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असतो मा सद्गमय ।


तमसो मा ज्योतिर्गमय ।


मृत्योर्मामृतं गमय ॥


Lead us from the unreal to the real


Lead us from ignorance to knowledge


Lead us from the mortal to immortality


BṚHADĀRAṆYAKA UPANIṢAD


◆


A humble offering to


the sages of India


who by their unselfish contribution


made freedom from the senses possible


and this world liveable









PREFACE


The most sacred books of the Hindus, the Veda – Ṛk, Sāma, Yajuḥ and Atharva – are the oldest scriptures of the world, which have come down to us exactly the way they were composed thousands of years ago by the great sages of the prehistoric Indian subcontinent.


Over the millennia, the Veda have shaped Indian religious, social and cultural life, while their footprints are visible in practically every aspect of the Indian way of life. The chant of Gāyatrī, sacred symbol Oṃ, rituals related to birth, death, life and marriage, the growth of geometry, founding of algebra, invention of zero in mathematics, prosody in poetry, languages, dance, music, drama – all this and many more, with which a Hindu feels inextricably connected, are directly related to the Veda. Consciously or unconsciously every Indian breathes in the Veda and when his life-breath leaves the body, his onward journey too is facilitated by the Veda.


In spite of this timeless connection to their source, very few Hindus ever read, or even chance to see the Veda. One occasionally hears a chant, a mantra or a quote here and there, and that is the end of it. Talking about the dwindling interest in the Veda in Bengal, which applies equally to the whole of India, Swami Vivekananda had lamented, ‘The study of the Veda has almost disappeared from Bengal. How I wish that day will soon come when in every home the Veda will be worshipped together with Shalagrama, the household deity, when the young, the old and the women will inaugurate the worship of the Veda! (CW: III.457).’


The chief reasons for this indifference are: the belief that these are meant for the priests, the truly voluminous size of the four Vedas (collectively these contain tens of thousands of verses), their archaic language, the missing context of the content, and a popular misconception that these texts are only about rituals and prehistoric ceremonies, which rarely give results in the modern-day world. In short, the Veda are believed to be abstruse, distant and irrelevant.


The problem got compounded from the time Western scholars started interpreting the Veda. These scholars, including Max Muller, failed to understand and appreciate the essence of the Veda, which is ‘paramārtha lābha’ – God realization. Since the time of these scholars, the Veda are studied for various aspects like their historical, geographical and astronomical data, scientific conclusions, poetry, etc., but rarely for what they actually stand for – spirituality in all its aspects. Unfortunately for India, nearly every study on the Veda in the present times is based on works by Western scholars. Consequently, the purport of these sacred books gets terribly distorted and at times these most ancient of works even get lampooned by the vulgar.


The Veda are about dharma in their entirety. Dharma is the essence of any being, and also the way to reach perfection, which, for the living being, means to attain God by staying true to one’s way of life. The entire corpus of the Veda talks only about this through the fourfold purpose of life – dharma, artha, kāma and mokṣa, popularly known as four puruṣārtha. Thus, from the perspective of the Veda, all the possible goals of humankind are valid, and part of a continuous spectrum of growth towards the ultimate reawakening of its original divine nature.


The Veda being the fountainhead of the Indian way of life, every Hindu must have at least some knowledge of it. As will be seen later, the Veda embodies soul-stirring love for God, along with the highest flights of philosophy, and a complete view of life for all. Depending on one’s needs and attitudes, one can make use of these as tools for growth in life through spiritual realization, meditation, prayers or as mantras for pouring oblations in the fire of yajña.


In the present times, Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda’s life and words are like real-time commentaries to understand the Veda. So, incidents from their life and their words have been used in abundance to show how the Veda are not archaic pieces of poetry but a real and living source of spiritual knowledge.


This work, Veda Vihangam – signifying the Veda as a free flying bird in the sky of the infinite, and also as a bird’s eye view of the Veda – presents the majesty, uniqueness and vastness of the Veda with the help of select mantras and hymns in their proper context and with appropriate explanation.


Every prayer and hymn in this selection addresses one or the other of the fourfold purpose of life. We hope this work is pleasing and easy to read for all. However, as the reader studies the coming chapters of the book, they may find certain sections to be attractive, indeed fascinating, while others perhaps less so. It will be of value to the reader to observe their own reactions and perhaps even take note of which chapters/ sections were attractive and which not. This could present the reader with a new compass that points to their natural inclinations in life, whether it be towards dharma, artha, kāma, mokṣa or any combination of these!


But can a selection be a true representation of the Veda? The answer is yes, for the Veda are like the proverbial mountain of sugar from which one will get only sugar whether one uses an excavator, a spade or a spoon. The raison d’etre of these sacred books is to help a person evolve from wherever they are. If that can be done with one mantra, so much the better but if one requires volumes, then so be it.


The intent of this work is to dispel the widespread notion of obsolescence of the Veda, and also to establish the currency, the immediate relevance of Vedic thought and philosophy to core aspects of contemporary life. In the process, it also narrates the mighty spiritual traditions and heritage of India. It is hoped that this work will arouse the interest of the readers to learn more about the Veda and spirituality, which is the gift of India to the world.


