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Zen Book

Dear Reader:

Practicing Zen is a wonderful way to live your life. When you practice Zen, compassion enters your life, and you feel connected to the world around you in a powerful and comforting way.

But Zen practice takes time and patience. You make many sacrifices when you endeavor to undertake a serious Zen practice. Zen is not magic. Like all worthwhile endeavors, it takes work and dedication, sweat and tears.

It is not easy to look into your own heart, to sit and face yourself day after day. But as you do so, your heart starts to open little by little until a wonderful compassionate love enters you … and you soften. You have been taught your whole life that something is wrong with you. You are missing something; you are flawed. Through Zen practice, however, you start to realize that what you’ve always believed is really a fallacy. In fact, you are absolutely perfect, and you have always had everything you ever needed.

We invite you to enter the world of Zen practice. There are teachers waiting to show you a wonderful new way to live. There are practice centers in every state in the country. If you would like to see what Zen is about, the world is ready for you, rooting for you to wake up and see things as they truly are. The world is a wonderful place when you study Zen. Find out for yourself.
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Top Ten Pearls of Wisdom 
Found in This Book



	To study Buddhism is to study the Self. To study the Self is to forget the Self and to forget the Self is to be enlightened by the Ten Thousand Things. —Dogen


	Our practice should be based on the ideal of selflessness. If you try to be selfless, that is already a selfish idea.—Shunryu Suzuki


	There are no doors to the hells; you yourself make the doors. —Zen Master Hsuan Hua


	There has never been an Enlightened Person. There are only enlightened activities. —Bodhin Kjolhede


	Sentient beings are numberless. I vow to save them. Desires are inexhaustible. I vow to put an end to them. The Dharmas are boundless. I vow to master them. The enlightened way is unattainable. I vow to attain it. —The Four Great Vows


	In Zen practice, one cannot emphasize enough the vital role of the Zen teacher who has charted the paths of this arduous journey to the core of one’s being.—Ruben Habito, Healing Breath


	Enlightenment, for a wave in the ocean, is the moment the wave realizes it is water.—Thich Nhat Hanh


	Manifest plainness, Embrace simplicity, Reduce selfishness, Have few desires. —Lao-Tzu, Tao Te Ching


	People say “I want peace.” If you remove I (ego), and your want (desire), you are left with peace.—The Dalai Lama


	There is only one time that it is essential to awaken. That time is now. —Buddha





Introduction

[image: ] ZEN IS NO LONGER A FOREIGN WORD in the Western world. It’s no longer a mysterious, exotic practice seen only in small corners of our big cities. Zen centers are found everywhere in the United States, and if we take a close look at one of them, we see that the Zen students as well as the Zen masters represent a cross-section of the American population.

So what’s the big attraction? Why are people flocking to Zen practice in record numbers? Why can you find Zen books that cover everything from golf to computer programming at your local bookstore? The answer to these questions comes from Zen itself. Zen is, in essence, a search for self. When we practice Zen, we turn our questioning minds inward to seek answers to that age-old question: Who am I?

People turn to Zen for a number of reasons. They may be dissatisfied, depressed, addicted, on a spiritual quest, or simply restless … the list goes on. Many are trying to find answers to questions they don’t even know how to ask, or they may be looking for some kind of peace and serenity that they have not been able to find in their lives any other way. Whatever your reasons for seeking Zen, you come with a questioning mind, and this is a wonderful first step.

Zen is simple. All you need to practice it is a quiet space and a cushion. Zen practice is not easy, but it is tremendously rewarding. You can find contentment and serenity in your Zen practice. You can find happiness in the simple joys of life and, after your lifelong search, you might find that you already had everything you ever needed to be happy. You have probably tried to fill the hole inside yourself with possessions, with love, with attention and acclaim. Zen might be calling to you for a reason you cannot possibly fathom. Listen to that inner voice, and enter into the world of Zen practice.

Zen practice will teach you how to live your life in the now. It is not about books, movies, tapes, academics, mind twisters, or brilliant discourses on the nature of reality. Zen is about experience. Reading about Zen is not practicing Zen, but books can show you where to look to find it.

If you were one of those children who was always told you thought too much, then Zen is an excellent practice for you. It’s time to stop thinking and start breathing. Zen will help you unclutter your mind and your life so you can enjoy things just as they are … and not how you think they should be. What a wonderful way to live! [image: ]



[image: ] Chapter 1

The World of Zen

Zen is everywhere these days. You can go to the bookstore and find books such as Zen and the Art of Motor-cycle Maintenance, Zen Golf, and hordes of others. This book is about applying your Zen practice to your life. No matter what you are doing, Zen can change the way you view what you are doing and the way you do it. In fact, Zen practice will change your entire life.

What Is Zen?

Zen is a Japanese word that is actually derived from the Chinese word Ch’an, which in turn originated from the Sanskrit word dhyana, meaning “meditation.” So, in essence, Zen means meditation. Meditation is an important aspect of all forms of Buddhism. It is considered a path to enlightenment, and it is highly emphasized in Zen practice. In fact, