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SEARCH FOR FREEDOM AND HAPPINESS

The outstanding feature of worldly existence is that human life is always beset with duality and contradictions like misery and happiness, rich and poor, love and hatred, joy and sorrow, likes and dislikes, praise and censure, loss and gain, success and failure and so on ad infinitum. The favorable events of life are desired as “means to happiness” and unfavorable ones are avoided as “sources of misery”. 

All our thoughts have corresponding objects before them. We think about various things, persons and situations. The anxieties and sufferings of life can all be related to attempts on the part of the mind to synchronize itself with the objects of its perception.

The mind presumes that it is dependent on the objects of the world for many purposes. If the world is absolutely unrelated to us, we should not be dependent on it, and there should be no commerce between us and the world. But the truth is different; we are forced to be dependent on others for our various requirements. From morning to evening we realize the extent of our dependence on the world. We want air to breathe, water to drink, food to eat, people to talk to, and many other social relationships, without which life is impossible. The manner of dealing with the world for reducing our dependence on others is the business of existence.  Thus, human existence is a fine-tuning of values and training oneself in the process of adjustment with the world in its completeness. 

We are living a slavish life, as it were, depending on the things of the world, and nobody wishes to be a slave. So man tries to be independent. He struggles against the odds of life, and fights with nature. “Can I become independent?” is the question. Dependence is a kind of death: sarvam paravasam dukham, says the scripture. Sarvam atmavasam sukham: The more we are self-dependent, the more are we happy. The more we are dependent on others, the more is our unhappiness. The difficulty of the human mind is a set of relations it establishes with the world outside, which we call likes and dislikes. Our relations with the world can be summed up as the process of satisfaction of the likes and dislikes of our mind. 

ALL HUMAN ACTIONS ARE BASED ON DESIRE

The mind tries to satisfy desires in order to gain independence over the world.   In the satisfaction of the fulfillment of a desire there is an apparent abolition of the conflict between the mind and the object.  We regard independence as a state of mind where it is satisfied of having possessed everything on Earth. “If the whole world is mine, I am independent of the world. If the whole world is not mine, and yet I long for it, I am dependent on it.” This is how the mind argues.

All human activities in this world, therefore, revolve around reducing these contradictions and reliance thereby hoping to lead a more free and happy life. Desires are of various kinds, the most prominent of them being hunger, sex and ego, and it is these that become uncontrollable passions. While desires can be many, they can be reduced to these three instincts, hunger and thirst being biological, and ego being psychological. All the struggles of life finally will be seen to be the expressions of these three desires.
When they are in a mild form they go as preferences and likings. But when they become intense, they become wild passions, and then they try to do harm to other people. When desires go out of bounds and cannot be controlled by even the mind from which they arise, they become like wildfire, and everything is destroyed. 

The human body, which is like the vehicle pulled by the horse which is the mind, moves onward towards Eternity. A very beautiful image is given in the Kathopanishad: The chariot of this body is being driven by the horses of the senses. This chariot is supposed to have been driven to Eternity along the prescribed path. But if the horses go uncontrolled, they may run hither and thither and break the carriage to pieces. The destination will not be reached. The desires of the human mind are basically reconcilable with the urge for evolution, but they get entangled with an unnatural relationship of the mind with objects and then become passions.

CAN ALL THE DESIRES BE SATISFIED?

The attempts to satisfy our desires have all failed. From all corners of the world we have tried to escape through different doors, and they are all closed, so we look up to the heavens for redress of our woes. When everything fails, man looks to the heavens. Then, like Draupadi looking up for Lord Krishna, the human mind opens to the moral and the spiritual fields of existence. 

To put it in another way, all human beings strive for happiness i.e. the less happy ones try to find out ways to become at least equal to those who are perceived to be happier, if not to go beyond them. In this hunt for equality, they look forward to attain happiness by attempting to fulfill their infinite desires and while doing so start facing problems which lead them to disappointment, frustration and misery. The reasons for this paradoxical situation are not far to seek.  

· Desires like fire are insatiable; satisfaction of one desire generates more desires. Their basic nature is to multiply like that of the branches of a tree. While desires are many their complete fulfillment is beyond one’s capacity. The result is misery all around. We are so much entangled in the web of desires that there is hardly any time to think about the world beyond our self-created cocoons.

· We assume things and situations based on a sense of perceived reality. All living creatures are assumed to be a physical system consisting of a bundle of the body, mind, intellect and the senses. We hardly recognize or perceive the Soul or Self or Atman who is the indweller of the physical system of the living beings.

