HINDU SCRIPTURES
The authoritative sources of Hinduism are divided into two classes: - 

1. The Sruti 

2. The Smrti. 

The Sruti is the primary authority and the Smrti is the secondary authority.  Sruti literally means what is heard. Great Rsis are said to have heard the eternal truths of religion and to have left a record of them for the benefit of others. These records are called the Vedas. We have four Vedas :

1. The Rig - Veda

2. The Yajur Veda

3. The Sama Veda 

4. The Atharvana Veda.

Each Veda consists mainly of three parts: -  

1. The Mantras or hymns 

2. The Brahmanas or explanations of mantras and rituals and  

3. The Upanishads or mystical utterances revealing profound spiritual   truths.  

Of these the Upanishads are the most important. They form the foundations of Hinduism. The most important upanisads are  Isa, Kena, Katha, Prasna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Aitareya, Taittiriya, Chandogya and Brhadaranyaka. These are supremely authoritative. And, as they come at the end of the Veda, the teaching that is based on them is called Vedanta.
Sometimes the subject matter of the whole Veda is divided into - 

1. Karma - Kanda  

2. Upasana-Kanda  

3. Jnana Kanda.  

The first deals with rituals, the second with worship or meditation and the third with the highest knowledge. Next in importance to the Sruti is the Smrti which collectively means the secondary scriptures. These derive their authority from the Sruti, because their object is to expand and exemplify the principles of the Veda.
They consist of  

1. Smrtis or codes of law 

2. Itihasas or epics 

3. Puranas or chronicles and legends 

4. Agamas or manuals of worship   

5. Darsanas or schools of philosophy.  

The laws for regulating Hindu society from time to time are codified in the so-called Smrtis. The most important of our law- givens are Manu, Yajnavalkya and Parasara. They give detailed instructions, according to the conditions of the time, to all classes of men regarding their duties in life. Hence their codes of laws are known as Dharma sastras.

But most of these books are only of historical 'importance now. For Hindu society has naturally changed during all these intervening centuries and many new factors undreamt of by the old lawgivers have come into existence. Accordingly many of the old laws have become obsolete. Our society has outgrown them. It would be as impossible for us to order our lives today according to these old laws as for a man of twenty-five to wear a coat which was made for him when he was a child of five. 

Our attempt to follow the laws of Manu now would be as ridiculous as a modern Englishman's attempt to follow the laws of Alfred. All that we can do is to follow the spirit and not the letter of our ancient lawgivers. The Itihasas are the two well-known epics - the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Their object is to drive home to all Hindus the laws of the Smrtis and the principles of the Veda by means of the exploits of their great national heroes. We get our earliest notions of our religion from these stories.

The ideal characters like Rama and Sita that we find in them firmly establish Hindu Dharma in our minds. Therefore the authors of these books Valmiki and Vyasa should be looked up on as great nation-builder's. It is no exaggeration to say that Hindu society is still following the lines chalked out by them. Even today characters in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata dominate our domestic,  social and national ideals. 

The Mahabharata, especially, is an encyclopedia of Hindu Marina. It is
rightly called the fifth Veda. It consists of long stories, episodes, descriptions, discourses and sermons. The most important part of it is, of course, the Bhagavad-Gita, which is a dialogue between Krsna and Arjuna on the battlefield before the commencement of the Great War. The importance of the Gita is due to its context as well as its contents. It forms, as it were, the focus of the whole epic. 

At the critical moment when Arjuna saw before him all his dear kinsmen ranged against him in battle, he grew faint of heart and was tempted to relinquish a great public duty on account of his private sorrow. If he had been left alone, he would have retired from the battlefield, and if he had done so, there would have been an end of the war, and the evil embodied in Duryodhana and his allies would have triumphed.   

But this national calamity was-averted by Krsna who came to the rescue of Arjuna
and discussed with him all the moral and metaphysical implications of human duties and convinced him that, in the circum - stances in which he was placed, it was his duty to fight regard less of consequences. Thus, incidentally, the Avatar summarizes for us all the philosophical and the ethical teachings of the Upanisads. In fact, there is a popular Verse, which aptly compares the Upanisads to cows, the Gita to milk Krishna to a cowherd and Arjuna to a calf. 

