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cAuthor’s Note

rom 1983 to 1985 when I was in Singapore engaged in the

Buddhist studies project at the Curriculum Development
Institute, I was invited by the Srilankaramaya Buddhist Temple
and a number of Buddhist friends to deliver four series of lec-
tures covering some of the major traditions of Buddhism. The
lectures were popular, and thanks to the eftorts of Mr. Yeo Eng
Chen and others, they were recorded, transcribed and printed
for limited free distribution to students of the Dharma. In the
years since, the lectures which originally appeared in the form
of four separate booklets have remained popular and have even
been reprinted from time to time. Consequently, it seemed to
me to be desirable to collect the four series of lectures in one vol-
ume, and after appropriate revision to publish them for the gen-
eral use of the public.

In keeping with the original objectives of the lectures, this
book is—as far as possible —non-technical. It is intended for ordi-
nary readers not having any special expertise in Buddhist stud-
ies or in Buddhist canonical languages. Original language terms
have therefore been kept to a minimum and foot notes have been
avoided. Names of texts cited are sometimes left untranslated,
but this is because the English renderings of some titles are awk-
ward and hardly make their subject matter more clear. In brief
I hope that this book will serve as the beginning of its readers’
Buddhist education and not the end of it. The book can supply

a general introduction to the major traditions of Buddhism, but
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it does not pretend to be complete or definitive. Neither can I
honestly affirm that it is altogether free from errors, and there-
fore I apologize in advance for any that may remain in spite of
my best efforts.

A number of original language terms and personal names
which have by now entered the English language such as
‘Dharma’, ‘karma’, ‘Nirvana’ and ‘Shakyamuni’ have been used
throughout the book in their Sanskrit forms. As for the rest, Pali
original language terms, text titles and personal names have been
retained in parts I and IV which are largely based on Pali sources,
while Sanskrit original language technical terms, text titles and
personal names have been used in parts II and III which are
largely based on Sanskrit and Tibetan sources. Occasionally, this
general rule has been ignored when the names of texts and per-
sons referred to in a given context actually occur in another one
of the canonical languages. In as much as Pali and Sanskrit are
in most cases quite similar, I trust the average reader will have
no difficulty in coping with this arrangement.

I owe a great debt to a very large number of people for the
realization of this book. First and foremost, I would like to thank
H.H. Sakya Trizin without whom my interest in Buddhism
might well have remained superficial and merely intellectual.
Next I would like to thank Yeo Eng Chen and many other mem-
bers of the Singapore Buddhist community without whose help
and encouragement the lectures would never have been delivered
and the original transcripts on which this book is based, never
made. Then, I would also like to thank a great many friends
and students in Asia, Europe and America who encouraged me
to think the lectures might be useful for an even wider reader-
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ship. Finally, I want to thank all those who have been involved
in the actual preparation of the present book. They include, the
members of the Chico Dharma study group, specially, Jo and
Jim Murphy, Victoria Scott for her help with the manuscript,
L. Jamspal for his help with the original language terms, my
wife Krishna Ghosh for the many hours she spent checking the
manuscript, and my son Siddhartha Della Santina for the cover
design and formatting of the manuscript.

In conclusion, I would like to add that by offering this book
to the public, the Chico Dharma Study Group hopes to ini-
tiate a program whereby Buddhist Studies materials may be
made available free of commercial considerations to students of
Buddhism through a variety of media. For the time being, the
present book will be available not only in hard copy, but also
over the internet. In the future, the Chico Dharma Study Group
plans to produce and make available important materials in the
fields of Buddhist philosophy, practice and folk lore, including
materials for children and young adults. We welcome the help
of anyone who would like to contribute in any way to the edu-
cational activities of the group and we invite you to contact us
with your suggestions.

Peter Della Santina
7 July, 1997 Chico, California, USA.

Chico Dharma Study Group
26 Kirk Way, Chico, CA. 95928
U.S.A.

E-mail:

WWWwW:
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CHAPTER ONE

‘Buddhism: A cModern “Perspective

In Part One of this book, it is my intention to cover what I
would like to call the fundamentals of Buddhism, that is, the
basic teaching of Buddhism. This survey will include the Life of
the Buddha, the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path,
karma, rebirth, interdependent origination, the three universal
characteristics, and the teaching of the five aggregates. Before
the actual treatment of these basic topics, I would like to deal
first with the notion of Buddhism in perspective, and that a mod-
ern perspective. There are many ways in which people of differ-
ent times and different cultures have approached Buddhism, but
I believe it may be especially useful to contrast the modern atti-
tude toward Buddhism with the traditional attitude toward it.
'This kind of comparative consideration may prove useful because
understanding how people of different times and cultures view a
particular phenomenon can begin to show us the limitations of
our own particular perspective.