This work is also the culmination of my personal journey into the Veda, which began when I was a child, and continued throughout my life in various forms. It reached a crescendo when I was allowed to have sannyasa, after which a monk gives up even the Gāyatrī, which marks the beginning of a new outlook of life. However, when I asked my Guru whether or not I should stop doing Gāyatrī jāpam as is the norm, he sternly asked me if I had attained the siddhi of the mantra, meaning if I had realized the spiritual content of the mantra. That was the moment when I woke up to the reality that these mantras, and indeed the whole of the Veda, are not mere words, but a spiritual reality that must be realized here and now.


In this work, I have drawn heavily from the commentary on the Veda by the great Sāyaṇācārya (thirteenth CE) to align it with the Indian spiritual thought process. I take this opportunity to offer my most humble praṇāms to this great soul who made the Veda alive for the masses by writing such an elaborate commentary on them. If not for him, we would have miserably failed to understand the essence of the Veda.


Help has also been taken from various commentaries and translations of the Veda and other related books, some of which have been mentioned in the acknowledgements section. Works by some European scholars is indeed commendable. And even those, whose translations are not perfect, have done a great service by at least making people aware of this great treasure. I express my deepest gratitude to all these masters and scholars for making the journey of this work possible by their contribution.


With all humility, I present this work as an offering to the greatest of sages belonging to a now-forgotten era, who made the Hindu way of life possible by revealing to us the deeper layers of existence.


I also offer my deep obeisance at the holy feet of my Thakur, Sri Ramakrishna, every moment of whose presence on this earth was a living, breathing expression of the Veda.









TRANSLITERATION AND ITALICS


The International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST) system has been used in this work, the table for which is given below. The words that are now in common use, like Gita, Ganga and other such, have not been transliterated. Italics for proper nouns and common names, as also the repetitive use of italics for most words have been avoided.


The rules of Sandhi (conjunction) and their breaking being quite complicated in Sanskrit, we have used the words as broken in the pada pāṭha (an arrangement of Vedic text in which each word is written and pronounced in its original form and independently of phonetic changes) of the four Vedas. Thus, words ending with ‘ṃ’ have been uniformly changed to ‘m’ while explaining the meaning. However, in the main transliterated mantra, ‘ṃ’ is retained as it should be.


It may please be noted that the pronunciation of some of the Vedic words are quite refined, making it difficult to write them in a work like this. So, a little less complicated form of such words has been used.


Extreme care has been taken to ensure the correctness of every Sanskrit word and its meaning; nevertheless, the possibility of some mistake creeping in exists. We apologize for that.
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I


FROM VEDA TO THE VEDAS


The story of humankind – its past, present and future – can be put in four simple words: one is born, lives, progenates and dies. Beyond this, the presence or absence of anyone in the history of the species has hardly any significance at the individual or societal level.


Once in a while, this chain of monotony gets broken when someone starts exploring the external or internal world by outgrowing the limits set upon them by the nature. In the case of external explorations, the body trails the mind to reach wherever it reaches, while in the case of internal explorations, the body goes dead-still to let the mind probe the silence of reality. Away from the insipid story of humankind, these are the ones who become the makers of history.


The achievements of those who explored the external world in the past, as also the world of science and philosophy, are more or less documented. However, the records of those who explored the inner world of spirituality, are scanty. One does come across the stories and teachings of prophets and saints in lore and sacred books but these are too meagre compared to the vastness of the worlds that they mapped.


The Veda constitute the greatest records of the spiritual world as experienced by the sages thousands of years ago. It is the narration of those experiences when ideas descended into the minds of the sages, frolicked and then danced away merrily to enchant the masses of the Indian subcontinent, the way Ganga came down from the heavens into the matted hair of Lord Shiva, who then released the stream for the welfare of all.


Thousands of years ago, there lived a people on the north-western part of the Indian subcontinent (now in Pakistan), whose primary roots appear to be on the banks of the Indus, while their secondary roots extended up to the borders of Iran in the west and to the Gangetic plain in the east. These people were highly skilled in various aspects of life; they mastered cultivation and animal husbandry, fought wars with the help of advanced weaponry, had fun gambling and drinking, loved kinship, and wished to have a pleasurable life after death.


As their cultivated tastes developed and evolved, they came to be known as Āryans, meaning noble or of high culture. The word ‘Ārya’ is denotive of a set of human qualities, and not a reference to any genetic or racial line, as is often imputed in modern discourse, particularly among the Western scholars.


Away from the grind and pleasures of a mundane existence, some of the more noble ones turned their gaze inward to contemplate and meditate on the inner nature, instead of chasing the external. These were the spiritual ones. Such individuals exist in every culture and country, but usually people let go of such impulses due to an obsession with the material world.


Spirituality is the ability of a person to move away from the snares of sense pleasures towards the freedom of the Spirit (pure consciousness, also known as God or Ātman). To be able to do so, one has to be meditative, which is the art of silencing the turbulence arising in the mind due to sense inputs, imagination, delusion, dreams and memories. Deep meditation manifests a still mind that can grasp the inaccessible secrets of existence and be one with the Divine.


According to Tantra–Yoga traditions, growth in spirituality is effected by the arousal of kuṇḍalinī, the psychic power that resides dormant in every person. With spiritual practices, it rises through different centres (there are seven of these) within the subtle nerve (known as suṣumnā) along the spine. This awakening is marked by varying spiritual experiences and a complete overhaul of the personality. The seven centres of the kuṇḍalinī are known as ‘Sapta bhūmi’ (seven planes of consciousness) in the Vedic tradition.


