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CHAPTER ONE

The Roots of Buddhism

Some twenty-five centuries ago, in northern India, a small
group of village elders approached a man who was strolling
down a dirt road. He was physically very thin and dressed in
the simple garments of a monk. They had heard that he had
recently been preaching to the villagers in the area. More-
over, it was said that he called himself Buddha and claimed
to know the underlying truths of life. Considering that rather
bold assertion, the elders asked if he purported to be a god.
His answer was “no.” Was he perhaps an angel? one elder
inquired. Again Buddha replied “no.” How about a saint? He
denied that, too. “Then what are you?” another elder asked.
‘Il am awake,”” was the answer.

In time people throughout Asia would learn that the name
(or more accurately, title) Buddha means “Awakened One” or
“Enlightened One.” Buddhists believe that Buddha’s awakening
was a momentous event for humanity. They view him as the
first person in history to recognize certain basic truths related to
peace, brotherhood, and especially how to eliminate human suf-
fering. As professors of religion Huston Smith and Philip Novak
suggest, “while the rest of the world was wrapped in the womb
of sleep, dreaming a dream known as the waking state of hu-
man life,” a single man shook himself out of that dazed state.
Buddhism, they point out, “begins with a man who woke up.”®

Destined for Wealth and Power
During the era when the elders questioned Buddha on the
roadside, the vast region of India was a scene of political ri-
valries. Several large kingdoms ruled by powerful monarchs




“[Buddhism] begins
with a man who woke
vied for control of populations made up mostly up.”®

of impoverished farmers and laborers. The man —
who would later call himself Buddha was born Novak, professors of religion
in about 563 BCE in one of those realms, Lum-

bini, in Northern India. It was a royal birth because the baby’s fa-

ther was Lumbini’s ruler, King Shuddhodhana. He and his queen
named the child Siddhartha.

Not long after the birth, some holy men who counseled the
king in spiritual matters approached him. In a vision, they said,
they saw that the new prince had two possible futures. If he re-
mained always inside the palace for the rest of his life, he would
enjoy a life of comfort and contentment. If he left the palace, how-
ever, he would be doomed to the life of an impoverished beggar.

Disturbed by this prediction, Shuddhodhana was determined
to keep it from ever happening. He posted guards at all the pal-
ace’s entrances and exits with orders to prevent the prince from
leaving that royal sanctuary. Also, no elderly or sick people were
allowed near the boy, so that knowledge of extreme aging or hu-
man suffering would never worry him. As a result, young Sid-
dhartha grew up thinking that life for everyone was comfortable
and carefree. According to the second-century-CE Buddhist poet
Asvaghosa, as an old man Buddha recalled his privileged youth,
saying in part, “I wore garments of silk and my attendants held a
white umbrella over me.” The young man possessed so much
wealth, Asvaghosa added, that Siddhartha “had elephants, and
silver ornaments for his elephants.” Moreover, as heir to Lumbini’s
throne, “he was destined for fame and power.”"°

Unsettling Realities of Human Life
That destiny of riches and political supremacy did not happen,
however. When Siddhartha reached his twenties, his father al-
lowed him to take an occasional chariot ride along a street near
the palace. But the king made sure that the only people on that
street were young, healthy, and well-dressed members of the
noble classes.



Wise men tell the king about their vision of the future
for baby Siddhartha. Their prediction prompted the
king to try and keep Siddhartha confined to the palace.

As it turned out, however, the king did not plan for all possible
contingencies. One day when Siddhartha was twenty-nine, his
driver accidentally entered a forbidden side street. And before the
charioteer could turn the vehicle around, the prince ordered him
to keep going.

Soon they came to a rural village, and there Siddhartha be-
held something he had never before seen. In Purdue University
professor Donald W. Mitchell’s words, it was “a decrepit old man.”
The prince asked his driver to explain this sight, and “the chari-
oteer answered that the ills of old age are the fate of all people.”
Later, Siddhartha saw a person suffering from a severe disease.
He also observed a dead body for the first time. Having witnessed
firsthand these unsettling realities of human life, Mitchell writes,
the young man became extremely sad. Try as he may, he “could
no longer find any enjoyment in the pleasures of his princely life.”™
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Achieving Enlightenment

Siddhartha was suddenly confronted with one of the unfortunate
truths of being human—that many people experience some form
of suffering during their lives. Being an intelligent, thoughtful per-
son, he wanted to know why that was the case. He yearned to
find out whether there was a way to avoid or halt the suffering
experienced by so many people but could not think how to go
about doing that.

He eventually found the answer. While riding through the king-
dom on a chariot, he came across a monk who was sitting quietly
on the ground, seemingly lost in thought. The charioteer explained
to the prince that this was a holy man who was meditating in the
hope that it would help him solve a problem or learn something
important about the world. At that moment, Siddhartha decided
that he too must follow that path. If he devoted himself to solitude
and meditation, perhaps he might find the answers to the ques-
tions that now haunted him.

In the days that followed, the young man left the palace for
good, abandoning his family and all his luxuries. In place of his

Learning the Importance of Good Health

When he first began wearing monk’s robes, Siddhartha fully embraced a
lifestyle in which he practiced extreme self-discipline and self-denial. He re-
frained from washing and lived outside, enduring extremes of heat and cold.
On some days and nights, he lay for hours beside rotting human corpses that
had been tossed into a mass grave. He also ate less and less and became
abnormally thin. At the time, he was convinced that punishing his body to
that degree would help his mind focus better on crucial, weighty questions
about life and the human condition. But later, when he became Buddha, the
Enlightened One, he came to realize that all that self-degradation was ulti-
mately pointless. Instead of helping him think better, torturing himself had
actually hindered his efforts to attain his goal. He later stated that a wisdom
seeker should “be moderate. Let him eat and drink according to the needs of
the body.” Keeping “the body in good health is a duty, for otherwise we shall
not be able to trim the lamp of wisdom, and keep our mind strong and clear.”

Quoted in Lin Yutang, ed., The Wisdom of China and India. Random House, 1955, p. 360.




expensive garments, he donned ragged monk’s robes. He also
stopped bathing and slept outside on the ground, even in inclem-
ent weather. In addition, he ate very little and as a result lost so
much weight that years later he recalled how the bones of his
spine protruded “like a row of spindles.”'?

Siddhartha continued his wanderings through the country-
side. For four or five years, he practiced harsh and unhealthy
self-denial. Eventually, he came to realize that this approach was
foolish and self-defeating. Reversing course, therefore, he started
eating normally again, bathed, and put on clean clothes.

After regaining his health, sometime in 528 BCE the former
prince went for a walk through a large, flower-filled meadow. Half-
way across he noticed a lone banyan tree and decided that the
ground beneath its branches would be a pleasant place to medi-
tate. So deeply did he do so that he entered a trancelike state and
remained that way for an unknown length of time. Buddhist teach-
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