Buddhism has awakened considerable interest in the West,
and there are many persons who enjoy positions of some note
in western society who are either Buddhist or sympathetic to
Buddhism. This is perhaps most clearly exemplified by the
remark said to have been made by the great twentieth-century
scientist Albert Einstein, that although he was not a religious
man, if he had been one, he would have been a Buddhist. At
first glance it may seem surprising that such a remark should
be made by one regarded as the father of modern western sci-
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ence. However, if we look more closely at contemporary west-
ern society, we find a Buddhist astrophysicist in France, a psy-
chologist who is a Buddhist in Italy, and a leading English
judge who is one, too. Indeed, it would not be too much to say
that Buddhism is fast becoming the favorite choice of western-
ers who belong to the elite in the areas of science and art. I will
look at the reasons for this in a moment, but before doing so, I
would like to compare this situation with that found in tradi-
tionally Buddhist communities and countries. Take, for exam-
ple, the situation among the traditionally Buddhist communi-
ties of Southeast and East Asia.

In Europe and America, Buddhism is generally believed to
be more than usually advanced in its thought, rigorously ratio-
nal, and sophisticated. I will not attempt to conceal the fact that
it came as quite a shock to me when I first went to Southeast
Asia and found that many people there view Buddhism as old-
tashioned, irrational, and bound up with outdated superstitions.
'This is one of two prevalent attitudes that obstruct the appreci-
ation of Buddhism in such traditionally Buddhist communities.
'The other popular misconception that afflicts Buddhism in such
communities is the notion that it is so deep and so abstract that
no one can ever possibly understand it. Perhaps it is the intel-
lectual arrogance of the West that has saved Europeans and
Americans from this aberration. In short, when I look at the
common attitudes prevailing in the West and in the East toward
Buddhism, I find a radical contrast. This is why I want to begin
our examination of Buddhism with a consideration of alterna-
tive perspectives.

In the West, Buddhism has a certain image in the popular
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mind, while in traditionally Buddhist communities, Buddhism
has an altogether different image. The dismissive attitude that
prevails in such communities has to be overcome before people
there can really begin to appreciate the teaching of the Buddha.
In this way people everywhere can acquire the balanced perspec-
tive needed to approach Buddhism without prejudice and pre-
conceived ideas. Consequently, this introduction to Buddhism
is intended not only for people in the West but also for people
in traditionally Buddhist communities who may have become
estranged from the religion for a variety of social and cultural
reasons. It should also be said, of course, that the image of
Buddhism common in the West may be limited in its own way,
but I hope that, in the chapters that follow, a clear and objective
presentation of the traditions of Buddhism will, finally, emerge.
For the moment, to turn again to the western attitude
toward Buddhism, one of the first features we can appreciate
about it is the fact that it is not culture-bound, that is to say, it
is not restricted to any particular society, race, or ethnic group.
There are some religions that are culture-bound: Judaism is one
example; Hinduism is another. However, Buddhism is not sim-
ilarly constrained. 'That is why, historically, we have had the
development of Indian Buddhism, Sri Lankan Buddhism, Thai
Buddhism, Burmese Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism, Japanese
Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, and so on. In the near future,
I have no doubt that we will see the emergence of English
Buddhism, French Buddhism, Italian Buddhism, American
Buddhism, and the like. All this is possible because Buddhism
is not culture-bound. It moves very easily from one cultural con-
text to another because its emphasis is on internal practice rather
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than external forms of religious behavior. Its emphasis is on the
way each practitioner develops his or her own mind, not on how
he dresses, the kind of food he eats, the way he wears his hair,
and so forth.

'The second point to which I would like to draw your atten-
tion is the pragmatism of Buddhism, that is to say, its practical
orientation. Buddhism addresses a practical problem. It is not
interested in academic questions and metaphysical theories. The
Buddhist approach is to identify a real problem and deal with it
in a practical way. Again, this attitude is very much in keeping
with western conceptions of utilitarianism and scientific prob-
lem-solving. Very briefly, we might say the Buddhist approach
is encapsulated in the maxim, “If it works, use it.” 'This attitude
is an integral part of modern western political, economic, and
scientific practice.

