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More Praise for
 The BUDDHA’S DREAM
 of LIBERATION




“A clear presentation of the three turnings of the wheel of the Buddha’s teachings. James William Coleman draws on textual references in the sutras, his experience in both the Zen and Vajrayana traditions, and his Western academic training to lay out in modern language and with sensitivity to a modern audience this easy-to-read and approachable overview of the Buddhist path and practice.”


—Lama Drupgyu Tenzin, vice president of the Tsadra Foundation


“James William Coleman writes with power and precision on a subject of great contemporary importance: the three turnings of the Dharma wheel. This beautifully written meditation on the great sutras is both a succinct explanation of the founding tenets of Buddhism and a profound reflection upon the evolution of those ideas through time. Novices and religious scholars alike will be both taught and inspired by this wonderful book.”


—Robert Inchausti, author of Thomas Merton’s American Prophecy


“This marvelous book offers a pithy, cogent description of the arc of the Buddha’s teachings—from anatta (non-self) to shunyata (emptiness) to tathata (buddha nature). James William Coleman provides clear, simple language to describe some of the most complex ideas within the Buddhist canon and offers practical interaction for how to bring those teachings alive in practice and daily life. Chapters by Tenshin Reb Anderson Roshi and Lama Palden Drolma provide a rich invitation into the paths of Zen and Vajrayana. The book is a gem for both beginning and seasoned practitioners.”


—Pamela Weiss, founder of Appropriate Response
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“A remarkably concise summary of the three major Buddhist teaching streams together with their core texts.”


—LEWIS RICHMOND, author of Aging as a Spiritual Practice 


“This work provides a wonderful introduction to Buddhism.”


—ROSE TAYLOR GOLDFIELD, author of Training the Wisdom Body 


EXPLORE THE THREE GREAT TEACHINGS OF THE BUDDHA: 


• The First Turning of the Wheel: Insight into the nature of suffering—and the way out of it—from the four noble truths and the eightfold path


• The Second Turning of the Wheel: Teachings on emptiness from the Heart Sutra and the Diamond Sutra 


• The Third Turning of the Wheel: Guidance for practitioners and teachings on awakened buddha nature


In clear language, James William Coleman, professor of sociology at the California Polytechnic State University, guides us through the ancient sutras that preserve the Buddha’s message, illuminating their meaning for today’s world and tying the Buddha’s wisdom together for us. The book concludes with chapters from two great teachers, Reb Anderson from the Zen tradition and Lama Palden from the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, on how to use meditation to bring the Buddha’s wisdom into our daily lives.


“Gets at the living intersection of philosophy and meditation. Readers will find new depths of appreciation for how well the Buddha, and those adept meditators in the history of Buddhism, have understood the human mind.”


—JASON SIFF, author of Unlearning Meditation 


“Brilliantly written. A must read for anyone wishing to understand Buddhist teachings more fully.”


—MARK COLEMAN, author of Awake in the Wild
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Preface


The explosion of interest in mindfulness and meditation practice has brought Buddhist wisdom to a wider audience than ever before. But with all its promise and possibilities for this crisis-torn world, the spread of this new, more-secular form of Dharma also brings the danger that we may lose sight of the tradition’s deepest, most profound teachings.


There is, I think, no better way to avoid that danger than to study the classic sutras, and that is what this book is all about. Even though most people find them pretty intimidating at first, to read them and benefit from them doesn’t require you to be a scholar or a mystic, or even to have a lot of prior experience with Buddhism. Anyone who has the time and interest to study those great teachings can reap profound rewards — particularly if you have a little guidance, and if you then bring those teachings with you onto the meditation cushion.


