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Spiritual Experiences in the Vedic Corpus

and the Vedantic Tradition — a Philosophical
deliberation on Anubhava as a Court of Appeal

I Spr‘rr’mal Experiences in the
Vedic Corpus

[ consider the Vedas and the
L-jf).s.'n[._s'ads to be a veritable treasure-
house of spiritual experiences. It is
true that they contain features other
than being a mere record of such
experiences; speculative philoso-
l)hicul reflections are not rare in the
Vedas and the hymns of the Rgveda
composed in praise of different Vedic
Gods have their specific charm, of
course. The Atharva Veda contains
matters of scientific interest in
germinal form and the Upanisacds are
well-known not only for their
philosophical speculations and
theories but also for the arguments
and the counter-arguments [;mt forth
by great thinkers of the time in
different conferences and seminars.
But with all this, we cannot ignore the
records of varieties of spiritual
experiences found both in the Vedas
Upanisads and these Vedic as
well s lTp;mi.s'.idic passages have not
only been highlighted by the later day
\-'cdﬁntic thinkers but they have also
heen referred to, analysed, and
discussed by them in support of their

and

specilic doctrines, Itis also true of the
Bhagavadgita which is supposed to

e i & Yo i &
Ihe the quintessence of the Upanisads,

as is evident from the well-known

G.C. NAYAK

verse, “Sarvopanisado gavo dogdha
Gopalanandanah, Partho vatsa
sudhirbhokta dugdham Gitamrtam
mahat”,

That the Vedas and the Upanisads
are the treasure house of varieties of
spiritual experiences is not of course
a discovery of mine, for they have
been held in the highest esteem in our
age-old tradition precisely because of
this and they have been ack-
nowledged to be so by a number of
distinguished scholars and savants of
Indian thought in the recent past also.
Surendra Nath Dasgupta, for
examples, whose mastery in the
Indian philosophical tradition is
undisputed, has very clearly pointed
out that “philosophical speculations
in India can be traced to the intuitive
experiences of the Upanisads and
some of the Vedic hymns”.' Srj
Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan, in
their own characteristic manner and
style, have also emphasized the same
point. Panikkar in recent times has
very appropriately spoken of “the
Vedic Experience” and “the Vedic
Epiphany”* emphasising the ex-
periential aspect of the Vedas.

Here T will concentrate only on
gIVIng some examples from the Vedic
and the Upanisadic context to show

that these spiritual experiences have
influenced our philosophical tradition
in general, and the Vedantic tradition
in particular. “Ekam sad viprd
bahudha vadanti”,* “the one_ Being
sages call by many names, ds they
speak of Indra, Yama, Matarisvan
etc.”, this is the unique spiritual
experience of the Rgvedic seer. It is
the first of its kind in the entire history
of humanity. “Tadevagnistadaditya
stadvayustadu candramah, Tadeva
Sukram tad Brahma ta dpah sa
prajapatih”, says the Yajurveda,’
“Agni is That, Aditya is That, Vayu is
That, Candramas is that; the b[_'ighr
one is That, Brahman is That, Apas
are That, Prajipati is That,” The idea
expressed here in the Yajurveda has
a distinct affinity with that expressed
in the well-known Rgvedic passage
mentioned earlier. What is important
is that the Vedasidentify all the Devas
with one ultimate Essence, and so
also they identify one Deva with
another. I would consider this
identification to have an cxperic‘miell
basis in the seers of the Vedic
literature rather than having much to
do with speculation or metaphysics-
Metaphysics, if any, developed in the
later stages, to certain extent in the
Upanisadic age and in its full
manifestation in the Advaita
philosophy of Sapkara. Here in the
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Vedaswe come across this realization
of oneness expressed in sublime
words unparalleled in the history of
humanity. The idea is not only found
in the first book (mandala) of the
Rgveda, it is worth noting, but is a
persistent feature throughout the
Vedas including the Atharva Veda
also. This is how we can make sense
of the following stanza of the Atharva
’\-"_eda — "Yasya trayastrimsad Devi
REEE gdtra vibhejire, Tan vai tray-
astrimsad Devianeke Brahmavido
viduh™ - “In his body existed the three
-de thrity Devas dividing themselves
Into its limbs; those alone who knew
Brahman knew the three and thrity
Devas™. This speaks of the greatness
of the knower of Brahman, Brahmavit
as he is called, who is evidently
extolled here only because of his
lgnowledge of Brahman. We find a
similar emphasis in the Yajurveda
also on the paramatman or Brahman
by whom this entire universe is
sustained and who is the primal cause
of every thing. “PrajapatiScarati
ﬁf?rbhf) antarajaiyamano vahudha
vVijdyate, Tasya yonim paripasyanti
d-h‘u‘z_l.‘f[::i.'ill‘lin ha tasthtGrbhuvanini
visva®.> The words “Paripasyanti
clhira” hi?-hlighting direct experience
need to be specially marked in this
context.

