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CHAPTER -  II 

RELIGION AS A WAY OF LIFE

On the basis o f historical perspective, we understand that 

religion is one of the major constituent elements of human 

civilization and it is as old as human civilization itself. As rational 

"beings, we feel urge to know the nature, problem and the role of 

religioD, at the dawn o f  civilization. Moreover, the present world is 

changing mere rapidly and propoundly. The modern person is facing 

new challenges with respect to his or her capacit}' to change him or 

her and to adjust to new life conditions and to new' social 

environment. The mysteries, that are associated with religious 

matters, make us curious to know the conditions prevailing in the 

then societies. To know these matter we must consider historical 

study o f  religion which has immense influence upon the culture and 

tradition o f  any society= Religion and histor)' both are the creation of 

human efforts to understand and respond to the relation between 

individual and society.

To understand this view, first we have to know what religion 

is. The term ‘religion’ is very wide and it has been defined in various 

ways. Its real significance is mystical and more inward than 

outward. Generally the English word ‘religion’ is translated from the



Sanskrit word 'Dharma It is necessary to examine the 

corresponding meanings of these tw'o words. The word ‘religion’ is 

used to signify the satisfaction of hunger o f  man’s heart. Its only 

significance is its mystical experience and search after the 

everlasting and heavenly peace and the awakening o f  human mind 

and existence and realisation of God. In a wider sense ‘religion’ 

means ‘belief in Heaven’ {Paralaukik), ‘Faith in God’, different 

ways o f  knowing Him’ including its religious festivals and fastings 

etc. leading to different rituals.” ' So religion means different forms 

o f  worship of God. Religion moves either by individual or by a 

collective group. It is the most important and indispensable aspect 

o f  human life.

Man is a rational animal. Man is different from other creation 

because o f  his higher power o f  judgement and because o f  certain 

values which distinguish him from other creatures. Man has the 

power of interpretation, anticipation, imagination, understanding of 

situation and so on. Rationality or intelligence is the main factor of 

m an’s life, his sole monopoly, through reason in him varies from- 

person to person. Its variation may be from vanishing point to super 

human intellect, Man is not merely a rational being. Man is primarily 

a religious animal. It is his constant enquiry for knowing the thing 

which is ‘beyond’. He is not satisfied simply by the knowledge of 

things existing near him and therefore his eternal question relates to 

the ‘w'hy’ o f  a thing. As the Kena Upanisad, suggests that there is 

the perceptual enquiry on the part o f man. This is what is ( al Cv.

Philosophical Foundations of an Ideal Society : In The Light of Modem Indian Thinkers



{Jijhasa) or ‘desire for knowing the truth’ or philosophical enquir>- 

(Darsana).

Man is in search of the Ultimate Reality. He hankers after 

ananda or bliss. But not being able to find it outside, in the world of 

mundane activities and spheres, he naturally turns imvard and

within. He cultivates this consciousness which is religious in nature 

and then involves himself in the cultivation of practices too. The 

instinct responsible for this activity is religious in m an’s nature. This 

universal religious instinct in guiding him to search the Truth is the 

cause which goods him to know the infinite and sends him 

towards religious practices too. Man is a religious animal and the 

more a man advances in civilization, the more refined his concept or 

religion. He considers that the 5>upreme power is not an evil spirit 

any more or a malicious friend, but the Supreme power is the 

Creator called God. To man this Supreme Creator is not an object 

o f  his awe and fear any more but he then recognizes Him to be in 

finite goodness and love. Religion develops a sense o f  love and 

veneration.

As men differ from each other in taste, temperament, 

education, and imagination etc, there is a variety of tastes and 

temperaments. In the same way, the essence of religion is one and 

the same. But these come up different forms of religion. Different 

religions come up in different stages of human civilization. Men 

differ in their religious ideals just as they differ in other respects.
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Two men may be alike but cannot be identical. Their ideas, beliefs, 

practices are different and there is a scope for various creeds, various 

ideas, and a variety o f  forms o f  religion. Religion is not a distinctive 

feature o f  human life in moulding his individual life but it also 

moulds the history and life o f  a nation. It is said that the histor)’ o f 

man is the history o f  his religious beliefs and practices which 

determine the history of a nation.