The kuṇḍalinī usually stays in the lower three centres that makes it possible for one to enjoy the pleasures of the senses. When the kuṇḍalinī is awakened, it leaves its usual place of stay and reaches the heart centre. It is then that one feels for the first time the awakening of Divine Consciousness, characterized by visions of light, divine forms and hearing of divine sounds like Oṃ. A person attaining this state becomes saintly and a powerhouse of creativity.


The fifth centre lies behind the throat. When the kuṇḍalinī reaches here, one goes beyond the worldly desires and likes to be with God and talk of Him only. Those who attain this stage are venerated as sages. When the kuṇḍalinī reaches the sixth centre, located between the eyebrows, one sees the form(s) of God, but without becoming one with Him. This state can be achieved only by the greatest of sages and prophets.


The last stage, known as sahasrāra, has been described by Sri Ramakrishna in Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna as, ‘When the kuṇḍalinī rises to the sahasrāra and the mind goes into samādhi, the aspirant loses all consciousness of the outer world. He can no longer retain his physical body. But the Īśvara kotis, such as the Incarnations of God, can come down from this state of samādhi. They can descend from this exalted (state) . . . Their minds move between the sixth and the seventh planes. They run a boat-race back and forth, as it were, between these two planes.’ The words of such masters become scriptures.


Without exception, the inner journey of a spiritual aspirant of every religion has to traverse through these stages. This also explains how devotional songs, divine words and scriptures do not come from a thinking mind but from an elevated state of consciousness, marked by the awakening of kuṇḍalinī.


One can imagine how sages must have broken out in joy at the spiritual sights that they had and the consequent knowledge that they acquired when their kuṇḍalinī was awakened. For example, one of them famously exclaimed, ‘vedāhametaṃ Puruṣaṃ mahāntam ādityavarṇaṃ tamasaḥ parastāt, tameva viditvā atimṛtyumeti nānyaḥ panthā vidyate ayanāya – I know the great Puruṣa (God), who is effulgent, like the sun and beyond darkness. Only by knowing Him does one cross over death; there is no other way to the Supreme Goal.’


The masters of every religion have emphasized on the reality of the Spirit as superior to that of the world. On being asked if he had seen God, Sri Ramakrishna had answered Narendranath (later Swami Vivekananda): ‘Yes, I see Him just as I see you here, only in a much intenser sense.’ There is no reason for us to doubt this conversation for the simple reason that every master from different lands and different ages possessed this kind of knowledge. It is rejecting such testimonies, beyond count, that is irrational and unscientific.


As a corollary to this fact about the Spirit, one has to accept that existence has finer layers and dimensions. After all, it cannot be that here we are on this earth and there is God (Brahman, nirvāṇa or any other such term), with nothing in between the two of us! It simply does not stand to reason and definitely does not agree with the experiences of the spiritual masters.


The inner experiences of an aspirant, brought about by the awakening of the kuṇḍalinī is actually about experiencing the various spheres of existence, which, according to Indian traditions, has four layers – the physical universe (sthūla jagat) experienced through the senses; the subtle world (sūkṣma jagat) experienced through a meditative mind; the causal world (kāraṇa jagat) experienced by the great sages and prophets; and the non-dual state of existence (mahākāraṇa), which is not really a state of existence, but pure existence with which one can become one, but cannot know it, since it is the state of no-mind, as the term ‘mind’ means.


The experience of the different spheres becomes possible due to the concentration of the mind that makes it capable of grasping the finer things. The mind is like a net – the more focused the mind becomes it resembles a net with finer weaving, and thus capable of sensing and retaining subtler perceptions.


The kind of experience that one has when the mind goes beyond the physical world is described by an event from Swami Vivekananda’s life, when he was touched by Sri Ramakrishna, as described in the Life of Swami Vivekananda, ‘The touch at once gave rise to a novel experience within me. With my eyes open I saw that the walls, and everything in the room, whirled rapidly and vanished into naught, and the whole universe together with my individuality was about to merge in an all-encompassing mysterious void! I was terribly frightened and thought that I was facing death, for the loss of individuality meant nothing short of that. Unable to control myself I cried out, “What is it that you are doing to me! I have my parents at home!” He laughed aloud at this and stroking my chest said, “All right, let it rest now. Everything will come in time!”’


Later, Swami Vivekananda was to master the four spheres of existence, as his Guru had done earlier. His words and speeches are all about those spheres.


Spiritual visions of the gods, goddesses and certain aspects of God’s reality belong to the subtle world, the knowledge of which can be attained by yogis, sages and saints. Realizations concerning the relative oneness of existence, as also realization of God comes in the causal world, which can be attained only by the prophets and the greatest of sages even while living. The experience of the final one can be attained only by becoming one with it by dissolving all sense of illusory separation from it, as described when the Kuṇḍalinī rises to the sahasrāra. All the spoken languages dealing as they are with the duality of subject and object, are inadequate to describe this state, which is the One without a second (a-dvaita). Even the Veda only point the seeker in the right direction for this attainment, but do not attempt to describe the Indescribable.


Since these spheres can be perceived only through meditation, it is impossible to prove or disprove their existence through arguments. For example, we are all normally very clear about the external opposed to the internal, since the physical world provides objective evidence that seem to be corroborated by others and thus is considered real, whereas, internal experiences like dreams and spiritual visions are not considered real, since others cannot testify to the validity of that experience.


This work is not about such arguments. Suffice it to say, denying the existence of these spheres is tantamount to repudiating every scripture of the world, and the inspired utterances of every sage since the dawn of human existence.


