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Vedic Gods and Literatures
Ven Hao Xiang

The silent features of Harappan religion appeared again in a new form at a much later date, and we must assume that it never died, but was quietly practiced by the humbler people, gradually developing from contact with other doctrines and cults, until it gathered enough strength to reappear, and largely to overlay the old faith of the Aryan rulers of India.

The Indo-Aryans were not originally agriculturalists. They were pastoral nomads, involved in cattle-rearing, cattle herding, breeding and capturing. A cattle raid was a common form of agression, a form of warfare. The Indo-Aryans were skilled in bronze metallurgy and weaponry and went to battle in highly effective two-wheeled chariots. Their clan structure--a patriarchal tribal structure--was an effective form for mobilization for combat.

During this period the Aryans moved out of the northwestern plains and into the Punjab and the Western Gangetic Valley. From the Western Gangetic Valley, about the year 1000, they shifted to the Middle and Eastern Gangetic Valley. Their society changed from tribal organization to caste organization and their polity changed from tribes ruled by elected chiefs to little kingdoms ruled for the most part by semi-divine kings--and then to larger monarchical states. Romila Thapar, an Indian historian who has written extensively on this period, calls the transition from "lineage to state." During this time the Aryans shifted their livelihood from nomad pastoralism to a combination of pastoralism and farming in 1000 years, in the next five hundred years to agriculture and trade. During this one thousand year period, as you might expect, Aryan culture became influenced by the cultures of the peoples whom they met in north India and we find, at the end of the period, the beginning of what we can recognize today as classical Indian culture.

The Aryan settlers were a pastoral and agricultural people, and they were keenly alive to those influences, which affected their prosperity and comfort. They knew the effects of heat and cold, rain and drought, upon their crops and herds, and they marked the influence of warmth and cold, sunshine and rain, wind and storm, upon their own personal comfort. They invested these benign and evil influences with a personality; and behind the fire, the sun, the cloud, and the other powers of nature, they saw beings who directed them in their beneficent and evil operations. To these imaginary beings they addressed their praises, and to them they put up their prayers for temporal blessings. They observed also the movements of the sun and moon, the constant succession of day and night, the intervening periods of morn and eve, and to these also they gave personalities, which they invested with poetical clothing and attributes. Thus observant of nature in its various changes and operations, alive to its influences upon themselves, and perceptive of its beauties, they formed for themselves deities in whose glory and honour they exerted their poetic faculty.

How did the Aryan people created their gods?
The gods of the Aryans were not like the animals figures of the Harappans, but transcendent sky gods who actively helped them fight against their enemies.  These included both indigenous peoples and earlier immigrants to the area. The Vedic hymns were the verses recited, for the most part, at sacrifices to Aryan gods, which they called devas. The devas represented and controlled the forces of nature, they were divine power. However, the powers which attracted the attention of the Aryans, when they came to South Asia, were the cosmic in nature--the sky, the sun, the order of nature itself. 

They project their own volitional agency and explain phenomena by their spiritual causes.  They interpret all things on the analogy of human nature and posit wills behind physical phenomena.  Hence this is a sort of polytheism where striking phenomena of nature, of which India is so full, are deified.  The religious instinct reveals itself in this way.  In moments of deep religious feeling, when man is delivered from some imminent peril, or realizes his utter dependence on the might forces of nature, he feels the reality of the presence of God.  He hears the voice of God in the tempest and sees his hand in the stilling of the ware. In this period we may see the Vedic Aryans had faith in the reality of an unseen world.  He had no doubt about it.  Gods are naturalism and anthropomorphism.

