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More mysteries!

	In Part 1 of this series, we discussed many of the mysteries hidden in one of the most ancient scriptures of the world, namely the Vedas. 

	These mysteries revolved around these amazingly mind boggling, inconceivably ancient, formidably voluminous texts - their possible composers, their preservation over thousands of years, their importance in the day to day life of ancient people, possible connection of these ancient people with aliens from outer space, and so on.

	Vedas are not just about rituals and mysticism. They also have parts that seem to touch intellectual heights ever reached by humans. They address some of the most profound questions pertaining to human existence. These parts are generally referred to as Vedanta or the end parts of the Vedas.

	While the ritual parts of the Vedas talk about many divine beings, often wrongly referred to  as Gods, the Vedanta part of the Vedas talk about a single ultimate reality, which is one and only one, and which can be crudely seen as an equivalent of God of many God centric religions. Though this equivalence is too simplistic and far from what is propounded by these texts.

	These end parts of the Vedas, or the Vedanta as they are called, are also referred to as Upanishads – the word that literally means - ‘the knowledge that was acquired by being close to’. Close to what? Close to a teacher? Or close to the ultimate reality itself? 

	That in itself is the biggest mystery since these Upanishads touch upon fundamental questions, the answers to which are beyond our mental capabilities. 

	So, in this second part of the series, we are in for more mysteries, the mysteries which may forever elude our complete comprehension. 

	 

	Before we start, let me list out some of the mysteries we will be talking about in this book. Mind you, these are just some prominent ones. But these Upanishads have many more.

	Some of these mysteries include

	
		Why was there a sudden shift from the totally materialistic focus in the ritual parts of the Vedas, to an inward looking, completely withdrawn, intellect driven approach promulgated in these Upanishads?

		Why was there a transition from the worship of multiple divine beings, to a talk of a single supreme being, that demanded no subordination at all?

		Were Upanishadic truths mere speculations about things, that are beyond human comprehension, as some people often tend to conclude?

		Was the approach of the Upanishads, nihilistic and anti-life as sometimes portrayed?

		Are these Upanishads just some idle pastime, or do they have any profound message that can uplift humanity as a whole?



	There are many more such mysteries. But in this book, we will restrict ourselves to these. We will discuss them one by one, not necessarily in the same order though.

	 

	Discussing about these most profound texts probably cannot be done by a simple linear narration. One needs to be familiar with many other related disciplines that elaborate on ideas, that are very succinctly described in these Upanishads. 

	But unfortunately, a book often has a serial flow of ideas. There could be many approaches that one can take while discussing such multi-pronged topics. The one that I have taken in this book is, to maintain a single thread of thought as far as possible, but briefly digress when necessary, only to join back after a brief interlude.

	Also, I will try to handle this terse subject by interspersing it with humorous anecdotes and stories, just to keep the discussion interesting.

	So, let us get into the second leg of our mystery expedition 😉.
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Chapter 1. One God or many Gods?

	[image: F:\my_books\amazon\am_ancient_wisdom\cover_design\cover_logo_old.jpg]During one of my early morning walks in a remote Indian village, I came across this elderly gentleman. He looked quite old with his wrinkled face betraying his age. He greeted me with a smiling face and introduced himself as a retired banker. 

	He proudly declared himself as a person belonging to a faith that believed in a single God! Basically, he meant he was a Muslim.

	I was a bit amused by his self-introduction. It is like saying “I have two hands”! What is so special about it? So does everyone! Probably there was a suggestion that he is unlike ‘others’ who believed in many Gods. 

	This ‘others’ obviously meant the Hindus in that locality who worshipped uncountably many Gods. That is how people belonging to Abrahamic religions distinguish themselves from ‘others’.

	But that is a myth.

	No matter what Hindus do today, and why they do it, monotheism was the basic tenet of even the Vedic religion from which current Hinduism emerged. 

	The so called ‘Gods’ in the Vedas are not really Gods but divine beings whom I referred to as ‘Devas’ in the first part of this series. They are gods with a ‘small g’, as one Swami often puts it. They are not the God.

	 

	One historian traces the ‘origin’ of this God who is ‘one and only one’ – the proud proclamation of many Abrahamic religions. 

	He starts off with the ancient Mazdeism that emerged somewhere in central Asia. This religion believed in the existence of a single God namely Ahura Mazda. This God is all powerful. He was the creator of this world.

	There was also an anti-God, who was called Angra Mainyu. This God and Anti God often fought with each other and ultimately it was God who would always win.

	According to this historian, Judaism stemmed out of this ancient Mazdeism. Ahura Mazda took the name Yahve. And Angra Mainyu became the wicked Satan. But unlike Angra Mainyu, Satan is not all that powerful. He is only a problem maker who misleads humans.

