The Buddha Before Enlightenment

Historic timeline – 

Vedic tradition 1500 -1100 BCE
	Text = the Vedas and the Upanishad (the Bhagavad Gita)

Late Vedic Period 1100-500 BCE
	 Brahmanism > gives importance to absolute reality

Buddha 563-483 BCE
· 563 BCE. Birth. Siddhartha Gautama, the Lord Buddha, was born in the famous gardens of Lumbini.
· 547 BCE. Marriage. ... 
· 533 BCE. Leaves the palace (4 sights) ... 
· 533 BCE. Renunciation (gives up his life as a prince) ... 
· 528 BCE. Enlightenment. ... 
· 528 BCE. First sermon. ... 
· Period: 528 BCE to 528 BCE. Discovery of the Middle Way. ... 
· 483 BCE. Death.
Hindu synthesis and Classical Hinduism 200BCE-1200 CE


Quotes of the Day

“Somewhere there is a great mystery that wants to come live in your house and change
everything.”  - Mary Rose O’Reilly

“What you are seeking is seeking you.”  - Rumi



The Axial Age and the Buddha

Axial Age, a term used by German philosopher Karl Jaspers, refers to the period between the 8th and 3rd century BCE.  He called it a turning point in human history.  During this time most of the major religious and spiritual traditions emerged in Eurasian societies (Iran, India, China, and the Greco-Roman world.)

Confucius and Laozi were living in China; all the schools of Chinese philosophy came into being; India produced the Upanishads and Buddha; in Iran Zarathustra taught of the struggle between good and evil; in Palestine the prophets made their appearance from Elijah by way of Isaiah and Jeremiah to Deutero-Isaiah; Greece witnessed the appearance of Homer, of the philosophers Heraclitus and Plato, among others.  And all of this happened almost simultaneously in China, India, and the West. (Jaspers, Origin and Goal of History)

In addition to the uprising of spiritual interest, this period is marked by a change in cognitive style, from a narrative and analogical style to a more analytical and reflective style (meaning “thinking about thinking”), probably due to the increased use of external memory tools—writing, lists, scriptures, all enhanced the ability to reflect on thoughts and challenge prior beliefs. This shift in human’s ability to cognitively process their own thinking is highly significant and a major cause of the transformations that were taking place in the Axial Age. This age is also defined as a period shifting from short-term materialistic orientation to a long-term spiritual one.  The psychological shift of the Axial Age refers to the new ability of “standing back and looking beyond” (Schwartz).

In her book The History of God, scholar Karen Armstrong writes that the new ideologies of the Axial Age were a general agreement that human life contained a transcendent element that was essential.  The sages of this time interpreted this transcendence differently, but they were united in seeing it as crucial to the development of men and women as full human beings.  They had not jettisoned the older mythologies absolutely but reinterpreted them and helped people to rise above them.

Most of the current world religions (Buddhism, Hinduism, Daoism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam) can trace their origins back to this time.  During the Axial Age we see the rising of innovative, provocative, and disruptive thinkers who are still a source of inspiration for present-day religious, spiritual, philosophical, and psychological movements:  Socrates, Pythagoras, Buddha, Mahavira , Confucius, Lao Tse, the Hebrew prophets.  The change these thinkers brought was the emergence of self-discipline and selflessness, which were new at the time and which today form the core of world religions. This period constitutes a genuine transformation in human history because its thinkers have inspired so much of modern spirituality and philosophy.



Into this rich world of transformation comes Siddartha Gotama, a son of a wealthy and influential man living in a palace in the foothills of the Himalayas.  Buddha enters the world in the later middle period of the Axial Age, 563- 483 BCE, and comes to offer what Karen Armstrong calls “autobiographical philosophy,” drawing his conclusions and his teachings from his own experience and practice.  Let’s see how he got to this.

I’m sure you have all heard the apocryphal story that Gotama was highly protected by his father who did not want him to be exposed to the outside world.   He brought some Brahmins (spiritual teachers) to examine the newborn Gotama and tell his fortune.  They determined that he would see death and sickness, and this would cause him to become a “renouncer” and discover a new spiritual path.  His father sheltered him from the outside world.  He was well-educated and being groomed to take a leadership role in his republic of Sakka.  But he was a virtual prisoner in his own house.  Karen Armstrong comments that “Gotama’s pleasure palace is a striking image of a mind in denial.  As long as we persist in closing our hearts to sorrow that surrounds us on all sides, we remain incapable of growth and insight.”  She writes.

So of course, as the story goes, Gotama was compelled to flee.  He would do what his father feared most and become a “renouncer.”  When he looked at human life, he could see only the grim cycle of suffering, which began with the trauma of birth and proceeded inexorably to “aging, illness, death, sorrow, and corruption,” only to start again with the next life cycle.  He was convinced that these painful states must have their positive counterparts.  “Suppose,” he said, “I start looking for the unborn, unaging, deathless, sorrowless, incorrupt and supreme freedom from all this bondage?”  Gotama had allowed the knowledge of dukkha to invade his life, and his quest could begin.  In the middle of the night, at the age of 29, he left his father’s house, turned away from the leadership role he was destined to fill, and away from his loving wife and baby son, and took off on his trusted horse to seek the truth.