· Because of our identification with the body, mind, intellect and senses equipment we fail to realize the impermanent nature of the objects of our identification as also the eternal nature of its indweller. The result of this misplaced understanding (which is called ignorance or avidya in Vedanta) is our erroneous view of life.

· This aberration generates in us worldly attachment and relationship which blur our vision of life and propel us to chase the unreal leaving the Real on the roadside. In this rat-race after an illusion, the end is bound to be short lived and miserable. Such an unawakened view of life prevents us from understanding and accepting the basic laws of nature like when there is birth there is bound to be death,  when something goes up it will have to come down etc. which will always  be operative in all places and at all times. 

Our failure to negotiate with this eternal realism is the root cause for all our false beliefs, false values, false knowledge and false conduct leading to a life full of agony and despair. Hence if we want to reach the correct destination of life we have to take the correct road. Then, what is the correct path?
THE ENEMY IS DESIRE AND ANGER

Verses 36–43 of The Bhagavad Gita examine this issue very clearly. Arjuna asks Sri Krishna  under what compulsion does a man commit sin or wrongful acts in spite of himself and driven, as it were, by force?
This question raised by Arjuna is illustrative of our daily situations. Everybody knows what is right and what is not right, what is good and what is bad. Yet when it comes to action people are invariably tempted to commit the wrong.

Arjuna's query is why this paradoxical confusion between one's ideology and one's own actions. The Divine in us wants us to achieve great things but the animal in us wants us to do most abominable things many times much against our will. We seem to be constrained by an outside force. Arjuna wants to know the cause for this peculiar paradox.

Sri Bhagavan replied “It is desire, it is anger born out of the quality of Rajas, all sinful and all devouring; know this as the foe here (in this world).”

The cause of all sins and wrong actions being committed by man in this world is desire. Anger is also a desire expressed in another form. When a man's desire is not gratified he becomes angry with that which seem to be obstacles in the way of its fulfillment.  When a desire arises the quality of Rajas in a man urges him to work for its satisfaction.

The three-in-one combination of desire-anger-emotion is the root cause which makes an individual to compromise with higher values of existence.  Once the virus of desire enters the intellectual computer the results are bound to be chaotic, blocking out the entire wisdom because desire is never satiated by its gratification. One gets rid of desire only through the constant practice of detachment. Therefore, Sri Krishna says desire is the man's greatest enemy on the earth because man commits sin only at the command of desire against his will and better judgment which lands him in terrible suffering in the form of repeated birth and death.

HOW DOES DESIRE AFFECT MAN?

Sri Krishna says “As fire is enveloped by smoke, as a mirror by dust and as an embryo by the womb, so is this (knowledge) enveloped by that (desire).”

‘This' means true knowledge or wisdom and ‘that' means desire. The examples refer to the different degrees to which desire in the form of ignorance envelopes and conceals the inner Light in man and deludes his capacity to think rationally. Discrimination is blocked by the sense of attachment in the mind for the worldly objects. 

Desires fall under three categories depending upon the quality of attachments - Tamasic - inert, Rajasic - active, and Sattwic -divine. Even Sattwic desires veil the discrimination just as smoke envelopes fire where rise of the slightest wind of discrimination can dispel the smoke of desire. The veiling is thin and hence it requires only a little effort to remove it.

For the Rajasic where intellect is covered by desire prompted agitations, the example is of wiping out of dust on a mirror. Here the covering by the impurities is complete as compared to the Sattwic. In the case of smoke fire can be at least perceived while dust completely blocks the reflection in a mirror. Hence, in this case the efforts for the removal of the dirt of desires require more time and effort.

In the case of a Tamasic, diviner aspects are completely shut out from the view by base animal instincts. The case of a foetus covered with amnion fluid in the womb is given as an illustration. Here there is no method of removing the covering until a definite period of time gets elapsed. Similarly the low desires can be removed only after a longer period of spiritual evolution a Tamasic has to undergo.

Desires are insatiable. They are never satisfied by the enjoyments of the objects of the desires. They grow more and more as does the fire to which fuel is added. Desire screens off our capacity to discriminate right from the wrong, real from the unreal. The ignorant man considers desire as his friend because his senses are gratified. The wise man knows by experience that desire will bring nothing but suffering to him. He knows that the enemy in the form of desire does not allow the ideas of discrimination, dispassion and disinterestedness to get a hold in the mind of a seeker and presents obstacles in the path of his spiritual progress.  Hence it is said to be the constant enemy of the wise but not of the ignorant.

