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Preamble
The Upanishad started with the question about this physical world. After knowing the answer, the interest turned on from the physical plane to the mental plane and thereafter to the spiritual plane. The fifth question asked by the student, Satyakama, is about the meditation on AUM (some times written also as OM). Before we go to the question raised by Satyakama it is advisable to have a clear idea about what is meant by meditation and also the significance of the syllable AUM as this section of the Upanishad deals with pranava upasana or about meditation on AUM.
Meditation
Meditation means the continuous flow of the mind towards Atman through the total exclusion of all ideas foreign to It (The Atman). In meditation the mind becomes steady, like the flame of a lamp set in a windless place. The principal disciplines for meditation as laid down in Patanjali Yoga Sutras are yama and niyama which are methods of self-control at physical and mental levels. Yama includes non-violence, truthfulness, non-stealing, chastity of body and mind, and non-receiving of gifts. Niyama includes outer and inner purity, contentment, austerity, study of scriptures, and devotion to God. The aspirant should meditate on AUM with great love, regarding it as the symbol of Brahman. The meditation should be practiced as a lifelong vow. For a more detailed discussion on this, readers may refer to the author’s article entitled ‘Patanjali Yoga Sutras’ in this website under the category ‘Yoga and Meditation’.
AUM
'Om' is the most sacred mystic symbol. This single syllable incarnation is the most powerful and significant of all the Mantras. The available literature upon the significance of this Vedic Mantra is voluminous. Nowhere in the world can we meet with a more sacred symbol that has got such a vast amount of significance. The word 'Om' has been taken as a symbol and as an aid to meditation by spiritual aspirants from Vedic times which continue even today. It is accepted both as one with Brahman and as the medium (the logos) connecting man and God. This Holy Word is taught in the Upanishads. It signifies Brahman, the divine substratum or ground of existence. It also represents the Atman or the Self.


The sound of 'Om' is also called the 'Pranava', meaning that it is something that pervades life, or runs through Prana or Breath. This cosmic sound is heard in deep meditation. Sound is vibration, which, as the modern science tells us, is at the source of all creations. God is beyond vibration, but vibration, being the subtlest form of His creation, is the nearest we can get to Him in the physical world.  Speaking of 'Om', Thaittiriya Upanishad says “Thou art the sheath of Brahman "- that is, Om is the container for the Supreme. So, invoking Om is invoking the Supreme. It is a sacred Mantra and is to be chanted constantly.  

The very central theme of Mandukya Upanishad is the syllable 'Om', through which the mystery of Brahman is gathered to a point. The text of this Upanishad first treats 'Om' in terms of the Upanishadic doctrine of the 3 states of Waking, Dream and Sleep, but then passes on to the fourth 'Turiya', thus transporting us into the classic "Advaita-Vedanta ". 

In 'Om' there are 3 aspects:

1. The mere sound, the mere Mantra as pronounced by the mouth. 

2. The meaning of the syllable, which is to be realized through feeling. 

3. The application of 'Om' to our character, singing it in our acts and so through our life. 
Om represents the Self, which is the Supreme non-dual Reality. The Self is known in four states of consciousness - namely, the Waking state, the Dream state, the Deep-Sleep state and the fourth state called the 'Turiya'. All these are represented in the three sounds of Om (A, U and M), and the silence that follows and surrounds the syllable. This is illustrated in the following table.
	No.
	Sound
	State of Consciousness

	1
	‘A’ First sound of Om. The very first of the letters of the alphabet in all languages
	Waking - First state

	2
	‘U’ The Middle sound
	Dream - Middle state

	3
	‘M’ The Final sound
	Deep Sleep - Final state

	4
	Silence- The inevitable between two successive Oms
	Turiya - The state of Perfect Bliss


IMPORTANCE OF TURIYA 
The law of memory is that the person who remembers and experiences must be one and the same individual, or else memory is impossible. So, as we can remember all our experiences in all the three states, there must necessarily be a single common factor, which was a witness of all the happenings in all the three states. There must be some entity within us, who is present in the waking world, who moves and illumines the dream, who is a distant observer in the deep-sleep world, and yet who is not conditioned by any of these 3 realms. This entity, conceived as the fourth state 'Turiya', is the Real, the Changeless, and the Intelligent Principle. 

If properly pronounced, this Om will represent in itself the whole phenomenon of sound production. No other word can do this. As Om is the nearest to God, and is indeed the first manifestation of Divine Wisdom, this Om is truly symbolic of God.

'Om' thus represents the entire manifested world and the unmanifest, and also that which lies beyond both the manifest and the unmanifest - the Brahman, which is the Changeless substratum for the changing objects of the world of experiences. 

'Om' is a mono syllable prefixed to every Mantra. Without 'Om', no sacred-chant has its power. A Mantra has no life in it without the addition of the Pranava ‘Om’. 

