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On a breath-taking journey into the Himalayas

Decades ago, I had gone on a tour visiting one of the well-known Himalayan sacred peaks. Our destination was Kedarnath. 

Perched at a breath-taking height of 14,000 ft in the snowy Himalayas, it housed the most ancient and most sacred of the Hindu shrines. Shankaracharya, the well known Indian Advaita philosopher is supposed to have left his mortal body at this place.
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Recent picture of the road leading to Kedarnath

Those were the days when this place was almost inaccessible. The only road that existed in those days took you 50 Km short of the destination. Only specially designed and well armored vehicles could ply these roads which were no more than heaps of boulders! It was really a nightmare of a journey. 

But not everything was bad. The surrounding was really breath taking, if only you had a strong heart 😉

A group of us were traveling in one such vehicle up the hill through the winding roads. As we moved, we were welcomed by huge boulders rolling down from the hills making thundering noise. Many of them landed straight in front of our vehicle blocking whatever was a semblance of a road! 

Fortunately, vigilant Indian army soldiers in the vicinity would come rushing to our help. They would clear the rubbles in no time making our onward journey safe.

What if one of the boulders landed straight on the top of our vehicle?! Just the thought itself sent goose bumps in us. So scary it was! But there was nothing anyone could do except pray to God. And that is what we did 😉

 

We had a doctor among us. He had served in the Indian Army as a resident doctor before he took up his own civilian role as a physician. A very brave man. Though not a soldier himself, he had been on the warfront on several occasions and seen death eye to eye. He gave us a mantra, which he said can potentially save us from any calamity.

He narrated a little background on how he got this Mantra. Apparently, when he was in the army, one of the soldiers had taught him this Mantra. The soldiers used to chant this Mantra to protect themselves when they were faced with grave situations. 

It may sound illogical and may be superstitious, but when you are helpless and when “the God becomes the only hope”, even a highly rational person succumbs to any belief system as the last straw.

And you know what? The most interesting part of this story is that the soldier who taught this Mantra to our doctor was a Muslim! Fear of death sees no barriers – neither faith nor intellect.

And obviously, we started chanting this Mantra taught to us by this Doctor. In those circumstances, anything could have given us some hope, hope from the terrorizing boulders that seemed to be hell bent on crushing us down. Whether this Mantra really works or not, the fact is that all of us were safe without any casualty, and here I am to recall that incident.

This mantra is the well-known Mrithyunjaya Mantra, that appears in the ancient Vedas of India. That means it has a history of at least 5000 years! The word Mrithyunjaya means victory over death. And surely that is what it is – at least that is what faithful believe.

The wording of the Mrithyunjaya Mantra is as follows.

OM. Thrayambakam yajaamahE

Sugandhim puShTivardhanam

Oorvaarukamiva bandhanaath

MrthyurmOkShIyamaamrthaath

 

It is a verse in the ancient Sanskrit language. It is believed that any one who chants this mantra repeatedly in a specific way, is sure to escape accidental deaths. 

The word ‘mantra’ itself means “that which protects when memorized”. For the faithful, that is all the detail they need.
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The wording of the Mantra in Sanskrit language and the visualization of the God to whom it is addressed

But what do these words mean? How can chanting it protect us from death? Who composed it? When was it composed? What is the right way to chant it? These are some of the questions an intellect dominated person would ask. 

Given its antiquity we may not have unique answers to any of these questions. We need to wade through an ocean of beliefs before we can get any closer glimpse of it.

You may be surprised that there are thousands of such Mantras in the ancient Vedas each one believed to be potentially very powerful. The entire thing is shrouded in mystery and deep-rooted faith. That should not make you jump to the conclusion that it is all some superstition of primitive people. 

As you study them more and more, you find it difficult to believe that whoever composed these mantras and preserved them for thousands of years were primitive people. Also, it does not look like it is all a matter of faith and superstition. Is there more to it than what is apparent?

