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Introduction


Buddhism is a religion and philosophy that was established first in India and subsequently spread to Asia. In its original form it has no concept of a God or divine being, and this may be why it has become popular recently in the secularly oriented West.


The original Buddha, or ‘enlightened one’, was an ordinary human being who developed and advocated techniques to analyse and reduce human suffering. He suggested that we should reflect on the nature of suffering, arguing that we suffer less because of unpleasant events but because of our reaction to them. He also taught that we should recognize the impermanence of existence, so that we can learn to become less attached to things.


Buddha also argued that human beings do not possess any unchanging entity within them, such as a soul. Since there was no permanent ‘self’, we could learn to be less obsessed with ourselves, and through meditation aim to achieve enlightenment.




1 The life of the Buddha


Who was the Buddha?


The person we call the Buddha was born about 500 years before Christ in what is now Nepal. His birth name was Siddhartha Gautama. For most of his life he was a wandering spiritual teacher.


He came to understand the nature and problems of human existence from which he developed the principles of his teaching. He became known as the Buddha, or ‘the enlightened one’. This was the origin of the term Buddhism.


The Buddha means ‘the enlightened one’


[image: images]


This chapter describes Siddhartha’s life. Here are the key points:


[image: image]    Siddhartha was born in the town of Lumbini in the small state of Kapilvastu.


[image: image]    His father, Suddhodana, ruled this state.


[image: image]    Siddhartha was married at about the age of 16 and led an affluent life.


[image: image]    At about the age of 29, he explored the area beyond the palace.


[image: image]    He saw people who were old or ill, or who had died.


[image: image]    He wanted to understand the problems of human existence.


[image: image]    He decided to leave the palace and lead a solitary, religious life, finally teaching his ideas.


A sheltered life


It would have been difficult for Siddhartha to leave his family. He had a son, and was expected to succeed his father as king.


[image: image]


Siddhartha had led a sheltered life in the palace, and must have been moved to encounter the suffering inherent in human existence.


[image: image]
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•As a young man Siddhartha lived in the lap of luxury.


 


[image: image]    Siddhartha had an overwhelming need to try to understand the nature of suffering, illness and death.


[image: image]    Above all he wanted to give people ways of coping better with the suffering in their lives.


Upon leaving the palace, Siddhartha knew that he wanted to relieve the suffering of people, but how was he to achieve this?


[image: image]    Siddhartha practised forms of yoga alongside several different mendicants, but felt he was not on the right path.


[image: image]    He met five other wandering holy men, and fasted until he was extremely thin.


‘Siddhartha practised such self-deprivations as suppression of breath and extended fasting.’


T. J. McDonald


 


[image: image]    He may well have died had not a young girl from a nearby village brought him some rice to eat.


[image: image]    Siddhartha decided to turn his back on such extreme practices, and find his own way to enlightenment.


Siddhartha’s spiritual search


The Middle Way


When Siddhartha realized that a spiritual search based upon extreme practices would be counter-productive, he decided that he needed to meditate in order to understand the nature of existence. This was the ‘Middle Way’ that he adopted, which avoided extremes of behaviour.
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