Any knowledge restricted to merely one or two of these planes of existence is hopelessly inadequate to explain the world and human existence. To be complete, a system of knowledge must teach all the four states of existence and explain everything in accordance with them. Science and materialists tell us about the physical world; the scriptures of different religions describe mostly the subtle and the causal worlds.


The Veda, on the other hand, talk about all the three states, and also about the fourth, along with how to master those. They talk about oneness with God and prayers to the Supreme God, implying kāraṇa and mahākāraṇa; there are prayers in them for mental purity for a better life in the next world, implying sūkṣma jagat; and there are also prayers for worldly prosperity in the sthūla jagat in the form of prayers and yajña for gaining wealth, making money, gaining the affection of the loved one, being victorious in battles etc.


In short, the Veda cover the entire gamut of dharma.


Etymologically, ‘Dharma’ means that which sustains an object or is its way of life – living or inanimate. Thus, the dharma of fire is to burn, the dharma of water is wetness, and the dharma of man is to attain the highest. Dharma is thus both the essence, and the way of life to be taken up by an individual so as to grow to become one with one’s true nature.


The Veda offer two paths of dharma – the one characterized by action and the other characterized by renunciation. The first of these paths is for those who live in the world and hence are expected to pursue one of the three goals in life – artha, kāma or dharma. Of these, artha or wealth, helps one get free from the physical wants; kāma or enjoyment, releases one from emotional needs; and dharma frees one from rebirth in lower species. The second path of renunciation leads one to mokṣa, liberation, which is freedom from the cycle of birth and death. The Veda teach all these goals and the way to attain them.


The third goal, dharma, must be pursued strictly according to proper means, which, again, is dharma. Thus, the Veda show the path to dharma through dharma itself. In the process, these show the way to perfection through spiritual evolution across the four spheres of existence – sthūla, sūkṣma, kāraṇa and mahākāraṇa.


Ancient Indians, on the banks of the Indus, had a long tradition of great sages and saints dedicated to spirituality, who came face to face with the higher nature of reality, and so came to be addressed as āpta (lit. one who has arrived at the truth), draṣṭā and ṛṣi (lit. one who has seen the truth).


We do not know what their way of life was or how they performed sādhanā (spiritual practices), but those familiar with spirituality would know that the kind of wisdom that these ṛṣis have left for us, could have been attained only through the fiercest of austerities. Sri Ramakrishna, who himself had performed that kind of sādhanā, described the life of the ṛṣis beautifully, ‘How hard the rishis laboured! Early in the morning they would go away from the hermitage, and would spend the whole day in solitude, meditating on Brahman. At night they would return to the hermitage and eat a little fruit or roots. They kept their minds aloof from the objects of sight, hearing, touch and other things of a worldly nature. Only thus did they realise Brahman as their own inner consciousness.’ One can smell the fragrance of freshness from these words from the present that bring alive the greatness of the ancient!


The words, wisdom and prayers based on the realizations of the ṛṣis came to be known collectively as the Veda, meaning knowledge.


Since this knowledge is not attained through the usual dualistic, subject-object working of the mind, it is known as apauruṣeyā, meaning not created by the human mind. Also, Hindus believe that when God creates, He first lets out the Veda, which are the truths and principles of existence; the sages only discovered these truths, the way Newton discovered the law of gravitation. Since all such knowledge come from God, the Veda are apauruṣeyā – divine. Either way, the Veda are not a thought-created composition.


Two episodes, one each from the life of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda, are narrated here to give a feel of the divine nature of the Veda.


Sri Ramakrishna’s life, words and sādhanā are well documented. By the time he was twenty, he had started taking the first steps into the inner world of spirituality from where he went meandering at times, and at other times exploring the realms of divine existence. Being barely literate, Sri Ramakrishna’s knowledge of the rich Indian spiritual heritage was limited to what he had heard from the elders, so his spiritual visions and realizations are a unique testimony about the truth of the spiritual world.


After the completion of his sādhanā, Sri Ramakrishna started meeting famous people to compare his realizations with their ideas about the spiritual world. In those days, Debendranath Tagore, father of Rabindranath Tagore, had acquired fame as a sage. Sri Ramakrishna went to meet him and asked him to narrate something from the Veda. The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna describes what happened next:




He recited some texts from the Veda. He said, ‘This universe is like a chandelier and each living being is a light in it.’ Once, meditating in the Panchavati, I too, had had a vision like that. I found his words agreed with my vision, and I thought he must be a very great man. I asked him to explain his words. He said: ‘God has created men to manifest His own glory; otherwise, who could know this universe? Everything becomes dark without the lights in the chandelier. One cannot even see the chandelier itself.’





The experience of Sri Ramakrishna and the expression by Tagore show the nature of the Veda – these are not some sublime musings, but are spiritual truths belonging to the spiritual world, distilled from the direct experience of seers at the dawn of humankind. Not only can they be experienced by anyone who makes an effort to go beyond the sensate world, even their regular reading can make the life of a person blessed.