The inspiration for this book first came from the series of brilliant Dharma talks Reb Anderson Roshi gave on the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets (Samdhinirmocana Sutra). There are so many sutras and so many confusing and seemingly contradictory teachings that it is easy to be overwhelmed, but in those talks Reb spelled out in simple, contemporary language the way the teachings of the three turnings of the wheel, outlined in that sutra, can help us make sense of it all. So I set out to write a book that told the great story of the three turnings of the wheel in a way that would draw in contemporary readers, no matter what their background, and make the connection of those teachings to meditation practice clear. I have quoted extensively from key passages in the sutras and then tried to explain them from a straightforward, twenty-first-century perspective that anyone can understand. Even though I highly recommend it, it isn’t necessary to go back to read translations of the original texts to see the full scope of this great story unfold. All that is required is your sincerity and an open mind. It is my deepest hope that this book will provide some of the same kind of encouragement and guidance that Reb’s talks gave to me.


This book is the result of the labors of innumerable people, and it is only possible thank a few. First off, I want express my deepest appreciation and gratitude to all my teachers, especially Reb Anderson Roshi, Toni Packer, Lama Palden Drolma, and Rose Taylor Goldfield, as well as to my wife Claudia Royal Coleman. In addition to Reb and Claudia, Lois Richerson, Jason Siff, Coleen LeDrew Elgin, Hugh Platt, and Rosemary Donnell read early drafts of the manuscript and were of enormous help. My gratitude also goes out to the people at Wisdom Publication and especially Laura Cunningham, whose careful editing and insightful comments made this a far better book, Josh Bartok for believing in this project, and Ben Gleason, Lindsay D’Andrea, and Lydia Anderson. It is great to work with people who really understand Buddhism. Finally, I want to thank all those I have practiced with over the years who have shown such a sincere commitment to study and practice the Dharma. Without your inspiration I never would have undertaken this project.









Introduction: The Wheel of Dharma


We live our lives in a dream. A dream so vivid and compelling that few of us ever realize that it is nothing but a figment of the imagination, no more real than a desert mirage or a flower made of clouds in the sky. We tell ourselves endless stories imagining our lives as some great drama with us in the staring role. Every new twist and turn keeps us riveted to the story and the cauldron of our emotions on boil. Of course, at some level we know that we are not really the center of the universe, but our dreams are far too powerful for that to make much difference. We may have moments when the clouds part and we experience the pristine clarity of our own true nature, but it is seldom long before our old habits of dullness, greed, and fear drag us back to those mesmerizing delusions.


Since a Buddha is always awake, you might think that she never dreams. But to be truly awake is to feel boundless compassion for those still suffering in the world of delusion, and that compassion leads the Buddhas back into our dream of separation and suffering — over and over again — back to show us a different dream. Make no mistake about it: even the words of a Buddha are part of our web of concepts, ideas, stories, and dreams. But a Buddha’s dream is a wholesome dream: a dream of peace, a dream of love, a dream of liberation — a dream that shows us how to wake up from our dreams.


Turning the Wheel of Dharma


The great wheel of ­Buddhist teachings has been spinning for more than two thousand years, and it has left a vast ocean of Dharma. A hundred generations of continuous practice, teaching, and reflection have left us with more treasures of wisdom than anyone can even count, let alone read and assimilate. Fortunately, there is no reason we have to. In a very real sense, the teachings simply say the same thing over and over again in endless new languages to an ever-changing audience. At the heart of all true Dharma there is a timeless wisdom beyond language or conception, and the wheel of the teachings spins round and round it, pointing the way back to its source.


Despite its jawbreaking name, the great Samdhinirmocana Sutra (pronounced “samde nir mo chana”), or Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets, can do a lot to help us make sense of all those teachings and to see how they fit together. It tells us of three “turnings of this wheel of Dharma,” each with its own distinctive teachings building upon, but not replacing, its predecessors.