The religion of the undeveloped man, the world over has been a kind of anthropomorphism. (gods and human)  Therefore they cannot accept in the chaos of the physical world.  They try to understand it in some way and arrive at some theory of life with the conviction that some hypothesis is better than none.  Naturally they project their own volitional agency and explain phenomena by their spiritual causes.  They interpret all things on the analogy of human nature and posit wills behind physical phenomena.  Hence this is a sort of polytheism where striking phenomena of nature, of which India is so full, are deified.  The religious instinct reveals itself in this way.  In moments of deep religious feeling, when man is delivered from some imminent peril, or realizes his utter dependence on the might forces of nature, he feels the reality of the presence of God.  He hears the voice of God in the tempest and sees his hand in the stilling of the ware.
The religion of the Vedic period proper was comparatively simple. It consisted in the worship of many deities, great and small, the personified forces of nature. These gods took various human forms, and personified such natural forces as the sun, the moon, fire, and plants.  Born after the creation of the world and initially mortal, the warlike gods commonly shared the attributes of wisdom, goodness, and power.  Paralleling early heroic Aryan society, the Vedic gods lived peacefully and harmoniously in an unranked democratic society mostly are males, they wore clothes, rode chariots, ate heartily, and were willing to violate ethical principal to achieve their objectives.  They entertained themselves with music, gambling, and heavy intakes of a hallucinatory drink called Soma that provided them with immortality.  Collectively governed by the order of nature, they forced mortals to comply with that order.  They rewarded those who honored them and punished evildoers

. 

Early Vedic religion was centered around 33 devas.  Numbering of the gods however, was pretty arbitrary.  Most important were the functions and powers of the gods, and tier association with natural phenomena.  They gave these devas their basic identity, and on this basis they were divided into three classes depending on which of the three worlds (heaven, sky, and earth) was their base of operations.  The Aryan religion was inherently based upon the natural powers that surrounded them. 

They have divided their gods into 3 spheres:

a. Heaven  Gods – Varuna, Mitra, Surya, Vishnu etc.

b. Sky Gods -  Indra, Vayu, Rudra etc

c. Earth Gods – Agni, Soma etc

The religion of the Vedic period proper was comparatively simple. It consisted in the worship of many deities, great and small, the personified forces of nature. These gods took various human forms, and personified such natural forces as the sun, the moon, fire, and plants.  Born after the creation of the world and initially mortal, the warlike gods commonly shared the attributes of wisdom, goodness, and power.  Paralleling early heroic Aryan society, the Vedic gods lived peacefully and harmoniously in an unranked democratic society mostly males, they wore clothes, rode chariots, ate heartily, and were willing to violate ethical principal to achieve their objectives.  They entertained themselves with music, gambling, and heavy intakes of a hallucinatory drink called Soma, that provided them with immortality.  Collectively governed by the order of nature, they forced mortals to comply with that order.  They rewarded those who honored them and punished evildoers. 

Certain gods had unique identities and powers because they performed crucial functions for the Aryans.  Among these was Varuna, the merciful and heavenly king of the gods and humans, who controlled the physical order of the universe, the integrity of the sacrifice, and moral law.  Over 250 hymns honor Indra, the popular warrior god who aided the Aryans in their battles against their enemies.  Agni, the god of fire, acted as intermediary between the gods and humans, transmitting sacrificial matter to the gods in the form of smoke ascending into heaven from a sacrificial fire. Soma, the god of plants, provided priests the ingredients for soma, the sacrificial drink that conferred immortality, promoted healing, and inspired speech for those who drank it. 

Basic Gods in Vedic Religion

1. Varuna - Guardian of cosmic order, and overseer of correct action.  He created the world and ruled it by the standard of rita; Rita provided a structure for the other celestial powers; this was also the standard for cosmic, moral, liturgical order; the basis for what is true and proper, for speech and movement. 

Varuna and rita provided the structure for other celestial devas; Mitra, Savitri and Surya (solar devas) were also friends to mankind. Vishnu was another benevolent deva whose association with the natural phenomena was less marked.  In the early Vedic period he was a subordinate deva to Indra.  (Although later on took over many of the activities of Varuna). 

Varuna , in the early Vedic period was second only to Indra in importance,  he was a god of a type rather different from the others.  Varuna was first and foremost a king – not a boisterous tribal warlord like Indra, but a mighty emperor sitting in a great palace in the heavens, often with associated gods around him.  Most important of these was Mitra, a god with some solar characteristics, but mainly connected with vows and compacts.

Varuna was the guardian of Rita, the cosmic order, a concept which was perhaps the highest flight of Rg Vedic thought. The world takes its regular course, day follows night and season succeeds season, because of Rita; man must live according to Rita.