SEAT OF DESIRE

If the enemy's hide-outs are known it is easy to capture him. Similarly Sri Krishna gives the clues to Arjuna as to where the enemies of wisdom lurk so that he can locate and eliminate them. The Lord says the senses, the mind and the intellect are seats of action for the desire to play havoc with the inner serenity and equipoise of a man. The sense organs transmit the stimuli received from the objects of enjoyment to the mind which working in close collaboration with the intellect starts living in the experience of sense enjoyments.  To eliminate the inner enemy in the name of desire at its source - sense-organs, mind and intellect- is the crux of the problem.  The issue involved is how to be free from the shackles of desires.

CH 2
CONTROL THE SENSES AND DESTROY THE DESIRE

Sri Krishna states that the first step to kill desire is to control the senses. Desire is referred to as a sinful thing posing a threat to both knowledge and wisdom. Desire is a sinful thing because it leads us to live a life of lowly nature. Desire oriented agitations are not only an impediment to our direct personal spiritual experiences but also to our indirect way of acquiring knowledge through the study of scriptures.

The Gita provides the seeker with a technique to conquer desire, the inner enemy. The Upanishadic method of meditation for the withdrawal of ego from the outer world of sense objects to the inner world of the Self for the purposes of curbing desire oriented tendencies and thereby achieving Self-discovery is commended. 

The physical body is gross, external and limited. As compared to this the senses are superior because they are subtler and more internal and have a wider range of activity.  Superior to the senses is the mind as it can direct the function of the senses and undertake the work of the senses also. Superior to the mind is the intellect because it is endowed with the faculty of discrimination and finality; when the mind doubts, the intellect decides. But The Self is superior to even the intellect because the intellect draws its power to illuminate from the Self alone. The Self is the indweller in the body, the Witness of the activities of the body, senses, mind and intellect.

Sri Krishna advises Arjuna to conquer desire with this understanding of the superior power of the Self, though it is difficult to achieve. The Lord points out that a man of discrimination and dispassion will be able to achieve this by increasing his Sattwic quality and by appealing to the indwelling Presence, The Self, through meditation. This controlling of the lower self i.e. the mind with the knowledge of the Higher Self is termed as ‘restraining the self by the Self’.

The technique of meditation is a conscious withdrawal of all our identifications with our body, mind and intellect and thereby turning our awareness or desire-faculty towards our diviner existence where the ego is under the perfect control of the Self with no desires to agitate the mind any more. Thus a constructive re-organization of life is taught by the Gita and the Upanishads without the suppression or rejection of the life's situations. 

PURUSHARTHA, THE GOAL OF EXISTENCE

When we are fettered with the bondage in the form of unfulfilled desires some time or the other the following thoughts arise in us out of frustration.

What is the purpose of life? What is the meaning of life?

What's it all about? Who are we? 
Why are we here?  Where we are heading for?
What is the origin and nature of life? 

What is the nature of reality? 

What is the reason to live? 

These questions have resulted in a wide range of competing answers and arguments from science, philosophy and religion. Nidra (sleep), bhaya (fear), ahara (food) and mithuna (sex) are common to all living beings. But human beings are different; they do not always act on instincts but are bestowed with the power of discrimination. Having been born a human, one has to understand how one must live. Human life without purpose would be meaningless. One needs to have an end or purpose in life towards which his actions can be directed. Therefore the aim of human life, which is called ‘purushartha’, is well defined in all the Hindu scriptures. 
The idea of Purushartha has played a very vital role in the history of Indian thought. The term ‘Purushartha’ literally signifies “what is sought by men”, so that it may be taken as equivalent to a human end or purpose. Although a man, like other living beings, can act instinctively, because of his discriminative faculty he can also act deliberately. This means he can consciously set before himself ends, and work for them. Thus Purushartha is an end which is consciously sought to be accomplished either for its own sake or for the sake of utilizing it as a means to the accomplishment of further end or goal. The word ‘purushartha’ consists of two words, viz, ‘purusa’ meaning person and ‘artha’ meaning aim or end. Hence, as defined earlier, purushartha means aim or goal of human life.  

The purusharthas that have been recognized in India from very early times are four: Dharma (duty), Artha (wealth), Kama (pleasure), and Moksha (liberation). 

DHARMA: 
Dharma is the foundation and first of the four goals. Dharma is universal law, harmony, truth, duty, wisdom, and the inherent nature of things. It is a process of alignment, whereby one moves steadily, wisely, and with clear mind in the natural flow of Truth. Dharma refers to moral duties, obligations, and conduct, namely, Vidhis (do's) and Nishedha (don’ts). Dharma is always given a highest importance.  

