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He was a much-celebrated and much-feted Swami. His
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famous address at The World’s Parliament of Religions, Chicago in
Bra
1893 had catapulted him to the status of a super star. But Swami
Vivekananda was not one to bask in chaffy glory. A letter to one of his trusted
followers, from the USA, dated 12 Jan 1895, read, ‘I want to preach my ideas for the good of
the world. …What work have you done in the way of advancing the ideas and organising in
India? …My life is more precious than spending it in getting the admiration of the world. I
have no time for such foolery.’
Swamiji, as Swami Vivekananda was fondly addressed, loved and revered his
motherland as his own mother. Every breath of his aspired for her well being and every cell
in his body yearned that she regain her lost glory. She had been a beacon light for the world
until repeated invasions pillaged her ruthlessly and left her not just poverty-stricken but
also psychologically drained. The latter struck at the very core, underlying the urgency for
immediate redressal. Swamiji’s panacea for this lay in India’s very own practical and
ennobling Vedantic wisdom. Vedanta recognises no weakness. It proclaims that in every
individual lies a mine of strength. All that is needed is an effort to draw from it.

Swamiji started looking for the right channel to propagate the powerful message of
Vedanta. He opted for the print medium and decided to bring out a journal, giving it the
name Brahmavadin. In February 1895, he sent from USA $100 and a letter to his trusted
disciple Alasinga Perumal. The letter read: ‘Now I am bent upon starting the journal. Herewith
I send a hundred dollars… Hope this will go just a little in starting
your paper.’
If selflessness and devotion would have a form, it would
have borne the name of Alasinga Perumal. Brahmavadin
became Alasinga’s calling and the first issue rolled out
from a press in Broadway, Chennai on 14 September
First iss
1895. The magazine included a poem of Swamiji
ue of
The Ved
anta Ke
specially composed for the occasion. It was titled,
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‘The Song of the Sannyasin’. One verse ran thus:

Kesari

One hundred and seven
years and going strong….

“Strike off thy fetters! Bonds that bind thee down,

(Handwritten words in Swamiji’s own hand)
With this message that marked its mission, Brahmavadin made a determined entry into
the strife-ridden climate of pre-independence India. The birth of the magazine was certainly
an occasion for celebration but the struggles were far from over.
One of Swamiji’s letters to Alasinga read: ‘I learnt from your letter the bad financial state
that Brahmavadin is in.’ This was followed by another letter that carried the line, ‘I pledge
myself to maintain the paper anyhow.’
Bolstered by this pledge, Alasinga Perumal braved on, surmounting many an
impediment. Sadly, Swami Vivekananda passed away in 1902, at the age of thirty-nine.
Alasinga’s intense anguish morphed into heightened devotion towards the magazine. But
the next hurdle in Brahmavadin’s journey came in 1909, in the form of Alasinga’s own
demise. In May 1914, the magazine, tottering as it was, floundered and ground to a halt.

It was at this crucial juncture, that the Ramakrishna Mission stepped in to revive it. The
Mission was itself in its nascent stages with many a teething problem but nothing could come
in its way of reviving the Brahmavadin. For, had not their beloved Swamiji repeatedly said,
‘The Brahmavadin is a jewel – it must not perish!” And so, the very same month when
Brahmavadin closed, it was resuscitated with the new name The Vedanta Kesari.
The history of The Vedanta Kesari is much more than just a tale of sweat, toil and a
dream realised. It is a narrative of Swamiji’s passion for India and Alasinga’s devotion to his
master. It is a celebration of love, transcending forms.
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For fetters, though of gold, are not less strong to bind;
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Love, hate — good, bad — and all the dual throng,

Appeal
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For the last 107 years, without missing a single issue, the magazine has
been carrying the invigorating message of Vedanta and alongside, continuously
revamping itself to meet the changing needs of the times.

The relevance of Vedantic wisdom to everyday life is all the more pertinent
today than ever before. ‘Arise, Awake and stop not till the goal is reached,’ is the
thundering motto of Swami Vivekananda. The Ramakrishna Mission, as you all
know, is a unique organisation where sannyasis and lay people come together
and endeavour for the common good. Let’s join hands in taking forward our
revered Swamiji’s vision and mission for The Vedanta Kesari.

Donation

VK General Donation
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Please contribute ` 500/- and above to
to meet the running costs of the magazine.
Page Donor: Please sponsor one or
more pages of the magazine in your name or
that of your dear ones. Sponsorship for one
page in one issue: ` 1000/-

VK Permanent Fund
To establish the magazine on firm
financial footing, please contribute ` 5,000/and above to the Permanent Fund.