Of all he Aryan gods Varuna was ethically the highest.  He was always awre of the deeds of men, and was omnipresent, in the theistics as opposed to the pantheistic sense.  The worshipper approached Varuna in a spirit different from that in which he prayed to the other gods, most of whom were lively, cheerful fellows, whom men need not fear if they offered regular sacrifies.  Varuna was so pure and holy that the mere performance of sacrifice would not ensure his favor, for he  abhorred sin, r that which was not conformable to Rita..  The idea of sin included many purely ritual sins and breaches of taboo, but it also certainly included lying, which Varuna and Mitra particularly loathed, and evil deeds prompted by anger, drink, gambling, and the influence of wicked men.  Wen he sang to Varuna the cheerful Vedic poet often put on sackcloth and ashes, and prayed to his deity with fear and trembling, for Varuna was the severe punisher of sin.  Not only did Varuna punish the sins of the individual but he visited the sins of his ancestors upon him, and his ubiquity ensured that there was no escape for the sinner.  
2. Indra. -- Indra was the thunder god, famous for successful warfare and special champion of the Aryan warrior. He was a figure of paramount prestige and popularity, a model of what a warrior should be. Indra not only defeated the spiritual enemies of mankind, but is also said to have subdued the human enemies of the Aryans.  He is tawny in colour, intoxicated on soma, beard agitated, brandishing his thunderbolt, boasting of previous martial success, and eager to join battle.  Hence from the point of the Aryan warrior the greatest god was Indra, who fulfilled the dual function of war-god and weather-god, hence Indra was the protagonist of the Aryan host and destroyed the fortresses of the Dasas.  

3. Agni -- The Fire god was the god of much primitive mysticism and speculation.  He was also the god of the home, for he dwelt in the domestic hearth; he was the intermediary between gods and men, for he consumed the sacrifice and carried it to the gods.  He dwelt in the waters of heaven in the form of lightning, and on earth in in many forms.  He was hidden in the fire-sticks, with which the sacrificial fire was kindled and which were personified as his parents.  Agni in fact was here, there and everywhere.

4. Soma was a divinity of special character.  Soma was originally a plant, not certainly identified, from which a potent drink was produced, which was drunk only at sacrifices, and which caused the most invigorating effects. The drinks prepared from the plant can scarcely have been alcoholic, for it was made with great ceremony in the course of the sacrifice, when the herb was pressed between stones, mixed with milk, strained and drunk on the same day. The effects of Soma are vivid hallucinations and the sense of expanding to enormous dimensions.  Soma important was the god Soma considered by the ancient editors of the Rg Veda that they extracted all the hymns in his honour and placed them in a separate “book” (mandala), the ninth of the ten which constitute the whole.  He was the special god of the Brahmans, who referred to him as their “king” or patron deity.  He is sometime even called the king of the gods.

Prominent among these were Varuna, the all-embracing heaven, maker and lord of all things and upholder of the moral law; the sun-god, variously known as Surya, the enemy of darkness and bringer of blessings; as Pushan the nourisher; Mitra, the omniscient friends of the good, and the avenger of deceit; as Savitar the enlightener, arousing men to daily activity, and as Vishnu, said to have measured the earth in three great strides and to have given the rich pastures to mortals; the god of the air, Indra, like Mars, also, the mighty god of war, who set free from the cloud-serpent Ahi (or Vritra), the quickening rain; Rudra, later known as Siva, the blessed one, the god of the destructive thunderstorm, an object of dread to evil-doers, but a friend to the good; Agni, the fire-god, the friend and benefactor of man, dwelling on their hearths, and bearing to the gods their prayers and sacrificial offerings; Soma, the god of that mysterious plant whose inebriating juice was so dear to the gods and to man, warding off disease, imparting strength and securing immortality. 

More usually it was the gods of the third class, the terrestrial devas, who were of greatest interest in the Vedic period; particularly the divinized elements of the fire sacrifice; Agni, fire itself and the god of fire, Brihaspati, lord of prayer and the divine cultic priest, and Soma, the libation.  The importance of these gods depended entirely upon the fire sacrifice. Both fire and soma existed on their own, but their significance derived from their role in the cultic ritual.  Man cannot create storm clouds, but does build fires and press out the juice of soma plants, and recite ritual prayers.  These elements may be seen as gods, but their importance depends upon man’s use of them.  

