegge

It was perhaps timely that while pre-
paring this article my eye was drawn to an 
arresting caption on the cover of The Sunday 

Times Magazine (London): ‘Food Bank Nation: 
Inside the UK’s Fourth Emergency Service’, which 
headlined an article in the magazine on food 
poverty in the UK.1 Although I live in the UK, 
on reading the article I was surprised by the num-
ber of food banks, even though their appeals 
and donation boxes are commonplace in Brit-
ish super markets, the complexity and scale of 
their operations, and the number of people who 
are now forced to depend on this expression of 
philan thropy in twenty-first century Britain with 
its highly deve loped but now straitened welfare 
services. I was not surprised to read that this need 
had escalated since the global financial crisis of 
2008, and that it had increased again in the 
period since the pandemic as inflation began to 
soar. I recall reports after the 2008 financial crisis 
that those who were affluent largely emerged 
with their wealth intact or enhanced while those 
with only limited means had sunk deeper into 
poverty. This is a cycle likely to be repeated. 

India too has faced the damaging effects of 
long-established inequalities, which prompted 
Swami Vivekananda on several occasions to cas-
tigate India’s elites and its religious leadership, 
and India has not been immune to disruptive 
global forces. At the time of the founding of the 

Ramakrishna Mission by Vivekananda in 1897, 
India was still under British rule and forced to live 
under policies, not of its choosing, and also ex-
perienced the wider impact of changing patterns 
of international contacts and trade that accompa-
nied the early stages of globalisation, for example, 
those following the opening of the Suez Canal.

Problems of inequality in India have still not 
been adequately resolved, any more than have 
those that have blighted British society, or indeed 
many other countries. India’s former Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh, for example, expressed 
his concern at growing inequality in India on 
the release of a social development report by the 
Council of Social Development entitled ‘Rising 
Inequalities in India, 2018’.2 Since then, of course, 
like so many other countries, India has suffered 
the various adverse effects of the pandemic, in-
cluding the necessary diversion and concentra-
tion of resources, at the cost of addressing what 
would have been in happier times other priorities, 
in order to manage and where possible ameliorate 
the human costs of the pandemic. Pressures on the 
Ramakrishna Mission and other non-governmen-
tal, voluntary agencies in India are consequently 
likely to increase as they have in the UK and else-
where, especially when the resources of the state 
do not meet all the demands made upon them.

The centrality of the offering of service through-
out the Ramakrishna Mission’s 125-year history 
has been signalled to the wider world almost 
continuously since its inception, beginning with 
early reports in the Indian press of the Mission’s 
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hen Swami Vivekananda was 
in America, he wrote to his brother 

monks in India that ‘wherever the 
seeds (of the Master’s teachings) will fall there it 
will fructify, be it today or in a hundred years’. It 
has now been 125 years since the founding of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. As it continues to grow 
and prosper in India and in the West, we see that 
Swami Vivekananda’s prophetic words have been 
verified yet again. 

As a devotee of the Holy Trio for forty 
years, I have benefited, along with thousands 
of other Westerners, from the presence of the 
Ramakrishna monks and the Vedanta centres 
that they manage here in North America. And so, 
I am grateful for this opportunity to join in cele-
brating the 125th anniversary of the Ramakrishna 
Mission and to express my heartfelt gratitude for 
the spiritual teachings, presence, and support that 
the Mission has made possible for us in the West.

Swami Vivekananda was the founder of a 
number of key centres here in America. It’s inter-
esting to note that this was not his initial purpose 
for coming to the United States. His true mission 
was subsequently revealed to him about a year 
after his arrival when he stated: ‘I have a message 
to the West as Buddha had a message to the East.’1

Why Swami Vivekananda Came  
to the West?

What brought Swamiji to America in the first 
place? According to Marie Louise Burke (Sister 

The Mission in America
Anna Hourihan

Gargi)—as mentioned in her research work on 
Swamiji, Swami Vivekananda in the West: New 
Discoveries—the reasons were mainly twofold:

1) to raise funds for the development of his work 
in India, and incidentally to provide for his self-
support during his stay in this country, and  
2) to give the American people correct ideas of 
Hinduism, to combat the current misconcep-
tions regarding India, and to inculcate the spirit 
of tolerance.2

When Swami Vivekananda made his first 
debut at the World Parliament of Religions in 
Chicago in 1893, the standing ovation he received 
should have given him some hint of a greater pur-
pose and destiny. The unexpected response indi-
cated a genuine need, hunger, and readiness for 
spirituality that was awaiting him in the West.

However, it wasn’t until the end of 1894 that 
he had a clear understanding of his mission and 
realised that the original intent for coming to 
America was not the main one, but a means to 
get him to America.

Swamiji felt encouraged by the reception he 
received from earnest seekers and desired to teach 
American disciples: ‘Here is a grand field. … where 
on earth is there a better field than here for propa-
gating all high ideas?’3 He travelled widely in the 
United States lecturing in many major cities, par-
ticularly in the Midwest, East Coast, West Coast, 
and as far south as Memphis, Tennessee. The 
major cities he visited were: New York City; Bos-
ton and Cambridge in Massachusetts; Chicago, 
Illinois; Detroit, Michigan; Madison, Wisconsin; 
Minneapolis, Minnesota; Des Moines, Iowa; Bal-
timore, Maryland; Washington, D.C.; Memphis, 

W
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The Ramakrishna Family
William Davis

I came to Sri Ramakrishna when I was 
thirty. I am now 80. Thus I have been in the 
Ramakrishna family for 50 years—2/5ths 

(40%) of the 125-year duration of the Rama-
krishna Order. Why do I call it a family? Every-
where I have gone that is connected to the 
Ramakrishna order, I have been treated like a 
relative who is visiting a family member.