Swami Vivekananda

PULLOUT FOR REFERENCE

Series 5: Understanding India

- through Swami Vivekananda's eyes
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My Plan of Campaign - 2

In the previous issue, Swami Vivekananda explores his relationship with various reform
groups and shows how many of them seek to hinder rather than enable progress because
they are caught up with their own self-interest rather than unselfishly seeking the larger
interest of the nation. Swami Vivekananda also elucidates some principles of reform, which
are:
1. Reform is a process of growth from
about reform?"
where we currently stand, rather than a
6. The best case is a healthy strong
process of destruction or negation of the
public opinion which will solve its own
past.
problems – but that needs a maturing
2. Reformers cannot dictate or advise
of people and in the interim we must
society. Rather, they can only feed the
wait. The immediate question is:
national life with the fuel it wants, and let
"Where are those who want reform?
it grow in its own way.
Make them first."
3. Reform is, at its core, a subjective
7. A small group cannot dictate solutions
process, rather than an objective
to all, and so one must begin by
process. Trying to remedy evil is not the
educating the nation, creating
true way. Good and evil are two sides of
legislative bodies & the power and
the same coin, and every good brings
sanction, from which laws will spring.
with it some evil. Therefore, the work
8. Reform must not be ornamental,
against evil is more educational than
impacting only a small proportion of
actual.
people. Rather, reform will need to be
4. Reformers must seek to avoid all forms
radical, requiring a transformation of
of fanaticism, and constant condemning
the fundamental basis of all things.
of our nation, people, and society.
9. Reform therefore means a process of
Rather, they must provide concrete
lighting the fire at the fundamentals,
solutions to the challenges people face.
and letting it burn upwards to create
5. Reform in the past has come through
an Indian
the kings who governed their respective
nation.
Designed &
states – so the question Swami
developed by
Vivekananda asks is, "Who will bring
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focus in this issue:

Previously, in this series, we have already explored
Swami Vivekananda's lectures at Colombo, Jaffna,
Pamban, Rameshwaram, Ramnad, Paramakudi,
Shivaganga & Manamadura, Madura and
Kumbakonam.
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As we explore Swami Vivekananda's travels from
Colombo to Almora, we see that one of the most
enthusiastic crowds received him at Madras, where
he stayed for nine days and gave four public
lectures, namely, 'My Plan of Campaign,' 'The Sages
of India,' 'Vedanta in Its Application to Indian Life,'
and 'The Future of India.' We have been exploring
'My Plan of Campaign' since the previous issue.

Part 3: A Quick Survey of Reform in India

After appreciating the principles of reform, Swami Vivekananda then does a
quick survey of the major reform movements in India.
3.1 BUDDHISTIC REFORM
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–– Swami Vivekananda begins by referring to the
intellectual fashion of talking about Buddhism
and the greatness of Buddhist agnosticism.
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–– He examines the reasons behind the growth
of Buddhism. According to Vivekananda,
Buddhism didn’t spread due to the wonderful
ethics and personality of Gautam Buddha
(whom he venerates and respects deeply), but
due to the temples that were built, the idols that
were erected and the gorgeous ceremonials
that were put before the nation. The little home
fireplaces through which Vedic religion was
practised were not strong enough to stand
against the glamour and pomp of the gorgeous
temples and ceremonies.

I have every respect
and veneration for
Lord Buddha, but
mark my words, the spread of
Buddhism was less owing to the
doctrines and the personality
of the great preacher, than to
the temples that were built, the
idols that were erected, and
the gorgeous ceremonials that
were put before the nation. The
little fire-places in the houses
in which the people poured
their libations were not strong
enough to hold their own against
these gorgeous temples and
ceremonies; but later on the
whole thing degenerated.

–– This growth which took place due to these
reasons resulted in a later degeneration, with
Buddhism becoming a mass of corruption.
3.2 TRADITIONAL HINDU REFORMERS
Then arose the
great reformer
Shankaracharya and
his followers, and during
these hundreds of years,
since his time to the present
day, there has been the slow
bringing back of the Indian
masses to the pristine purity
of the Vedantic religion. These
reformers knew full well the
evils which existed, yet they
did not condemn. They did
not say, "All that you have is
wrong, and you must throw it
away."

–– Swami Vivekananda then examines the reforms
carried out by the great Shankaracharya,
Ramanujacharya and others who followed them.
–– The essential principle of reform they followed
was the slow upliftment of the Indian masses
towards the pristine purity of the Vedantic religion.
–– Swami Vivekananda points out that sudden
changes are not possible in a culture. This is
illustrated using the example of Christianity.
According to experts like Dr. Barrows, Christianity
had overthrown Roman and Greek religious
influences in just 300 years. But Swami
Vivekananda points out that it is not so, and in
fact the influence of Roman and Greek religion

–– continues, but with different names –
Goddesses became Mary, Gods became
saints, ceremonies got modified and
sometimes even older titles (e.g. Pontifex
Maximus) were retained as is.