The idea of the spiritual significance of fire is not unique to the Aryans.  At its most original level the fire sacrifice probably began as a hospitality rite to the gods.  Gods of special concern to the worshipper were invited to attend the rite, and watched the most important offerings being placed in the fire, and conveyed to the other gods by Agni.    These divine guests were honoured with food, gifts, and hymns of praise recited by a poet priest.  A typical sacrificial hymn contains an invocation in a tone of friendliness, fear or reverence (depending on the nature of the deva), praise of the great qualities or actions of the god, and a request, either implicit or direct that the gods do something for the benefit of the sacrificers.

At the sacrifices where Rg Veda hymns were recited, the Devas were invited to come and sit around the sacrificial fire, to receive the hospitality of the Aryans who sacrificed animals in their honor. The priests of the Aryans attempted to incur the goodwill of the Devas by singing them songs of praise. The composition of these hymns became confined to a small number of poet- priests who were considered inspired.

Because the Vedas were sacred and essential to the well-being of the Aryans, their priests developed special techniques to aid them in remembering the words to the hymns accurately and in teaching them to younger generations of priests. Most of what we know about the Aryans comes from the these hymns, though archeological excavations increasingly contribute information on Aryan settlements and the settlements of the other groups in north Indian society.
Rig Vedic Sacrifice

Yajna in itself is to be seen as the very essence of Veda. From the early times, the ritual was understood to be the link between the human and the Divine and a vehicle towards liberation. By such a link, the human could access the Divine and fulfill the very purpose of the human existence, that being to worship the Divine as the Creator of all things. Yet, in its incipient form yajna practice was in connection with the cyclical natural phenomena particularly the seasons and the overall order of things perceived in nature. The place of human beings within the whole system of things was attentively taken into account. In this manner, from empirical observations, the concept of Cosmic Order or Divine Order (rita) developed and the practice of yajna became gradually a rite of ontological significance.

Vedic culture evolved on the basis of yajna having primarily the purpose to create harmony. This harmony refers mainly to issues of nature and the place of human beings within the environment, but also to the harmony within a human being. Deities (gods), as principles of life, natural phenomena or psycho-social tendencies in the human, were conceptually acknowledged and became instrumental to obtain the harmony the humans were looking for.

Yet, the human-Divine link played by the role of yajna was to obtain gods' favours either in the external world or as benefits for practitioner's psyche. The overall kinds of goals were in the forms of good crop, cattle, good weather, progeny, good health, happiness of any kind, etc. Yet, besides the common goals yajna has specific characteristics pertinent to every Vedic era.
During the early Vedic period there were five great kinds of sacrifices namely brahmayajna, devayajna, pitriyajna, manushyayajna and bhutayajna as sacrifices to Brahman (the highest Reality),  to devas, to ancestors, to human beings and to all living creatures respectively.  They apply to the two manners of performing sacrifice, either the shrauta rite that was done by Vedic priests according to shruti (i.e. sacred literature of Divine revelation) rules or grihya (domestic) rite performed by a householder man in many cases assisted by his wife (patni). However the shrauta rite is much elaborated, its aims extending far beyond the purpose of a household.

1. Shrauta rite
The shrauta rite was particularly attentive to what were the necessary objects and how they have to be used within the sacrificial arena. Particular attention was given to how the actions were to be performed or how the participants had to behave during the time of ritualistic activities. The enclosure of the sacrificial ground was systematically arranged in an arena suitable for that specific purpose according to what the ritualistic literature recommended. Some objects used were the woods sticks in order to help kindling the sacred fire by friction. Other objects were logs of wood  as fuel, the offering spoon as sacrificial instrument/ utensil, the pressing-stone of soma stalks, the sacrificial vessel holding soma and food offering, the list of objects being quite long. Within the sacrificial ground there was an area known as the fire-pit in which the sacrificial fire (agni) has to burn various offerings. The fire-pit area has to be strewed with sacred grass (kusha) on which water was sprinkled according to specific rules. The fire sacrifice/ offering/ oblation (agnihoma) was patronized by the Vedic priests in charge with putting into the sacrificial fire articles consisting of nourishments like milk, clarified butter, cereals, fruits, various powders, vegetables and flowers, etc.