As already stated

’ all this in the
Vedeas has in the

; a basis in the PRaaN
CXPerience of the Vedic scerL.”‘:{;l(ilui(;
cannottherefore he regarded 48 Fhére
H[TC’QL!_JHUOH. [ have designated the
experience in questiop a5 VSPiI‘itual in
the SERSE Of adhyatmiky pecause
here ¥ nothing @a\'dusi‘x‘e]) relj :'okrls
about it (of tourse, there i&;yn(? cliilflrltl;
- - d
religious also) 21n(gt$:: ire (_llﬁii.n_ctly
Reality that is Sl_lpra]nurll}é)‘ln[}: ]:(_) a
extraordinary. Here [ gy, noti::tc?iig

e ()I)j(:cli‘\," 3
: . 5 ity o1
iruth of the experience g

of Vedic passages

into the question of g

[ am ()n]y

referring to those “original experien-
ces which were the pattern-setters,”
in the words of William James. Their
value, as James has pointed out in his
monumental work. The Varieties of
Religious Experience in the context
of religious experiences, is to be
ascertained more or less also by
similar criteria, by “judgments based
on our own immediate feeling” and
“on what we can ascertain of their
experiential relations to our moral
needs and to the rest of what we hold
as true”.” Wherever, on the other
hand, there is some speculation, there
the Vedic language takes a different
turn. For example, there is the
questioning, an enquiry, about the
nature of the support of the universe
in the Atharva Veda as follows:
“Yasmadrco apatak-san yajurya-
smadapataksan, Samini yasya
lominyatharvangiraso mukham
skambham tam briohi katamah
svideva salﬂ”” and also “Yatradityasca
rudragca vasavas$ca samahitah,
Bhiatam ca yatra bhavyam ca sarve
lokah pratisghitéh skammbham tam
brihi katamah svideva sah”.” “Tell me
the support of the universe: who, the
one among many, is he from whom
the Ric has been chiseled out, and
Yajus clipped, whose hairs are Siman
songs, and whose mouth is
Atharvangirasas?” “Tell me of the
support of the universe; who, the one
among many, is he in whom adityas
and Rudras and Vasus are united, in
whom exist the past and the future
and all the worlds”. Here it is evident
that speculative philosophical
reflection is carried on by the Vedic
seer consistently regarding the
support of the universe (skambha),
for example. But such speculative
phi]c')sophicai reflections, it needs to
be highlighted, have a basis in direct
experience in the Vedas, at some
stage or the other.

The Atharva Veda points out
“Yatra deva Brahmavido Brahma
jyesthamupasate, Yo vai tan vidyat
pratyaksam sa Brahma vedita syat” —
“The devas with the sacred know-
ledge worship the highest Brahman;
he who knows them face to face that
sage has known the truth”!. Here
there is a mention of the updsana or
worship of the highest Brahman, no
doubt, but it is to be noted that this
Vedic trend which has been
highlighted later in the tradition of
theistic Vedidnta co-exists here along
side “Tadeva Brahma tvam viddhi,
nedam yadidamupaisate”, a tradition
highlighted by the Advaita Vedanta.
Along with their different conceptual
frameworks, their experiences were
diverse of course. “Rsayah mantra-
drastarah”. This tradition of our seers
is worth noting here. It is, however,
significant that there is a reference to
pratyaksa of Brahman in the above
passage of the Atharva Veda. The seer
of the Yajur Veda, after having given
the Purusa hymn dealing with Divine
manifestation, declares firmly that he
knows the purusa who is refulgent as
the sun beyond darkness, by
knowing whom alone one would
transcend death. Here it is, as is
evident, a case of direct experience,
not based on any speculation or
inference. “Vedahametam purusam
mahdntamadityavarnam tamasah
parastat,Tameva viditvatimrtyumeti
nianyah panthiah vidyatéyanaya”."
The conviction expressed in these
lines cannot be obtained by mere
inference or from speculation, for in
the words of Acidrya Sankara,
“Purusotpreksﬁmﬁtranibandhanﬁh
tarkah apratisthita bhavanti”,'?
“arguments based on mere human
speculation do not have any firm
basis.” The Vedic seer has a certainty
of conviction simply because he has
had the direct experience of that great
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Purusa. “Vedahametam purusam
mahantam,” I consider this to be one
of the most significant statements of
the Vedas: it records in unmistakable
terms the unique spiritual experience
of the Vedic seers. True, no arguments
and counter-arguments are advanced
in the Vedic literature for proving the
nature and the status of this ex-
perience; itisa case of unique Divine
revelation which is at the back of the
unshakeable faith generated in the
deepest recesses of the heart of the
Vedic seer. The Yajurveda thus
hecomes a remarkable book of Divine
revelation; a revelation that is unique
and unparalleled in the history of
human experience, for the Vedic seer
is here assured of immortality because
of such revelation. Moreover, the
following lines of the Yajurveda are
indeed remarkable, “Venastatpasyan-
nihitam guhasadyatra visvam
bhavatvekanidam, Tasminnidam sam
ca vi caiti sarvam sa otalh protasca
vibhuly prijasu™." “Vena beholds That
Being. hidden in mystery, in whom
all find one single home; in That all
this unites: from that all issues forth:
He, omnipresent, is warp and woof
in created things.” the
uniqueness of experience becomes
ovident, because “That Being”, as He
is designated by the Vedic seer, is not
open o every one but is said to be
“hidden in the cave”. Direct ex-
perience is clearly pointed out here
in the lines “Venastat pasyan”, and its
uniqueness is emphasized also
through the words “nihitam guhdsad”.
In the Kathopanisad that Divinity
(Deva) is described in a similar
language, “durdarSam gudhamanu-
pravistam guhdhitam gnh\';u‘ctﬂ.l?ﬂm
purdnam.'" It is a unique revelation,
for it is not available to any one and
v one: though otherwise hidden,

