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THIRD ASHRAMA: VANAPRASTHA

Under the Vedic Culture the third
stage of life is called the Vanaprastha
Ashrama. The word ‘Vanaprastha’ does
not appear in the Vedic text. However,
the word ’Muni’ appears in the Vedic
text. ‘Vanaprastha’ means ‘the person
who has left the house to live in the
forest’ and ‘Muni’ means ‘a person of
meditation’, and the two words are
identical in the Vedic text. This way we
can say that ‘the Vanaprastha Ashrama’
is certainly a Vedic term.

The ‘Sanskara Vidhi’ authored by
Rishi Dayananda speaks that the
Vanaprastha Sanskar is performed at the
time when the son of a person following
the rules of Brahmcharya and after
marriage has got a child, that is, when a
son is born to his son, then that person
should retire to the forest and perform
the prescribed duties.

The Shatapatha Brahmana says—
FETFIET T T& 9ag Tal Ya@ar a4 99g
g qear FAA/ |
[It is proper for all men to complete the
Brahmcharya Ashrama and then to enter
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the Grihastha Ashrama, and after the
Grihastha Ashrama to step into the
Vanaprastha Ashrama and after that to
accept the Order of Samnyasa.]
Yajurveda (19.30) preaches:-
Fa7 AT g e |
RO SETAT HETT T | |

Rishi Dayanand explains the above
verse and concludes its meaning with his
views as under —

When a man accepts (sd) to observe
the vows of Brahmcharya and to adhere
to truth and discipline in life, by such
vows he attains (<term) high merits and
status. By virtue of such merits he gains
(=ferom) expertise. By expertise he gains
(s1g1) true faith in and adherence to the
truth. By the true faith in and adherence
to truth, he gains (&) the true eternal
knowledge. Therefore, after having lived
faithfully the stages of Brahmcharya and
Grihastha, one should indeed step in the
Vanaprastha Ashrama.

Atharvaveda (9.5.1) preaches:-
ST TIaTHT THeT GHal dABAT TG FATT [
dical aHTieT S5 FETTol B Bl
gATT /1



The word ‘gi@q ‘meaning ‘the third’
here is for the Vanaprastha Ashrama,
being the third in number among the
Four Ashramas. The verse means —

[O house-holder! Having known it
perfectly well, divert your mind away
from the Grihastha life, and start the
Vanaprastha stage, which is appreciated
by the pious people. Free yourself, that
IS, cross over the miseries that are born
out of attractions and attachments, and
know your soul to be ageless and
immortal, and ascend the third stage of
Vanaprastha, which is free from worldly
displeasures and anxieties.]

Mundak Upanishad (1.2.11) also
preaches to enter the Third Stage, as
follows —

TI8E ¥ Guaaavvd ey [agTer
Hergeioae=: |
QIS & [Avorr: FRT AT G gesr
ETqIIHAT | |

[O men! The learned people who live in
the forest peacefully among the forest-
dwellers, performing Yoga and
meditation with devotion to God, and
beg and subsist on alms, they are indeed
faultless, without sins, and free from
attachments. They succeed through the
Pranas, to attain the perfect,
imperishable God, Who is birthless and
deathless. Therefore, it is a best
undertaking to accept the Vanaprastha
Ashrama.]

Manusmriti (6.1) educates us to live a
family life followed by the Vanaprastha
Ashrama —

Y Fifed

vq TETEH fRerar AT wrasl 7o
g7 qug [ga Fyrag Rforf=g: //
[The dvija or twice-born,i.e.,
Brahmana, Kshatriya and Vaishya, after
having completed their education,
observing the discipline of Brahmcharya
and having taken their bath during
Samavartan, and having their senses and
spirit under control, should live the life
of a Grihasthi as described, and then
they should live in the forest.]
Manusmriti (6.2) guides the house-
holders to enter the Vanaprastha
Ashrama on witnessing the signs of
aging on their face and hair. It says:
TEvwIvg IaT G935 TAIIciaaIceTT: |
IIRT T TR0 FTASIT | |
[The Grihasthis or house-holders
should take shelter in the forest when
they see that their skin is becoming
loose and their hair has turned grey and
when a son (child) is born to their son.]
The wife may accompany the husband
to the forest, or else may remain with
the sons. Manusmriti (6.3) further
says—

TR JIRIETRY 69797 GReGH |
gAY 9 R 37 TROq w8 arl/
[When the house-holder men accept the
Vanaprastha, then they should consume
what is produced in the village and leave
back all domestic belongings at home,
and leave their wife under the care and
responsibility of their son, or let her
accompany them to dwell in the forest.]
The Vanaprasthis should keep them
busy, studying and meditating on the
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Vedas, during their secluded life in the
forest. Manusmriti (6.5) says—

Vg fcqg: IRl 47 Ted: |
T [ACTHAIRGTA WaYAT§H~ TP [ |
[There in the forest, he should always
engage himself in the study and teaching
of the Vedas and other scriptures, and
have his mind and other senses under
control. If his wife is living with him, he
must not make marital contact with her.
He should treat her like other friends. He
may give things to others; but should not
accept anything from them. He should

always be merciful to all creatures.]

Rishi Dayanand says in his famous
‘Sanskar Vidhi’ as follows :

‘The time to enter the Vanaprastha
Ashrama is after the age of 50 years.
When your son has already a son born to
him, then explain the responsibilities
and duties of the Grihastha Ashrama to
your wife, brother, son, daughter-in-law
and other relatives, and then prepare
yourself to leave for the forest. If your
wife decides to accompany you, then
take her along with you. Otherwise,
entrust your eldest son to take care of
her. Give her clear instructions to guide
her son and others to follow the path of
Dharma, and to shun whatever is not
according to the dictates of Dharma.’

Thus the Vanaprastha Ashrama is the
Third Stage of life under the Vedic
System of Life. This stage is for studying
the Vedas and meditating on God and the
world, so as to clear one’s path of
realising God and attaining moksha.
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