Also the Gita aims at producing a type of character which is the loftiest that the Hindu imagination has conceived. For the ideal Yogin that it describes is like the Avatar Himself, both a man of contemplation and a man of action-a practical mystic whose head is in solitude, but whose hands are in society. A mystic whose head is in solitude, but whose hands are in society. ' His action proceeds out of his contemplation, and his contemplation is rooted in his love of God.  

In as much as the Bhagavad Gita gives us guidance on all points of spiritual life karma, bhakti, Dhyana and Jnana-and as its message is addressed to all men without any distinction, it is considered a universal gospel. It is undoubtedly, one of the greatest scriptures of the world. 

The Puranas are next in importance to the epics as instruments of popular education. They consist of chronicles and legends and genealogies of kings, and thus sometimes contain historical matter. But they are often imaginative. These scriptures generally deal with ideal truth and not with historical truth. Their validity does not depend upon any historical fact. This is very well illustrated in the accounts we have in them of the various Avatars or incarnations of Visnu, which are in tended to give us an imaginative representation of God's help to man at different stages of his evolution. 

'The doctrine of Avatars, which is found only in germ in the Brahmanas, is fully developed in the  Epics and the Puranas. According to the generally received account there are ten Avatars of Visnu, the preserving Power of the universe. The aim of ever  Avatar is to save the world from some great danger or trouble. 

The Bhagavan of the Gita in two well-known verses describes the purpose of an Avatar thus: - 

"Whenever there is decay of Dharma, O Arjuna, and an out break of Adharma, I embody myself. For the protection of the good, for the destruction of the wicked, and for the establishment of Dharma I
am born from age to age." 

These are said to be the ten incarnations of Vishnu: -  

1. Matsya (The Fish) 

2. Kurma (The Tortoise)  

3. Varaha (The Boar) 

4. Narasimha (The Man-lion) 

5. Vamana (The Dwarf) 

6. Parasurama (Rama with the axe)  

7. Ramachandra (The hero of the Ramayana)  

8. Sri Krsna (The Bhagavan of the Gita) 

9. Buddha (The founder of Buddhism) 

10. Kalki (The hero on a white horse who is to come at the end of the Kali Yuga).  

They are grouped together in the well-known formula of Dasavathara, which brings together all the four great   sources of popular belief-myth, legend, history and prophecy. Thus the aim of the Puranas is to impress on the minds of the populace the teachings of the Veda, especially the power, and the loving-kindness of God by means of concrete examples. Moreover many of the beautiful stories, like those of Prahlada and Dhruva, with which every Hindu child is acquainted, come from these popular scriptures. 

According to tradition there are eighteen main Puranas and an equal number of subsidiary Puranas.  But the most popular of them are the Visnu Purana and the Bhagavatha Purana. In fact, the latter is
so popular that it is often placed on a level with the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. 

Another class of popular scriptures consists of the so called Agamas. This word is used in a narrow sense to denote the sectarian scriptures dealing with the worship of a particular aspect of Go   and prescribing de tailed courses of discipline for the worshipper. According as the deity that is worshipped is Visnu or Siva or Sakti, the Agamas are divided into three classes, which have given rise to the three main branches of Hinduism, namely, Vaishnavism, Saivism and Saktism. 

The Vaishnava Agamas or Pancaratra Agamas glorify God, as Visnu. The Saiva Agamas glorify Him as have and have given rise to an important school of philosophy known as Saiva Siddhanta. And the Sakta Agamas or Tantras glorify the Supreme as the Mother of the universe under one of the many names of Devi. It should be remembered that, in spite of their immense diversity in forms and methods of worship, the Agamas are all Vedic in spirit and character, and hence are looked upon as authorities. Meykandar, a great Saivite writer says, "The Agamas are specially revealed for the benefit of the blessed, and they contain the essential truths of the Veda and the Vedanta."

The Agamas are specially revealed for the benefit of the blessed, and they contain the essential truths of the Veda and the Vedanta." The importance of these sectarian scriptures lies in the mass of devotional poetry that has sprung up around them in the popular languages of the country. This shows that they have succeeded in bringing religion to the hearts of the common people.  