From the historical study we know that, as religion entered 

into the historical period, passing a long pre-historic period, it 

presents men in the process of civilization, shows how the different 

religion have moved forward along with the on-goings of 

civilization, and how they played different roles and performed 

different functions. One of the most important features of religion is 

that it is subject to growth or development. Inspite of the so-called 

scientific progress, religion is a force which cannot be ignored. On 

the contrary, religion is increasingly seen as a renew'ed force and is 

recognized as an important factor in the modem world in all aspects 

o f  life. It is indeed interesting to see that, the religious development 

is connected with the phase o f  human civilization. This phase of 

civilization can be traced under tribal, national, and universal 

development o f  religion.

Among the on-going progress of civilization human beings 

are trying to subjugate nature, but men have not been able to master 

nature completely. In primitive davs man tried to make nature
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surrender to his desire by worship. By applying his intellect and will, 

men tried to control nature’s destructive aspect and also bring 

constructive aspect o f  nature in his favour. The worship of nature 

found in advanced religions even in modem times.

Historically religion is linked up with human life as existence. 

From the historical study, we know that religion as a historical 

pheno-menon played a vital role in the process o f  development o f  

human civilization as a way of life with the basic elements o f  

cognition, conation and emotion and with its belief in transcendental 

reality in addition to phenomenal one. These elements of cognition, 

emotion and conation are overlapping constituents o f  any form of 

religion -  be it Christianity or Islam or Hinduism or Buddhism. In 

the history o f  on-going process of human culture and civilization, 

religion is some form or other plays an important role. History o f  

religion has made us acquainted with two types o f  theolog}' -  one is 

Dogmatic and the other is 'Problematic

Epistemologically dogmatic theology is one, which blindly 

gives defence o f  one particular religious fa ith  and considers the 

claims o f  religions other than one’s own as false. Contrar>' to this, 

problematic theology shows the fatalistic consequences of 'One- 

religion-ism ’ and paves the way for epistemological examinations of 

the 'exclusivistic ’ and 'inclusivistic'c\a.ims o f  different religions. 

Religious pluralism as a theory about inter-religious understanding 

gets its appearances in the philoso-phical consideration in present

iT
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day multi religious society. It also expounds the basic outlines of 

religious pluralism and its contra-distinction from 'Exclusivism'md  

'Inclusivism regarding religious matters. Plurality' o f  religions refers 

to the ‘‘plurality o f  fa ith s ' In other words, in order to reveal that in 

all major religions in addition to belief in transcendental Holy or 

ultimate Divine Reality, there is commitment to justice and universal 

'brotherhood o f  human-beings respect for human rights and love for 

each fellow-beings, moral direction to control one’s lust and greed 

for, recognition, power and acceptance of other faiths as one’s own- 

Religions. Pluralism suggests that though the experience of one 

Transcedental Reality or 'Holy O ne’ is the same for all mankind 

irrespective of culture and ethnicity as the interpretation or the 

meaning o f  this is a historically and culturally conditioned 

phenomenon, which varies according to variation of culture and 

accordingly uses mode of thinking, symbols and concepts, that 

have emerged within this cultural milieu.

The reality is one in the thought o f  Vedanta Philosophy, wise 

persons described the same in various ways’ {Ekam sad viprah 

vahudha vadanti). As the cultural traditions are verily different, so 

also different gods worshipped in different parts o f the world, are not 

separate and distinct divine beings, but on the contrar)', different 

images or ''personae ’ formed in the interaction o f  divine presence of 

the ‘holy one’.
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One who is Absolute or Brahman from the transcendental 

point o f  view, is Isvara or from the personal point o f  view it is 

personal God.

There is no justification for a follower o f  Siva to quarrel with 

the followers o f  Visnu, because both of them; according to 

Sankara, worship the same God, though with different forms and 

names. The implication here is that the principle which holds good 

in respect o f  the different sects o f Hinduism we have proposed to 

apply the same with regard to understanding the different religions, 

such as Chriatianity, Jainism and Islam. We have also tried to 

develop pluralistic ideals from the vedic tradition up to modem 

Indian thought as represented by Swami Swarupananda -  

Vivekananda tradition, as this tradition preached that the same 

transcendental reality can be experienced by multi-dimensional 

human mentalities in characteristically different ways.