In a different kind of experience, Swami Vivekananda, when he was travelling through Punjab during his itinerant days towards the end of the nineteenth century, had a vision of an old man standing on the banks of the Indus chanting Vedic hymns, using intonations that were distinctly different from those used in modern times. Reminiscing, Swamiji was to say later:




I saw an old man seated on the bank of the great river. Wave upon wave of darkness was rolling in upon him, and he was chanting from the Ṛgveda. Then I awoke and went on chanting. They were the tones that we used long ago . . . Śaṅkarācārya had caught the rhythm of the Veda, the national cadence. Indeed I always imagine that he had some vision such as mine when he was young, and recovered the ancient music that way. Anyway, his whole life’s work is nothing but that, the throbbing of the beauty of the Veda and Upanishads. (CW: Vol. IX)





These two incidents also show how the spiritual truths described in the Veda are not person-specific, but can be realized by anyone, anywhere, anytime, making it truly apauruṣeyā – the impersonal; and these are also the rhythm of the Indian way of life. No wonder that the Veda have been preserved without the slightest corruption for thousands of years.


As in science, contributions were made in the corpus of Vedic knowledge by hundreds of ṛṣi and ṛṣikā, the female sages, whose names abound in the Veda. For example, Ṛgveda has contributions from 329 male ṛ-ṣi and 27 ṛ-ṣikā. It is due to their sacrifice of the worldly life for the meditative that we have mantras like, ‘bhūrbhuvaḥ svaḥ tatsavitur vareṇyaṃ bhargo devasya dhīmahi dhiyo yo naḥ pracodayāt – We meditate on the glory of that Being who has produced this universe; may He/ She enlighten our minds,’ which is chanted and meditated upon by crores of Hindus every day. It is also due to them that India’s national approach towards religious tolerance comes from truths like ‘ekaṃ sat viprā bahudhā vadanti – Truth (God) is one but sages call it by various names.’


The Veda have come down to us mostly in the form of poetic metres. When of a single line, they are known as mantra, while each complete prayer is known as Sūkta (hymn). Also, the mantra of each of the Vedas has a special name, which will be mentioned later.


The word veda is derived from the root vid, which means knowledge. It was implied that the Veda contain every form of knowledge that one needed for both worldly and spiritual life. The joke was that if a person lost his cow, then he could go and search for it in the Veda!


To maintain their sanctity, the Veda were maintained by Brahmin families who were dedicated entirely to learning. Elaborate mechanisms were adopted to save the sacred from any kind of corruption.


We do not know for sure when exactly the composition of the Veda began, nor does this matter for the study of the Veda. Suffice it to say that these are the treasures of the Indian people handed down to us from the most ancient times through an unbroken chain of guru-śiṣya-paramparā (preceptor-learner-tradition). Just to note, the antiquity of these texts far exceeds the three-and-a-half millennia usually ascribed by western scholars; this is borne out by a wealth of archaeological, astronomical, genetic and geological evidence unearthed by contemporary research. This, however, is not the subject of this writing.


With time, the Vedic corpus grew to unmanageable proportions due to a continuous pouring into it. This gave rise to the fear of losing all of the knowledge in case a family died out. So, when Vyāsa (date unknown) appeared on the Indian scene, he collected the available Vedic literature and organized them into four books – Ṛgveda, Sāmaveda, Yajurveda and Atharvaveda. Thus, were born the four Vedas from the Veda.


Of these, Ṛgveda is the collection of all the ṛk mantras (its plural is ṛcā), which are a particular kind of chant, Sāmaveda is mostly a collection of mantras from the Ṛgveda that can also be sung, Yajurveda is composed of yajus (prose mantras), and Atharvaveda contains a particular type of metre known as chanda. Each of these Vedas has a particular role during the performance of yajña.


Ṛgveda is organized in ten maṇḍalas with 1028 sūktas (hymns) containing 10,462 ṛca (plural of ṛk, verse). Considered extremely sacred, it is a huge treasure house of spiritual wisdom, philosophical insights and information about the culture of the ancient Hindus.


Sāmaveda has 1,875 verses, most of which are from the Ṛgveda; Yajurveda has 1,975 verses, organized in forty chapters; Atharvaveda has 5,987 mantras collected in twenty kāṇḍas and 731 hymns. All these are collectively known as Saṃhitā /Mantra.


Appended to each of these Saṃhitā, are three more sections – Brāhmaṇa, Āraṇyaka and Upaniṣads.


Just as the higher ideas of the sciences often get used as a tool for technology and practical application, the philosophical truths and realizations of the sages were put into practical use by the Brahmins, who, by the meaning of the word, are supposed to be absorbed in the highest state of contemplation on the Divine, but most of them failed to reach that high state and instead ended up being scholars and priests. So, they focused more on using the Veda for yajña. This is not something unusual – since even in the present times one sees people performing Gita yajña and Caṇdī yajña, although these two books are deeply philosophical.


Soon the Veda, as the book for yajña, became popular all over the country, with yajña of every kind and every occasion finding prominence. Even today, the marriage ceremony, śrāddha, upanayana, etc. are performed as Vedic yajña only. A good picture of this emerges from the great sacred book, Rāmāyaṇa by Valmiki, which belongs to the Vedic period. In that book, one finds the popularity of yajña everywhere. Even Sri Ramachandra was born of Putreṣṭi yajña, performed by Ṛṣyaśṛṅga, a renowned sage.


It was believed that for a yajña to bear results, the rituals must be performed perfectly, the mantras pronounced correctly and the priest to be of immaculate purity. During the performance of a yajña, Ṛgveda was used for prayers, Yajurveda for pouring oblations and Sāmaveda for chants and singing. Due to this, the term trayī was coined to signify these three Vedas. The Brahmin representing Atharvaveda superintended the yajña; he had to be a knower of all four Vedas.