	This Yahve of Judaism later took the name Allah of Islam. The holy Quran says that Allah is none other than Yahve. And Satan became the cursed angel/Jinn called Saytan.  Quran has an interesting episode on how a loyal Jinn namely Iblis became the wicked Saytan.

	I have touched upon this in my book “Towards a better understanding of Islam”.

	 

	In between, there was an offshoot of Judaism namely Christianity. The originator of that religion, namely Jesus was a Jew. So, Christianity also believed in monotheism. But there was a bit of confusion. 

	Some Christian sects considered Jesus Christ as an incarnation of God. Some said he is the son of God. Some others came up with the concept of Trinity – ‘Father, son, and the holy spirit’.  

	 

	But what is interesting is that this historian did not look beyond Mazdeism. As I discussed in part 1, Mazdeism had lot in common with the Vedic religion. It too had many gods – gods with small ‘g’. They too had ritual practices, caste divisions, mythology and so on, very much like the Vedic Indians. 

	The Aryan invasion theorists may like to say that Vedic religion was an offshoot of Mazdeism. They may at most concede that these two religions had a common ancestor, based in central Asia. One group migrated to Persia and the other to India. I have discussed the contradictions around this simplistic view in part 1.

	But what is important to note is that monotheism was the under current even in the Vedic religion. The similarity of thoughts was so striking that it looks immature and uninformed to partition humanity into people belonging to monotheistic and polytheistic faiths. 

	At least, most of humanity had similar thoughts at the core. So, saying that ‘we believe in a single God’ does not convey much and is superfluous. 

	But then, what this God is, how he is perceived, makes these religions stand apart. 

	 

	On one hand we have the ‘almost formless’ God. A God who is often reluctant to take on a visible form, though having most human-like qualities. He is the one who created this world, the one who looks after this world and to whom this world would finally go back.

	This God speaks, shows emotions, loves, hates, jealously protects his herd, expects total submission, tests and gives judgment, rewards and punishes – just like any human master would do with his subordinates. That is the God of Mazdeism as well as Abrahamic religions such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

	On the other hand, the God of Vedic religion is an abstract concept. This God rarely interacts with humans, far from demanding complete surrender from them. 

	 

	What is most interesting is that this God is not even separate from humans or other beings or even the entire gamut of living or nonliving beings! It is not just formless but it is even inconceivable. Incapable of being expressed in words.

	This God is often called Sat or Atma or Brahma. All these words are merely adjectives that try to elaborate some of its aspects and not its name per se.  

	 

	By the way, you probably are puzzled by my referring to this God using the pronoun ‘it’. That may be sacrilegious in other religions. But not in the Vedas. Vedas often refer to this God alternatively as ‘He’, ‘She’, or even ‘It’. The fact is that this God is gender neutral!

	This is the God that is being talked about by the Upanishads, the concluding parts of the Vedas. This is what would be the subject matter in the remaining part of this book. 

	You can call it ‘The God of the Upanishads’, if you wish. This is not the god – remember the god with small g? - that we talked about while we discussed the ritual parts of the Vedas. 

	But then, looked at in a different way, it is the god that was talked about, and probably much more, as declared by this Vedic mantra which says

	“Whether it is Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Agni or even the golden winged Garutman, all of them are nothing but Sat. 

	The same Sat is referred to variously as Agni, Yama or Maatarisva by Vipra - the people who perform the Vedic rituals.”

	-- Rigveda 1:164:46

	 

	If you recall, Indra, Varuna, Yama and so on were the Devas that the Vedic people worshipped through their fire rituals. 

	As I said earlier, these Devas are the divine beings and not the God. But this mantra seems to say just the opposite. It says that all those Devas are same as Sat or God of the Vedic religion. The same God is talked about variously as many gods by Vipra - the people who perform the Vedic rituals. 

	 

	Were you puzzled? This is the mystery that the Upanishads try to crack. How? That is what we will discuss down the line and that is the main theme of the Upanishads with far reaching consequences. 

	Let us try to know more on this God, step by step. 

	The word God is a misnomer!

	Many modern ‘intellectuals’ who proudly declare themselves to be atheists would probably find many supporters in ancient India 😉. 

	That is because most of the ancient Indian schools of thought were inherently atheist in the core. Just like our modern atheists, even these schools did not believe in a ‘creator’ God who created this world. 

	In ancient India there used to be 6 Asthika schools and 6 Nasthika schools. Though these two words Asthika and Nasthika are mistranslated into English as theistic and atheistic schools respectively, they really meant, those schools that accept Vedic authority and those that don’t.

	Among these 6 Asthika schools, there were the Meemamsa school, the Vedanta school, the Samkhya school, the Yoga school, the Nyaya school, and the Vaisheshika school.