To Swami Swarupananda ‘God with structural form and God 

without structural form are not two different things/ For Him, since 

all religions being the pathways of one transcendental realit>  ̂ are 

equally valid, there is no question of inferiorit)’ and superiorit>' 

among them. Now a days the very way of life offered by each 

religion is made relevant to the historically growing religious 

consciousness in multiple ways. Then each religion would be 

considered ‘’One among many' responses bounded by cultural and 

historical conditions to the one transcendental realit}^ All religions
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say Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam or Cliristianity, are culturally 

conditioned responses to the One Absolute Transcendental Realit}’. 

And we are to cultivate religion with the spirit o f  pluralism in order 

to promote peace, harmony and goodwill. A man can never be a 

fanatic who is truly religious. He cannot hurt others or claim any 

thing for himself, he is prepared to give to others. It can sen^e also 

as a ground for cultivation of true spirit o f  secularism. A careful 

handling o f  the ^scriptures' of major religions with ‘ Openeness ’ and 

'reasonableness’ as we have found, would lead us to discover 

pluralistic ideals and if  we cultivate them, we fmd commonality of 

all religious in their approach to God, it would tell us that men’s 

search for Truth is an ongoing process without fanalit}'. We claim 

ihat the 'mingling o f  religion' with politics forgetting the 

fundamental 'ethos ’ o f each religion, leads to mutual hostility 

among the members o f  different faiths. It is ver>' important to a 

philosopher who always emphasises on the distinction between 

‘’Religionism’ and 'True religion True religion frees men from the 

dogmatic conception o f  ‘One-religion-ism ' and exclusive claims like 

'"My God is better than yours'. True religion shows the rational 

grounds to enable to appreciate other responses or faiths to the 

Ultimate Divine Reality. It is the only foundation for the basic unity 

o f  all religions, cultures and ways of life.

The root cause of most o f the miseries and persecutions 

perpetuated in the name of religion was owing to m an’s inability to 

recognize the fact that through the ultimate goal may be One,
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approaches to that goal can be many; and different religions are only 

so many different dimensions o f  the same dharma ideal.

Religion is the greatest motive power for realizing that infinite 

energy which is the birthright and nature of every man. In building 

up character in making for everything that is good and great, in 

bringing peace to one’s ownself and peace to others, religion is the 

highest motive power, and therefore ought to be studied from that 

standpoint. Religion must be studied on a broader basis than 

formerly.

As the human mind broadens, its spiritual steps broaden too. 

The time has already come when a man can record a thought with its 

reach to all comers of the earth; by merely physical means, we have 

come in touch with the whole world; so the future religions of the 

world have to become as universal and as wide.

The religious ideals of the future must embrace all that exists 

in the world and is good and great, and at the same time, have 

infinite scope for future development. “The power o f  religion, 

broadened and purified, is going to penetrate every part o f  human 

life. So long as religion was in the hands o f  a chosen few' or of a 

body o f  priests, it was in temples, churches, books, dogmas 

ceremonial forms, and rituals. But when we come to the real, 

spiritual, universal concept, then and then alone, religion will 

become real and living, it will come to our ver\' nature, live in our
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every moment, penetrate every pore of our society, and be infinitely 

more powerful for good, than it has been ever before.” ^

The Central truth of religion is the divinity o f  man “The 

kingdom o f  God is within you” says Jesus Christ. To realise this

divinity is the goal o f spiritual life, in Swami Vivekananda’s words, 

“Religion is the manifestation of the Divinit>' already in man.”^

The knowledge of this divinit)' is the secret of man’s 

development both in individual and collective life, secular as well as 

spiritual. It u expression in two distinct ways, T am divine’ and 

‘Thou art divme*. As a man becomes aware o f  his own divinitv he 

becomes aware at the same time of the divinity o f  his fellow beings. 

Along with the development o f  his faith in himself his regard for 

others develops. His potentialities grow as his self faith is 

intensified. His capacity for serving his fellow creatures necessarily 

increases, says Swami Vivekananda : “This infinite power o f  the 

spirit, brought to bear upon matter evolves material development, 

made to act upon thought, evolves intellectuality, and made to act

upon itself, makes o f  man a G o d .......... manifest the divinit>^ within

you, and everything will be harmoniously arranged around it.” '*

Religion is an attempt o f  the human soul to transcend the 

limitation o f  senses and o f  mind that are inadequate to comprehend 

the Reality in full. Such an attempt has been made in all societies 

and cultures from time immemorial. In the Indian culture and society 

this endeavour attained the thoroughness and exactness o f a science.