To perform the yajña, there was a need for detail of various kinds, which was recorded in the Brāhmaṇa (not to be confused with Brahmin, the varṇa). In addition, these also contain tales, legends and narratives to explain or provide rational foundation for the then religious practices, the duties of men professing different occupations, popular customs, cosmogony, historical details, praise of ancient heroes and other such subjects.


As appendices to nearly all the Brāhmaṇa, there are Āraṇyakas (lit. forest texts). The main content of these texts are the mysticism and symbolism of sacrifice and philosophy, which find fullest expression in the Upaniṣads, which talk about the oneness of the individual with the universal through famous statements like ‘I am Brahman’ and ‘Brahman is all’.


To study the Veda, one also needs to master six additional subjects, known as the Vedāṇgas (lit. limbs of the Veda): Śīkṣā (phonetics), Vyākaraṇa (grammar), Chanda (prosody), Nirukta (etymology), Jyotiṣa (astronomy), Kalpa (codes of rituals and conducts).


With time, scholarly sages came up with schools of thoughts (philosophy) based on the Veda. These are six in number and are known as ṣaḍ darśana: Sāṃkhya, Yoga, Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, Mimāṃsa and Vedānta.


With the stage set for the preservation of the four Vedas, Vyasa gave the responsibility of maintaining each of these to four of his great disciples: Ṛgveda to Paila, Sāmaveda to Jaiminī, Yajurveda to Vaiśampāyāna and Atharvaveda to Sumanta.


Later, there was a quarrel between Vaiśampāyna and his prodigious disciple Yājñavalkya, following which Yājñavalkya left his guru and gave up all that he had learnt from him and went to perform tapasyā to Sun God to get the Veda without the intervention of any human guru. Sūrya, the Sun God, obliged. Thus, there was a new version of Yajurveda, known as Śukla Yajurveda to compete with the original, which came to be known as Kṛṣṇa Yajurveda. There is very little difference in their content, but their arrangement and tradition differ, and hence these are quoted independent of each other.


The four Vedas are respectfully addressed as śruti – that which is learnt through hearing. It also signifies the superiority of the Veda over other sacred books and texts, which are generically known as Smriti.


To understand the import of the Veda, Mimāṃsā philosophy worked out an elaborate discipline of hermeneutic or how to understand the scriptures. One important point discussed therein is that the Veda are for all, and hence these contain a lot of arthavāda, eulogies, as incentive to do good work and refrain from bad ones. For example, the statements related to heaven and hell mostly belong to arthavāda. So if a Vedic statement says that ‘he who eats alone, goes to hell,’ here the true import is to encourage a person to share food with others.


Another characteristic of the Veda is that they contain a lot of nāmadheya, categorizing and listing gods, antigods, people and others. Such lists are not to be taken as authority, but as a casual mention to drive home a spiritual point. The Veda also have a lot of stuti, praise of priests, gifts, etc. These are meant to bring people out of their narrow and selfish way of life and to become more inclusive; they have no other purpose.


In a word, the Veda are about becoming spiritual and taking others along on that path; everything else that comes in these texts, are secondary.


The Veda are not hidebound; they are not absolute as in other religions, but are more like pointers and guideposts to spirituality, which can be used by any spiritual traveller. These are thus sacred in the way that any knowledge is sacred, and yet which everyone has to acquire personally. Indeed, the true relevance of the Veda lies only in personal realization of spiritual truths. Sri Ramakrishna used to say, ‘The experiences of this place (meaning himself) has transcended Veda and Vedanta’, implying that every seeker has to take help of the Veda, then transcend them through a personal realization, which will always be unique and yet in conformity with the Veda. There are verses in the Upaniṣads and Gita where a spiritual aspirant is advised to transcend the Veda.


Also, the Veda contain universal truths from the spiritual world, and not some one-off realization. It means that, as with reverse engineering, anyone can realize these mantras as spiritual truths through sadhana. As will be seen, many of their ideas and prayers are so universal that these can be used by followers of other religions too.


The Veda, in connection with Hindu religion, are treated as pramāṇa – the valid source of knowledge in spiritual matters, the way our senses are for the physical world. Consequently, every school of Indian philosophy finds the proof of its statements in the Veda, and every spiritual realization has to be in conformity with the Veda.


The corpus of the available Vedic mantras (only the Saṃhitā) has around 20,400 hymns in about 90,000 pādas (lines). This does not include the other three sections. In spite of this huge volume, the four Vedas, along with their sections are still maintained orally even though they are now available in the print form.


The Vedic language is a pitch accent language in which the same alphabet was used in three different ways – svarita, udātta, anudātta; the higher on scale, the normal, and the lower. The meaning of a word changed due to these accents. According to a popular story (Taittirīya Saṃhitā, 2.4.12): Tvaṣṭā, a divine being, wanted to take a revenge on Indra, and hence conducted a yajña to beget a son who would destroy Indra. When he chanted the mantra, ‘Indraśatruḥ varddhasva . . .’, he went wrong in intonation. Had Tvaṣṭā pronounced correctly, it would have meant ‘May Tvaṣṭā’s son grow to be the slayer of Indra’. Unfortunately, because of the wrong intonation, the mantra now meant, ‘May Indra grow to be killer of this son (of mine).’ Consequently, Tvaṣṭā’s son was killed by Indra!


