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Superstition is a great enemy of man, but bigotry is worse. Why does a Christian go to church? Why
is the cross holy? Why is the face turned toward the sky in prayer? Why are there so many images
in the Catholic Church? Why are there so many images in the minds of Protestants when they pray?
My brethren, we can no more think about anything without a mental image than we can live without
breathing. By the law of association, the material image calls up the mental idea and vice versa. This
is why the Hindu uses an external symbol when he worships. He will tell you, it helps to keep his
mind fixed on the Being to whom he prays. He knows as well as you do that the image is not God, is
not omnipresent. After all, how much does omnipresence mean to almost the whole world? It stands
merely as a word, a symbol. Has God a superficial area? If not, when we repeat that word
"omnipresent”, we think of the extended sky or of space, that is all. As we find that somehow or
other, by the laws of our mental constitution, we have to associate our ideas of infinity with the image
of the blue sky, or of the sea, so we naturally connect our idea of holiness with the image of a
church, a mosque, or a cross. The Hindus have associated the idea of holiness, purity, truth,
omnipresence, and such other ideas with different images and forms. But with this difference that
while some people devote their whole lives to their idol of a church and never rise higher, because
with them religion means an intellectual assent to certain doctrines and doing good to their fellows,
the whole religion of the Hindu is centred in realisation. Man is to become divine by realising the
divine. ldols or temples or churches or books are only the supports, the helps, of his spiritual
childhood: but on and on he must progress.

- Swami Vivekananda
Chicago Speech
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