The pragmatic approach of Buddhism is expressed very
clearly in the Chulamalunkya Sutta, a discourse in which the
Buddha himself made use of the parable of a wounded man. In
the story, a man wounded by an arrow wishes to know who shot
the arrow, the direction from which it came, whether the arrow-
head is bone or iron, and whether the shaft is one kind of wood
or another before he will let the arrow be removed. His attitude
is likened to that of people who want to know about the ori-
gin of the universe—whether it is eternal or not, finite in space
or not, and so on—before they will undertake to practice a reli-
gion. Such people will die before they ever have the answers to
all their irrelevant questions, just as the man in the parable will
die before he has all the answers he seeks about the origin and
nature of the arrow.
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'This story illustrates the practical orientation of the Buddha
and Buddhism. It has a great deal to tell us about the whole
question of priorities and scientific problem-solving. We will not
make much progress in the development of wisdom if we ask the
wrong questions. It is essentially a matter of priorities. The first
priority for all of us is the reduction and eventual elimination of
suffering. 'The Buddha recognized this and consequently pointed
out the futility of speculating about the origin and nature of the
universe —precisely because, like the man in the parable, we have
all been struck down by an arrow, the arrow of suffering.

'Thus we must ask questions that are directly related to the
removal of the arrow of suffering and not waste our precious
time on irrelevant inquiries. This idea can be expressed in a very
simple way. We can all see that, in our daily lives, we constantly
make choices based on priorities. For instance, suppose you are
cooking and decide that, while the pot of beans is boiling, you
will dust the furniture or sweep the floor. But as you are occu-
pied with this task, you suddenly smell something burning: you
then have to choose whether to carry on with your dusting or
sweeping or go immediately to the stove to turn down the flame
and thereby save your dinner. In the same way, if we want to
make progress toward wisdom, we must clearly recognize our
priorities. This point is made very nicely in the parable of the
wounded man.

'The third point I would like to discuss is the teaching on the
importance of verifying the truth by means of recourse to per-
sonal experience. This point is made very clearly by the Buddha
in his advice to the Kalamas contained in the Kesaputtiya Sutta.
'The Kalamas were a community of town-dwellers in some ways
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very much like people in the contemporary world, who are
exposed to so many different and often conflicting versions of
the truth. They went to the Buddha and asked him how they
were to judge the truth of the conflicting claims made by various
religious teachers. The Buddha told them not to accept anything
merely on the basis of purported authority, nor to accept any-
thing simply because it is contained in sacred text, nor to accept
anything on the basis of common opinion, nor because it seems
reasonable, nor yet again because of reverence for a teacher. He
even went so far as to advise them not to accept his own teaching
without verification of its truth through personal experience.

'The Buddha asked the Kalamas to test whatever they might
hear in the light of their own experience. Only when they came
to know for themselves that such and such things were harm-
tul should they seek to abandon them. Alternatively, when they
came to know for themselves that certain things were benefi-
cial—-that they were conducive to peace and tranquillity—then
they should seek to cultivate them. We, too, must judge the
truth of whatever we are taught in the light of our own personal
experience.

In his advice to the Kalamas, I think we can see clearly the
Buddha’s doctrine of self-reliance in the acquisition of know-
ledge. We ought to use our own minds as a kind of private test
tube. We can all see for ourselves that when greed and anger are
present in our minds, they lead to disquiet and suffering. By the
same token, we can all see for ourselves that when greed and
anger are absent from our minds, it results in tranquillity and
happiness. This is a very simple personal experiment that we can

all do. 'The verification of the validity of teachings in the light of
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one’s own personal experience is very important, because what
the Buddha taught will only be effective, will only really succeed
in changing our lives, if we can carry out this kind of personal
experiment and make the teaching our very own. Only when we
can verify the truth of the Buddha’s teachings by recourse to our
own experience can we be sure that we are making progress on
the path to the elimination of suftering.

Again we can see a striking similarity between the approach
of the Buddha and the scientific approach to the quest for know-
ledge. The Buddha stressed the importance of objective obser-
vation, which is in a sense the key to the Buddhist method for
acquiring knowledge. It is objective observation that yields the
first of the Four Noble Truths, the truth of suffering; it is obser-
vation that verifies one’s progress along the steps of the path; and
it is observation that confirms the realization of the complete
cessation of suffering. Therefore, at the beginning, in the mid-
dle, and at the end of the Buddhist path to liberation, the role of
observation is essential.