This book is all about these very ancient texts collectively called as the Vedas. Join me in an exploratory expedition to unravel some of their hidden mysteries.

In the subsequent pages, I am going to dissect various aspects of these age-old mysteries and share with you whatever I could garner. But keep in mind that we may not be able to crack the complete puzzle.

Vedas – The unsolved puzzle of ancient India!

One of interesting observations of ancient Indian Grammarians was that all the words in any language have a verb as their root. That means any word, no matter it is a noun or adjective or otherwise, has a verb from which it originated. There is no language, if there is no action. 

The word Veda means knowledge. It stems from the root verb ‘vid’ which means ‘to know’. So, knowledge is something that comes out of the act of ‘knowing’. Even in English, you can see the prefix ‘know’ in the word ‘knowledge’. 

Granted, Veda means knowledge. Knowledge of what? The faithful would say that it is about ‘everything’!

It is common sense that knowledge is infinite since there are infinitely many things that can be known. That means nothing can contain knowledge about everything. So, how can some scriptures that are called the Veda, contain infinite knowledge?

We sometimes casually use the word ‘omniscient’ to mean someone who knows everything. Buddhists claimed that Buddha was omniscient. There are many who believe that God is omniscient. 

But did you know that omniscience was a topic of hot debate in ancient India? Many Indian philosophers argued that omniscience is impossible. Not even God can be omniscient! These philosophers had their own complex arguments to support their views.

Well, let us narrow down our scope of omniscience. Let us say that Vedas are repositories of vast knowledge, if not about everything. Why do we normally need any knowledge? We need it to solve some practical problems, to use it in some practical situation. ‘Knowledge for knowledge sake’ is an ideal slogan but not very useful 😉

Before we know what is the knowledge that these Vedas contain, let us first try to understand the needs of the ancient Indians who wanted to use that knowledge. 

Ancient Indians considered 4 things as attainables in everyone’s life. These are Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksha. 

Dharma is the way one has to live, both as an individual as well as part of the whole existence. Kama is various pleasures one can enjoy and Artha is the material means that can get those pleasures. And finally, Moksha is a complete liberation from all the worldly problems, once for all. 

This was the world view of ancient Indians, and probably it should have been the world view of any one, ancient or modern, Indian or otherwise. Unfortunately, many of us are stuck with Kama and Artha alone 😉

Vedas have knowledge about all these 4 attainables. That is why it is said that they have all the knowledge. Here the word ‘all’ does not mean unbounded or infinite, but ‘all that that is needed’.

Major part of the Vedas revolves around Kama and Artha –pleasures and the means to get them. They are described in Samhitas, and Brahmanas – the major parts of the Vedas. 

Vedas also have components that provide knowledge about how one can completely liberate oneself from the worldly mire. That part is called the Upanishad or the Vedanta. 

In the background, these Vedas also support the Dharma Sutras which elaborate on how to live in this world in a righteous way or Dharmic way.

So, the Vedas cover all useful aspects of our life. That is why they are said to contain all the knowledge. Well they may not have solution to our current Corona problem, or for that matter, the technology needed to make nuclear bombs or biological weapons. Fortunately, ancient Indians did not find any use for them 😉

 

So, where is the puzzle – you may ask!

 

The puzzle is 


		This vast knowledge was preserved over thousands of years without putting them into writing! It was passed on from generation to generation purely in an oral tradition. The teacher taught to his disciples and they in turn to their disciples without anywhere writing them down. That is why these Vedas are also called the ‘Shrutis’ – something that was only ‘heard’. Why did they not write it down?

		Though this knowledge was needed for everyone, it was a highly guarded secret. Only those who were officially permitted, were allowed to access this knowledge. Specifically, a vast section of the society was barred from its access. And this vast section included women among others. Except in special cases, women were considered to be unqualified to access this knowledge. Why such a secrecy?