The Shloka "Om iti ekaksharam Brahma--" of the Bhagavat Gita (8.13) explains the importance of 'Om'. The meaning of the Shloka is: “Anyone uttering the indestructible mono syllable 'Om', the transcendental sound vibration of the Ultimate Truth, remembering me continuously; thus relinquishing his body in this way achieves the Supreme Goal". 
Repetition of ‘Omkara‘is of different kinds. Generally it is uttered as part of some mantras like “Om Namasivaya” and similar other Vedic mantras as well as many hymns beginning with Omkara. So also sacrifices, acts of penance etc. begin with chanting ‘Om’.  But sometimes ‘Om’ is uttered and meditated upon independently.  This is called “Pranavopasana” and whether all people can adopt this upasana has been controversial.  
“Pranavopasana” means the repetition of Pranava (OM) by itself (not as part of, or in conjunction with mantras and rites) and the meditation upon its significance - the Supreme Brahman. According to traditional religious teachers this is reserved for Sanyasins only. The reason given is only those who have enough purity of mind and power of concentration can perform this Upasana in the proper way. The gist of the argument is that house holders and people like them lacking in mental purity and concentration on the Absolute are not qualified to perform Pranavopasana. 
CH 2
THE TEXT

FIFTH QUESTION 

MANTRA 1
atha hainam saibyah satyakaamah paprachchha | sa yo ha vai tabhdagavanmanushhyeshhu praayanaantamonkaaramabhidhyaayiita | katamam vaava sa tena lokam jayatiiti | tasmai sa hovaacha || 1||
Then Satyakama, the son of Sibi, asked Pippalada; Sir, if a person goes on meditating on the syllable AUM throughout his life, which world, verily, does he win by such meditation? Pippalada told him:
Impelled by the desire to know Brahman (Atman), Satyakama, the son of Sibi, thereupon asked Pippalada as to what world is attained by a person who meditates upon Om (AUM) with single-pointed devotion till the end of his life. This question presupposes that meditation on Om is to be carried out throughout one’s life and that many are the worlds that spiritual seekers may attain after death. Om is the symbol of both Lower Brahman and the Higher Brahman and a seeker can worship Brahman in any of its aspects. This is explained by the teacher now in the following Mantras.
MANTRA 2

etadvai satyakaama param chaaparam cha brahma yadonkaarah | tasmaadvidvaanetenaivaayatanenaikataramanveti || 2|| 

He replied: O Satyakama, the syllable AUM is the Supreme Brahman and also the other Brahman. Therefore he who knows it attains, with its support, the one or the other.

Pippalada replied that in as much as Om is the symbol of both the lower and the higher (Saguna and Nirguna) Brahman and as it is very close to both of them, it is deemed to be identical with both. Therefore one who meditates upon it attains to anyone of the Brahmans as he likes.

The words used here are the Supreme Brahman which is Nirguna, devoid of all characteristics and cannot be known through words or thought. It is also called Para Brahman, Higher Brahman. Other Brahman which is Saguna that which is with attributes. It is also called Apara Brahman, Lower Brahman. This is the first manifestation of the Absolute or Pure Consciousness also designated as Hiranyagarbha, Maya and Prana.
Brahman, being transcendental in nature and attributeless, cannot be directly comprehended by our mind. Hence an indirect method is prescribed in the scriptures to meditate on Brahman and one such method is through a symbol or pratika. Such a symbol can be thought of in two ways - 1. One as associated with the original and 2. As the thing itself or as good as the original or equivalent to the original. Just as salagrama is considered as a symbol of Vishnu, the syllable AUM is considered nearest to the Brahman.  Thus by contemplating the Supreme Brahman through AUM, one realizes the highest plane and by using AUM as a symbol one attains the lower plane.
BENEFITS OF CONTEMPLATING ON THE DIFFERENT MATRAS OF AUM
MANTRA 3
sa yadhyekamaatramabhidhyaayiita sa tenaiva sa.nveditastuurnameva jagatyaabhisampadhyate | tamricho manushhyalokamupanayante sa tatra tapasaa brahmacharyena shraddhayaa sampanno mahimaanamanubhavati || 3||

If he meditates on one letter (matra), then, being enlightened by that alone, he quickly comes back to earth after death. The rik verses lead him to the world of men. By practicing austerity, chastity and faith he enjoys greatness.

Though AUM is only one syllable which is to be meditated upon by uttering it as one unit, it can be uttered and meditated upon by using the sounds produced by pronouncing its three different parts (matras) viz. A, U, M. While meditating the syllable as a whole leads to the higher Brahman, meditating on its different matras leads one to the lower Brahman, the fruit of which is either return to the mortal world or liberation in gradual stages. 

The person who meditates on the first matra ‘A’ (sound produced by pronouncing ‘A’, the first letter in the alphabet) is born again in the mortal world and endowed with austerity, chastity and faith enjoys the glory and power of spiritual life. This is possible because the matra of AUM indicated by ‘A’ constitutes in essence the hymns of the Rig Veda which alone has the power to bestow human body in the next birth. Thus even those who are ignorant of the meaning of the whole syllable AUM and meditate only on ‘A’ are not deprived of any spiritual reward but reap a good fruit and no calamity befalls on them. Such is the greatness of AUM.
CH 3
MANTRA 4

atha yadi dvimaatrena manasi sampadhyate so.antariksham yajurbhirunniiyate somalokam.h | sa somaloke vibhutimanubhuuya punaraavartate || 4||
If, again, he meditates on the second letter, he attains the mind and is led up by the yajur verses to the intermediate space, to the Plane of the Moon. Having enjoyed greatness in the Plane of the Moon, he returns hither again.