'This is not very different from the role played by objective
observation in the scientific tradition of the West. The scien-
tific tradition teaches that when we observe a problem, we must
first formulate a general theory and then a specific hypothe-
sis. 'The same procedure obtains in the case of the Four Noble
Truths. Here the general theory is that all things must have a
cause, while the specific hypothesis is that the cause of suffering
is craving and ignorance (the second noble truth). This hypothe-
sis can be verified by the experimental method embodied in the
steps of the Eightfold Path. By means of the steps of this path,

the soundness of the second noble truth can be established. In
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addition, the reality of the third noble truth, the cessation of
suffering, can be verified, because through cultivating the path
craving and ignorance are eliminated and the supreme happi-
ness of nirvana is attained. This experimental process is repeat-
able, in keeping with sound scientific practice: not only did the
Buddha attain the end of suffering but so, too, we can see his-
torically, did all those who followed his path to the end.

Therefore, when we look closely at the teaching of the
Buddha, we find that his approach has a great deal in com-
mon with the approach of science. This has naturally aroused
a tremendous amount of interest in Buddhism among modern-
minded people. We can begin to see why Einstein was able to
make a remark like the one credited to him. The general agree-
ment between the Buddhist approach and that of modern sci-
ence will become even clearer when we examine the Buddhist
attitude toward the facts of experience, which, like that of sci-
ence, is analytical.

According to the teaching of the Buddha, the data of expe-
rience are divided into two components, the objective compo-
nent and the subjective component; in other words, the things
we perceive around us, and we ourselves, the subjective perceiv-
ers. Buddhism has long been noted for its analytical approach in
the fields of philosophy and psychology. What is meant by this
is that the Buddha analyzed the facts of experience into vari-
ous components or factors. The most basic of these components
are the five aggregates: form, feeling, perception, volition, and
consciousness. These five aggregates can be viewed in terms of
the eighteen elements, and there is also an even more elaborate
analysis in terms of the seventy-two factors.
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'The procedure adopted here is analytical inasmuch as it
breaks up the data of experience into their various compo-
nents. 'The Buddha was not satisfied with a vague conception
of experience in general; rather, he analyzed experience, probed
its essence, and broke it down into its components, just as we
might break down the phenomenon of a chariot into the wheels,
the axle, the body, and so forth. The object of this exercise is to
gain a better idea of how these phenomena function. When, for
instance, we see a flower, hear a piece of music, or meet with a
friend, all these experiences arise as the direct result of a combi-
nation of component elements.

'This has been called the analytical approach of Buddhism,
and again, it is not at all strange to modern science and philos-
ophy. We find the analytical approach very widely applied in
science, while in philosophy the analytical approach has char-
acterized the thought of many European philosophers, perhaps
most clearly and recently that of Bertrand Russell. Studies have
been done comparing his analytical philosophy quite success-
tully with that of early Buddhism. Consequently, in western sci-
ence and philosophy, we find a very close parallel to the analyt-
ical method as it is taught within the Buddhist tradition. This is
one of the familiar and recognizable features that has attracted
modern western intellectuals and academics to Buddhist phi-
losophy. Modern psychologists, too, are now deeply interested
in the Buddhist analysis of the various factors of consciousness:
feeling, perception, and volition. 'They are turning in increasing
numbers to the ancient teaching of the Buddha to gain greater
insight into their own discipline.

'This growing interestin the teaching of the Buddha—provoked
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by these many areas of affinity between Buddhist thought and
the major currents of modern science, philosophy, and psycholo-
gy—has reached its apex in the twentieth century with the star-
tling suggestions advanced by relativity theory and quantum
physics, which represent the very latest developments in exper-
imental and theoretical science. Here, again, it is evident not
only that the Buddha anticipated the primary methods of sci-
ence (namely, observation, experimentation, and analysis), but
also that, in some of their most specific conclusions about the
nature of man and the universe, Buddhism and science actually
coincide.

For example, the importance of consciousness in the for-
mation of experience, so long ignored in the West, has now
been recognized. Not long ago, a noted physicist remarked that
the universe may really be just something like a great thought.
'This very clearly follows in the footsteps of the teaching of the
Buddha expressed in the Dhammapada, where it is said that the
mind is the maker of all things. Likewise, the relativity of mat-
ter and energy—the recognition that there is no radical division
between mind and matter—has now been confirmed by the most
recent developments in modern experimental science.

'The consequence of all this is that, in the context of contem-
porary western culture, scientists, psychologists, and philoso-
phers have found in Buddhism a tradition in harmony with some
of the most basic principles of western thought. In addition, they
find Buddhism particularly interesting because, although the
principal methods and conclusions of the western scientific tra-
dition often closely resemble those of Buddhism, western science
has thus far suggested no practical way of achieving an inner
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transformation, whereas in Buddhism such a way is clearly indi-
cated. While science has taught us to build better cities, express-
ways, factories, and farms, it has not taught us to build better
people. Therefore people in the contemporary world are turn-
ing to Buddhism, an ancient philosophy that has many features
in common with the western scientific tradition but that goes
beyond the materialism of the West, beyond the limits of prac-
tical science as we have known it thus far.

