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INTRODUCTION

The holy corpus of the Veda, which is the repository of eternal knowledge and wisdom, is divided into four Books, known as Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda and Atharvaveda. In each of the four Vedas a distinction, has been made according to content and form viz., (1) Samhita; (2) Brahmana; (3) Aranyaka; (4) Upanishad.
The Samhita is a collection of hymns or prayers, to God in various manifestations, containing also formulae necessary in the sacrificial use of these hymns, known as mantras. The word ‘Samhita’ means a collection of the mantras belonging to a particular section of the Veda, which are either in metrical verses (Rik) or sentences in prose (Yajus) or chants (Saman). 

The Brahmanas teach the practical use of the verses and the chants presented in the Samhitas. However, the Brahmanas, though they are supposed to be only sacrificial injunctions for purpose of ritualistic utilization of the mantras of the Samhita, go beyond this restricted definition and contain much more material, such as Vidhi (a directive precept), Arthavada (laudatory or eulogizing explanation), and Upanishad, (the philosophical or mystical import of the chant or the performance).

The Aranyakas are esoteric considerations of the practical ritual, which is otherwise the main subject of the Brahmana. The opening passage of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, in which the horse-sacrifice is treated as a symbol, would serve as an example of how a ritualistic symbol and material is used as a cosmological concept for purpose of religious contemplation and philosophic meditation. 

The Upanishads, except the Isavasya, which occurs in the Samhita portion of the Yajurveda, occur as the concluding mystical import and philosophical suggestiveness of some Brahmana or the other. The philosophical sections of the Brahmanas and Aranyakas are usually detached for the purpose of study, and go by the name of Upanishads, brought together from the different Vedas to form a single whole.

Tradition considers that the Brahmacharin, or the celibate student (which is the first part of the dedication of human life) occupies himself with a study of the Samhita; the Grihastha, or the householder (which is the second part of the dedication of life) is expected to diligently perform the rituals detailed in the Brahmanas in relation to their corresponding mantras from the Samhitas. The Vanaprastha, or the recluse, the hermit (the third part of the dedication of life) rises above prayer as a chant and performance as a ritual, and busies himself with pure inward contemplation of the more philosophical and abstract realities hidden behind the outward concepts of divinity and the external performances of ritual. The Sannyasin, or the spiritually illumined renunciate (the fourth and concluding part of the dedicated life) occupies himself with direct meditations as prescribed in the Upanishads, whose outlook of life transcends all-empirical forms, outward relations as also space and time itself.

Among the ten Upanishads, it is the Brihadaranyaka, Chhandogya, Aitareya, Taittiriya and Mandukya that rise above the level of ordinary instruction and stand as most exalted specimens of a direct encounter with Reality. 

BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD:

AN OVERVIEW

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad is like an omnibus, where anything can be found anywhere. It is a veritable research reservoir providing scope for intensive study by those who are pure in heart, sincere in their aspirations, and wholly devoted to lead a spiritualized life.

“The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad is the most detailed and magnificent revelation of the ancient philosopher-seers, which, in its six chapters packed with thought and revelation, provides to the students a practically exhaustive and concentrated teaching on every aspect of life, making it an indispensable guidebook to the student of literature as well as the philosopher, the religious devotee, and the mystical and spiritual seeker engaged in meditation for divine realization”. - The Divine Life Society, Rishikesh

It occupies a pre-eminent place among the Upanishads since it not only delineates the fundamental principles of Vedanta but also describes a number of upasanas or meditations technically known as Vidyas, religious rituals, sacrifices, mythology etc. It also throws light on contemporary society especially about the noble nature of kings, high status of women in the spiritual field and their erudition in Brahma Vidya. It touches on almost every issue relevant to human life, and rises to such heights of philosophic genius as may rightly be considered as the greatest achievement of the human mind in history. Hence the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad represents a landmark in the development of early philosophical literature of India. Adi Sankaracharya’s commentary on this Upanishad is considered to be a masterpiece of thought and language.

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad forms part of the Satapatha-Brahmana belonging to the Sukla Yajurveda. It consists of three Parts or Kandas containing 6 Chapters or adhyayas which are further divided into 47 Sections or brahmanas consisting in all 427 Verses or mantras or kandikas which are all in prose. These three Parts are 1. Madhu Kanda which expounds the teaching of the basic identity of the individual and the Universal Self, 2. Muni Kanda or Yajnavalkya Kanda which provides a philosophical justification of the teaching and 3. Khila Kanda which deals with certain modes of worship and meditation or upasana. These divisions correspond to the three stages of religious life viz., 1. sravana or hearing the upadesa or the teaching, 2. manana, logical reflection, Upapatti and 3. nidhidhyasana or contemplative meditation, upasana. 
The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad is the greatest of the Upanishads by its size as well as substance. 