T v
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the reality and pervasiveness o f  a way o f  life, in what is known as 

Hinduism. The word ‘Hinduism’ means both philosophy and 

religion for us. Max Muller has pointed out, ‘the two have blended 

harmoniously in India alone.’ Max Muller goes on say, “ And if I 

were to ask myself from what literature we, here in Europe, we, 

who have been nurtured almost exclusively on the thoughts of 

Greeks and Romans, and of one semetic race, the Jewish, may draw 

that corrective which is most wanted in order to make our inner life 

more perfect, more comprehensive more universal, in fact more 

truly human, a life, not from this life only, but a transfigured and 

eternal life ~ again I shall point to India,

Swami Vivekananda speaks of the Divinit}' o f  man. By this 

expression ‘Divinity’ or the ‘Divine’ ; Swamiji meant Brahman, 

who is identical with self or Atman. Swamiji has repeatedly pointed 

out that God is within each one o f  us. Each one o f  us is bom to 

rediscover his own God-nature. That is why, he opines ‘No man is 

bom into any religion but ever>  ̂ man has a religion in his soul.’ 

“Religion is realisation; not talk, nor doctrine, nor theories, however 

beautiful they may be. It is being and becoming, not hearing or 

acknowledging; it is the whole soul becoming transformed into what 

is believes.”^

“I f  there is but one religion to be true, all the rest must be tme

' ......... All religions are so many stages. Each one o f  them represents

the stage through which the human soul passes to realise God.
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Therefore, not one o f  them should be neglected. None o f  the stages 

are dangerous or bad. They are good.”^

According to Swamiji’s interpretation of this ancient Vedantic 

doctrine, every soul has behind it the infinite power and glory of the 

Divine which it is trying to manifest, the main problem in this 

process o f  self-manifestaion is the removal of obstacles in the form 

o f  selfishness and ensuring vices. Ethical life is the removal of these 

obstacles but is not in itself religion. When the obstacles are 

removed, Divinity manifests itself more and more and this divine life 

is true religion.

For this removal of obstacles, for manifesting one’s potential 

divinity, karma-yoga, Bhakti-yoga, and Jhgna-yoga, are in fact 

equally efficient.

As has been alluded in the preamble, in his Neo-Vedanta, 

Swamiji combines Jnana, Karma, Bhakti and Yoga. What he want 

is, “a religion that will be equally acceptable to all minds, it must be 

equally philosophic, equally emotional, equally conducive to 

action.”® In his opinion, ”A11 men were so constituted that in their 

minds all these elements of philosophy, mysticism, emotion, and of 

work, were equally present in full.”^

A Harmonious balance in all these four directions is his ideal 

o f  religion. But it should be noted here that although for Swami 

Vivekananda an integrated cultivation of all these paths is the ideal 

..of religion, yet he is ready to admit that pursuit o f  any one of the
—
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paths sincerely and entirely will lead to the Ultimate good of human 

life, namely liberation.

Swami Vivekananda held that all religions are different stages 

o f  the development o f  mind revealing aspects o f  the realisation of 

divinity through it. It is an Advaita Vedanta that full view o f  that 

realisation is revealed. When Sri Ramkrishna says -  ‘As many are 

the principles o f  religion, so many are the paths, that lead to God or 

(religion), he does really mean that all religions are alike true. What 

he expresses is that all religious paths or principles are good as all 

o f them are stages or steps to the full realisation of divinity which is 

again identified with individual soul. That identification is highest 

and truest form o f  religion, that is salvation. Hence salvation is 

possible even in this life. It is the superrnost stage of the 

development o f  the soul. Reaiisation of \Sanam  khalvidam 

Brahma ’ ‘the whole universe is Brahman’ is only possible for a 

"man whose soul has attained this stage o f  full identification of 

one’s individual soul with Brahman or Eternal soul. At this stage 

only the enlightened can see that entire universe as the manifestation 

o f  Brahman. Sri Ramkrishna had this realisation. He passed it on to 

Swami Vivekananda. Swamiji found justification of this realisation 

in the Advaita Vedanta in its basic creed free from the tentacles of 

Controversy surrounding it, shorn o f  ramifications.
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