Lastly, the Darsanas are schools of philosophy based on the Veda. Each school tries to develop, systematize and correlate the various parts of the Veda in its own way. The Darsanas are meant for the scholar and their appeal is to the logical understanding, while the Puranas and the Agamas are  meant for the  masses and their appeal is to the imagination or the heart. 

There are six Darsanas divided into three groups: - 

1. Nyaya by Gautama, and Vaisesika by Kanada. 

2. Samkhya by Kapila, and Yoga by Patanjali. 

3. Mimamsa by Jaimini, and Vedanta by Badarayana. 

Each Darsana consists of a number of Sutras or aphorisms attributed to the founder of the school. To these Sutras is attached an authoritative commentary of a later age. And on this original  commentary we have glosses, notes and later commentaries. 

Of these six schools of philosophy only one still holds, the field of orthodoxy, and that is the Vedanta. It is considered the most satisfactory system of philosophy that could be evolved out of the Upanisads.  

For it has a right conception of the relative importance of the various parts of the Veda as well as of the supremacy of the Vedic revelation. The first four Darsanas, namely, Nyaya, Vaisesika, Samkhya and Yoga, though in theory they accept the Veda as the supreme authority, have nevertheless many doctrines which are opposed to its teachings. 

They rely too much on human reason. Our reason working on the materials given to us by our senses is all right in matters of worldly knowledge. But it is a very inadequate instrument in matters that lie beyond this world. Therefore to under stand the nature of God and our relations to Him we have to supplement the testimony of the senses and reason by something else.   

And this is the testimony of the Veda, which is a record of the religious experience of great Rsis, who by their spiritual intuition have gone beyond time and space and grasped the nature of the ultimate Reality, which they call Brahman. We have first of all to take the words of the Rsis on trust and slowly try to realize their truth in our hearts.

Just as we first accept the formulae given by great scientists in our text-books of science and afterwards realize their truth by means of experiments in our laboratories  so we should accept the spiritual formulae given by the Rsis and test their validity in the laboratory of our hearts. If we do so, we shall find that they are true for all time and for all men.

That is why we say that the Veda is eternal and impersonal. The knowledge of Brahman that we derive from it reaches its consummation in the individual spiritual experience of all men who have gone through the necessary discipline. Thus the ultimate ground of Hindu religious belief is not merely the arbitrary authority of a sacred book or a piece of historical evidence or an individual utterance, but facts of spiritual experience which  could be   ascertained by any man. 

While the first four Darsanas are systems of philosophy which are only superficially based on the Veda, the fifth, namely, Mimamsa, accepts in its entirety the authority of the Veda, but it has no correct idea of the relative importance of its various parts. We have al ready seen that according to the subject matter the Veda is generally divided into (1) Karma-Kanda, (2) Upasana-Kanda and (3) Jnana-Kanda.

According to the Mimamsa school karma or ritual is all in all in the Veda and the other two parts are only accessories to it. This view is rejected by the Vedanta school, which believes that ritual and worship are accessories to religious experience in which the soul feels its union with God. Therefore the Vedanta Darsana  was superseded all other Darsanas.  

From what has been said above it will be seen that the Veda, taken as a whole, is the main source or the fountainhead of all Indian culture. Its philosophical speculations lead to the Vedanta. Its forms of meditation and prayer lead to the Bhakti doctrine, its rituals and sacrifices lead to the Mimamsa school, its accounts of creation lead to the cosmology and psychology of Samkhya, its descriptions of religious ecstasy lead to the Sadhanas of Yoga and its metaphysical disquisition's lead to there a soning of Nyaya and  Vaisesika.

Moreover its Rsis and kings are the starting-points of Itihasas and Puranas, and the social customs that it mentions give rise to the Dharma-sastras. We may even say its occasional protests against sacrifice lead to Buddhism and Jainism. Thus all our secondary scriptures-the Smrtis, the Itihasas, the Puranas, the Agamas and the Darsanas-are only developments of the Veda. These later scriptures are like the gold coins of various epochs. Their ultimate source is the Veda, which is like a mine of gold.  

And, just as all our scriptures have a common source, they have a common aim. Their aim is to make man a perfect spirit like God and one with Him. With that aim in view they try to create political and social institutions which will help the spiritual development of every man according to his capacity. They rouse his imagination, they quicken his intellect and form his character and the  guide him along the steep and difficult path of ascent that leads to God.