Adi Sankaracharya tells us that this Upanishad is Brihat, great, on account of its magnitude in form and meaning, length and profundity and aranyaka or forest because of its knowledge having been taught in a forest and the term ‘Upanishad’ denoting Brahma Vidya, the knowledge of brahman. The famous ‘Mahavakya’  “Aham Brahma Asmi—I am Brahman" is from this Upanishad.
By far, the Muni Kanda, which accounts for almost half the number of the mantras, is the important part of this Upanishad which contains the brilliant expositions of the sage Yajnavalkya on the philosophy of Atman/Brahman as also several other related subtle topics, proving that he can be considered as among the greatest thinkers of the world of any age. 

RITUAL AND PHILOSOPHY

It will be noticed from the outline of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad given below that it deals with the rituals in as much details as the philosophy of the Brahman. Sankara explains: 

The Veda as a whole has two wings, karma kanda, covering rituals and methods of worship and jnana kanda, covering philosophy, both helping man to realize what is good and avoid what is evil. But as the means to realize the highest good is the knowledge of Brahman, karma kanda and jnana kanda, ritualism and philosophy, have been made use of for achieving the purpose. Through the performance of sacrifices, other rituals and forms of worship laid down in the karma kanda portion of the Veda, a man’s heart becomes purified and he is then qualified to follow the disciplines of the jnana kanda or the Upanishads, the philosophical section of the Veda and thereby acquires the knowledge of Brahman.  Thus karma kanda is an indirect help, whereas the jnana kanda makes possible direct experience of the Brahman. Hence we find the Upanishads follow the technique of super-imposing the philosophical ideas and implications on the rituals and sacrifices and thereby lifting the minds of the seekers from the lower regions of ritualism to the higher planes of sublime philosophy. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad has employed this technique in full to convey its message which we will be observing as we proceed in our study.

AUTHOR’S OPENING REMARKS:

In presenting this great Upanishad, taking into account the temperament of the modern educated minds, their needs and interests, only those sections dealing with profound philosophy and spirituality relevant to them have been covered in detail while giving mere passing references to the other sections dealing with rituals and mythology etc. that are out of relevance to present day society. However, in order to enable the reader to have a comprehensive mirror-image of the Upanishad before him, a preview of its contents is given below. The reference to the mantras made in the following format (IV-III-20) indicates Chapter No. (IV), Section No. (III), and the mantra No. (20).
CH 2

PREVIEW OF THE BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD

 (Consists of:  3 Parts or Kandas, 6 Chapters or adhyayas, 47 Sections or brahmanas, 427 Verses or mantras or kandikas)
(Figures in brackets indicate the number of mantras)

Part1 - MADHU-KANDA (146)

SANTI MANTRA
CHAPTER I (80)

SECTION I
ASVAMEDHA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Sacrificial Horse as the Cosmic Person, Hiranyagarbha

SECTION II
AGNI-BRAHMANA
Creation and Evolution of the Universe—The Concepts of Death and Sacrifice

SECTION III
UDGITHA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Vital Force—Allegory of the Warfare between the Celestials and the Demons

SECTION IV
PURUSHAVIDHA-BRAHMANA
The Saga of Creation

SECTION V
SAPTANNA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Seven Forms of Food, the Objects of Desires, Manifestations of the Supreme

SECTION VI
UKTHA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Names, Forms and Actions as the Manifestations of Hiranyagarbha

CHAPTER II (66)

SECTION I
AJATASATRU-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Lower and Higher Levels of Consciousness

SECTION II
SISU-BRAHMANA
Meditation on Prana—Analogy of the New-born Calf

SECTION III
MURTA-AMURTA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Gross and Subtle Manifestations of Reality

SECTION IV
MAITREYI-BRAHMANA
Instruction on the Supreme by Sage Yajnavalkya to his Wife Maitreyi—All Love rooted in the Self—The Universe is Non-different from the Self before its Manifestation, during its Existence and after its Disappearance

SECTION V
MADHU-BRAHMANA
Mutual Relationship of Everything with Everything Else—Story of Sage Dadhyang Atharvan

SECTION VI
VAMSA-BRAHMANA
Line of Teachers and Disciples of this Knowledge contained in the First Two Chapters

Part 2 - YAJNAVALKYA-KANDA (176)

CHAPTER III (85)

SECTION I
ASVALA-BRAHMANA
How to overcome the Defects in the Sacrificial Rites and their Results—Meditation combined with Rituals, the Means