		Till the advent of Buddhism, all schools of ancient Indian thought accepted these Vedas to be the final authority. This is in spite of the fact that they had serious differences of opinion on various things including the concept of God. But none questioned the Vedas! If at all, they merely re-interpreted them to garner support to their way of thinking. Anything that contradicts the Vedas was not acceptable. Why was such a prominence given?

		Not just in India, a vast geographical region around India looked upon the Vedas as the fountainhead of knowledge. Does it mean that the people living in these geographically scattered regions had common ancestry?

		Even today, when there is hardly anybody who really understands the contents of these Vedas, traditional people in India dedicate their entire life to rote learning of these scriptures which are almost unintelligible to them! Is it just motivated by blind faith alone?

		Most important puzzle is – who composed these Vedas that had such a prominent role in the society?



 

I definitely don’t claim that I have precise answers to all these questions. I will try to answer them to the extent possible. 

First let us take up the most important question as to who composed these Vedas?  The answer to that may solve some of the other mysteries.
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If we look around in the ancient world, we have the ancient scriptures which were either written by various prophets or sometimes dictated by the God himself. 

The Persian God Ahura Mazda dictated their sacred books to Zarathustra. The old testament owed its origin to various Biblical saints. So also, the Gospels. Quran was revealed by Allah to prophet Mohamad.  Buddhist scriptures were collection of Buddha’s discourses. So, there was always someone to whom we can trace the origins of any scripture. 

But the adherents of the Vedas claim that the Vedas are apaurushEya. The Sanskrit word Purusha means a person or a man. So, a-paurushEya means - something that originated from no Purusha. That means that these Vedas have no authors at all; not even the God!

How can the Indians claim that their scriptures had no composers at all!?

If one studies these Vedas, one comes across names of many sages who are supposed to have contributed to these Vedas. Were they not the authors?

One of the well-known commentators of the Vedas in recent times, namely Saayana argues at length to justify this ApaurushEya claim. Saayana was a great Vedic scholar in the Vijayanagar empire that ruled in Southern India around five centuries ago. Saayana along with other scholars, wrote detailed commentaries to all the Vedas.  

According to Saayana, a sage associated with some Mantras was not really the author of those Mantras. These sages just ‘visualized’ those mantras when they were in deep state of meditation. They did not compose them. They merely discovered the Mantras which always existed! 

Saayana clarifies that in some cases, the names of people mentioned in the Vedas were only meant to illustrate some ideas and not necessarily meant to represent historical persons.

 

On the other hand, we have several western historians who argue that the Vedas were actually composed by some nomadic tribes called Aryans. 

These Aryans were supposed to be the people who were the original inhabitants of central Asia. They invaded India and settled over there, may be 3000 years ago. This is the well-known, and now well contested, theory called the Aryan invasion theory.

According to these historians, these Aryan tribes were the forefathers of many of the European communities. Some of these people moved westwards and became the present-day Europeans. And some moved eastwards and conquered northern parts of India. They drove away the original aborigines called Dravidians to southern India.  
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Invading Aryans from Central Asia

What is the basis of this theory?

The proponents of this Aryan Invasion theory offered following reasons for arriving at their theory.


		The language in which these Vedas were composed is very similar to the languages spoken by many communities in Europe. But it is quite different from the language spoken by the original people of India. That means that the composers of these Vedas were not original inhabitants of India but the people from outside India.

		The original inhabitants of India were not so advanced to have composed such vast scriptures which needed some scholarship. They were primitive people.

		The invaders had sophisticated weapons and could use horses and horse drawn carriages that provided them with the ability to move swiftly over long distances and easily subjugate primitive people who lacked them.

		If we look at the people in India today, north Indians are relatively fair complexioned like the ‘whites’ of Europe as compared to the dark-skinned south Indians who were the original people of India.  So, the inference was that the present-day North Indians descended from the Aryans and the south Indians descended from the original Dravidian tribes of India.

		There is evidence of Vedic like culture that existed long ago in and around central Asia, more specifically in Iran. The people in these areas had scriptures very similar to the Vedas. There is also some archeological evidence found in central Asian sites to support this claim. However, no such evidence is found in India.