Here

over ;
it is of utmost value for man hecause
it is the source of unification of all

realities (“Yatra vi§vam bhavatye-
kanidam™). This vision of unification
of everything in one is as grand as it
is unique, reminding us of the
visvarupa darSana of the Bbagauvead-
glta. The same verse also occurs in
the Atharva Vedawith a slight change
of ‘ekanidam’ to ‘ekaripam’™’, the
idea being that all become alike
there.

The way the Vedas, specially the
Yajurveda and the Atharva Veda
have been neglected and undermined
as merely ritualistic or being
concerned with spells and charms
alone is indeed deplorable, simply
because scholars, in general, have
failed to see the implications of certain
unique expressions of the Yajurveda
and the Atharvaveda. These passages
of the Yajurveda and the
Atharvaveda remind us of the well-
known passage of the Bhagauvadgita-
“Mattah parataram nanyat kincidasti
Dhananjaya, Mayi sarvamidam
protam sutre manigana iva”. “All this
is united in me just like the jewels in
a thread”, says Lord Krsna. This
unique tradition, it is obvious, simply
does not start all of a sudden with the
Upanisads or the Bhagavad Gita: the
tradition is undoubtedly a Vedic one,
and it is to be found not only in the
Rgvedea but in the Yajurveda and the
Atharvaveda too. Vedic tradition
needs to be viewed as a whole
beginning from the Rgreda and
continuing throughout the Upaisads
z_mc_l the Bhagavadgita. The great
Acaryas, as is well-known, have later
on tried to elaborate u pon the
findings of this Vedic tradition. mostly
I"‘_‘SC(] on typical spiritual experiences
of the Rsis, corroborated by theirown
expeniences (anubbeavea) and through
reasoning too,

Here it may not be out of place to
discuss, in some detail, this entire

tradition as it culminates later in the
Vedanta darSana with its emphasis on
Prasthdna trayl. Some of the astika
dar$anas like Vedanta not only
believe in the authority of the Vedas
but are also directly grounded in what
is well-known as the Prasthiana trayl
or three fold basic texts, viz, the
Upanisads, the Bbagavad Gila and
the Brabma Sitras. The Upanisads
themselves are regarded as the
concluding portion of the Vedas, as
they are considered to be Vedanta
proper (the end of the Vedas). It is
thus that the authority of the Vedas
gets further confirmed in the case of
Vedinta philosophy because of its
direct dependence on the Prasthana
trayi. Dayakrishna has some reser-
vations regarding Prasathanatray1 it-
self because, according to him, “the
general impression regarding the
authoritative character of the so-called
Prasthana trayi for the Vedanta
Aciryas is not sustained by the
evidence, as many of them have not
written any commentaries on the
Upanisads or the Brahma-Stitras, but
even on the Gita which forms the
third text of the triad”.'* While
generally agreeing with Dayakrishna
in respect of his insightful obser-
vations, it is difficult to see why he is
so incisive in his attack on Radha-
krishnan in this regard, when he says.
“One wonders how, in the light of this
evidence, the myth of the Prasthd-
natrayi came to be accepted even by
such scholars as Radhakrishnan who
himself wrote commentaries on the
first three (i.e. the Brahma-Sitras, the
Upanisads, and the Gita), falsely
imagining that he was following in the
footsteps of the great Acirvas”.)” Even
in one of his recent articles also
Dayakrishna refers to what he calls
“the famous myth of the Prasthdna
Trayi."'® Pl\i.‘ill‘e;;ln;m‘;l\'i, however, is
not merely a myth, because both the
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Aciryas, Sankara and Madhva, have
written their commentaries on the
Brabma-siitras, the Upanisads, and
the Gita, although Madhvacarya has
also  written an independent
commentary on the Bhdgaveata in
addition. It is noteworthy that the
Bhbagavata was considered to be a
natural commentary (akrtrima
hbasya) on the Brahma-Siitras by Sri
Caitanya, and it was accordingly given
a special status by the Vaisnava
Acaryas with Caitanya’s leanings.
Such differences in emphasis on the
traditional literatures are quite
expected and natural. But from this it
does not follow that the concept of
Prasthanatrayi is only a myth. The
Brahma-Siitras, the Upanisads, and
the Gita have a special status, so to
say, in the Vedantic tradition, and
Radhakrishnan was obviously
following in the foot-steps of Acirya
Sankara when he thought it necessary
to write independent commentaries
on all the three basic texts, the
Brabma Sitras, the Upanisads and
the Gita. As far as the Upanisads are
concerned, it is worth noting, Sankara
has written his commentary only on
ten Upanisads; it is further note-
worthy that Ramanuja and Madhva
have also written commentaries on
these ten Uparisacds only. This by
itselt should point to the pre-
eminence of the ten Upanisdads,
dasopanisad as they are called, in the
tradition; they are [Sa, Katha, Prasna,
Mundaka, Mandiikya, Taittiriya,
Aitareya, Chandogya and Brhaddie-
iyake. It is true that many of the
Aciryas have not written independent
commentaries on the Upawniseds, but
trom this it does not follow that the
[ panisads do not form a triad
i Prasthana trayi) along with the
Brehime-Satras and the Gita for the
Vedantic Acaryas: the fact is that both
the Brabme- Stelras and the Gita are