SECTION II
ARTABHAGA-BRAHMANA
The Senses and Their Objects—The Supreme Being as Death of Death

SECTION III
BHUJYU-BRAHMANA
The Goal of Performing the Horse Sacrifice—Some Hints on Cosmic Geography

SECTION IV
USHASTA-BRAHMANA
Brahman, The Supreme—Direct and Immediate—Unknowable through the Individual Intellect

SECTION V
KAHOLA-BRAHMANA
Renunciation, the Means of Liberation—The Three Kinds of Desires—Balya, Panditya and Mauna

SECTION VI
GARGI-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Conditioned Brahman

SECTION VII
ANTARYAMI-BRAHMANA OR  UDDALAKA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Inner Controller
SECTION VIII AKSHARA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Supreme Unconditioned Brahman

SECTION IX
SAKALYA-BRAHMANA

The Number of Gods—Meditation on the Eight Persons and Their Corresponding Deities—Meditation on the Five Directions with Their Deities and Supports—Meditation on the Essence of the Vital Force—Comparison of Man with a Tree—Source of Rebirth or Creation Established as the Supreme Brahman

CHAPTER IV (91)

SECTION I
SHADACHARYA-BRAHMANA
Defects of the Meditation on Parts—Instruction on the Meditation on the Whole

SECTION II
KURCHA-BRAHMANA
A Short Analytical Study of the Three States of Waking, Dreaming and Deep Sleep

SECTION III
JYOTIR-BRAHMANA
Meditation on The Supreme as The Light of Lights—Further Detailed Analysis of the States of Waking, Dream and Deep Sleep

SECTION IV
SARIRIKA-BRAHMANA
What becomes of the Ignorant Jiva, and of the Knower of Brahman, after the Fall of the Body.

SECTION V
MAITREYI-BRAHMANA
A Restatement of Section IV of Chapter II

SECTION VI
VAMSA-BRAHMANA
Line of Teachers and Disciples for the Knowledge in, Chapters III and IV

Part 3 - KHILA-KANDA (105)

CHAPTER V (30)

SECTION I
OM KHAM BRAHMA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on Brahman as The Whole, The Plenum

SECTION II
PRAJAPATYA-BRAHMANA
Prajapati’s Instruction to Celestials, Demons and Men—Three Main Virtues of Self-control, Compassion and Charity

SECTION III
HRIDAYA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Heart as Brahman

SECTION IV
SATYA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on Truth as Brahman

SECTION V
SATYA-BRAHMA-SAMSTHANA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Three Syllables of the Word ‘Satya’—Meditation on the Sun and on the Right Eye

SECTION VI
MANOMAYA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Cosmic Mind and the Individual Mind as Brahman

SECTION VII
VIDYUT-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the lightning as Brahman

SECTION VIII VAGDHENU-BRAHMANA
Meditation with the help of the Symbol of Cow for the Veda

Section IX
Vaisvanaragni-Brahmana
Meditation on the Universal Prana in the Meditator

SECTION X
GATI-BRAHMANA
The Course of the Soul After Death—The Gradual Ascent of the Soul in Krama-Mukti, Gradual Liberation

SECTION XI
VYAHITA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on Illness, Death etc., as Supreme Austerities

SECTION XII PRATRIDA-BRAHMANA
Meditation based on the Correlation Between Matter and Energy

SECTION XIII UKTHA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Identity of Prana with Uktha, Yajus, Saman and Kshatra

SECTION XIV GAYATRI-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Four Feet of the Gayatri Mantra
SECTION XV
SURYAGNI PRARTHANA-BRAHMANA
Prayer to the Sun God and Fire God at the Time of Death

CHAPTER VI (75)

SECTION I
PRANA SAMVADA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Vital Force—Story of the Conversation between the Organs and the Chief Vital Force

SECTION II
KARMA-VIPAKA-BRAHMANA
Meditation on the Five Fires—Story of Svetaketu and King Pravahana

SECTION III
SRIMANTHA-BRAHMANA
Ritual-cum-Meditation for Attaining Prosperity

SECTION IV
PUTRAMANTHA-BRAHMANA
Ritual-cum-Meditation for Attaining Progeny

SECTION V
VAMSA-BRAHMANA
The Line of Teachers and Disciples for the Knowledge contained in Chapters V and VI, and the Whole Upanishad

CH 3

This Preview is summarized in the following table.

	BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD

	Madhu-kanda
	Muni-kanda or Yajnavalkya-kanda
	Khila-kanda

	Chapter I
	Chapter II
	Chapter III
	Chapter IV
	Chapter V
	Chapter  VI

	brahmanas or 

Sections  6
	brahmanas or 

Sections  6
	brahmanas or 

Sections  9
	brahmanas or 

Sections  6
	brahmanas or 

Sections  15
	brahmanas or 

Sections  5 

	kandikas or mantras
	kandikas or mantras
	kandikas or mantras

	TOTAL NUMBER OF MANTRAS - 427


In preparing these essays the following books have been extensively referred to for guidance.

1. The Principal Upanishads by Dr. S.Radhakrishnan

2. The Call of the Upanishads by Rohit Mehta

3. The Upanishads – a New Translation (Vol. 3) by Swami Nikhilananda

4. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad under Upanishad Series published by Sri Ramakrishna Math, Chennai

5. The Message of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad by Swami Ranganathananda

6. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad by Swami Sivananda

7. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad by Swami Mdhavananda

8. The Philosophy of Sage Yajnavalkya by Swami Brahmananda and

9. Upanishads Retold (Vol. 1) by V.H.Date 

With these introductory remarks we shall now make an attempt to knock at the doors of this Upanishad to have a look at its contents as sharply as our ability allows.

SANTI MANTRA: PEACE INVOCATION 

It is customary to recite a Santi Mantra or a Peace Chant at the beginning and end of the study of the Upanishads. The Peace Invocation appearing at the start of this Upanishad appears for the Isavasya Upanishad also. It reads: 

Om. purnam adah purnam idam puranat purnam udachyate purnasya purnam adaya purnam evavasishyate ||

Om santih! santih!! santih!!!

Om. That (Absolute) is infinite; this (universe) is infinite. (This) infinite emanates from the infinite (the Absolute). Then taking the infinitude of the infinite (universe), the infinite (Absolute) alone remains.

Om. Peace! Peace! Peace! 

Even modern scientists are fascinated by this wonderful mantra. They are not a play of words but a mathematical fact defining the nature of the Infinity (Brahman). It says purnam adah – That Brahman is infinite; purnam idam – This universe is infinite; puranat purnam udachyate – From the infinite Brahman has come this infinite universe; purnasya purnam adaya – Having taken the infinitude of the infinite universe; what remains? purnam eva avasishyate – Purna or infinite alone remains. There is no fraction in the Purna. Brahman is purnam. This universe has come from that purnam, therefore this universe is also purnam. From that purnam this purnam has come. Having taken out purnam from the purnam, purnam alone remains.

This can be better understood with the concept of zero. If one zero is added to another zero or if one zero is deducted from another zero or if one zero is multiplied with another zero or if one zero is divided by another zero what we get is nothing but zero. So too, are this universe and the Brahman in the language of the Upanishad.

This mantra establishes the non-difference of Brahman and the world including the jivas. Brahman is essentially infinite, the supreme fullness. As the phenomenal world has come out of the Absolute, it is also full. Our perception of the world as a separate entity and external to oneself is on account of avidya or ignorance. When this state of ignorance is destroyed we reach the state of enlightenment, Liberation. It is therefore said that microcosm is the effect and the macrocosm is the cause, both being of the nature of infinite. The principle of cause and effect says that 1. The effect is not different from the cause 2. The effect is merely a different form of the cause 3. The cause does not undergo any change because it created the effect and thus 4. The cause and effect are of the same nature.

Because infinity is partless and indivisible, whatever is said to emanate from infinite must also be infinite as there cannot be two infinities. Therefore the conclusion is that nothing has really emanated from the Infinite; the universe is essentially the same Infinite or Brahman; the individual also is essentially the Infinite for the reason that there is no possibility of a part emanating from the Infinite.

The mantra speaks of the Whole, remaining forever the Whole, even when divided or multiplied. The Whole is Brahman. It suffers no diminution, even when manifested, for the quality of things suffer no loss even when split into many bits. That which is indivisible even in the midst of division, must surely be transcendent, even while it is immanent. Such is the nature of the Brahman, and such is the nature of the Atman. Immanent and yet Transcendent, manifest and yet unmanifest, this is Brahman and this is the subject matter of this majestic Brihadaranyaka Upanishad.

Before we go the text of the Upanishad here are some of its highlights covering many important subjects, memorable maxims and famous dialogues. 

1. The popular prayer ‘Lead me from darkness to light… ‘

2. Definition of Brahman as Truth of truths, Light of lights, Inner Controller etc.,

3. A dialogue between a husband and wife on what creates and sustains love.

4. At death what dies and what does not die?

5. Doctrine of transmigration.

6. Oneness of God and universe, as also God and man.

7. Meditation on the famous Gayatri Mantra.

HARIH OM TAT SAT
[To be continued]