  

ARTHA: 
Artha is the second goal of life for the householder for the attainment of wealth and material prosperity. It has to do with providing for the hunger, thirst, and safety needs that are inherent in living in a physical body. Artha recognises this level of physical or material need, which is not contrary to spiritual life. The efforts or means to realizing this goal must have a righteous and moral basis.

 

KAMA: 
Kama is the fulfillment of desires in the world; biological, physical, and material. Without deep, latent desires there would be no incarnation. Kama is the enlivened desire that springs forth from those latent conditionings. Desires must be acknowledged and reasonably fulfilled with mindfulness so as to move towards freedom from them, by not adding it to a continuous cycle of fulfilling and escalating. Artha and Kama are important goals for the growth and progress of society.

MOKSHA: 
Moksha means liberation from the web of Maya, the cycles of birth and death, to experiences Bliss. Liberation is not some posthumous state to be attained after death, but is a state to be attained right here in this very life. This is the ultimate goal of human life. Liberation is freedom from a sense of lack, insecurity and fear. This is possible when a person discovers that he is free from all limitations of time, space, and individuality and that he is really the transcendental reality himself.

Scriptures say that Dharma and Moksha are like the river bed to Artha and Kama which are rivers and if the river is breached and flows out of river bed it is disaster.

Among the four aspects of ‘purushartha’ the highest or ultimate is called ‘moksha’.  Moksha means liberation. What do we understand by the term ‘Liberation’? Liberation means escaping from falling into the trap of repeated cycles of birth and death. Why do we require Liberation? We require liberation to avoid miseries built in us out of our desires spread over innumerable previous births up to the present. Then how to go about reaching that destination of present life?  How to disengage ourselves from these fetters? The only way to reach that goal of freedom is to follow the guidelines prescribed in our scriptures.
Moksha as the last end signifies that its attainment is impossible without first fulfilling the obligations of the other three. It is a state of non-action. It is not that on death moksha is attained. Being the ultimate value of man’s social existence, the purushartha of moksa is an end in itself. Beyond that, man has nothing to attain. It is the stage where man’s cravings cease and along with that ceases the need for attainment and fulfillment. It is realization and living of the truth namely Aham Brahma Asmi and Tat Tvam Asi. In other words it is waking up of human consciousness at the highest level of reality i.e., paramarthik satta. 

The liberated person neither acts nor causes others to act. He may work for the good of humanity without moral obligation. But he has no duties to perform. It is total destruction of egoism. We can call moksha as a sublime goal. It can be known through mystical experience.  It is the stage of inner realization that the individual self is the same as the Supreme Self. It is the experience of the cosmos within one's self. It is the experience of union, oneness with the Universe.

WHY MOKSHA?

Moksha is a Sanskrit word meaning:

· to liberate

· to free from

· to get rid of

It means freedom from the worldly bondages which lead to rebirth such as love, anger, greed, delusion, lust and envy. The Upanishads state that man suffers from three types of miseries. Moksha is the only way to get rid of these three miseries.

Moksha is the state of absolute bliss wherein we realise that the perceiver, the perceived and the object of perception are all one and the same. Moksha is the breakage of cycle - the cycle of mind, cycle of time, cycle of births, i.e., transcending existence.

Moksha is obtained through the knowledge of the Self. To attain Jnana, you must have one-pointedness of mind (Ekagrata). Ekagrata comes through Upasana. Upasana comes through purity of heart (Chitta Suddhi). Chitta Suddhi comes through Nishkamya Karma Yoga. To do Nishkamya Karma, you must have controlled the Indriyas. The Indriyas can be controlled through Viveka and Vairagya. 

Since moksha involves limitlessness and infiniteness; it cannot be gained or given. Moksha is not to be regarded as a becoming into something which previously had no existence. Moksha is not something to be achieved. It is already achieved. Everything is one with Absolute or Para Brahman. What is to be achieved is annihilation of the sense of separateness. Moksha is the direct perception of that which has existed from eternity, but has hitherto been concealed from us on account of the veil of ignorance. Moksha is attainment of the Supreme Bliss or Immortality and removal of all kinds of pain. Moksha is freedom from birth and death. 

Moksha can be attained by constant meditation with a heart that is rendered pure and steady by selfless service and Japa.  The Jiva falsely superimposes the body and others which are not Self upon himself and identifies himself with them. This identification constitutes bondage. The freedom from this identification is Moksha. That which causes this identification is Avidya or nescience. That which removes the identification is Vidya. Attainment of knowledge of the Self eradicates this Avidya and its effects. 