supposed to contain the quintessence
of the Upanisadic philosophy.
Radhakrishnan’s point was not
entirely baseless when he said that
“they (i.e. the Brahma-Siitra, the
Upanisads and the Gita) form
together the absolute standard for the
Hindu religion”."

The Vedas have the status of the
revealed text and that is why they are
regarded as §ruti, while other
literatures like the Bbhagavadgita,
Apastamba’s Dbarma Siitra, Manu
Smyti, Kapila Smyti etc., although
considered quite important in the
tradition, have got a secondary status
in comparison with Srufitexts and are
regarded as smyti or tradition based
on memory. Smrtis, being the work
of human authors and being

‘dependent on human memory,

cannot be regarded as infallible.
Sankardcarya is quite clear on this
issue, as it is evident from his
commentary on the Brahmasttra,
2.1.1. “Smrtyanavakasa dosa prasanga
iti  cet nanyasmrtyanavakasa
dosaprasangdt”. Here Sankara
explicitly points out that “the
authoritativeness of the Veda with
regard to the matters stated by it is
independent and direct, just as the
light of the sun is the direct means of
our knowledge of form and colour”,
“Vedasya hi nirapeksam svartha
pramanyam raveriva rupavisaye”, As
far as smrtis are concerned, only those
smrtis which follow Sruti are to be
considered as authoritative, while al]
others are to be disregarded, says
Sankara. “Srmyﬂmlsarinyah smrtayah
pramanan, anapeksyd itarih”. This is
very much in l(eeping with the
tradition of Mimamsa®, where
Mimamsa Satra, 1.3.3. states, “Virodhe
tvanapeksarh syadasti hyanumanarm,
i.e. “where there is contradiction
hetween sruti and Smrti, smrtiis to be

disregarded; where there is no
contradiction smrti is to be
recognized, as there is inference in
that case of smrti being founded on
Sruti”.

But why are the Vedas considered
to be so very important, so very
authoritative? Bhartrhari point out that
different branches of learning which
educate mankind have originated
from the Vedas; “Vidhatustasya
lokinam angopinganibandhanalh,
vidyabhedah pratayante jidna
samskarahetavah™'. According to the
great commentator Sayanicarya, from
the Vedas we come to know about
the extraordinary way by which we
can achieve our good and eradicate
the evil: “Istapraptianistaparihara-
yoral-aukikam upayam yo vedayati sa
Vedah”. That which cannot be known
either through pratyaksa (perception)
or through anumiti (inference), that
Reality can be known only through
the Vedas, ‘Pratyaksenanumitya va
yastapayo no budhyate, Enam vidanti
Vedena tasmad Vedasya vedatd” (As
quoted by Sdyana). According to
Manu, the Vedas are like the eyes
eternal through which everything can
be seen or known, “Pitrdevama-
nusyanam Vedascaksuh sanatanam,
asakyam cidprameyanca Vedasa-
stramiti sthitily”.

“The real reason for calling the
Vedas ‘Sruti™, according to Sri
Candrasekharendra Saraswati, the late
Sankardcirya of Kanchi Kamak-
otipitham, the 68th in the line of
succession from Adi Sankara, “is that
sounds that are inaudible to ordinary
men were indeed heard by the Rishis,
and these were then passed on by
them to the disciples as they were
heard by them. Thus, the Vedic
sounds were revealed to the Rishis
when they were propetly attuned to
receive them through their Tapas.
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Hence the Vedas came to be known
as ‘Sruti’ or that which was heard”*,
$ri Candra Sekharendra Saraswati's
view evidently emphasizes the
experiential aspect of the Vedas.