The basic shrauta rite involved the participation of four Vedic priests, each one having specific attributes. They were known as hotri, adhvaryu, udgatri and brahman (brahmin) each priest could have three helpers if necessary. The Vedic priests were all chanting priests. As tradition stipulates, hotri was the priest chanting the hymns of Rig Veda while performing oblation into the fire, adhvaryu was the one chanting the hymns of Yajur Veda while performing adhvara, i.e. his duties before the sacrifice itself. Udgatri priest was the one chanting the Sama Veda hymns, while brahman priest seen as the most learned was the supervisor of the entire ceremony and the one chanting the hymns of Atharva Veda.
As the scriptures suggest, the ways of performing yajna was different according to the aim in sight by the sacrificer, the one beneficiary of the rite. As fire sacrifice could be an offering to brahma, deva, pitri, manushya or bhuta, the aims of fire sacrifice have to be compatible with what was in their powers. The shrauta rite was a personal affair between the sacrificer and the unseen Divine forces that could give to the sacrificer his objects of desires. With the completion of yajna ritual by the final offering, its fruits were expected to materialize after a certain period of time, the power of fire sacrifice being seen as transitory. Considering the Vedic periods of time, yajna ritual evolved, in so bringing the transformation of the Vedic ritual itself.
2.
Grihya rite performed by a householder man in many cases assisted by his wife (patni). Certain hymns and verse of the Rg Veda were used as benedictions and prayers at birth, marriage and other occasions of daily life, at funerals and ancestor-worship, as well as at ceremonies for ensuring the fertility of the cattle and the growth of fruits in the field.  These ceremonies, called Ģrhyakarmani were associated with Yajnas of the simplest type, namely offering of milk, grain, ghee or flesh cast into the fire.

In the Vedas, priests did not have a total monopoly on the performance of sacrifice (indeed, they still do not), but instead, concentrated on being experts at performing certain key sacrifices that were required by all strata of society.   As only the gods could bring prosperity, long life, health, etc, priests were the agents who skill induced the gods to part with these gifts.  It was common practice for the best Brahmins; those whose skill was generally acknowledged, to be induced to travel long distances to perform sacrifices, and priests often competed for honours in the skill of their performances.  The more prominent priests were sought as teachers, thus building up traditional ways of performing rituals.  The distinction between the domestic and priestly sacrifice became blurred, as the priestly ritual became more elaborate, and the Brahmins also began to influence the way that domestic rites were carried out.  Domestic sacrifices remained simple.  
General Features of the Rig Vedic Religion
The religious beliefs and practices of this community are contained in a corpus of texts called the Vedas.  Since the term “Veda” comes up frequently in all discussions of Indian religious history, it is helpful to consider briefly some of its meanings and usages.  The term derives from the verbal root vid “to know”, and so the broadest meaning of Veda is “knowledge”, more specifically knowledge of the highest sort, religious knowledge.  It denotes several compendia of religious knowledge composed in an early form of Sanskrit (the perfected language) by the Indo-Aryan community, the four Vedic collections(samhita): the Rg Veda, Yajur Veda, Sama Veda and Atharva Veda.  Supplementary compositions were attached to each of these four Vedic collections namely: the Brahmanas, Aranyakas and the Upanishad, and these too become part of the Veda.This entire corpus of sacred literature came to be portrayed by its proponents as revelation, something that was only heard and not composed by human beings.  Hence, the Vedas constitute a huge, diverse, and fascinating corpus of texts composed over many centuries.

The earliest of the Vedic collections, and one of the world’s oldest intact religious texts, is the Rg Veda.  It consists of 1028 hymns, numbering around 10,000 verses.  These hymns were composed over a period of several hundred years by different lineages or families of poet-priests, and then compiled into a single large collection sometime around 1200-1000 BCE.  This great collection was carefully memorized and transmitted orally, virtually without alterations, for almost 3,000 years by generations of religious specialists.

The religious atmosphere of the Rg Vedic or Early age period was different from the religious atmosphere of the Middle Vedic Age which in turn was different from the atmosphere of the Later Vedic or Upanishadic period.

A striking trait of the Vedic religion (including the religion of the Rgveda and of the later Samhitas and Brahmanas) is its practical and utilitarian character.  The Suktas, though highly poetic in nature, are at the same time meant to be recited or sung by the purchitas or bards on occasions of sacrifice.  The priest offers prayers and oblations of soma or ghi, and in return expects rewards from his yajumana from the gods, such as long life, prosperity, livestock, warlike sons, and so on.  