	The first and foremost among them namely the Meemamsa school almost down played the concept of God. These people are staunch supporters of Vedic rituals. They did believe that by performing various Vedic rituals, you can achieve almost anything. But they said that it is not because of any God, but because of the magical ‘power’ of the ritual steps and the chants, that produced the results. 

	Even the Vedanta school did not say that any God created this world. But they said that this world emerged from a single entity which they called Atma. But they said that this Atma did not create the world. So, Atma is not God in a stricter sense. 

	The Samkhya, one of the most intellectual schools of ancient Indian thought, said that the world emerged from some primordial substance called Pradhana, all on its own. They asserted that the concept of God is not at all needed to explain the existence of this world. So, there is no creator God even here.

	The Yoga school that followed on the close heels of the Samkhya school, did talk about a being which they called Ishwara. But they did not say that this world was created by this Ishwara either. According to them this Ishwara is just a special soul which is omniscient, and it is that which could help us in overcoming our ignorance about the reality of this world. So, even this Ishwara is not a creator God.

	The fantastic logicians like the Nyaya school, also rejected the idea that this world was created by any God. So also, their highly intellectual Vaisheshika counterparts. These Vaisheshikas who were the first to postulate the concept of a world emerging purely out of combination of subatomic particles, very reluctantly admitted that there could be some God.  

	But they said that this God could have been a non-participating accomplice, who probably was a witness to the emergence of this world which came up all on its own. But this God did not create the world. He was merely a witness and at best a guiding force!

	 

	None of these six schools of ancient Indian thought recognized any creator God as talked about by Abrahamic religions. 

	 

	How about the other non-Vedic schools of ancient Indian thought? Ancient Indians called them Nastika schools. 

	Again, this word is wrongly translated as atheistic schools. But they were almost as theistic or atheistic as the first mentioned Astika schools. They too did not believe in a creator God 😉.

	Among these Nastika schools, people often count four schools of Buddhist thought, the Jain school of thought, and finally the Charvaka school or the materialistic school.

	Buddha rarely talked about a creator God though he did talk about the gods mentioned in the Vedic rituals. There is a well-known statement attributed to Buddha about creator God. Apparently, Buddha said

	“If this world were indeed a creation of any creator God, then that God must have been a sadist. How else anyone can create a world which is so full of misery?”

	Buddha was very much concerned about the miseries suffered by common man. So, he rejected the idea of some creator God, since no sane God could have created something that is so prone to misery. 

	Unlike the later Buddhists, Buddha did not elaborate on the emergence of this world but he almost held individuals responsible for their miseries. His emphasis was on how each individual can put an end to these miseries without looking for a ‘nonexistent God’.

	But later Buddhists came up with lot of theories, all of whom also rejected the concept of a creator God. Some said that the world came up on its own, governed by the law of causality. Some said the world is a creation of the mind which imagined it. And some even said that there is no world at all! So, where is the question of any creator God? 

	The Jain school of thought, also rejected a creator God, the God who could have created this world. They believed in the law of causality and attributed the emergence of this world to pure coincidence and later governed by cause and effect. There is no creator God whatsoever!

	And finally, there were the Charvaakaas, utter materialists. They are like our modern intellectuals. They did not believe in anything which cannot be perceived through our senses. 

	Far from accepting any God, they even rejected the concept of soul! They said that “All that exists is a material world, and that exists for our pleasure 😉”. There is a well-known saying often attributed to them. The saying goes like this

	“There is no heaven nor any afterlife. What cannot be seen or perceived, indeed does not exist. One has to enjoy life even if it amounts to borrowing from others!”

	Does that sound more like the way many of us think? 😉.

	 

	So, none of the ancient Indian schools of thought assumed any ‘creator God’, the God as assumed by Abrahamic religions. So, using the word ‘God’ in Indian context is definitely a misnomer.

	 

	But we are often compelled by habits. We still use the word ‘God’ to mean the source of this world, even if it never created this world. The Upanishads refer to it as Sat or Atma or Brahma.

	According to the Upanishads, this Atma or Brahma did not create this world, but it ‘became’ this world. How exactly it did, is what we are going to discuss down the line.

	 

	No one needs to emphasize the fact that this world is full of miseries. In the light of the recent onslaught of the COVID 19 pandemic, in the light of the

	
	
	Are Vedas self-contradictory?! 

	
	
	
		In the ritual parts such as Samhita and Brahmana, the Vedas talk about many gods. But in the Upanishads, the same Vedas say that there is only one God! The Vedas even say that the gods of the ritual parts are none other than the God talked about in the Upanishads! Is there some basic contradiction? 

		In contrast to the Samhita and Brahmana parts of the Vedas, which are focused on getting worldly benefits, the Upanishads focus on liberation from the worldly mire. If the Upanishads convey the futility of worshipping the gods through the rituals, why are those rituals put forth in the first place?



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Do you know God?
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