Although Naiyayikas, Mimamsakas
and Vedintins, all accept the Veda as
authoritative, they of course advance
various reasons for its authoritative
character. In the contemporary
framework, Halbfass has raised the
question, “why did they rely on the
Veda, and only on the Veda? Why not
on any other kind of ‘revelation™? Why
did they not simply recognize the
need for ‘revelation’, or ‘objective
epiphany’, as such and in general™?*
Buddhists at least did not subscribe
o such a view. Halbfass seems to find
an answer to the question in the
“internal multiplicity and variety” of
The Veda,
“contains a

the Vedic literature.
according to Halblass,
great variety of forms of expression
and instructions. It documents the
thought of many centuries, and
reflects fundamental changes in
orientation, But in a sense, it is this
internal multiplicity and variety itself,
this challenging and suggestive chaos,
that accounts for the significance of
the Veda in Hindu philosophy. It
provides an clusive and ambiguous
an open, yet authoritative

cuidance,
with suggestive her-

framework,
meneutic patterns and precedents and
inherent appeals  to. human
retlexivity™. 1 have litle difficulty in
;1g1‘ucinlg; more or less with what
1lalbfass has to say about the Vedic
quthority, but it is not clear to me why
fchaos” and “elusive
in the

[ albfass talks of
and ambiguous guidance”
context of Vedic literature. The Vecdas

certainly do not deserve such
downright condemnation, at least no

more than any other revealed text or

world literature for that matter. Such

SUMMERHILI

derogatory terms could be applied as
a matter of fact to any richly
suggestive literature, provided our
aim is to find fault with the same. The
real cause of the attraction of the
Veds, according to me, lies in its
antiquity along with its highly
suggestive character; there is no
question of its being chaotic or
ambiguous. Yaska has talked of
several interpretation of the Vedas.
The different interpretations are
possible because of this highly
suggestive character of the Vedic
literature which has come down to us
in different phases from the most
ancient times. We do not know about
any author of this vast literature and
it is also not possible on our part to
assume that the Veda owes its origin
to a particular sage or seer. The Vedas
are rather the revelations manifesting
themselves for the entire mankind
from the earliest times, revelations
that were received by the earliest
receptive spirit of man. That is why
the Vedas stand on a separate footing,
so to say. It is undoubtedly most
significant that when we begin 1o
speculate about the origin of the
Veda, we cannot ascribe its origin to
any particular man, any particular Rsi.
The Rsi only is the receptacle of the
revelation. It is this, that endows the
Vedas with a unique and a sort of
primeval attraction in the mind of
man. When we come to fix the date
of the Rgveda, we find a great deal of
controversy of course amongst the
Eastern and the Western scholars.
However, there is no doubt about its
being “the oldest literary monument
of the Indo-European languages™.
This speaks of its antiquity. This
antiquity with its highly
suggestive literature ka\'clu[‘wi115’_:
through  different  phases
Rarmakanda, ] nanakanda etc.
which varieties of interpretation could

along

of

on
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be put has made it permanently
attractive to the human mind
throughout the ages, and its unique
position as a revealed text is also
ensured by these very characteristics.
It is the earliest record of the varieties
of experiences of mankind including
the spiritual experiences of course in
all their depth and variety — this is a
significant point which cannot be lost
sight of.

11 Tradition of the Acaryas, with
Special Reference to Spiritual
Experiences in the Vedanlic
Tradition

It is significant that different parts of
the Vedasare not equally authoritative
for all the philosophers or Acaryas.
Because of Mimarisa's emphasis on
the Karmakinda, the whole of the
Vedic corpus is given an action-
orientated interpretation by the
philosophers of the Mimamsa schoo
whereas the Vedantins lay greatef

emphasis on the passages giving
information about Brahman like
“Tattvamasi’ (That Thou art) and
‘Satyam jidnam anantam Brahma’
(Brahman is truth, knowledge and
infinite) etc. than on any action-
orientated passage. But although in
matters of ultimate Reality ©OF
Brahman, the Vedic authority i$
regarded as supreme or infallible in
Vedanta, if any passage of the $ruli
comes in conflict with empirical facts
and with other means of valid
knowledge in connection with
mundane matters, such a passage
cannot be taken as authoritative.
Under such circumstances the §7%/1
texts are given a figurative ©OF
allegorical imk‘I‘Pl‘L-[;uiilm_ Thus wW¢
L very illuminating
statement from Sar.kara in this regard

aAcross a

“Na ca sruti Satamapi §itogniraprakaso
veti brovatpramanpyamupaiti™™
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'Hundreds of Sruti texts cannot be
regarded as pramana if they declare
fire to be cold or devoid of light. “No
one can accept something which is
opposed to what is seen”, says
Sankara in Brhadaranyaka Bhasya,
1.4.10, “Na ca drstavirodhah
kenacidabhyupagamyate”.