In the Rg-veda we have the impassioned utterances of primitive but poetic souls which seek some refuge from the obstinate questionings of sense and outward things.  The hymns are philosophical to the extent that they attempt to explain the mysteries of the world not by means of any superhuman insight or extraordinary revelation, but by the light of unaided reason.

Knowledge of the world was useful to them as the guide of life.  And in the period of conquest and battle, such useful utilitarian deities as Indra were conceived.  The genuine philosophical impulse, the desire to know and understand the world for its own sake, showed itself only at the end of this period of storm and stress.  It was then that men sat down to doubt the gods they ignorantly worshipped and reflected on the mysteries of life.  It is at this period that questions were put to which the mind of man could not give adequate answers. The impulse of philosophy finds its first expression in mythology and religion.  In them we see the answers to the questions of ultimate existence, believed by the people in general.  These happen to be products of imagination where mythical causes are assumed to account for the actual world.  As reason slowly gains ascendancy over fancy, an attempt is made to distinguish the permanent stuff from out of which the actual things of the world are made.  Cosmological speculations take the place of mythical assumptions.  The permanent elements of the world are deified, and thus cosmology becomes confused with religion.

The Vedas were sacred and essential to the well-being of the Aryans, their priests developed special techniques to aid them in remembering the words to the hymns accurately and in teaching them to younger generations of priests. The Aryans are best known today for their religious verses, the Vedas. The Rg Veda is considered the oldest. Vedic literature was preserved for hundreds of years by oral tradition before it was written in Sanskrit, the language of the Aryans.  This period of their cultural and political domination, the Vedic Age, is named after this sacred literature. Of the four Vedas--or collections of hymns--the Rig Veda is considered the oldest. Vedic literature was preserved for hundreds of years by oral tradition before it was written in Sanskrit, the language of the Aryans.
The Vedas (Sruits) – the Revealed Wisdom

Vedas are considered the earliest literary record of Indo-Aryan civilization, and the most sacred books of India. They are the original scriptures of Hindu teachings, and contain spiritual knowledge encompassing all aspects of our life. Vedic literature with its philosophical maxims has stood the test of time and is the highest religious authority for all sections of Hindus in particular and for mankind in general.

“Veda” means wisdom, knowledge or vision, and it manifests the language of the gods in human speech. The laws of the Vedas regulate the social, legal, domestic and religious customs of the Hindus to the present day. All the obligatory duties of the Hindus at birth, marriage, death etc. owe their allegiance to the Vedic ritual. They draw forth the thought of successive generation of thinkers, and so contain within it the different strata of thought.

Our knowledge of Vedic religion in its earlier stages is derived from its primitive sacred books, originally oral composition belonging to the period between 1500-400BC.  In the traditional Vedas are said to be non-personal and without beginning or end.  This means that the truths embodied in the Vedas are eternal and that they are not creations of the human mind.  Each of the hymn is addressed to one or more Vedic deities, and is attributed to a specific rishi (sage-seer) they are supposed to be sung in a certain pitch to accompany specific rituals.  The concept of the rishi is pretty important as it relates the composition of the Vedic hymns to divine inspiration.  The rishi is only a medium or an agent to transmit to people the intuitional experiences which he received.  The truths of the Vedas are revelations.  All the other religions of the world claim their authority as being delivered by a special messenger of God to certain person, but the Vedas do not owe their authority to any one.  They are themselves the authority as they are eternal, as they are the Knowledge of the Lord.

Structures of Veda

The Veda is divided into four great books; the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Soma Veda and the Atharva Veda.  Each Veda consists of four parts; the Mantra – Samhitas or hymns, the Brahmans or explanation of Mantras of the rituals (ritualistic teachings), the Aranyakas the theological section and finally Upanishads – the philosophical section.

The Samhitas are hymns and chants in praise of various gods, such as air (Vayu), fire (Agni), rain (Parjanya), thunder (Indra), sun (Mitra).  The hymns are sung in order that man may please the gods and thereby received from them the blessings of worldly gods such as health, wealth, power and fame.  

The Brahmanas are manuals for performing various kinds of rituals and ceremonies as well as guides for the conduct of everyday life.  They describe in detail procedures for performing different rituals for pleasing different gods, as well as the kinds of sacrifices to be offered to them; they also lay down the rules of conduct and duties of men toward each other.
  It is also surely deserve to be commended for their lofty ethical teachings.