One who meditates on the second matra (sound produced by pronouncing ‘U’) is carried after death by the hymns of Yajur Veda to the world of the moon or mind  and after enjoying there the pleasures and glories of that world returns to the mortal world.
MANTRA 5

yah punaretam trimaatrenomityetenaivaaksharena param purushhamabhi- dhyaayiita sa tejasi suurye sampannah | yathaa paadodarastvachaavinirbhuchyata evam ha vai sa paapmanaa vinirbhuktah sa saamabhirunniiyate brahmalokam sa etasmaajjiivaghanaat.h paraatparam purushayam purushhamiikshate | tadetau shlokau bhavatah || 5||
Again, he who meditates on the Highest Person through this syllable AUM consisting of three letters, becomes united with the effulgent Sun. As a snake is freed from its skin, even so he is freed from sin.

As against these two meditators, one who meditates on the third part of AUM, namely ‘M’ which constitutes the hymns of Sama Veda is carried after death to the world of the sun, where contemplating on the Purusha in the Sun, he becomes merged and identified with the sun. His sins being burnt, he becomes pure and resplendent as the Sun, just as a serpent lives a new life after casting off its old skin. He is then raised to the Brahmaloka, the world of Hiranyagarbha who is the support of the whole cosmos.  It is this third kind of meditator who gets gradual liberation (krama mukti) and becomes one with the Parabrahman.
MANTRA 6

tisro maatraa mriatyumatyah prayuktaa anyonyasaktaah anaviprayuktaah | kriyaasu baahyaabhyantaramadhyamaasu samyak.h prayuktaasu na kampate gyah || 6||
The three letters of AUM, if employed separately, are mortal; but when joined together in meditation on the total Reality and used properly on the activities of the external, internal and intermediate states, the knower trembles not.

Of the three letters of the syllable AUM, ‘A’ represents the earth, the Rig-Veda and the waking state. ‘U’ represents the intermediate space, the Yajur-Veda and the dream state. ‘M’ represents heaven, the Sama-Veda and deep sleep state.  Further three deities viz.; Virat, Hiranyagarbha and Isvara control the three states respectively. 

The seeker meditating on the three letters separately as the symbol of the three deities attains corresponding planes on death. But he who meditates on the entire syllable AUM, keeping in mind his identity with Brahman as also with Virat, Hiranyagarbha and Isvara, attains Brahma Loka and finally Liberation. There is no fear whatsoever for him.

MEDITATION ON THREE SYLLABLES OF AUM IN THEIR TOTATLITY IS MEDITATION ON BRAHMAN
MANTRA 7

rigbhiretam yajurbhirantariksham saamabhiryat.h tat.h kavayo vedayante | tamonkaarenaivaayatanenaanveti vidvaan.h yattachchhaantamajaramamritamabhayam param cheti || 7|| 
The wise man, meditating on AUM, attains this world by means of the rik verses; the intermediate world by means of the yajur verses; and that which is known to the seers by means of the sama verses. And also through the syllable AUM he realizes that which is tranquil, free from decay, death and fear and which is the Supreme.

The three letters (matras) of AUM, associated with three sounds, were discussed earlier. There is another aspect of AUM, known as ardhamatra, or half-letter, an undifferentiated sound which lingers after the three differentiated sounds die away. This is called the Fourth and is used as the symbol of Turiya or Pure Consciousness, the attributeless Brahman. 

AUM is the sound symbol of Brahman, the first sound produced at the beginning of creation. The Creator, Brahma, with the help of AUM, manifests the three principal Vedas and the three worlds. Further, the three letters of AUM comprise three feet of the Gayatri. From ‘A’ was produced the first foot of Gayatri, tat saviturvarenyam, - “That which is adored by the sun” - which was expanded into the Rig-Veda; from ‘U’ the second foot of Gayatri, bhargo devasya dheemahi, - “We meditate on That which is the power of the deity” - which was expanded into the Yajur-Veda; and from ‘M’, the third foot, dhio yo no prachodayat, - “May He awaken our consciousness” - which was expanded into the Sama-Veda. The Atharva Veda, dealing mostly with sacrifices and rituals, is excluded from the Trayi or Vedic Triad.
The answer to the fifth question concludes with the assertion that the correct method of meditation is to blend all the three syllables and meditate upon them in their totality as ONE BRAHMAN. The meditator should also merge himself in the imperceptible sound in between two successive chants of AUM. Such meditation leads to results which are superior to even those obtained through ritualistic recitation of Vedic Mantras. It leads to That which is tranquil, imperishable, immortal, fearless and Supreme.

iti prashnopanishhadi pajnchamah prashnah ||
HERE ENDS THE FIFTH QUESTION OF THE PRASNA UPANISHAD.

We shall take up the Sixth Question next time.

HARIH OM