He immediately began by looking for a teacher to teach him this truth about life that he sought and found Alara Kalama and Uddalaka Ramaputta.  He was an excellent student and reached high states of concentration and trance very quickly.  But he became dissatisfied with this teaching because, he said, when he returned from these altered states, he found there had been no real transformation.  As Armstrong says, he was still his “unregenerate, greedy, yearning self.”  His trance was not nibanna (or ultimate awakening), because nibbana could not be temporary.

After years of study and practice, he left his teachers, seeing formal instruction in the Vedic tradition as an ineffective path to the truth.

At this point, he turned to a group of ascetics.  Asceticism was a lifestyle characterized by abstinence from sensual pleasures, often for the purpose of pursuing spiritual goals. Ascetics typically adopted a frugal lifestyle, characterized by the renunciation of material possessions and physical pleasures, and they also spent time fasting while concentrating on the practice of religion or reflection upon spiritual matters.  During this time, Gotama practiced severe extremities that gravely damaged his health.  This went on for several years.  In the end, almost to the point of death, he found there was no hint of the peace and liberation he sought.

Undeterred by finding yet another false path, he did not give up.  Henceforth he would rely only on his own insights and as we come to see, his teachings and practices were ultimately based on his own lived experience, what Karen Armstrong called autobiographical philosophy.  This became one of the central tenets of his spiritual method.  He drilled into his disciples that they must not accept anybody’s teachings, no matter how august they were, if those teaching did not tally with their own experience.  They were to take no doctrine on faith.

Story of the apple tree.  Gotama has an early childhood memory.

He was sitting under the shade of a rose apple tree, watching the ceremonial plowing of the fields before the first spring planting.  As he saw all the young shoots and insects being plowed up, he was overcome with a deep grief.  As he recalled it, “a surge of selfless empathy brought him to a moment of spiritual release.  Pure joy welled up within him, and he took a yogic seated position (asana) and entered a trance state.”  As Gotama recalled this moment, he said he realized that the joy he felt was entirely free of craving and greed.  He asked, “could this be the way to enlightenment?  He began to think that this feeling of liberation was built into the structure of our humanity.  It was at the point of recalling this memory under the apple tree that he understood that starving his body into submission was not the way to find what he sought and that he should cultivate these innate tendencies that led to liberation, the “release of the mind.” 

Here we see more of his core teachings taking form.  You might think of the joy he experienced under the apple tree as one of the 7 factors of awakening that he eventually taught to his followers.
Other key features of his teaching taking place at this point:  He realized that the unhelpful states of mind must be balanced by their positive counterparts.  Instead of merely avoiding aggression, he must behave gently and kindly to everything and everybody and cultivate thoughts of loving-kindness.  The tenets of Buddhism were beginning to take shape in his mind.  He knew it was important not to lie, but also crucial to be “reasoned, accurate, clear, and beneficial.”  He committed to work with his human nature, to understand it, accept it, and not fight against it.  Do you see the framework of Buddhist psychology?

At this point, he dropped the life of the ascetic tradition and took food. As he was nursed back to health, he began to develop a special type of yoga.  
· 1) Mindfulness (sati) – He scrutinized his behavior at every moment of the day, noting feelings and sensations and the fluctuations of his consciousness, watching the constant stream of desires, irritation, and ideas that coursed through his mind in the space of a single hour.  He became acquainted with the workings of his own mind.
· 2) He noticed the way one craving after another took possession of his mind and heart, how he was ceaselessly yearning to become something else, go somewhere else, and get something he did not have.
· 3) He also noticed the way everything changes and how suffering arises from our wanting things to stay as they are. (impermanence)
· 4) He continued to practice yoga diligently.  (discipline & practice)
· 5) He shifted his desires to “wanting the welfare of all living beings.” (selflessness)
· 6) He cultivated “a mind that is lucid, conscious of itself, and completely alert.”
· 7) He shunned his debilitating doubt and sought to be calm and still.
· 8) Every day, while practicing yoga, he entered into alternative states of consciousness, fusing each successive trance with a feeling of positive benevolence toward the entire world.

He called these meditations “the immeasurables.”

Buddhism emphasizes the cultivation of four “sublime” or “noble” attitudes toward all beings: loving-kindness (friendliness), compassion (willing to cease suffering), appreciative joy (feeling happy for others), and equanimity (calm based on wisdom). These are known as the “four immeasurables.”  And this insight took place before he reached full enlightenment.


It seems we have no idea how long it took for Gotama to recover his health and attain supreme enlightenment.  But I wanted to point out that a good part of his primary teaching was taking shape in those years that he was in the harmful ascetic tradition and then healing from the ravages of its practices.  (See list of concepts at the end of this talk.)