In the first turning of the wheel, the Buddha, like a doctor diagnosing a disease, spelled out the cause of suffering and what to do about it in clear unambiguous terms; these are called the “four noble truths.” The first of the noble truths he taught is that the unenlightened life is full of suffering. Second, he identified the cause of suffering: craving and attachment. Third, he made it clear that craving and attachment can be ended, and in the fourth noble truth he laid out his treatment program — the noble eightfold path. He told his followers that if they behaved with ethics and compassion, meditated diligently, and cultivated wisdom based on his teachings, they could end their suffering and achieve the ultimate release of nirvana. In these teachings, suffering is the disease; craving is the cause; the eightfold path of wisdom, ethical conduct, and meditation is the cure; and freedom is the result.


Even though the Buddha often warned his followers not to make his teachings into just something else to cling to, many people found them so profound and helpful that they did exactly that. So in the second turning, the Buddha did something unprecedented in the history of world religion. He dropped a bombshell that blew apart that clinging and along with it everything else many of the followers of his earliest teachings believed. In the Diamond Sutra the Buddha tells us that he really has nothing at all to teach and that anyone who says he does slanders him. In the Heart Sutra, we are told that everything, absolutely everything, is empty. And in that emptiness, there is no suffering, no cause of suffering, no end of suffering, and no noble path to lead from suffering. The Buddha seemed to be denying all his own teachings!


Obviously, the radical wisdom of the second turning is, as the sutras often say, “difficult, extremely difficult to understand,” and it left a lot of people amazed and confused. The sutras even tell us that when some of the Buddha’s followers first heard those teachings they fell down, vomited blood, and died. Inevitably, some mistook those new teachings for some kind of shocking rejection of the older ones, while others fell victim to a kind of nihilism, reasoning that if everything is empty then nothing really matters and they are free to do whatever they please regardless of the consequences for others.


The third turning of the wheel sought to rectify such mistaken beliefs and provide more guidance to those who seemed to have had their feet cut out from under them. The first step was to explain the apparent contradictions between the first turning of the wheel and the second. In the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets the Buddha tells us that words are just “conventional designations” that he uses to help free us from suffering, and that no matter how different they seem, all the teachings are of “one taste.” Like a good doctor, the Buddha gave different medicines to different patients depending on their individual needs. He might tell one person about the four noble truths, and in his next breath tell someone else that those truths were completely empty, but the goal was always the same — to free them from their suffering.


The teachings of the third turning go on to give more explicit guidance to practitioners by painting a profound picture of the way the conscious and subconscious minds operate, and of the inconceivable ultimate — the awakened Buddha nature — from which they arise.


Some people may take these teachings as nothing more than abstract philosophy that doesn’t make much difference in the real world, but the Buddha never really cared much about philosophy. He cared about freeing people from their suffering, and these teachings can do exactly that. Their wisdom not only provides the key to free us from our endless chains of deluded thought but also serves as a practical guide to lead practitioners to progressively deeper stages of meditation. Following the teachings of the first turning, we learn to purify and refine our behavior, release our cravings, and ultimately to see the emptiness of self. In the second turning, we go even deeper to realize not just the emptiness of self, but the emptiness of absolutely everything else as well. Finally, the teachings of the third turning point us directly to the ultimate at the source of all appearance and all emptiness — to our awakened Buddha nature beyond all description or understanding.


Now that the ­Buddhist teachings are coming to the West, they are once again being retold and reshaped to meet a new cultural context. But in confronting the postmodern world, ­Buddhism must adopt to a more radical change in cultural and economic circumstances than at any other time in its more than two thousand years of history. Old doctrines are being put in new words, and while some resonate with their new audience, others fall on deaf ears and are being downplayed or abandoned. With the notable exception of quantum physics, which resonates most strongly with the teachings of the second turning,1 it is striking how much these new influences and approaches, from modern psychology and “brain science” to secular mindfulness training, share with the approach of the first turning. These teachings identify a problem, make a rational systematic analysis of its causes, and propose a method to cure it. They have a clear-cut goal that one can achieve by making a diligent effort to apply the proper remedies.