Later sages took extraordinary precautions to preserve from loss or corruption the sacred text, including the three distinct pronunciations. Thus, was introduced the system of pada pātha, saṃhitā pātha and others that are used even today as technical tools to save the Veda from corruption.


When Max Muller compiled the Veda in the nineteenth century for its first printing, the world was amazed to see that there was not a single alphabet’s discrepancy between the manuscripts of any two families, though they lived separated by thousands of miles and had maintained them orally! In his book, What India can Teach Us, he says, ‘This may sound startling, but – what will sound still more startling, and yet is a fact that can easily be ascertained by anybody who doubts it – at the present moment, if every MS of the Rig-Veda were lost, we should be able to recover the whole of it – from the memory of the Shrotriyas in India. These native students learn the Veda by heart, and they learn it from the mouth of their Guru, never from a MS (that is, manuscript), still less from my printed edition – and after a time they teach it again to their pupils.


I have had such students in my room at Oxford, who not only could repeat these hymns, but who repeated them with the proper accents (for the Vedic Sanskrit has accents like Greek), nay, who, when looking through my printed edition of the Rig-Veda, could point out a misprint without the slightest hesitation.’ Amazing!


The kind of Sanskrit used in the Vedas became obsolete long ago. It is due to the contributions of the great scholar Yāska (c.700 BCE) who explained a lot of Vedic grammar, etymology and semantics; and Sāyaṇācārya (thirteenth CE) who wrote his famous commentaries on the Ṛgveda that we are able to understand whatever we understand of the Veda. There are some other commentaries too.


Looking Ahead


This was a short description of the flow of knowledge descending in the silent minds of the sages and then gaining in volume through the contribution of thousands of years to nourish and give shape to the Hindu way of life.


To understand the true relevance and significance of the Veda, one only has to look at the riddle of why the Hindu civilization dedicated one whole varṇa, the Brahmins, solely to maintain the texts over thousands of years by giving up all enjoyments of life and even every possible way of livelihood! They had to live mostly on charity, basking in the glory of learning fuelled by the hunger of the belly.


The answer lies in the simple fact that the Veda are the most important knowledge bank ever discovered by the human race, and hence that knowledge had to be and has to be maintained at all costs, even if that meant voluntary poverty for an entire section of society. It is through the mastery of this knowledge and a complete dedication to the realization of that knowledge that a person can get out of the miseries of life imposed on him by the wants of the body and emotions.


The Veda are not about putting the fear of God in a helpless mind, nor are they about loving a God who is far removed from us, the Veda are what the name implies, the spiritual knowledge bank that lets its reservoir flow through innumerable channels to provide life-giving nectar to the parched. These books show what lies beyond the mere physical universe and how to become blessed by awakening to that magnificent Reality here and now. The Veda further declare this knowledge to be the heritage of every human, with the sole proviso that the individual lead a life of dharma.


This is how India, the mere land mass that it used to be earlier, became the land of spirituality because of the Veda, and will continue to be so, as long as the four Vedas are treated like the living scriptures that they are, and not like a mere piece of engraved antique consigned to the museum.









II


PRAYERS FOR ALL


It was described in the previous chapter how Indian sages contributed to the storehouse of knowledge for thousands of years through their spiritual attainment, which came to be known as the Veda. This knowledge can be put to use through meditation, yajña or prayer. Of these, yajña is a sacred act in which oblations are poured into fire with the chanting of mantras from the Veda.


With time, the art, science and technique of yajña were mastered by the priestly Brahmins, which gave birth to the famous Indian philosophical system, Mīmāṃsā which set the parameters for every aspect of Veda – its definition, usage, speciality, etc., and thus made India a highly ritualistic society.


This work does not discuss any aspect of yajña. Instead, the mantras and the hymns of the Veda have been explained as these should be – for contemplation and as prayers.


Prayers are the verbal connect of an individual or a group with the Divine, with or without rituals, in anticipation of getting some favour from God that cannot be achieved through the available means of the world. Prayers must be accompanied by related effort towards the result, without which prayers became hollow words. In their highest form, prayers are offered silently while meditating on its meaning, and in their lower forms they can be chanted aloud.


The prayers can be for worldly well-being, such as getting out of some crisis, or gaining wealth. They can also be offered for peace, purity and self-growth – traits that are signs of inner blooming of character.


One may wonder why pray at all if something is coming from within? Or at least, why pray to a multitude of gods, as is done in the Vedic and Hindu tradition, when one can do the same with one supreme God, as propounded in some belief systems?


The answer begins in the infinite nature of God. He (She, It – whatever) is beyond name, form or any attribute whatsoever; is at once the source and entirety of our being – implying that He is our essence. All our acts and experiences, however, are carried out through mind which by its nature is finite; our prayers, being mind-born, thus require the duality of the worshipper and the worshipped. And so, when God, the infinite, is perceived through the mind, He appears as finite, with qualities like love, strength, wisdom, etc. It is like getting a peep at a small part of a huge mountain through a window. Prayers are offered to such a God, who in essence, is our inner self but appears separated and defined because of our constrained being, perception and knowledge.


When the divine qualities of God are seen as a personality, then that personification is known as god/ goddess. Thus, depending on one’s attitude and stage of evolution on the Spiritual journey, the Infinite God may appear as an infinite number and variety of gods with specific qualities, or as one Supreme God with unbound, unlimited qualities, or even with no qualities whatsoever (Nirguṇa Brahman).