Did India ever stand in want of
reformers? Who was Ramanuja?
Who was Shankara? Who was
Nanak? Who was Chaitanya? Who was
Kabir? Who was Dadu? Who were all these
great preachers, one following the other, a
galaxy of stars of the first magnitude? Did
not Ramanuja feel for the lower classes?
Did he not try all his life to admit even the
Pariah to his community? Did he not try
to admit even Mohammedans to his own
fold? Did not Nanak confer with Hindus
and Mohammedans, and try to bring about
a new state of things? They all tried, and
their work is still going on.

Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (c. 1486)
Around 1485 in Bengal, people were
more interested in the pursuit of worldly
affairs and there was a general decline in
spiritual pursuits. It became Chaitanya’s
mission to induce people to turn their
mind to God. The novel way of uttering
names of Hari caught the fancy of people,
who shook off their indifference to
spiritual matters and began to flock under
his banner in thousands.

–– Swami Vivekananda also refers
to several other reformers in India
besides Shankara and Ramanuja –
such as Nanak, Chaitanya, Kabir and
Dadu. All of them not only felt for the
people, but also tried to bring about a
new state of things.
–– But unlike modern reformers they had
no curses on their lips, neither did
they condemn. They said, “O Hindus,
you have done well, let’s do better”.
They did not say, “you have been
wicked, now let us be good”.

Kabir (c. 1398)

Guru Nanak (1469)

He strove to breakdown
exclusiveness and all forms
of sectarianism. He preached
to all members of all castes
without any distinction. He tried
to express simple thoughts in
the common language of the
people and urged people to
look beyond the differences in
different faiths.

He tried to harmonize
Hinduism and Islam by his
life and teachings. According
to the Sikh gurus, the aim
of life is not to get salvation
or a heavenly abode called
paradise, but to develop the
best in us, which is God.
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3.3 COMPARING AND CONTRASTING INDIAN REFORMERS WITH MODERN REFORMERS
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...sudden changes cannot be
and Shankaracharya knew it.
So did Ramanuja. The only way left
to them was slowly to bring up to the
highest ideal the existing religion. If
they had sought to apply the other
–– This principle of change was well
method, they would have been
understood by Shankaracharya and
hypocrites, for the very fundamental
Ramanujacharya, who, did not condemn, doctrine of their religion is evolution,
even though they knew fully well the evils the soul going towards the highest
which existed – rather, they attempted to goal, through all these various stages
slowly bring the existing religion to the
and phases, which are, therefore
highest ideals.
necessary and helpful.

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA'S MESSAGE
TO MODERN REFORMERS
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Swami Vivekananda tells social
reformers of the day (late 19th
century) that while he respects
and loves them for their great
heart, and their love for the
country, the poor and the
oppressed, their method is
incorrect. They are seeking to
dictate laws to a race of millions
of people with thousands of
years of tradition in their bag.
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Swami Vivekananda takes
up the example of idolatry to
demonstrate how the inability
to see things from the other's
perspective is the bane of
humanity − leading to hatred,
jealously, quarrel and fight.

It has become a trite saying that idolatry
is wrong, and every man swallows it at
the present time without questioning.
...Take a thousand idols more if you can
produce Ramakrishna Paramahamsas through
idol worship, and may God speed you! Produce
such noble natures by any means you can. Yet
idolatry is condemned! Why? Nobody knows.
Because some hundreds of years ago some man
of Jewish blood happened to condemn it? That
is, he happened to condemn everybody else's
idols except his own. If God is represented in
any beautiful form or any symbolic form, said
the Jew, it is awfully bad; it is sin. But if He is
represented in the form of a chest, with two
angels sitting on each side, and a cloud hanging
over it, it is the holy of holies. If God comes in the
form of a dove, it is holy. But if He comes in the
form of a cow, it is heathen superstition; condemn
it! That is how the world goes. That is why the
poet says, "What fools we mortals be!"

Vain is it to attempt the
lines of action that foreign
societies have engrafted
upon us; it is impossible.
Glory unto God, that it is impossible,
that we cannot be twisted and
tortured into the shape of other
nations. I do not condemn the
institutions of other races; they are
good for them, but not for us. What is
meat for them may be poison for us.
This is the first lesson to learn. With
other sciences, other institutions,
and other traditions behind them,
they have got their present system.
We, with our traditions, with
thousands of years of Karma behind
us, naturally can only follow our own
bent, run in our own grooves; and
that we shall have to do.

–– The difference in approach makes a whole
world of difference. Therefore, it is vain to
graft lines of action used elsewhere in the
world into the Indian context − as many
foreign societies attempt to do.
–– This does not mean that the institutions of
other races are not good. It simply means
that what is good for other nations may not
be good for us.
–– Other cultures have got their present
systems based on their sciences, their
institutions and their traditions behind them.
–– Similarly, India, with its traditions, its
thousands of years of karma behind it must
follow its own bent, run in its own groove,
and reform on its own lines of growth"
TO BE CONTINUED...

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.