Our challenge now is to integrate the great wisdom of the other two turnings into our emerging understanding of the ­Buddhist path and apply that understanding to the new world we inhabit. Just as the teachings of the second turning cut the ground out from under those who clung to the certainty and the status offered by their understanding of the Buddha’s original teachings, the same lesson needs to be learned on a much broader scale, whether it concerns religious beliefs, political and social ideologies, or even the science that seems to offer us an objective view of the world. Like the Buddha’s teachings themselves, Western science offers amazingly useful and profound ideas, but we often forget that they are still just ideas. In the last analysis, the wondrous mystery of the world remains beyond our conceptual grasp, and we forget this at great risk to ourselves and our world. Again and again, history has shown us that when we come to accept any system of ideas, no matter how useful or profound, as absolute truth, conflict and division are the inevitable result.


But it is not enough to realize the emptiness of scientific knowledge or of the political and social ideologies that guide our lives, or even to realize the inconceivable nature of reality. Our concepts and ideas may be empty, but we still need them to relate to each other and to function in the world. Many people in the West are becoming familiar with the great emptiness teachings of the second turning, but by themselves they can leave us rudderless, or even worse, we may come to believe that since all ideas and beliefs are empty, the rules of ethical behavior no longer apply. The teachings of the third turning are less well known, but they are vitally important because they can guide us to the middle way between believing in the dreams we weave and the nihilism that can arise if we lose our bearings in the great sea of emptiness.


Before we move on, a point of confusion needs to be cleared up. ­Buddhists love putting their beliefs into numbered lists, and another three-part classification — the three vehicles (yanas in Sanskrit) — can easily be confused with the three turnings of the wheel. In this other scheme, the first yana is the Hinayana (literally, the lesser vehicle) — a pejorative term that was given to the earliest ­Buddhist schools by their Mahayana competitors. Since the Theravada tradition of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia is the only one of these early schools that is still in practice, it is common these days to substitute “Theravada” for “Hinayana” to avoid any kind of judgment about the value of these different traditions. The Mahayana, or “great vehicle,” which is most firmly established in East Asia, came next; and the last to develop was the Vajrayana, or “diamond vehicle,” which is most influential in Tibet and the surrounding Himalayan regions. A few teachers and scholars use the three turnings of the wheel and the three yanas interchangeably, but it is better to keep them separate so that the three turnings refer solely to ­Buddhist teachings, while the three yanas describe much broader traditions that include rituals, practices, and styles of organization. This is important because while the Theravadan school relies more or less exclusively on the teachings of the first turning, the teachings of all three turnings are accepted in both Mahayana and Vajrayana ­Buddhism.


The Foundations of This Book


If you gaze out over this vast ocean of Dharma, it is easy to feel a bit seasick. So many great teachers have given so many great teachings, it seems no one could even have read, much less, understood them all. I certainly haven’t. Rather, what I have tried to do as best I can is mine the seabed of that great ocean of ­Buddhist wisdom for the ore from which to forge a new postmodern understanding that is tempered by the modern scientific and social thought of our day.


My strategy in trying to plumb so vast a field is to rely, insofar as possible, on the classic texts of the ­Buddhist tradition usually known by their Sanskrit name of “sutras.” In the Theravadan tradition, which relies on the Pali language, they are called “suttas,” but since the teachings of all three turnings were recorded in Sanskrit, but only the teachings of the first turning come down to us in Pali, we will use the Sanskrit term for them all.2 These sutras (or suttas if you prefer) are held to be the direct words of the Buddha or a high-level bodhisattva, and as such they hold a very special place in the ­Buddhist tradition. Through the centuries, there have also been a huge number of commentaries on the sutras written in India, Sri Lanka, China, Japan, Korea, Southeast Asia, Tibet, and now even in the West. While many of them are extremely highly regarded in one tradition, they are often unknown, ignored, or even rejected in another. The sutras, on the other hand, are far more likely to be read, practiced, and revered in multiple traditions, and so they provide a firmer foundation for a ­Buddhist understanding that cuts across Asia’s sectarian divides.