YOGA VASISHTHA ON MOKSHA

Moksha, according to Yoga Vasishtha, is the attainment of the essence of the bliss of Brahman through knowledge of the Self. It is freedom from births and deaths. It is the immaculate and imperishable seat of Brahman wherein there are neither Sankalpas nor Vasanas. The mind attains its quiescence here. All the pleasures of the whole world are a mere drop when compared to the infinite bliss of Moksha.

That which is called Moksha is neither in Devaloka nor in Patala nor on earth. When all desires are destroyed, the extinction of the expansive mind alone is Moksha. Moksha has neither space nor time in itself; nor is there in it any state external or internal. If the illusory idea of "I" or Ahamkara perishes, the end of thoughts (which is Maya) is experienced, and that is Moksha. Extinction of all Vasanas constitutes Moksha. 

Moksha is freedom from all sorts of pains (Sarva-Duhkha Nivritti) and the attainment of supreme bliss (Paramananda Prapti). "Duhkha" means pain or suffering. Births and deaths generate the greatest pain. Freedom from births and deaths is freedom from all sorts of pain. Brahma Jnana or knowledge of the Self alone will give Moksha. The quiescence produced in the mind by the absence of desires for objects is Moksha.

Moksha cannot be of the type 'apraaptasya praapta' but should be of the form 'praaptasya praapta' that is gaining something that I already have or that which is intrinsic with me. Happiness is not something that I gain, but something I have to realize. A quiet and contented mind is a happy mind. Mind free from the notions of limitations is the mind free from any longing to be free. That is the mind free from all limitations - limitations of place, time and qualities. 

Hence Amritabindu Upanishad  says “manaeva manushyaanaaam kaaranam bandha moksha yoh”. Mind alone is responsible for both bondage and freedom. Identification with the finite is bondage and realization of one's own true advaitic nature is freedom. Like all other knowledge, this knowledge has to take place in the mind alone. One cannot become free; one has to understand that one is free. One cannot become infinite one has to understand that one is infinite. That is moksha.

Having understood what is Moksha the obvious next step is how to achieve that goal. i.e. what is Moksha Sadhana?  The guidelines for this step are clearly laid down in the three canonical texts called prasthana trayi.

PRASTHANA TRAYI

The Literal meaning of the word "Prasthan" is Departure. Departure to achieve the supreme goal of one's living, Departure towards the Brahman, Departure from the physical world etc., 
The Prasthanatrayi consists of 1.The Brahma Sutras, known as Nyaya prasthana, 2.The Upanishads, known as Upadesha prasthana, and  3.The Bhagavad Gita, known as Sadhana prasthana  The Prasthanatrayi or the Prasthanatrayam refers to these three texts forming the Scriptural Trinity of the Hinduism.   

CH 3
VEDAS AND UPANISHADS

“The Vedic philosophy encompasses the oldest spiritual texts of any religion in the world, and its subjects are broad and numerous. Its more advanced concepts can be difficult for even the greatest scholars to fathom. The Vedic literature discusses many types of philosophical viewpoints, and studying some of them will let us see that many of the concepts that we accept as new today are nothing more than parts of the ancient Vedic knowledge that had been dealt with and thoroughly understood thousands of years ago. Thus, there are not many ideas that are really new at all. The main purpose of the Vedic literature is to establish knowledge of the Absolute Truth and the process for attaining the highest levels of self-realization”. – Stephen Knapp

Thus a study of the Vedas is nothing but a search for the Truth, nothing but understanding ourselves, nothing but to know why we are born in this world and where we will be going when we drop this physical body.  The purpose of the study is to discover and understand the truth behind the phenomenal universe and human existence. This study is to find out an answer to the fundamental question of the purpose of our existence.

The word ‘Veda’ means to know implying that the subject of the Vedas is Knowledge. Here knowledge does not mean facts about the external world like physics or chemistry. It means the knowledge of the eternal, sacred, spiritual wisdom. It is about the nature of man himself. It tells him who he really is. It is the knowledge of the changeless and Supreme Reality behind the ever changing objective world of men and matter.

The texts containing this knowledge have no authorship, no time frame within which they had been authored. They are called ‘Apaurusheya’ meaning that they are not authored by any Purusha or human mind. They were revealed to the Rishis or Seers - the Drashtas, men of wisdom, during the depths of their meditation. These sages were merely the instruments of God to spread His words.

Their utterances were called ‘Mantras’ which were not the result of any intuition but were the result of Divine Vision which is called ‘Mantra Drishti’. The word Mantra means ‘that which protects when repeated and reflected upon’. Their inner and outer meanings were really known only to those to whom they were revealed. Hence none can challenge them on grounds of reason or logic. There is no final authority beyond the Vedas; in today’s management jargon the buck stops at the table of the Vedas.