Max muller, a Germany born British philologist is often credited with this theory which has many supporters even to this day both outside as well as within India.

These philologists mainly based their arguments on linguistic similarities between present day European languages and Sanskrit – the language of the Vedas. 

Many of the words in European languages have very similar words in Sanskrit. For example, the word ‘Pitr’ in Sanskrit is similar to the word ‘father’ in English. So also, the word ‘Maatr’ which corresponds to the word ‘mother’ in English; ‘Bhraatr’ to brother, ‘Duhitr’ to daughter, and so on. These people point to a long list of words that they believe conclusively ‘prove’ their theory.

At the same time, these people claim that the language of the original Indians differed quite a bit from European languages. They call these original Indians as Dravidians and their languages as Dravidian family of languages. 

They say that the Vedas could not have been composed by these Dravidians who spoke a language quite different from the language of the Vedas.  So, Vedas were composed by the invading Aryans.

And when did this invasion or migration take place, if at all?

These historians pegged the lower bound of this invasion or migration to 1500 years before Christ. Apparently, the reasons were more based on religious beliefs rather than any archeological finds. These reasons sound quite absurd today. But many















Did some barbaric nomads compose the Vedas?






		There is no mention of any Aryan or Dravidian tribes anywhere in any ancient scriptures of India. These two words do exist, not as indicative of races, but as epithets. For example, the word Arya is always used to mean some noble man no matter where he lives. Similarly, the word Dravidian does not mean any race but only the people who live in southern India.

		Ancient India was not really ‘primitive’ as these Aryan invasion theorists portray. The 5000-year-old Indus valley civilization of Northern India and Pakistan is well known. They were very advanced civilizations unparalleled by any in the west in those times. Even recently, new archeological evidences are found in the Indian state of Gujarat that suggest existence of advanced civilization older than 9000 years.

		Lot of new sites are being excavated along the river bed of ancient river Saraswati whose mention is made in several places in the Vedas. Though this river is almost extinct today, Indians even today revere this river Saraswati as “Gupta Gaamini” a river that flows secretly. This river which might have been a mighty river during Vedic times is almost extinct today leaving behind only some satellite traceable river tracks. Geological study of these river beds at various layers indicate that this river dried several thousands of years ago.  That pushes back the age of composition of the Vedas by several thousands of years since Sarasvati was a thriving river during Vedic times.

		One of the claims of the Aryan Invasion theorists was that the Aryans came to India on horseback. They say that horses were not indigenous to India and were brought by the invading Aryans. Since mentions about horses are found in the Vedas, they argue that these Vedas could not have been composed by the indigenous people. But recently, horse skeletons are fond in archeological sites that dated much before the supposed Aryan invasion. The Archeologists have also confirmed that these horses were indigenous and not the ones that are found in central Asia. So, there was no need to introduce horses to India by some invaders.

		DNA studies of skeletal remains found in some tombs of supposedly Aryan initial settlements in Northern India have confirmed that these DNAs match more with rest of the Indians than that of people in central Asia. 

		The claim of the Aryan invasion theorists that the languages spoken by the North Indian people are closer to Sanskrit than the languages of the south India, is also rebuffed. Even south Indian languages like Tamil, which are often projected as the language of the original inhabitants of India, is supposed to contain 40% Sanskrit words.

		Opposers of Aryan invasion theory have ridiculed the idea of skin color as a marker of ethnicity. The invasion theorists say that Aryans were white and that is the reason why North Indians are whiter than the southern Indians. The genetic experts among the opposers point out that skin color has nothing do with any ethnicity. They say that it is only due to the adaptation of genes to climatic conditions. 

		Some vocal opposers also list out astronomical events recorded in the Vedas to prove the antiquity of the Vedas. They back calculate the time of composition of these Vedas to as back as astounding 27,000 years based on some of these astronomical events recorded in the Vedas.
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