&
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CHAPTER Two

The ‘Pre-Buddbist ‘Background

lthough studies of Buddhism usually begin with the life of

the Buddha, the historical founder of the faith, I would like
first to examine the situation that prevailed in India before the
time of the Buddha, that is to say, the pre-Buddhist background
of Buddhism. I personally believe such an examination to be
particularly helpful because it enables us to understand the life
and teaching of the Buddha in a broader historical and cultural
context. This sort of retrospective examination can help us better
understand the nature of Buddhism in particular, and perhaps,
too, the nature of Indian philosophy and religion in general.

I would like to begin our examination of the origin and
development of Indian philosophy and religion with a geo-
graphical analogy. In the north of the Indian subcontinent are
two great rivers, the Ganges and the Yamuna. These two great
rivers have separate sources in the high Himalayas, and their
courses remain quite separate for the better part of their great
length. Gradually they draw nearer to each other and eventually
unite in the plains of northern India, near the city now known as
Allahabad. From their point of confluence they flow on together
until they empty into the Bay of Bengal.

'The geography of these two great rivers exemplifies the ori-
gin and development of Indian philosophy and religion because
in Indian culture, as in Indian geography, there are two great
currents of thought that were originally quite different and dis-
tinct in character. For many centuries the course of these two
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remained separate and distinct, but eventually they drew closer
together, merged, and continued to flow on together, almost
indistinguishable from each other, right up to the present day.
Perhaps as we proceed with our examination of the pre-Buddhist
culture of India, we can bear in mind the image of these rivers
whose origins were separate, but which at a certain point merged
and continued together to the sea.

When we look into the very early history of India, we find
that, in the third millennium B.C.E., there was a very highly
developed civilization on the subcontinent. This civilization was
easily as old as those which are called the cradles of human cul-
ture, such as the civilizations of Egypt and Babylon. It flour-
ished from about 2800 to 1800 B.C.E. and was known as the
Indus Valley, or the Harappan, civilization. It extended from
what is now western Pakistan south to a point near present-day
Bombay and east to a point near Shimla, in the foothills of the
Himalayas.

If you look at a map of Asia, you will at once realize that
the geographical extent of the Indus Valley civilization was
immense. And not only was this civilization stable for a thou-
sand years, it was also very advanced, both materially and spiri-
tually. Materially, the Indus Valley civilization was agrarian and
exhibited a great degree of skill in irrigation and urban planning.
'There is evidence that the people of this civilization had evolved
a system of mathematics based on a binary model—the same
model employed in modern computing. The Indus Valley civi-
lization was literate and developed a script that remains largely
undeciphered to date. (The meaning of the Indus Valley script is

one of the great unsolved mysteries of linguistic archaeology.) In
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addition, there is ample evidence that the civilization enjoyed a
very highly developed spiritual culture. Archaeological discov-
eries at two major sites, Mohenjo-daro and Harappa, bear wit-
ness to this.

'The peaceful unfolding of the life of this great ancient civi-
lization was rather abruptly interrupted sometime between 1800
and 1500 B.C.E., either by some natural disaster or by an invasion.
What is certain is that, simultaneous with or very soon after the
demise of the Indus Valley civilization, the subcontinent was
invaded from the northwest—just as, centuries later, Muslim
invaders were to come from that direction. The invading people
were known as Aryans. This term designated a people who orig-
inally belonged to a region somewhere in Eastern Europe, per-
haps the steppes of modern Poland and the Ukraine. The Aryans
were very different from the people of the Indus Valley civiliza-
tion. Whereas the latter had been agrarian and sedentary, the
Aryans were nomadic and pastoral. They were unused to urban
life. A warlike and expansionist people, they lived in large part
on the spoils of conquest won from the peoples they subjugated
in the course of their migrations. When the Aryans arrived in
India, they very soon became the dominant civilization, and
after the middle of the second millennium B.c.E., Indian society
was largely dominated by Aryan values.

Let us now look at the religious attitudes of the people of
the Indus Valley civilization and of the Aryan civilization. This
is of particular interest to us. As I have said, the Indus Valley
civilization had a written language which we have thus far been
unable to decipher. Nonetheless, our knowledge of the civiliza-
tion is derived from two reliable sources: the archaeological dis-
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coveries at Mohenjo-daro and Harappa, and the written records
of the Aryans, who described the religious behavior and beliefs
of the people they came to dominate.