The Vedas consist of four divisions or categories suitable to the four stages of human life viz., 1. Samhita 2. Brahmana 3.Aranyaka and 4. Upanishad. The Upanishads form perhaps the most important part of the Vedas on which the edifice of the ‘Shad Darshanas’ or the six systems of the Hindu Philosophy have been built up. 

The mystical teachings of the Upanishads are the essence of the Vedic Hindu Religion and Philosophy. The Upanishads are the crest jewels - choodamani – of the Vedas. The Upanishads are the concluding portions of the Vedas which discuss philosophical issues. They are the essence of the Vedas containing their knowledge aspects. The philosophy of the Upanishads occupies the highest pedestal in the spiritual knowledge. They speak about the identity of the Supreme Eternal Soul, the Brahman, the individual soul, the Atman, their mutual relationship, the Universe (jagat) and man’s place in it. In short they deal with Jiva, Jagat and Jagadishwara.

Dr. Radhakrishnan puts it like this. “While the hymns or Samhitas are the creation of the poets, the Brahmanas are the work of the priests; the Upanishads are the meditations of the philosophers. The flow of thought from the Samhitas to Brahmanas to Aranyakas to Upanishads is the indication of the process of evolution of Hindu religion over the centuries”.
Thus we have in the Vedas portions dealing with the action or performance of rituals -. Karma Kanda, portions dealing with the method of worship and meditation - Upasana Kanda and lastly the portion dealing with the Highest knowledge, the knowledge of Brahman - Jnana Kanda. Roughly speaking, the Samhitas and Brahmanas constitute Karma Kanda, the Aranyakas the Upasana Kanda and the Upanishads the Jnana Kanda.

If there is one mass of scriptures in the world that has sustained the spiritual thinking over the millennia, it is the Upanishads. All the schools of thought, religious movements that flourished in the later periods in Indian history have been a byproduct of the Upanishadic thinking. They gained respectability and acceptance only because they followed the footprints of the Upanishads.

MEANING OF THE WORD ‘UPANISHAD’

Several meanings of the word Upanishad have been given by the scholars. Sankara interprets this word to mean ‘knowledge of God implying that the central theme of the Upanishads is that knowledge which destroys ignorance of man and leads him to Brahman’. This definition conveys three aspects of divine knowledge or wisdom which
1. loosens the bond of Samsara of a being

2. destroys his inborn ignorance (Ajnana) of his real nature and

3. leads him to Brahman or God, the Absolute.

Etymologically the word ‘Upanishad’ means that which is taught to the pupils sitting at the feet of their teachers. Thus, Upanishads are books of wisdom taught by the accomplished teachers to the deserving students.

Actually the philosophy of the Upanishads was treated as Rahasya or Guhya or confidential not meant as a popular philosophy for an average person. The reason is the common saying that half-knowledge is dangerous meaning thereby that the highest wisdom could he misunderstood by those who are not mature enough to absorb its deeper significance.

The initial hesitation of Yama, the Lord of Death, to part with the highest knowledge to Nachiketa till he proved his worthiness illustrates this point He offered the young Nachiketa all kinds of temptations to divert his attention. But Nachiketa stood the test successfully concentrating on his goal of obtaining the secret knowledge. Ultimately, Lord Yama had to relent and began His exposition which is the subject matter of the Kathopanishad.

Since the Upanishads form the concluding portion of each of the Vedas they are often spoken of as Vedanta i.e. the end or Anta of the Vedas, The Upanishads are the primary texts of Vedanta and in the common parlance, the word Upanishad itself came to mean Vedanta Philosophy.

NUMBER AND CLASSIFICATION

The number of works that go by the name Upanishad and available today in print exceeds 200. The Muktikopanishad gives a list of 108 Upanishads. However, the principal Upanishads are accepted to be those which Adi Sankaracharya who lived between 788 and 820 A.D. chose to comment upon.

Sankara was the earliest commentator on the Upanishads. He chose only 10 Upanishads for his commentaries. According to some scholars he commented upon 11 Upanishads. He refers to 4 more Upanishads in his commentary on Brahma Sutra.

Considering the ones chosen by him for commenting and as reference material as the most ancient and authentic, they are termed as major or principal Upanishads. They are:
1. Isavasya or Isopanishad

2. Kena Upanishad
3. KathaUpanishad

4. Prasna Upanishad

5. Mundaka Upanishad

6. Mandukya Upanishad

7. Taittiriya Upanishad

8. AitareyaUpanishad

9. Chandogya Upanishad

10. Brhadaranyaka Upanishad

11. Svetasvatara Upanishad

12. Kousitaki Upanishad

13. Jaabaala Upanishad

14. MahanarayanaUpanishad

15. Paingala Upanishad.

Chronologically speaking, some scholars classify the Upanishads into three groups belonging to the three periods to which they are attributed.