The Aranyakas (forest treatises) deal with rites and ceremonies.  But unlike the Brahmanas, they go beyond rites and ceremonies to remind man that rue and liberating wisdom does not consist in the mere performance of rites and ceremonies but in spiritual insight into ultimate reality.  The Aranyakas call upon men to inquire into and grasp the spiritual significance behind the Vedic sanctions, rituals, and ceremonies.  In other words, the Aranyakas are the transition from the outward symbols to the inner reality.  In this manner, the Aranyakas pave the path to the Upanisads, the flower of the Vedic wisdom.

The Upanisads are the concluding parts of the Vedas and are the culmination of the Vedic knowledge and wisdom.
The first three Samhitas were used in the Vedic period by the priestly class as ritual handbooks. Containing 1,028 hymns, the Rig Veda was used by the hotri who called on the gods by reciting they hymns aloud.  The hymns vary in style and length, and praise a pantheon gods.  Although Indra, the god of war and weather, is the most frequently mentioned, there appears to be no hierarchy.  Agni, the god of fire, is the second most prominently mentioned deity.  
The Sama Veda consisted of various portions taken from the Rig Veda and were utilized by the udgatri chanters.  
The Yajur Veda was used by the adhvaryu priests.  This work contains specific sacrificial formulas which were recited during that from of ceremony.  
The final Veda the Atharva Veda is attributed to a sage or rishi, named Atharvan, and consists of an originated with the original pre-Aryan culture of indigenous peoples, and because it deviated from the other Vedas, it was not at first readily accepted.  Eventually it too was adopted as a ritual handbook by the Brahmans, the highest class of priests.
	THE FOUR VEDAS

	I. R.g Veda
	the oldest Veda, from c.1500 BC; from r.c, "sacred hymn or verse"; liturgial manual of the hotr., chief sacrificial priest.

	II.Sâma Veda
	from sâman, "song, chant"; hymnal of singing udgâtr. priest, assistant of the hotr..

	III.Yajur Veda
	from yajus, "sacrifical formula"; liturgical manual of adhvaryu priest, assistant of hotr. charged with ritual preparations, "practical work."

	IV. Atharva Veda
	the youngest Veda, c. 800 BC; from atharvan, the "fire priest," not originally associated with Vedic sacrifice, later added as brâhman.a, the fourth sacrificial priest.


Each Veda consists of four parts.

	THE FOUR PARTS OF THE VEDAS

	I. Samhitâs (or Mantras) 

Hymns
	R.g Veda Samhitâs: 10522 verses
	The samhitâs and brâhman.as are the karma Marga, "path of selfness action ," of the Vedas.

	
	Sâma Veda Samhitâs: 1984 verses
	

	
	Yajur Veda Samhitâs: 1875 verses
	

	
	Atharva Veda Samhitâs: 5977 verses
	

	II. Brâhman.as 

Ritual Texts
	The brâhman.as, using much mythic material, are commentaries on and explanations of the hymns and ritual practices.
	

	III. Âran.yakas 

Forest Treatises
	The âran.yakas verge into philosophical writing but often are indistinguishable from the brâhman.as; they may be regarded as philosophical texts written by or for forest dwelling hermits or as brâhman.a ritual texts written for forest dwellers who cannot practice the ordinary household rituals described in the brâhman.as proper.
	The âranyakas and upanis.ads are the jñana Marga, "the path of knowledge" This knowledge brings out clearly the ultimate significance of all material and spiritual things.

	IV. Upanis.ads – Philosophical texts


	


*The Vedas are divided into two principal parts, the Karma Kanda and the Jnana Kanda – the work portion and the knowledge portion (the ceremonial and the spiritual).  The Karma Kanda consists of the duties of man, duties as a student, duties as a householder, duties as a recluse, and the various duties of the various stations of life. The spiritual portion of the religion is the second part the Jnana Kanda, that is the goal of the Vedas.

Conclusion

The Aryans brought with them a religious faith, Vedism, and a social stratification or caste system which they introduced to the Indus River Valley, changing the region forever. 