Archaeological excavations have revealed a number of sym-
bols important to the people of the Indus Valley civilization.
'These symbols have religious significance and are also sacred
to Buddhism. They include the pipal tree (later known as the
bodhi tree, or ficus religiosa), and animals such as the elephant
and deer. Perhaps most significant, the image of a human figure
has been found that is seated in a cross-legged posture, hands
resting on the knees and eyes narrowed —clearly suggestive of
the attitude of meditation. With the help of these archaeologi-
cal discoveries and other evidence, eminent scholars have con-
cluded that the origins of the practices of yoga and meditation
can be traced to the Indus Valley civilization. Moreover, when
we study the descriptions of the religious practices of the peo-
ple of the Indus Valley civilization found in the written records
of the early Aryans, the Vedas, we find the figure of the wander-
ing ascetic frequently mentioned. These ascetics are said to have
practiced methods of mind training, to have been celibate, naked
or clothed in the most meager of garments, to have had no fixed
abode, and to have taught the way beyond birth and death.

Putting together the evidence gathered from the archaeo-
logical findings at the major sites of the Indus Valley civilization
and that found in the early records of the Aryans, the picture
that emerges of the religious attitudes and practices of the peo-
ple of the Indus Valley civilization, while sketchy, is clear enough
in its essentials. The religion of the Indus Valley civilization evi-
dently contained several important elements. First of all, medi-
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tation, or the practice of training the mind, was clearly pres-
ent. Second, the practice of renunciation—that is to say, aban-
doning household life and living the life of a homeless ascetic,
or mendicant—was also common. Third, it is clear that there
was some conception of rebirth or reincarnation occurring over
the course of a countless number of lives, and, fourth, a sense
of moral responsibility extending beyond this life—that is to say,
some form of the conception of karma. Last, there was a par-
amount goal of religious life—namely, the goal of liberation, of
freedom from the endless cycle of birth and death. These were
the outstanding features of the religion of the earliest civiliza-
tion of India.

Next, let us look at the religion of the early Aryan people,
which contrasted sharply with that of the Indus Valley civili-
zation. Indeed, it would be difficult to find two religious cul-
tures more radically different. Constructing a complete picture
of the religious attitudes and practices of the early Aryans is
much simpler than doing so for the Indus Valley people. When
the Aryans arrived in India, they brought with them a religion
that was completely secular in nature. As I have said, they were
an expansionist society—a pioneer society, if you like. Their ori-
gins lay in Eastern Europe, and their religion in many ways
resembled that of the ancient Greeks. If you look at descrip-
tions of the gods who composed the Greek pantheon, you will
not fail to notice striking parallels between the two. The Aryans
revered a number of gods who were personifications of natural
phenomena, including Indra (not unlike Zeus), the god of thun-
der and lightning; Agni, the god of fire, and Varuna, the god of

water—to name just a few.
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Whereas in the religion of the Indus Valley civilization the
ascetic was the preeminent religious figure, in the Aryan reli-
gious establishment the priest was by far the most important.
Whereas in the religious value system of the Indus Valley civi-
lization renunciation was paramount, in the value system of the
early Aryans the most worthy state was that of the family man,
or householder. Whereas in the religious culture of the Indus
Valley civilization the value of progeny was not emphasized, for
the early Aryans progeny, particularly sons, was the highest pri-
ority. The religion of the Indus Valley civilization emphasized
the practice of meditation, while the Aryan faith relied on the
practice of sacrifice, which was its primary means of communi-
cating with the gods, securing victory in war, obtaining sons and
wealth, and finally reaching heaven. While the religion of the
Indus Valley civilization included the conceptions of rebirth and
karma, the early Aryans had no such conceptions. The notion of
moral responsibility extending beyond the present life appears to
have been unknown to the Aryans, for whom the highest social
value was loyalty to the group, a virtue calculated to contribute
to the power and cohesion of the tribe. Finally, the ultimate goal
of religious life for the people of the Indus Valley civilization was
liberation, a state that transcended birth and death, whereas for
the early Aryans the goal was simply heaven—and a heaven that
looked very much like a perfected version of this world, in fact.

In brief, while the religion of the Indus Valley civilization
stressed renunciation, meditation, rebirth, karma, and the final
goal of liberation, the Aryan religion stressed this life, ritual
sacrifice, loyalty, wealth, progeny, power, and heaven. Thus it
is clear that the sets of religious attitudes, practices, and values

30



professed by these two ancient civilizations of India were almost
diametrically opposed to each other. And yet, over the course
of centuries of cohabitation, these two religious traditions did
manage to merge and become, in many instances, practically
indistinguishable.