He was developing his own special kind of yoga, no longer hoping to discover his “eternal Self” as the Vedic traditions had taught him.  He saw this eternal Self as another delusion that held people back from enlightenment.  He also realized that every sentient being was in a state of constant flux, merely a succession of temporary, mutable states of existence.  He was coming to see that there was no permanent sense of self that could be found.
His yoga was designed to acquaint him with his own human nature, his own fluctuating state of existence.
As he became aware of the ephemeral nature of his invasive thoughts, it became difficult for him to identify with them, and he became increasingly adept at monitoring the distractions that deprived him of peace.
In addition, he denied the existence of a supreme being that his Vedic tradition had taught him.
According to Karen Armstrong, Gotama’s enlightenment was, almost certainly, no instant born-again experience.  Later, he warned his disciples that “in this method, training, discipline, and practice take effect by slow degrees, with no sudden perception of the ultimate truth.”

The single moment of enlightenment under the Bodhi tree (Bodh Gaya) is a nice story, but probably not the way it happened.  But surely, if slowly, Gotama did tamp out the unbeneficial states of his own mind and achieve the peace of complete selflessness.  Henceforth, he would be called the Buddha, or the awakened one.  He had found an inner haven, which enabled a man or a woman who put this regimen into practice to live with pain, take possession of it, affirm it, and experience a profound serenity in the midst of suffering.  He never claimed to do away with suffering.  What he offered was a capacity to live with it peacefully and react to it compassionately.

Nibanna was thus found within each person’s inner being and was an entirely natural state.  It was the still center that gave meaning to life.  I want us to pause on this, because in the Axial Age, this was a radical notion.  Spiritual seekers were no longer to come to realization through gods, gurus, or faith, but through experiencing their own innate qualities, beneficial and unbeneficial.

As the story goes, the seeker known as Gotama sat himself down under the bodhi tree, determined not to get up until he had the truth.  And so it happened.  He fought off the temptations of Mara and he achieved ultimate truth, becoming the awakened one.  The Buddha continued to sit after his enlightenment, meditating beneath the tree and then standing beside it for a number of weeks. Seven weeks after his enlightenment, he left his seat under the tree and decided to teach others what he had learned, encouraging people to follow a path he called “The Middle Way,” which is one of balance rather than extremism.  And for the next 45 years of his life, the Buddha, as he was now called, traveled through cities and towns of the Ganges plain, bringing his teachings with him.  

The disciples.
His first five fellow renouncers had become his devoted followers, but they shunned him when started eating food, thinking he had lost his discipline and commitment to awakening. When he finally moved from the bodhi tree, Buddha sought them out and told them what had happened to him.  They accepted his teachings, and the story goes that they achieved enlightenment during the Buddha’ first sermon.

This first teaching was The Four Noble Truths.
• Life is suffering
• Attachment causes suffering
• To cure suffering, free yourself from attachment
• The Eightfold Path will show you the way out of suffering

In the next few weeks, April, Allie, and Lili will be guiding us in an exploration of the first three noble truths.  And in the near future, then, we will also be giving talks on the Eightfold Path.

At first, the Buddha did not think he would teach what he had learned.  He felt it was too hard to do so.  But the story tellers of his life say that the gods came to him and told him he must travel and teach what he had learned.  One of the things that interests me is the challenge that he faced as a “teacher,” as role model.  News of his enlightenment spread and people came in throngs to learn from him.  So early in his teaching, he had to begin to train his disciples to teach the many people who sought them out.  Buddha’s monks traveled throughout the regions teaching, but they also situated themselves in certain groves and parks and people came to them.  (sort of an Axial Age Woodstock) So Buddha set about creating a curriculum, and training his disciples to help teach the thousands that arrived.  You will recall that over the last few months we have been studying the four foundations of mindfulness:  breath/body; feelings; mind; dhamma.  This was one of the very early teachings that he gave to his disciples because they needed to how “how” to teach seekers to meditate.  The directions for how to mediate are laid out quite specifically in the satipatana sutra, each foundation being given a set of four directives to follow.  In my guided meditations with you, I have offered his directives in our meditations, and will do so tonight, too.

To conclude, here's a review of some of the core concepts that began to take shape prior to Buddha’s awakening:

1.  Reflection and insight – Why am I the way I am?
2. Autobiographical philosophy > Look to our own inner wisdom.
3. Growth comes from opening your heart.
4. Suffering exists > dukkha.
5. Peace > nibbana is permanent.
6. Rely on your own insight > take no doctrine on faith.
7. Liberation is built into the structure of humanity.
8. Selflessness leads to joy
9. Unbeneficial and beneficial states of mind.
10. Acceptance – non resistance.
11. The immeasurables.
12. Non-self.
13. Impermanence.
14. Dealing with distraction.
15. Nibbana is a natural state.
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Thich Nhat Hanh, Old Path White Clouds
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Summary:  In Wednesday night’s talk, Lezlie Laws will give us background on the historical period that shaped the Buddha’s early life up to the point of his Enlightenment in 528 BCE.  She will review the predominant characteristics of what is now called the “Axial Age” and show how this unique time in history created a context for the Buddha to shun the political life that was planned for him and to take up the life of a “renouncer,” a spiritual seeker.  By examining his early life,  we see how his core teachings were taking form in his mind long before he became one of the most influential spiritual teachers of his age. 
