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series 5: understanding india  
- through swami Vivekananda's eyes

Lectures covered thus far in this series include: 

1. First public lecture in the East  
(Issue 22: India - the punya bhumi)

2. Reply to the address of welcome at Ramnad 
(Issue 23: India - the giant awakens)

3. Vedantism  
(Issues 24, 25, 26)

4. Reply to the address of welcome at Pamban 
(Issue 27: The responsibility placed on us)
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...unselfishness is the 
test of religion. He 
who has more of this 
unselfishness is more 
spiritual and nearer to 
Shiva. Whether he is 
learned or ignorant, he 
is nearer to Shiva than 
anybody else, whether 
he knows it or not. 

“

Rameshwaram is an ancient town on the island of Pamban, at the tip of the Indian peninsula, 
in the state of Tamil Nadu. It is significant for many Hindus, as a pilgrimage to Varanasi is 
considered to be incomplete without a pilgrimage to Rameshwaram. The town, along with 
the Ramanathaswamy temple, is one of the holiest Hindu Char Dham (four divine sites) sites 
comprising Badrinath, Puri and Dwarka. 

We saw previously that Swami Vivekananda had arrived in Pamban, where he had been 
received joyfully and with the greatest veneration. After his talk in Pamban, the Swami came 
to Rameshwaram to pay a visit to the Ramanathaswamy temple. Here, he gave a short but 
striking lecture, in which he sifts out the externals of worship and shows us what indeed is the 
real test of religion. 

> Turn overleaf to explore further...

He who wants to serve 
the father must serve 
the children first. He 
who wants to serve 
Shiva must serve His 
children — must serve all 
creatures in this world 
first. It is said in the 
Shâstra that those who 
serve the servants of God 
are His greatest servants. 

“



Key messages from this lecture... 

What is a Tirtha?2

Tirtha (place of pilgrimage) 

is a place which is full of holy 

things and holy men. But if holy 

people live in a certain place, 

and if there is no temple there, 

even that is a Tirtha. 

If unholy people live in a place 

where there may be a hundred 

temples, the Tirtha has 

vanished from that place. 

External worship vs. Internal worship 1

Religion is..
blah..blah..blah..

blah..blah..

It is in love that religion exists and not in ceremony, in the pure and sincere love in the heart.

Unless a man is pure in body 

and mind, his coming into a 

temple and worshipping Shiva 

is useless. 

The prayers of those that are 

pure in mind and body will be 

answered by Shiva, and those 

that are impure and yet try to 

teach religion to others will 

fail in the end.

External 
Worship

Internal 
Worship

External worship is only a symbol of 

internal worship; but internal worship and 

purity are the real things Without them, 

external worship would be of no avail. 

For example:

Impure 
mind

Pure 
mind

Serving Good thoughtsMeditating

+
+
+

positive
harmonious 
sustainable
inclusive 

The mere existence of temples, without people with pure and holy 
thoughts does not make a place a Tirtha

It is most difficult to live in a Tirtha; for if sin is 

committed in any ordinary place it can easily be removed, 

but sin committed in a Tirtha cannot be removed. 



The gist of all worship — to be pure and to do good to others. 

Two kinds of devotees 

3
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A STory of A rIch MAn AnD TWo GArDEnErS

Seeing Shiva in the poor, in the 
weak, and in the diseased

Seeing Shiva only  
in the image

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.

Shiva is that master, and this world is His garden, and there are two sorts of gardeners here; 

─ the one who is lazy, hypocritical, and does nothing, only talking about Shiva's beautiful 
eyes and nose and other features; 

─ and the other, who is taking care of Shiva's children, all those that are poor and weak,  
all animals, and all His creation. 

Which of these would be the more beloved of Shiva?”

Seeing Shiva in the poor, weak and diseased is not 
the same as helping out of a sense of charity or pity

Who is the more beloved?

Varun is lazy and 
does no work. 
His garden is 
overgrown with 
weed and wild 
plants.

When the master visits his garden...          

Gardener 1: Varun

Master! I'm so lucky 
to see you today.  
You are so great...

Varun showers accolades on his master, but 
has nothing to show in his garden.

He walks the long distance to his master's 
house, and lovingly presents all the  
vegetables and fruits  
that have been  
produced in the  

garden. 

Tarun is a man of few 
words. Tarun works 
hard in his garden 
growing all sorts of 
fruits and vegetables. 

Gardener 2: Tarun
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chitta-shuddhi - the outcome of good karma

Selfishness is the chief sin

What is the test of religion?

If you have any questions on this lecture, do post your queries on 
www.vivekanandaway.org.  

you can also access previous issues of Vivekananda Way here.

Good karma wipes out the ignorance  
and wickedness covering our hearts.

Purification 
of the heart 
through 
serving 
others

I will be last, I do not 
care to go to heaven, I 
will even go to hell if by 
doing so I can help my 

brothers.

I will 
eat first

I will have 
more money

I will 
possess 
everything

I will get 
mukti

how unselfish are you?

Unselfish 
person  
(more spiritual,  
nearer to Shiva)

Selfish person 
(thinks only about 
himself)

Selfish and hypocritical 
person (visits all temples, 
places of pilgrimage, paints 
himself like a leopard, but 
remains selfish ─ further off 
from Shiva)

Temple 1, 
Temple 2,...

cloud of 
selfishness

1

2

3

Let me tell you again that you must be pure 

and help any one who comes to you, as much 

as lies in your power. And this is good Karma.

By the power of this, the heart becomes pure 

(Chitta-shuddhi), and then Shiva who is 

residing in every one will become 

manifest. 

Selfishness is the chief sin, thinking of 
ourselves first. 

He who thinks, "I will eat first, I will have 
more money than others, and I will possess 
everything", he who thinks, "I will get to 
heaven before others I will get Mukti before 
others" is the selfish man. 

The unselfish man says, "I will be last, I do 
not care to go to heaven, I will even go to hell 
if by doing so I can help my brothers." 

... unselfishness is the test of religion.

He who has more of this unselfishness 
is more spiritual and nearer to Shiva. 

Whether he is learned or ignorant,  
he is nearer to Shiva than  
anybody else, whether he  
knows it or not. 