Before concluding our review of the salient features of the
Indus Valley and early Aryan religions, it should be mentioned
that the religious culture of the Aryans was characterized by
two further elements unknown and foreign to the religion of
the Indus Valley people. The two elements I have in mind are
caste —that is to say, the division of society into social strata—and
belief in the authority and infallibility of revelation, in this case
the ancient scriptures known as the Vedas. The religious culture
of the Indus Valley civilization did not accept these conceptions,
and they remained constant points of contention dividing the
two major religious traditions of India.

'The history of Indian religion from 1500 B.C.E. to the sixth
century B.C.E. (i.e., the time of the Buddha) is the history of the
interaction between these two originally opposed traditions. As
the Aryan people gradually moved eastward and southward, set-
tling and spreading their influence over most of the Indian sub-
continent, they adopted a more sedentary pattern of life. Little
by little, the opposing religious cultures of the two peoples began
to interact, influence, and even merge with each other. This is
precisely the phenomenon I had in mind earlier when I referred
to the merging of the two great rivers of India, the Ganges and
the Yamuna.

By the time of the Buddha, a very heterogeneous religious
culture flourished in India. This is clear even from a superficial
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look at some of the prominent facts about the Buddha’s life. For
example, after his birth, two distinct types of people made pre-
dictions about his future greatness. The first prophesy was pro-
nounced by Asita, who was a hermit and ascetic living in the
mountains, although the biographies of the Buddha insist that
Asita was a Brahmin, a member of the priestly caste of Aryan
society. This in itself is clear evidence of the interaction of the
two ancient religious traditions, for it indicates that, by the sixth
century B.C.E., even Brahmins had begun to abandon household
life and adopt the life of homeless ascetics, something unheard
of a thousand years before. A little later, we are told that 108
Brahmins were invited to the ceremony for bestowing a name on
the young Buddha. There, they also prophesied the future great-
ness of the child. These men were evidently priests who had not
renounced household life and who thus represented the original,
orthodox practice accepted in the Aryan fold.

How is it that two traditions initially so different were able to
merge? I think the answer may be found in the dramatic changes
that occurred in the life of the Indian people between the mid-
dle of the second millennium B.c.E. and the time of the Buddha.
Aryan expansion came to an end when the Aryans had spread
across the plains of India. The end of this expansion brought
about many social, economic, and political changes. First of all,
the tribal, nomadic, and pastoral way of life of the early Aryans
gradually changed into a more sedentary, agrarian, and even-
tually urban pattern of existence. Before long, the majority of
the population was living in urban settlements where the peo-
ple were somewhat removed from the natural forces which had
been personified in the gods of the early Aryans.
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Second, commerce became increasingly important. Whereas
priests and warriors had been the dominant figures in early
Aryan society—priests because they communicated with the
gods, and warriors because they waged war against the enemies
of the tribe and brought home the spoils of battle—now mer-
chants became ascendant. In the time of the Buddha, this trend
is evident in the famous disciples who belonged to the merchant
class— Anathapindika, to name just one example.

Last, the organization of society along tribal lines gradu-
ally became obsolete, and the territorial state began to evolve.
No longer was society organized into tribes within which there
were very close sets of personal loyalties. The tribal pattern of
social organization was replaced by the territorial state, in which
many people of different tribes existed together. The kingdom
of Magadha, ruled by King Bimbisara, the famous patron and
disciple of the Buddha, is an example of such an emerging ter-
ritorial state.

These social, economic, and political changes contributed
to a growing willingness on the part of the Aryan people to
accept and adopt the religious ideas of the Indus Valley civili-
zation. Although the Aryans had materially dominated the ear-
lier, indigenous civilization of the subcontinent, the next thou-
sand to two thousand years saw them come increasingly under
the influence of religious attitudes, practices, and values adopted
from the religion of the Indus Valley civilization. Consequently,
by the beginning of the common era, the distinction between
the Aryan tradition and that of the Indus Valley civilization was
more and more difficult to draw. In fact, this historical reality
is responsible for the misconception expressed in the claim that
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Buddhism was a protest against, or an offshoot of, Hinduism.

Buddhism is a religion that draws most of its inspiration
from the religious culture of the Indus Valley civilization. The
elements of renunciation, meditation, rebirth, karma, and liber-
ation, which were important components of the religious culture
of the Indus Valley people, are also important in Buddhism. The
Buddha himself very probably meant to indicate that the origins
of the religion he proclaimed lay in the Indus Valley civilization
when he said that the path he taught was an ancient path, and
that the goal to which he pointed was an ancient goal. Buddhism
also maintains a tradition of six prehistoric Buddhas who are
believed to have flourished before the Buddha Shakyamuni. All
this, I believe, points to a certain continuity between the reli-
gious culture and traditions of the Indus Valley civilization and
the teaching of the Buddha.