It is not only that $ruti cannot be
valid if it comes in conflict with other
means of valid knowledge, as already
mentioned; the attitude towards Sruti
is, in any case, not a servile one, if
the generic approach of the Acaryas
like Sankara, Raminuja and Madhva
to Sruti texts are to be counted in this
regard. Each one of these great
Acdryas gives novel interpretations of
the Sruti by emphasizing different
Sruti-statements or even by giving
different interpretation of the same
sruti-texts such as ‘Tattvamasi’ (That
thou art)., Even the text “Sa datma
Svetaketo” of the
C'hd?-zdr_)gya is construed as “Sa atma
atattvamsi” in order to make room for
the dualistic Vedanta of Madhva.
Looking at the way these Acaryas deal
with the sruti-texts, one may wonder,
at least in certain contexts, if they are
only paying a lip loyalty to the Sruti.
Let us take the case of Sankara in a
somewhat greater detail. It is true that
he refers to $ruti passages from time
to time in order to corroborate his
acdvaita theory and explicitly points
out that Brahman which is most
abstruse is to be comprehended
through revelation ($ruti), not through
mere reasoning (tarka).”” Reasoning
has a significant role to play in so far
follows the Sruti texts
( _A,g;mnz] nusari tarka). Brahman is said
to» be Sabdamila, Sabdapraminaka®
b Sankara, to show that without the
help of the sruti texts Brahman cannot
comprehended in any case.

tattvamasi

as it

e

vikvartha vicarana (analysis of the

meaning the passages of the Sruti) is
a necessary prerequisite of the
realization of Brahman or Brahma-
vagati.”? But which Sruti texts are to
be analysed and which particular texts
should assume priority in this regard,
whether all Sruti texts are of equal
authority or there are some texts
which are of secondary importance,
all this is decided by Sankara himself
in accordance with his Advaitic
leanings. This is the most interesting
feature of the attitude of our Acaryas
towards the §ruti. Wherever Sruti in
the sense of authority, a group of texts
coming down to us from time
immemorial, comes to clash with
other means of valid knowledge, it is
suggested by Sankara that such Sruti
passage be taken in a secondary
sense.3® This explicity shows that the
éruti in the sense of authority is merely
subordinate to other means of valid
knowledge according to Sankara,
Akhandarthaka viakyas like
Tattvamasi are authoritative as
distinguished from vidhivakyas and
sarhsargivagahi vakyas in Sankara
Vedanta, vakyartha ultimately comes
to mahaviakyartha and vicarana is a
critical analysis leading to the
realisation of Advaita, where we
consider not only the explicit
meaning not merely vicyartha but
also the laksyartha is taken into
consideration.

All the statements of the Upanisacds
are obviously not of the same status,
according to Sankara. The
Mahivilkyas, as they are called, have
a privileged status, according to
Sankara, so far as Brahminubhava
(the experience of Brahman) is
concerned which alone constitutes
the paramapurusartha, the highest
end (nihsreyasa). They are called
akhandarthaka viakyas to be
contrasted with samsargavagahi

vakyas; though relational in form,
they simply point to an identity of
meaning of the expressions
(anyonyatidiatmya). As Sankara
clearly points out in his Vakya Vi,
“Sarnsargo va visisto va vakyartho
niatra sammatah, akhandaikara-
satvena vakyirtho vidusam matah”.
The direct meanings of the words
“Thou’ and ‘That’ for example in the
statement ‘Thou art That' being
mutually incompatible, Sankara
suggests that bhagalaksana should be
adopted for the proper understanding
of this statement. Riminuja and
Madhva on the other hand have their
own respective axes to grind in this
regard. Although the authority of Sruti
texts is considered to be of supreme
importance, we do not find any
slavish imitation or following of the
Sruti by the Acdryas in any context.
Different interpretations of Sruti texts
are not only permitted; such
interpretations are actually taken
resort to by the different Acaryas in
order to establish their own theories,
derived from their respective
experiences (anubhava), conceptual
framework, and philosophical
reasoning.

It is further significant that certain
specific texts other than the Vedasand
Upanisads are also considered to be
of paramount importance and
authority in some of our philosophical
traditions. Though not belonging to
the Vedic corpus, they occupy 2
position of authority almost equal to
that of the Vedas and the Upanisads
in certain schools of thought. A few
important ones may be mentioned
here in passing. The most important
in this regard is Srimad Bhagavala
which was considered to be a natural
commentary (akrtrima Bhasya) on the
Brahma-Sttras of Badarayana by no
less a personality than Sri Caitanya
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who was the leader of the medieval
Bhakti movement. It is said that Sri
Caitanya never felt the necessity of
writing an independent commentary
on the Brahma-Siitras on account of
this nor did his immediate disciples,
following him, write any such
commentary. The necessity was felt
only later when Baladeva Vidya-
bhisana™ of Orissa had to take up the
challenge at a philosophers’ meet at
Jaipur of proving that Caitanya’s
disciples belonged to an independent
school of thought, and it was
Baladeva Vidyabhusana who
subsequently took on himself the task
of writing an independent
commentary from the Acintya
bhedabheda point of view on the
Brabma Stitras, known as Govinda
Bhasya. Such is the unique prestige
and importance of Srimad Bhagavata
in the Vaisnavite school of thought.
Corresponding to this we also have
Saiva-sikta Agamas on which great
Tintiric scholars like Abhinavagupta
rely heavily. Somidnanda in his
Sivadstirefers to the school of Saktas
as allied to his own Saiva school.
Pratyabhijnabrdaya is referred to as
Sakti-sittra by Bhaskara.?' By the end
of the eighth century Saivism had
spread throughout India and the
Saivas had their own corpus of
scripture known as the Agamas. The
7iru Vacakam of Manikka Vasagar
(MinikyaVacaka in Sanskrit) along
with the works of a series of saints
devoted to Lord Siva, known as the
“Tamilveda’ deserve a special
mention in this context. Above all,
there is the Bbagavad Gita, of course,
which although considered a smrti
text, is the most important and the
most influential in our tradition, as is
cvident  from  the numerous
commentaries written on it not only
by the ancient Aciryas but also by
modern scholars like Balgangadhar