The Vedic religion is frankly pravrti margi [this worldly].  It assures the worshippers or householders not immortality or heaven, but a long life of full hundred years, prosperity, warlike offspring, in short-- All the pleasure of this world.  Conquest of enemies, freedom from disease, abundance of food and drinks seem to be the most desirable objects for the Vedic Aryans.

The word Veda is generally applied to a branch of literature which has been handed down from time immemorial by verbal transmission and is declared to be sacred knowledge or divine revelation (Sruti). They are

· The Rigveda which is the oldest and consists of 1028 hymns addressed to various gods. The composers of the Rig Veda were members of ten priestly families, namely Kanvas, Angirases, Agastyas, Grtsamadas (Kevala Bhrgus), Atris, Visvamitras, Vasisthas, Kasyapas, Bharatas and Bhrugus. Apart from these families we also have hymns composed jointly by members of different families and those composed by Rishis whose family’s identity is unknown.

· The Yajurveda is mostly in prose and makes use of verses of the Rigveda to explain sacrifices. It is divided into Krishna Yajurveda and Sukla Yajurveda.

· The Samaveda is a collection of melodies and the text of it is almost wholly drawn from Rigveda.

· The Atharvaveda consists of hymns which are chanted or sung. It is a collection of songs, spells and incantations for the healing of disease, restoration of harmony and the exorcism of evil spirits.

To each of the four Vedas are attached the Samhitas, the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the Upanishads. 

The Samhitas are the books of hymns or psalms, which are sung to the praise of various gods. 

The Brahmanas are the treatises relating to prayers and sacrificial ceremony. They deal with rituals, sacrifices, their mystic meanings and sacred significance. 

The Aranyakas are the last books or concluding portions of the Brahmanas. They deal with the philosophical doctrines, the allegorical significance of rites and the mystic meaning of the text of the Samhitas. Finally the Aranyakas developed into Upanishads which are purely philosophical texts. 

The Upanishads are believed to be 108 in number although only 13 of them are accorded the status of major or principal Upanishads. They explain the various theories of the creation of the universe; explain the doctrine of the transmigration of the souls, the doctrine of Karma and explain about God (Brahman) and the Soul (Atman).

The Rig Veda contained several creation myths but gives special prominence to the sacrificial creation of the universe by Manu, the first priest.  Manu sacrificed an ox and his twin brother, the first king whose body parts were transformed into three spheres: the heavens, the earth, and the underworld.  Manu's act allowed for the emergence of a hierarchical ordering of the universe with ranks of gods, humans, and other material components that evolved within the three spheres.  The cosmic elements, which were continually subjected to depletion, required constant renewal by absorbing matter and energy from sacrificial victims.  Hence, the performance of priestly sacrifices became the most significant human endeavor and a central feature of the Aryan religion. 

The Rig Veda maintains that humans, like gods, evolved from the sacrificial act of Manu, with possible parentage through the earth and sky, or from Manu himself.  Denied bodily immortality by the gods, humans are subjected to reincarnation, a cycle of recurring births and deaths (samsara).  Weak and helpless, they cannot defend themselves against evil that constant threatens the world order.  As a consequence, humans must seek protection from the gods.  This was normally granted them, provided they offered the gods worship, obedience, and sacrificial gifts. 
The priests enjoy a very important position in the ritual.  They are mediators between princes and gods.  They propitiate gods with prayers and offerings, and thus pleased, the gods actually take part, as it were, in the combat of humans and make their favoured party victorious.  Sometimes both the combatants pray the same gods for assistance, but the gods help the party whom they favour, and the other party is vanquished.  The spiritual idea that he who has God on his side obtains success or victory thus seems to be present here.

The Vedic region was the religion of the upper classes.  It presupposes an established household of considerable extent, a wealthy householder, expensive materials, and many priests not at all ashamed of their demand for large fees.  It was definitely different from the popular religion or the religion of the poor masses with its humble rites and reliance upon magic and medicine man.

Eventually however, increasing ritualistic complexity demanded by many sacrifices required the use of priests.  This was especially so for those that involved the offering of soma and sacrificial animals and those used at royal coronations.  These elaborate offerings required considerable expenditures on sacrificial animals, the construction of special altars, and gifts to attendant priests.  Therefore, grand and elaborate sacrifices were exclusively reserved for kings, nobles, and rich merchants.
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