When we examine the two religious phenomena we call
Buddhism and Hinduism, we find a greater or smaller propor-
tion or preponderance of elements inherited from each of the
two great religious traditions of ancient India. In Buddhism
the greater proportion of significant elements is clearly inher-
ited from the religion of the Indus Valley civilization, while a
far smaller proportion may be traced to the religion of the early
Aryans. There are undoubtedly elements in Buddhism inherited
from the religion of the Aryans, such as the presence of the gods
of the Vedas, but their role is peripheral.

Conversely, many schools of Hinduism retain a greater
proportion of elements of religious culture inherited from the
Aryan tradition and a much smaller proportion that can be

traced back to the religion of the Indus Valley. Many schools of
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Hinduism still emphasize caste, the authority of revelation in
the shape of the Vedas, and the efficacy of the practice of sacri-
fice. Notwithstanding these clearly Aryan elements, a place is
also made in Hinduism for important elements of the culture of
the Indus Valley civilization, such as renunciation, meditation,
rebirth, karma, and liberation.

@&
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CHAPTER THREE

The Life of the ‘Buddha

extIwould like to turn to the life of the Buddha Shakyamuni.

I shall not attempt to treat this topic exhaustively, nor to
cover the great majority of the biography of Shakyamuni. The
accounts of the life of the Buddha are for the most part narra-
tive, and they have been presented elsewhere by both ancient
and modern authors. Instead, I would like to use this brief con-
sideration of the life of the Buddha to draw attention to a few
important Buddhist values that are strikingly illustrated in the
accounts of the life of Shakyamuni.

In , I discussed the origins and nature of the two
ancient traditions of India, the one having its source in the reli-
gious culture of the Indus Valley civilization and the other asso-
ciated with the Aryan civilization. In addition, I indicated that
these two ancient traditions, originally quite different, in the
course of time began to interact with and influence each other
until, by the first millennium of the common era, they became
almost indistinguishable one from the other. It is, perhaps, no
coincidence that the area of the north central Gangetic plain
and the Nepalese Tarai, which came to be known as “the central
country,” or Madhyadesha, was one of the regions in which the
two traditions came into active contact, and even conflict. The
priests who were custodians of the Aryan tradition associated
the eastward movement of Aryan civilization with the threat of
a dissipation of the purity of Aryan culture and with the growth
of unorthodox practices and attitudes.
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'The history of religions teaches that, when two very differ-
ent traditions like those of the Indus Valley civilization and the
Aryans come into contact and conflict, a tremendous potential is
created for the growth of new attitudes and patterns of religious
culture. The life and teaching of the Buddha can be usefully
viewed in the context of this historical phenomenon. Moreover,
as mentioned in , there were significant social, eco-
nomic, and political changes affecting the lives of the people of
the region in the sixth century B.c.E. These naturally contributed
to a heightened level of religious consciousness. It has consis-
tently been the case that, in times of major social, economic, and
political change, people tend to look inward for safety and secu-
rity in an ever more uncertain world. They instinctively look to
religion—and to the ostensibly unchanging values embodied in
religious belief and practice—for stability in the midst of uncer-
tainty. Such periods have almost always produced great reli-
gious revolutions and revivals. This was most certainly the case
in sixth century India, just as it was in China in the sixth cen-
tury, and just as it was at the beginning of the Christian era in
the Mediterranean world.

There are three values of paramount importance that emerge
from the life of the Buddha: (1) renunciation, (2) love and com-
passion, and (3) wisdom. 'These values stand out very clearly in
many episodes throughout his life. It is no coincidence that these
three, taken together, are the essential requisites for the attain-
ment of nirvana, or enlightenment. According to the teaching of
Buddhism, there are three afflictions which cause us to be reborn
again and again in the wilderness of cyclical existence—namely,
attachment, aversion, and ignorance. These afflictions are elim-
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inated by the correctives of renunciation, love and compassion,
and wisdom, respectively. Through cultivating these three atti-
tudes, the Buddhist practitioner is able to remove the afflictions
and attain enlightenment. Consequently, it is no accident that
these attitudes should feature so prominently in the life of the
Buddha Shakyamuni.

Let us consider these essential attitudes one by one, begin-
ning with renunciation. As in the case of love and compassion,
the first signs of renunciation manifested themselves very early
in the life of the Buddha. Basically, renunciation is the recog-
ni