This began at the Vedanta Society of New 
York. Of course, I didn’t know it at the time, but 
I arrived there more or less on the 100th anni-
versary of Holy Mother arrival at Dakshineswar 
for the first time in 1872. An auspicious coinci-
dence. When I walked through the door the very 
first time, Jeanne Genet, a long-time member 
standing by the door, greeted me as if I was a vis-
iting dignitary. The chapel was so low-key. This 
helped allay suspicions I had that this might be 
some kind of a con taking advantage of unwary 
Westerners looking for the exotic. It was ‘sattvic’, 
a word I hadn’t yet learned. I was in search of 
the ‘meaning of life’, and had read in the writ-
ings of an Indian saint that the only way to settle 
one’s doubts about the existence of God was to 
meet a holy person. I had hoped to meet a man 
by the name of Ralph Houston, who was the 
head of a society called Agni Yoga, but on the 
basis of my birth time, birth location, and signa-
ture, he sent me instead to the Vedanta Society. 
What a great good fortune! That evening there 
was a class on the Bhagavadgita, a scripture I had 

not heard of. A tape was played of a lecture given 
by Swami Pavitrananda many years prior. I had a 
hard time understanding the talk, but I felt abso-
lutely certain in my heart that the man giving the 
talk was sincere to the backbone. He was sitting 
in the back of the chapel and, as we filed out, 
each had the chance to greet him. I asked him if 
I could meet with him privately. He just waved 
me off, smiling. Courtenay Olden, another long-
time devotee standing nearby, explained to me 
that he wanted to first see if I was sincere and that 
I should attend for a while. What irony! She ex-
plained that his health was not good and he had 
to be careful about how he expended his energy.

So I started coming twice a week. I hit it off 
in particular with a man sitting in the back with 
the recording equipment, Bill Conrad. He had 
a scientific mind which appealed to me as I was 
in a doctoral program in social psychology and 
was struggling to finish my dissertation. I had 
lots of questions and he had plenty of answers. 
Through him, I began to meet the other regulars. 
They were an unpretentious group of people, at 
that time mostly not Indian. They all seemed 
quietly and deeply committed to this spiritual 
path. They were friendly but somewhat shy. On 
Sundays, before the talk, a man by the name of 
John Schlenck sat at a keyboard and played slow 
movements from the Baroque. I had a particular 
love for the music of this era and so was de-
lighted. I told him how much I loved this music. 
He responded by saying that he felt this music 
particularly embodied the spirit of Vedanta. 
He said: ‘You have perfect taste in music.’ He, I 
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Ramakrishna Mission and  
Women Empowerment 

Gitanjali Murari

ishnu’s incarnations, generally 
referred to as daśāvatāra or ten incarna-

tions, begin with non-human forms before 
the first hint of man appears in the Narasimha 
or the man-lion incarnation. Thereafter, Vishnu 
incar nates in the male gender, first as Vamana, 
the dwarf sage, followed by Parashurama, the 
fierce axe-wielding brahmin. Parashurama is 
succeeded by Rama, Krishna, and Buddha—all 
born in the Kshatriya or warrior caste with no 
trace of femininity. It is only in Sri Ramakrishna, 
who Swami Vivekananda declared the most 
complete incarnation or ‘avatāra variṣṭhāya’,1 
that we see an asto nishing blend of both mascu-
line and feminine forces in a male form. 

Born less than two hundred years ago, Sri 
Ramakrishna invoked the Divine Mother as the 
prime moving force behind all incarnations. It is 
not surprising then that his first formal spiritual 
guide was a woman. Bhairavi Brahmini, highly 
qualified in the scriptures, was an advanced 
spiritual aspirant. In his Sri Ramakrishna—The 
Great Master, Swami Saradananda describes 
their teacher-student relationship as one bet-
ween a mother and her child, full of tender affec-
tion and far beyond the purview of ordinary 
man-woman relations. Viewing all women as the 
embodiment of Mother Kali, Sri Ramakrishna 
offered them the same homage he paid to the 
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deity in the temple. This attitude extended to 
his wife Sri Sarada Devi as well, thus sanctifying 
their conjugal bond.

To understand the significance of Sri Rama-
krishna’s worship of Kali with regard to gender 
dynamics, we need to delve deeper into his atti-
tude. Brahmachari Akshaychaitanya gives this 
vivid description:

The Master used to remain absorbed in the 
thought of the Divine Mother. As such, he con-
sidered himself to be the Divine Mother’s maid-
servant. Discerning this mood of the Master, 
Sarada would joyfully dress him up as a beauti-
ful woman. She would don him with woman’s 
attire and ornaments. In these moments, Sarada 
too would become one with the Master’s spiri-
tual mood—she would become the female 
companion of the Master, who considered him-
self to be the Divine Mother’s maid.2 

Sri Ramakrishna was not the first in a long 
line of devotees to identify himself as a woman 
in his relationship with God. To obtain intense 
spiritual love, Vaishnavas have walked the Radha-
Madhava path for centuries emula ting the gopis, 
the cowherdesses of Vrindavan, whose passionate 
and pure love for Lord Krishna has been the sub-
ject of innumerable poems and stories through 
the ages. Mystics from other cultures too have 
described their desire for God as the bride’s 
yearning for the bridegroom. God in this form 
of worship is the all-powerful male, command-
ing the romantic longing of his female devotee. 

V
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