The first and the oldest group consists of 6 Upanishads headed by the Brhadaranyaka followed by the Chandogya. Both these Upanishads are written in prose and both are acknowledged as the most authoritative presentation of the central doctrines of the Upanishads. The other four in this group are the Taittiriya, Aitareya, Kaushitaki and Kena Upanishads.

The second group, mostly in verse form set to standard metres, comprises 5 Upanishads viz, the Katha, Isa, Shvetasvatara, Mundaka and Mahanarayana.

In the third group we return to prose which consists of 3 texts viz. Prasna, Mandukya and Maitri or Maitrayani Upanishads.

Most of the Upanishads outside the above list belong to a later era of Indian culture, written mainly to propagate specific cults or sects. Even then, they made a considerable contribution to the religion and ethics of the times and developed Vedantic spirit among the people. They are called minor Upanishads and grouped together in six categories Viz.

1. Vedanta Upanishads

2. Siva Upanishads 

3. Sakta Upanishads 

4. Vaishnava Upanishads

5. Yoga Upanishads

6. Sanyasa Upanishads

The Vedanta Upanishads follow the lines of major Upanishads in their principles. Siva, Sakta and Vaishnava Upanishads propagate the cults of Siva, Sakti and Vishnu respectively. The Yoga Upanishads deal with Hatha Yoga and Raja Yoga based on Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra and other works. Sanyasa Upanishads deal exclusively with Monasticism, its ideals, practices, rules and regulations.

CH 4
SPREAD OF UPANISHADS  

Another important fact in this connection is about the spread of Upanishads to the rest of the world particularly to the West. A collection of 50 Upanishads was translated from Sanskrit to Persian in the year 1656 under the name of Oupnek’hat at the instance of Sultan Mohammed Dara Shukoh son of the Moghal King, Shahjehan.

This Persian work was later translated into Latin in 1801-1802. Thereafter, German scholars translated the Latin version into German from where it was taken to the shores of England by others like Bohtlingk and Deussen. Max Muller who lived between 1823 and 1900 A.D. selected 12 major Upanishcids in his Sacred Books of the East Series which were published in two volumes in 1879 and 1884

Paul Deussen, another German scholar wrote two masterpieces on the Upanishads in German which were translated into English later. His works are entitled ‘The Philosophy of the Upanishads’ translated into English by Rev. AS. Geden and ‘Sixty Upanishads of the Veda’ in two volumes translated into English by Professors V.M. Bedekar and G.B. Palsule of Pune. The well noted work by an Englishman is ‘The Thirteen Principal Upanishads’ by Robert Earnest Hume.

COMMENTARIES ON THE UPANISHADS

By its very definition Upanishads are works of deep thought requiring special efforts and skill to understand. The language used is archaic dating back thousands of years. Because of their affiliation with sacrificial and ritualistic religion, their concepts are not easily intelligible to us, removed as we are, by millennia from those ideas. Hence, it is impossible for any one to understand them much less get consistent understanding of them without an authoritative commentary.

Sankara was the earliest and the first to comment upon the Upanishads. It goes to the eternal credit of Sankara that through his masterly commentaries he brought out the Upanishads from obscurity and made them accessible and intelligible to a wider audience. His followers wrote explanatory works on Sankara’s commentaries which became the source books of Hindu philosophy.

Ramanuja who lived between 1017 and 1137 AD, did not comment on any of the Upanishads but had enriched some of their concepts in his Vedantasangraha. His follower Rangaramanuja completed the task by commenting on all the major Upanishads.

Madhvacharya who lived between 1197 and 1276 AD. wrote brief commentaries on all the ten ancient Upanishads upon which his followers had also written explanatory studies.

The audience to the Upanishads is ever growing owing to the contributions of subsequent commentators, thinkers and sages aided by modern Information Technology.

ROLE OF THE UPANISHADS

The Upanishads prepare, inspire, and lead the student to know and realize the Ultimate Truth. It helps one to expand his individual consciousness to reach Universal Consciousness; thus one's personality is transformed, and one becomes a universal being. An individual is essentially Brahman, or identical to Universal Consciousness and direct realization of that truth is called enlightenment. 

One of the main themes of Upanishadic philosophy, however, is to attain a state of fearlessness, cheerfulness, and self-confidence. In addition, the Upanishads lead the student to know life in its totality. Knowledge of life before birth, knowledge of now, and knowledge of life hereafter can be realized through the methods given in the Upanishads. The Upanishads provide systematic methods for self-training, self-transformation, and self-enlightenment. They lead aspirants “from the unreal to the Real, from darkness to Light, and from mortality to Immortality.”

