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The Buddhist Way of
Liberation from
Suffering

The Story of the Buddha

Siddhartha Gautama, who would come to be called the
Buddha, meaning the Awakened One or the Enlightened One,
was born five or six centuries before Christ, into a noble family
in a part of northern India that is now Nepal. Siddhartha’s
father, Suddhodana, was the head of the Shakya clan, so the
Buddha is also known as Shakyamuni, “the sage of the
Shakyas.”

When Siddhartha was conceived—so the story goes—his
mother Maya dreamed that a white elephant entered her right
side, signifying that her son would have an auspicious life. It
was foretold that Siddhartha would either remain at home and
become a great emperor or leave and become a wandering asce-
tic and a great religious teacher. Maya died a week after giving

birth, and Siddhartha was raised by Maya’s sister, who became
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Suddhodana’s second wife and later the founder of the first
order of Buddhist nuns.

Suddhodana wanted Siddhartha to stay at home to
become a great emperor, so Suddhodana gave his son a life of
luxury and protected him from all unpleasantness, discase,
decay, and death. Siddhartha spent his time in his three
palaces—one for the hot season, one for the cool season, and one
for the rainy season. He wore fine clothes, ate delicious food,
and had musicians to entertain him and attendants to serve
him. No one who was sick or old or ugly was allowed near
Siddhartha, and even dead flowers were removed from his
presence. At age sixteen, he married the beautiful Yashodhara,
daughter of a neighboring ruler, and when he was twenty-nine,
they had a son, Rahula.

Eventually, Siddhartha got bored and restless with his shel-
tered, pampered life, and he arranged to take a chariot ride out-
side the palace grounds. His father made sure that everything
along the route would be clean and beautiful and that Siddhartha
would only see happy, healthy, young people on his ride.

But as it happened, Siddhartha saw a stooped, gray-
haired man with wrinkled skin. He asked his charioteer,
Channa, about this strange sight. Channa told him that the man
was old. Siddhartha asked if this was the only person who was
“old” or if there were others like this. Channa replied that
everyone who lived long enough would grow old. Siddhartha
was shocked and ordered Channa to take him back to the
palace immediately, where he sat by himself brooding about

this vision of old age.

.
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On a second trip outside the palace, Siddhartha saw
someone who was coughing and shaking and moaning. He
asked Channa about this, and Channa explained that this per-
son was ill and that all people are subject to illness. Once again,
Siddhartha was shocked and returned to the palace and brood-
ed about this vision.

On a third trip outside the palace, Siddhartha saw a group
of sad people carrying a corpse. Siddhartha asked Channa why
the man was so still and where they were taking him. Channa
explained that the man was dead and that his body was being
taken to the cremation ground to be burned. Siddhartha asked if
it was unusual for people to die like this, and Channa told him
that everyone, without exception, would eventually die.
Siddhartha was horrified and confused. How could people just
go about their daily lives knowing about the inevitability of suf-
fering and death?

Siddhartha was inconsolable. Nothing would lift his spirits
or distract him from his visions of aging, illness, and death. He
no longer found pleasure in the delights of the palace, knowing
how quickly all things change and that death awaits us all. He
saw everything permeated with suffering and impermanence.

Siddhartha took a fourth trip outside the palace and
encountered one of the religious wanderers of the time, with a
shaved head, a saffron robe, and a look of deep calm and peace.
After this fourth vision, Siddhartha knew that he had found his
own true purpose.

He returned to the palace and told his father that he
wished to leave. His father refused to let him go, but

.
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Siddhartha was determined. In the middle of the night, he took
one last look at his sleeping wife and infant son, escaped the
palace, and went into the forests in search of a spiritual teacher.

Siddhartha mastered sophisticated meditation techniques
with two teachers and then engaged in extreme ascetic practices
intended to reduce attachment to sense pleasures. He practiced
exercises in breath control, which, rather than leading to liber-
ation from suffering, mainly led to terrible headaches, and he
reduced his food intake to a spoonful of bean soup a day, which
left him emaciated.

After six years of these austerities, the problems of aging,
illness, and death remained unresolved, and Siddhartha decid-
ed that the best course was a “middle way” between the self-
indulgence of the palace and the self-mortification he had been
practicing in the forest. He began to take food to strengthen his
body, thus scandalizing his companions in asceticism and lead-
ing his later teachings to be known as the Middle Way. He
remembered that once, as a child, while sitting under a tree, he
had spontaneously entered a meditative state of calm attention,
beyond involvement in sense pleasures. He now saw that this
was the path of awakening.

Siddhartha went off alone, sat down under a tree, and
resolved to persist in meditation until he had found liberation.
Through the night, Siddhartha fended off the assaults and
temptations of a powerful demon called Mara, and at the break
of dawn, at the age of thirty-five, Siddhartha came to complete

awakening and liberation from suffering.

.
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Siddhartha—now the Awakened One, the Buddha—
remained under the tree for seven weeks. Although he longed
to help all suffering beings, he thought it would be useless to try
to communicate his realization. But finally he saw that there
were some people who would understand, and he was moved
by compassion to begin teaching.

He set out to find his former companions. At first, they
spurned him, but then they realized that he had been trans-
formed. They became the Buddha’s first disciples and the core
of his community, which eventually included monks, nuns, and
lay followers. The Buddha spent the rest of his life teaching and
moving from place to place, and great numbers of disciples
gathered around him. He died at the age of eighty, after eating
some spoiled food.

From India, the Buddha’s teachings spread across Asia.
The Zen school of Buddhism developed in China in the sixth
and seventh centuries, incorporating elements of China’s
indigenous Taoist tradition. From China, Zen spread to Korea,
Japan, and Vietnam. Just in the past century or so, Zen and
other forms of Buddhism have spread to the West.

By the way, you know that smiling bald guy with the big
bare belly whom you often see in Chinese restaurants, stores,
and homes? That’s not the Buddha. That’s a tenth-century
Chinese monk called Pu-tai (pronounced “boo-dye”), which
means “hemp sack,” from his wandering through towns with a
beggar’s sack on his back. The Japanese call him Hotei (“hoe-
tay”), and he is also called the Laughing Buddha. He embodies

.




















































