Thus, the prayers of the Veda are seemingly towards the gods, but, in reality, they are addressed to God, the Infinite. So, each of the Vedic mantra can be meditated upon or can be used as a prayer. If the prayer is used as a sacred mantra for repetition (as in the case of the Gāyatrī mantra) then Oṃ is added before it.


This section presents certain famous Vedic prayers, which have come down to us from the most ancient times, and continue to be practised even in the present times.



1.
ŚĀNTI MANTRAS



The Śānti mantras, mantras for peace and prosperity, are recited before any undertaking, individual or collective. These mantras come from the Upaniṣads of the respective Vedas, although some of these lines appear in the Vedas too.


To make a noble undertaking successful, it is always a good idea to have the blessings of the Divine, since inimical subtle forces, invisible to the eyes, are out there prowling to create disturbance in all that is good. So, the sages taught us to pray to the divine power, within and outside, to keep evil forces under restraint.


But how can there be inimical forces in the realm of God who is merciful, loving, etc.? This is because there is no absolute good or bad in the universe. It is our perception that makes us see certain things as opposed to our well-being. A tigress is a protective mother for her cubs but appears dangerous to a potential victim. Such good and bad belong to the empire of the mind, which is the sphere of dualities. God, being infinite consciousness, is beyond any kind of duality, whereas we, the inhabitants of the realm of duality, want things and situations according to our fancy. By praying to the Divine, the forces that we consider noble tend to accumulate around us and make us successful.


True spirituality, however, is beyond duality where there is neither good nor bad, and hence a spiritual seeker has to go beyond every kind of seeking and avoiding. This is the stage that, when aspired for, will ultimately lead to liberation and elevation to God-consciousness, no matter what the starting point is. The aspiration, however, is entirely up to the individual who is always free to choose.


The first of these mantras is for the well-being of the teacher and the learner. It is also used in any gathering before the start of a proceeding to pray for harmony and tranquillity.




ॐ सह नाववतु । सह नौ भुनक्तु ।


सह वीर्यं करवावहै । तेजस्विनावधीतमस्तु मा विद्विषावहै ।


ॐ शान्तिः शान्तिः शान्तिः ॥ Kṛṣṇa Yajurveda


Oṃ saha nāvavatu; saha nau bhunaktu


saha vīryaṃ karavāvahai; tejasvināvadhītamastu mā vidviṣāvahai


Oṃ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ


Oṃ saha nau avatu may (He) protect us both! saha nau bhunaktu may (He) bestow upon us the fruit of Knowledge! saha vīryam karavāvahai may we both obtain the energy to acquire knowledge! tejasvi nau adhītam astu may what we study reveal the Truth! mā vidviṣāvahai may we cherish no ill-feeling toward each other! Oṃ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ Oṃ Peace! Peace! Peace!


Oṃ May (He) protect us both! May (He) bestow upon us knowledge!


May we both have the vigour to acquire knowledge!


May what we study reveal the Truth!


May we cherish no ill-feeling toward each other!


Oṃ Peace! Peace! Peace!





Oṃ is the highest symbol of God in the Indian tradition, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. God is the matrix of all objects, ideas and words. In the world, every object is a physical representation of an idea, whose verbal equivalent is a word or some sound.


Thus, in essence, these three (object, idea, word/ name) are one and the same, with the difference lying in the dimension of their state of manifestation, that is, physical, mental and verbal. To a mind, such difference does not matter, and hence it takes all three as a mental wave.


Again, AUM (in Sanskrit, pronounced aa, oo, mm) is the matrix of all words, since these three encompass the sound creating mechanism in any living being. Since every object and its name is same (that is, identical), Oṃ represents the entire created and uncreated universe coming from God, both being the matrices of corresponding reality. The silence after ‘M’ represents the impersonal God, Brahman. Thus, Oṃ is treated as the sound equivalent of God. Any other name for God may be acceptable, but only Oṃ represents God correctly and meaningfully. Every prayer and chant of every mantra necessarily begins with Oṃ.


The Śānti mantra then talks about protection of both teacher and the learner.


The expression tejasvi nau adhītam – may what we study reveal the Truth – is used since one needs strength to master a subject. All knowledge comes from within, while information comes from outside. So, when a person masters a subject, the knowledge of it comes from within. To bring this knowledge forth from within, one needs strength, which is being prayed for here.


Further, the prayer is for removing any possible ill-feeling that may arise between the speaker and the listener, mā vidviṣāvahai, may we cherish no ill-feeling toward each other. There have been instances of jealousy between teacher and disciple, and cases of quarrel, as between Yājñavalkya and his guru Vaiśaṃpāyana, mentioned in the earlier chapter.


The use of śāntiḥ three times is to pray for the calming down of three kinds of disturbances that cause internal heat within a person – ādhyātmika – pain caused due to health issues, ādhibhautika – pain caused due to external causes, and ādhidaivika – pain caused by natural forces, like earthquake, flood, etc. It is important that these three disturbances are kept at abeyance during the pursuit of noble acts.


The gods, hundreds of them, find an important place in the Veda. Every prayer is addressed to one of these gods and sometimes to a group of them. The generic term for them is deva/ devatā, which can mean ‘beings of light, residents of heavens, guides of humanity, established in nobility’, etc. The gods, by their very nature, are friendly towards all, so it is in the rightness of things that one wishes for the divine connect, resulting in peace and inner strength through this payer.
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