SUMMERHILL

Tilak and Vinoba Bhave. Mahatma
Gandhi had held the Giza in the
highest esteem. But once again, the
interpretations are so very different
from each other, whether it is in the
case of a Sankara, a Ramanuja or a
modern scholar like Tilak, that there
is enough scope for independent
thinking even within the frameworks
of the Gita itself. Such is the highly
suggestive style of its writing that the
ideology of a votary of ahimsa like
Mahatma Gandhi, of a devotee like
Ramdnuja, of an Advaitin like
Sankara, and of a Karmayogi like Tilak
can all be accommodated easily
within its framework. A purely
rationalist interpretation of the Gitg
has also been attempted in modern
times by Bairagi Misra of Orissa.?

All this is because the spiritual
experiences recorded in the texts
beginning from the Vedas to the
Tamil Veda or Srimad Bbhagavata
have been considered to be too
precious to be ignored in our
philosophical traditions. Anubhava or
experience is of course the fina]
deciding factor after all ip
supramundane or spiritual matters.
But why all these differences in the
emphasis in different schools? This
in my considered opinion, is because,
of the preference of the Acaryas in
favour of a typical anubhava as
against another, and this preference
in its turn is connected with different
world-views and conceptual frame-
works with which the Acaryas
approach the Ultimate Reality. ‘

To Acarya Sankara for example, for
whome sarvatmabhaviapatti or
Sarvabhavapatti (identity with all) is
what constitutes lhu; Summun
bonwm, the B_r/.uu!c.'um_.‘_)'uka passage,
LIV.10 such as “Taddhaita pasyanrsih
Vamadevah pratipedéham Manura-

bhavam SuryaSceti”, undoubtedly an
expression of the unique spiritual
experience of Rsi Vamadeva, comes
quite handy. Sankara points out in his
commentary that Rsi Vamadeva, while
realizing his own self as identical with
Brahman, knew from this realization
of the identity of the self and
Brahman, and the knowledge of
which the 3ruti passages speak here,
according to Sankara, is nothing but
the visualization of the mantras, “I was
Manu, and the Sun” etc. (Rgreda IV,
XXVI, 1). “Sa etasmin Brahmatma-
darSaneévasthita etan mantran
dadaria-‘Aharh  Manurabhavam
Stryasca’ ityadin”, says Sankara. The
word ‘dadarsa’ is quite significant in
this context. What else does it point
to except a typical spiritual experience
which is congenial to Sankara’s
Advaita framework? The epiphany, on
the other hand, of Lord Krsna in the
Viswartpa dar§ana yoga described in
a great detail in the eleventh chapter
of the Bhagavad Giia is so very
congenial to Rimanuja’s Visistadvaita
framework, and for Ramanuja the
final attainment, culmination, lies in
the realization of God and God alone
on the part of the devotee, nothing
else. Raminuja, while commenting on
the last sloka of the eleventh chapter,
“Matkarmakrnmatparamo mad-
bhaktah sangavarjitah, nirvairah
sarvabhutesu yah sa mameti pandava”
clearly points out that God-realisation
alone is the Summum Bonuwum, the
final goal of the devotee who has got
rid of all deficiencies in the form of
avidya etc., “nirastavidyadya§esadosa-
gandho madekanubhavo bhavati”. In
Sankara it is “Sarvaitmabhavapatti”
which is the goal, where as in the
words of the Lord, as visualized by

Rimdnuja, the goal lies in
“madekanubhava”, Both are [_\'pic;ll
spiritual being

experiences,
extraordinary and different from our
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day-to-day mundane experiences—
this needs to be highlighted in this
context.

In this connection, it may be
worthwhile to discuss the anubhava
or the experience of Brahminanda
about which the Upanisads speak and
which also has been highlighted by
the Advaita thinkers like Swami
Vidyaranya. In Pancadasi, XI. 122-
123, Vidydranya points out that the
bliss of Brahman is enjoyed by the
wise one even while he is engaged
in the worldly affairs like a woman
devoted to a paramour enjoying in her
mind the pleasures of her affairs with
him even when she is engaged in her
house-hold dutjes. 33 Examples of
such typical spiritual experiences of
bliss being compared to the
experiences of pleasures in mundane
affairs are not rare in the Vaisnava
tradition also. It s quite uﬁder-
standable in view of the fact that the
pleasure derived from the worldly
object is Supposed to be only a
fraction or an aspect of the bliss of
Brahman, according to Sruti
passages™ that are corroborated by
our philosophers in various ways.
“Athatra visayanando Brahmanan-
danSaripabhak” says the Pancadasi
XV. 1. And yet at the same time the
U'E'”-"“?@nd@ﬂ;lﬁ character of Brahmin-
;md‘d_ Ol Atmiananda, i.e., the
experience of the bliss of Brahman or
Atman is no less emphagized by the
V g.d;mtlc thinkers. Vidye'{ranya clearly
points out, “From the king iO Brahma
E .lm“"rthe joy of the one higher
An Mmself; but the bliss of self
which is beyond the grasp of the mind
w2 1S Superior to that of
all others”” Here we gre confronted
with a typical spiripyg) experience,

