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Gadge Maharaj

Sant Gadge Maharaj, one of Maharashtra’s most revered social reformers, dedicated his life
to uplifting the marginalized and promoting human dignity. Born on February 23, 1876, as
Debuji Zingraji Janorkar in the Dhobi community, he grew up in a society marked by
poverty, illiteracy, and rigid caste hierarchies. In childhood, he went through extreme
hardships, yet he never allowed bitterness to enter his life. Nor did he ever turn away from
his path of devotion to God! Despite these hardships, he emerged as a beacon of altruism,
rationality, and compassion, leaving a legacy that continues to inspire generations.

“Education is the key to progress and empowerment.”

Although Gadge Maharaj was denied the opportunity of formal education, he clearly
understood its transformative power. He firmly believed that education was the foundation
of empowerment and social progress, often emphasizing that ignorance was the root cause
of social inequality and exploitation. Through his teachings, he urged people to invest in
education rather than waste resources on rituals and superstition. Not only this, he
established a wide range of service activities in health, food donation, and various other fields.
He gave these services an institutional form, making them strong and enduring. He initiated
many socially beneficial works which, even after him, continue to be carried out with equal



effectiveness by the Sant Gadge Maharaj Mission.
Do not slaughter voiceless animals like chickens or goats in the name of religion

To protect cows and prevent cruelty, he established a Gorakshan centre in Vidarbha. His
approach reflected a deep respect for life and a desire to humanize social practices.

A rationalist at heart, Gadge Maharaj sought to free society from economic, religious, and
psychological illusions. Recognizing that complex ideas often failed to reach the masses, he
used kirtans, simple, engaging spiritual discourses, to communicate his message of equality,
rationality, and human dignity. His mission was not just reform but empowerment: he
encouraged people to question exploitative systems and embrace humanity as the centre of
social life. His dedication brought him into meaningtul dialogue and friendship with Dr. B.
R. Ambedkar, who admired his work for marginalized communities and shared discussions
on social and political issues.

Cleanliness and hygiene were central to his philosophy. Gadge Maharaj believed that a
clean environment reflected a pure mind and moral discipline:

“Cleanliness is next to godliness.”

Through personal example, he inspired communities to embrace hygiene as a social and
spiritual duty. His efforts transformed public spaces and influenced societal attitudes toward
health and sanitation long before such campaigns became widespread.

Gadge Maharaj’s legacy is also tangible in the numerous institutions he established to
support the needy. He built dharmashalas, food donation centres, Gorakshan centres, old-
age homes, and shelters for the disabled. Notable initiatives included the Boarding House at
Pandharpur (1917), the Maratha Boarding House (1927), an Asylum for the Blind and
Handicapped (1921), and the Parit Boarding House (1925). He worked tirelessly for people
suffering from leprosy and focused on interior regions where Dalit populations were
predominant, ensuring that social reform reached those who needed it most.

Beyond his social work, Gadge Maharaj’s life was a moral lesson in humility, empathy, and
service. He showed that true spirituality is inseparable from social responsibility. Even
decades after his passing on December 20, 1956, he continues to inspire countless
individuals who strive to keep alive the flame of justice, compassion, and rational thought.

The path of kirtan (devotional singing) that he adopted for social awakening was also
somewhat unique. In plain and simple words, he communicated directly with the people. No
scholarly discourses, no scriptural debates. In the course of his talks, people became aware
of their social evils, felt ashamed, and pledged to abandon them. In his kirtans, to the tune
of ‘Gopala Devkinandan Gopala,” hundreds and thousands would sway in devotion. Sant
Gadge Maharaj introduced the concept of ‘Rokda Dharma’—the religion of cash, of the
present moment. It emphasized socially useful acts such as feeding the hungry, giving water
to the thirsty, providing education to the poor, and shelter to the homeless. According to



him, these acts of service are the true religion of this age. That is why he is called ‘Sevayogt’
(the ascetic of service). The renowned Marathi lyricist G. D. Madgulkar composed a
hearttelt song upon his passing.

d ATSdIT AU AT, 3T TSl THITHh”

Meaning: The last jewel in the garland of Sants has suddenly slipped away today

Sant Gadge Maharaj’s life stands as a powerful testament to the enduring impact of
selflessness, humane values, and practical social reform. His work reminds us that
meaningful change is rooted not only in ideas but in consistent action and unwavering
commitment to the welfare of others.

Sayali Kamble- (ksayali0205@gmail.com )
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