Of course, many scholars doubt that the historical Buddha was the real source of some or even all of the sutras. The oldest group of sutras, often known as the Pali Canon because they come down to us from the Theravadan tradition in the Pali language, are the ones scholars consider most likely to be the words of the first historical Buddha. But written language wasn’t in common use in the India of the Buddha’s time, and those teachings were not put to writing until some three hundred years after his death. Until then, they were the subject of one of the most prodigious feats of rote memory in human history. Generations of monks memorized, double-checked, and passed along the Buddha’s talks and teachings, which, when finally put into writing, ran to thousands of pages. But the Buddha never saw or approved those texts, so it is possible that some of them were based more on the views of the monks who claim to have heard them than the Buddha’s actual words, or that they were subject to systematic biases that came from the monks’ failure to understand their deepest meaning.


But what of the Mahayana sutras that do not appear in the early ­Buddhist canon and were not written down until even later? One obvious possibility is that some of them were also teachings of the original Buddha that were also passed along by memory, but for one reason or another were excluded from the orthodox canon when the monks assembled to decide what was to be included and what was not. They may also be the words of some later Buddha or Buddhas, for in the ­Buddhist tradition everyone has the potential to become a Buddha and countless beings actually have. Or on the other hand, some of them may have been the product of advanced meditation masters who went into a deep trance visualizing a Buddha or a great bodhisattva and asked them questions about the Dharma. But even if there were some way to know for sure, for our purposes it doesn’t really matter where the great sutras of the three turnings came from. What matters is the wisdom they contain.


There is, however, another problem. There are thousands of pages in the Pali Canon alone, and thousands more Mahayana sutras survive that vary in length from just a single letter to over fifteen hundred pages, so the question of which of these sources to rely on is a big one. Fortunately, over the centuries of study and practice a few sutras have come to stand out either as being especially deep and profound or as a classic representations of an important school of thought, and it is on those we will rely.


Analytically brilliant, complex, and psychologically penetrating, the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets is the rock on which this book is built. I have read and reread the three English translations of this sutra for over a decade,3 listened to Reb Anderson Roshi’s brilliant commentaries on the sutra, and eventually helped him to edit them into a book published in 2012 as The Third Turning of the Wheel. That process changed my life, and I became convinced that the wisdom of this sutra needed to be more widely known in the West. If you have never heard of the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets, you are hardly alone, but it is the source of the great school of Mahayana ­Buddhist philosophy known as the Yogacara, and it was probably the first sutra to tell us that the Buddha’s teachings could be divided into three separate turnings of the wheel.


The Lion’s Roar of Queen Srimala and the Lankavatara Sutra will help us fill in the teachings of the third turning that aren’t in the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets. These two are considered tathagatagarbha sutras (a term that literally means “the womb or embryo of the Buddha”), since they helped introduce the idea that there is an awakened Buddha nature that lies within us all. Finally, there is the Avatamsaka Sutra, or Flower Ornament Sutra, which runs to over fifteen hundred pages in its English translation and in some respects puts the finishing touches on the great edifice of classic ­Buddhist philosophy.


Just as the Sutra of the Explanation of the Profound Secrets began the third turning of the wheel, its great predecessor, the Diamond Sutra, is the most likely candidate for the credit of setting the second turning of the wheel of Dharma in motion, and we will examine it closely.4 The Heart Sutra is the best known of all the sutras of the second turning, and it will also receive our close attention. It is a masterpiece of concise expression — it can be written on a single page, yet it expresses the heart of the vast body of literature that brought the elusive concept of shunyata (emptiness) to the forefront of ­Buddhist practice and belief.