(_A}{H'll(,)]'d ina ry
SUj ramundane

each ws

[hdan

and the senses

which is and
: I'his Pdrama dnanda,
the bliss, of the self o Brahman, is

nirvananda, Yfiss

eternal as

distinguished from the pleasures of
sense,’ clarifies Sankara in his
commentary on the Brbadaranyaka,
4.5.32. The experience of this bliss of
Brahman or Atman is thus unique.
That the jivanmukta realizes the self
or Brahman not only through Sastra
and reasoning, that experience or
anubhuti has also a role to play here
has been pointed out by Vidyaranya
in his Anubbitti prakasa 1V.
84. “Jivanmukta-stattva vidyah
§astrayuktyanubhitibhih”. This is in
keeping with the Vedantic tradition,
of course, in view of the fact that
Sankara in his Brabmasiitra bbasya
has explicitly pointed out, “Srutya-
dayah anubhavadayaSca yatha-
sambhavamiha pramanam”, and also
“anubhavavasanatvat bhutavastu-
visayatvitca Brabhmajnanasya”.y
Anubhava or experience is thus an
important means of valid knowledge
(pramina) in case of Brahmajnina or
Atmajidna. It is interesting to note that
Sankara even goes to the extent of
calling it ‘sva hrdaya pratyaya’ or
heartfelt experience in his
commentary on the Brabma Siitra,
4.1.15, while referring to Jivanmukti
consisting of Brahmajnina, even
when one continues to have the
body. “Katham hyekasya sva-hrdaya
pratyayam Brahma-vedanam
dehadhiaranamca aparena pratik-
septum Sakyate?

The main difference, however,
between the Vedantic tradition of
Sankara and Rimdnuja lies in the
characterization of the anubhava or
experience. For éar'lkara, the model
lies in the anubhava of nirguna or
nirvidesa (unqualified) Brahman or
Atman where as for Riminuja it is the
anubhava of saviSesa or saguna
Brahman or I§vara which alone is the
goal of man. For, according to
Ramanuja, the highest Being whom
we need to realize is a qualified Being

who is endowed with all the best
qualities; He is ‘Asamkhyeyakalya-
nagunagana Purusottama’, ‘Parama-
karunika’, ‘Anilocitavi§esasesa-
Saranya’ ‘Asritavitsalyajaladhi’ etc.
Moreover, in Rimanuja’s conceptual
framework, it is impossible to have
the anubhava of anything nirvisesa or
nirguna, devoid of all qualifications.
In his Sribbhasya on Brabma Stitra
1.1.1., while discussing the ‘Maha
siddhinta’, Ramanuja points out,
“Yastu-‘svainubhavasiddham’ iti
svagosthinisthah samayah
sopyatmasaksika saviSesinubhava-
deva nirastah; idamahamadarsamiti
kenacid viSesena viSistavisayatvat
sarvesamanubhavanam”. Different
approaches to the spiritual ex-
periences of these Aciryas are thus
inevitable even if their doctrines are
supposed to be based on §ruti texts,
reasoning as well as anubhava; there
are differences in their outlook and
approach which cannot be
undermined with any preconceived
notion of unity (there is an over all
unity, though) or harmony in the
name of revelation, Vedantic
tradition, spiritualism and the like.
This by itself points to the
inexhaustive richness of human
experience and of the varieties of
interpretations that could be put on
those very experiences. And this
realization itself could be stepping
stone in the direction of realising what
the Bhiima is like, about which the
Upanisads speak, “Yo vai Bhuma tat
sukham, nalpe sukhamasti.”

One could look at this whole issue
of experience and interpretation from
a slightly different angle. “India”, it
needs to be acknowledged, “has not
simply been fascinated with
experiences and visions. It has also
produced much analytical thought
about their veridical status, and about
the nature of experiencing and the
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immediacy of awareness as such.”
At the level, however, where “Ekam
sat” is realized in direct experience,
there human intellect, with all its
dissecting apparatus, is already
transcended, to use a terminology of
Prof. G.C. Pande, by “the
emancipating vision of infinite
reality.”® And then, from this point of
view, one may come to sec that
sdifferent philosophical schools are
different traditions of learning,
interpretation and criticism, they have
no strict connection with spiritual or
revealed truth; or, rather, that they
represent different logically possible
interpretations.”™® In that case, the
unifying and all-pervasive vision itself
obtained through the unique
experience alone is taken as
providing the clue to the nature of the
ultimate reality, as is the case with the
Vedic sages (Rsis) who prepare the
ground, as it were, for the whole of
the Vedantic tradition that develops
later in its full-fledged form.
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