The Upanishads do not impose commandments, but, rather, offer practical guidelines and methods for self-discipline and self-unfoldment. The steps for inner growth contained in the Upanishads can be incorporated into one's individual lifestyle and can help one examine the accomplishments of one's spiritual practice (sādhanā).

The vast majority of the human population practices religious rituals in some way or other, but no ritual exists that can eliminate the ignorance that causes pain and misery. The Upanishads say that to rise above and reach a state beyond and to know the real nature of the transitory world, one must cultivate logic and pure reason and make sincere efforts with the help of deep contemplation. 

CONCLUSION

Today the world lives under the law of fear, trembling with doubts and uncertainty.  The Upanishadic declaration - “Rise, awake, and gain knowledge”— asserts that one should not act like a dumb and desolate inert person who does not know the meaning of life and the universe. It insists that all human beings have the essential potentialities to understand and direct their life streams toward the ocean of bliss. 

The message of Upanishadic philosophy extends goodwill to the whole of humanity, saying, “Let all of mankind be happy; let all of humanity attain physical, mental, and spiritual health; let all receive and enjoy auspiciousness; let no one experience pain and misery here and hereafter.”

The Upanishads contain the essence of the Vedas. They are the concluding portions of the Vedas and are the source of the Vedanta philosophy. Profound, original, lofty and sublime thoughts arise from every verse. They contain the direct spiritual experiences or revelations of seers, or sages, the Rishis. They are the products of the highest wisdom, supreme divine knowledge. Hence they stir the hearts of people and inspire them.

The Upanishads have indeed greatly contributed to the peace and solace of mankind. They are highly elevating and soul-stirring. The Upanishads give a vivid description of the nature of the Atman, the Supreme Soul, in a variety of ways, and expound suitable methods and aids to attain the Immortal Brahman, the Highest Purusha.

Ages have passed since they were first presented to the world. Even now they are remarkably sweet and charming. Their freshness is unique. Their fragrance is penetrating. Many cannot live today without the study of Upanishads daily. They give supreme food for the soul.

It is said that Schopenhauer, the renowned philosopher of the West, had always a book of the Upanishads on his table, and was in the habit, before going to bed, of performing his devotions from its pages. He said, "In the whole world there is no study so beneficial and as elevating as that of the Upanishads. It has been the solace of my life; it will be the solace of my death."
The Upanishads have undoubtedly exercised and will continue to exercise a considerable influence on the religion and philosophy of India. They present a view of reality which would certainly satisfy the scientific, the philosophic, as well as the religious aspirations of man.

Knowledge of the Upanishads destroys ignorance, the seed of Samsara. 'Shad' means to 'shatter' or 'destroy'. By having knowledge of the Upanishads one is able to sit near Brahman, i.e., to attain Self-realization. Hence the name 'Upanishad'. Knowledge of Brahman is called 'Upanishad', because it leads to Brahman and helps aspirants to attain Brahman. The term 'Upanishad' is applied to the book also in a secondary sense, by courtesy.

The following two ideas dominate the teaching of all the Upanishads: (1) Final emancipation can be attained only by knowledge of the Ultimate Reality, or Brahman (Brahmajnana): (2) He who is equipped with the four means of salvation, viz., Viveka, (discrimination), Vairagya (dispassion), Shad-Sampat (the six-fold treasure; self-control, etc.) and Mumukshutva (yearning for liberation), can attain Brahman. The Upanishads teach the philosophy of absolute unity.

The goal of men, according to the Upanishads, is realisation of Brahman. Self-realisation alone can dispel ignorance and bestow immortality, eternal bliss, and everlasting peace. Knowledge of Brahman alone can remove all sorrows, delusion and pain.

The Upanishads are rightly called the Vedanta, the end of the Vedas, that which is reserved for those who have freed themselves from the bonds of formal religion.

The Upanishads are not meant for the masses, as they contain the highest speculations of philosophy. They are meant only for the select few, who are fit and worthy to receive the instructions. Hence the term 'Upanishad' signified at first 'secret teaching' or 'secret doctrine'. As already stated, Sadhana-Chatushtaya (the fourfold means) is the primary qualification of an aspirant of Jnana-Yoga, or one who seeks the knowledge of the Upanishads.

Hence the means of salvation or achieving Purusharthas to attain everlasting Bliss lie in the study of the Upanishads systematically and meditating on the non-dual Atman or Brahman. 
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