Our foundation for the exploration of the teachings of the first turning will be the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, or the Sutra on Setting in Motion the Wheel of Dharma, from the Pali Canon. It records the historical Buddha’s first discourse and provides a wonderful summary of the wisdom of the first turning as well as a handy framework to integrate the teachings from other great sutras we’ll investigate, such as the Kandaraka Sutta and the Satipatthana Sutta (Sutra on the Foundations of Mindfulness).5


The wisdom of these sutras is universal and timeless, but our personal understanding, at least until we are fully awakened, is always limited by our culture and experience. We have to do more than just translate these great teachings into our language; we have to bring them to life in our own cultural terms — and that is the goal of the second part of this book. Chapter 4 attempts to summarize the great psychological teachings of the sutras in a way that resonates with our own cultural perspectives, and outlines the way the sutras can guide us in putting their understanding into practice. For most of us, however, just reading and studying the sutras on our own is not enough; we need the guidance and support of a wise teacher. So the next two chapters show us how two great meditation masters bring these teachings to life. Chapter 5 comes from one of the most influential Zen teachers in the West, Reb Anderson Roshi, and chapter 6 is by one of our leading Vajrayana teachers, Lama Palden Drolma. Together they not only give us an idea how invaluable the guidance and support of a good teacher can be, but they also provide some insight into the different approaches of their two traditions.


Finally, I have a piece of advice to offer those who are about to embark on this journey into the wisdom of the great sutras. Our relentlessly competitive educational system leaves a lot of us with a deep feeling of inadequacy. A few students are held up as stars, while most of the rest of us are left to feel that somehow we just don’t cut it. So when we come upon something that we have trouble understanding, we may feel those old anxieties and be tempted to just give up and turn away. But understanding the wisdom of the great sutras has nothing to do with being an “A” student. Anyone can do it. All you need is the faith to believe that the wisdom of those sutras can indeed transform your life, and the willingness to keep at it and let the teachings unfold in their own time. As you progress along this path, you are bound to encounter some teachings that you just don’t understand — especially when you study the profound and mysterious wisdom of the second turning. When you come upon teachings like that, just reflect on them for a while and move on. If you go back and revisit them from time to time, eventually they will open themselves to you.


On the other hand, be very careful when you think you grasp some new teaching the first time you encounter it. These great teachings contain layers upon layers of meaning, and too much confidence in a shallow understanding is a barrier to any further growth. My advice is just to dive into the sea of Dharma and keep on swimming. Sooner or later you are bound to reach the other shore.









Part I


The Three Turnings of the Wheel









1


The First Turning of the Wheel: Freedom and the Four Noble Truths


The Buddha didn’t write a holy book that claimed to be beyond all cultural or historical interpretation. His teachings arose spontaneously out of his interactions with the different people he encountered, so in a very real sense, his questioners were as much a part of the teachings as the Buddha himself. The Pali Canon shows us that he gave very different teachings to different kinds of people. He even gave different answers to the same questions depending on who was asking and what would be most helpful to them at the time. To laypeople, he would emphasize generosity and ethical behavior, to monks his focus was on renunciation and meditation practice. He gave a teaching known as the Fire Sermon to a group of Hindus who worshiped Agni, the god of fire, and meditation instructions to a musician by comparing it to the tuning of a lute. So to understand the teachings of the first turning, we need to understand their social context.


The Buddha’s India


The Buddha’s teachings were part of a worldwide transformation in human thought so sweeping and profound that it has been called the Axial Age. Although no one is really sure why it happened, between the eighth and third centuries BCE the human world turned on its axis and took a new direction. Although as far as we know there was no direct contact between them, great sages such as Confucius and Lao Tzu in China and Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle in Greece were leading transformations in their own lands, just as the Buddha and other great Indian thinkers were in theirs. Until this Axial Age, religion and for that matter almost all human understanding had been based on myths and stories. The stories of spirits, gods, and great ancestors were told and retold through the generations, celebrated in song and dance, and recreated in rituals, and they provided the warp and weave of human culture.


Perhaps it was because this was a time of rapid social change, or that all these lands were ruled by competing states beset by fierce internal and external conflicts, or perhaps it was just the growing maturity of human culture, but whatever the reason, some great thinkers began stepping back from their myths and stories and took a critical look at the world.6 They developed the first philosophic systems to present a cohesive rational explanation of the world. Unlike their tribal predecessors, they created universalistic ethical systems that demanded justice and fair treatment for those outside their own group. And even more radically, they took a critical view of everyday life and of the larger social world. They described the sources of human suffering and gave us new ideals of how to think and behave. They even took on established social power, creating far-reaching new ideals about what makes a good society and how it should be run, and then judging their rulers on how well they lived up to them.


The Buddha was born in India in one of the most wondrous eras of human history, every bit the equal of ancient Greece, classic China, or Renaissance Italy. But it was a world so different from our own that it is easy to misunderstand. By modern standards it was slow paced and traditional. People lived by farming or tending herds of animals, and life was dominated by the rhythms of the seasons, the demands of the earth, and the constraints of tradition. Most people lived their whole lives in the confines of the small village where they grew up, seldom wandering more than a few miles from their home. They knew virtually every person they met during the day, and communication with the outside world was rare. In comparison to us, their technology was certainly primitive, but the land was rich and the population low so most people probably enjoyed a fairly comfortable life.


But that doesn’t mean social life was egalitarian. In many parts of India, religion and culture were dominated by a class of hereditary priests who saw society as a rigid hierarchy with themselves at the top. These Brahmans carried on elaborate and expensive rituals that completely excluded the common people. If the Brahmans failed to perform these rituals correctly, the very survival of society and all human life was believed to be threatened. Politically, the power rested in the hands of another hereditary class — the warrior nobility. In some places, like the tribal republic in which the Buddha was born, their leader was a hereditary prince, but in others he was chosen by a council of tribal leaders.


But the Buddha lived in a time of sweeping change, and the growth of a new social order was threatening this closed, traditional world. Aggressive new empires spread across India, bringing sweeping changes with them. Many parts of India were seeing a rapid expansion of trade and commerce as the use of money grew. While most people continued to live in rural villages, new cities sprang up, spreading a new cosmopolitanism. As the power of the royalty and the flourishing merchant classes grew, they became increasingly discontent with the cultural domination of the Brahmans, with all their costly rituals and claims of social superiority, and there was a creative explosion of new ideas about the world and our place in it.


The Indians are among the greatest religious philosophers the world has ever known, but they haven’t shown the same interest in history, and much about their past remains obscure. Most of what we know about the Buddha’s life comes from the records of his own talks, and there is little independent verification. He was probably born a prince or nobleman in one of the tribal republics of northern India on the periphery of the sphere of Brahmanical influence. It is traditionally held that he renounced his life of privilege and left home at the age of twenty-nine to become one of the wandering philosophers and religious seekers of India’s Axial Age known as sramanas or “strivers.”


These holy men (women were generally excluded) were highly respected, and people were usually willing to give them enough food so they didn’t have to work. This freedom allowed an amazing explosion of religious creativity among competing teachers, even if they shared little except a distrust of the old religion of priestly rituals. Some teachers advocated austerities and self-mortification, others sensualism and self-indulgence; some were materialists who believed life ended at death and that was it, while many others felt that life and death were linked together in a long chain of birth and rebirth. In addition to the Buddha, the founders of Jainism and modern Hinduism are also to be counted among them.


The Middle Way


The Buddha lived for some forty years after his great enlightenment and devoted them all to teaching the Dharma, so he left us an abundance of teachings. Fortunately, the sutras contain many good summaries of his key teachings, and among the best is the The Sutra on Setting in Motion the Wheel of Dharma. It provides a concise introduction to the teachings of the first turning, and it will be our point of departure.
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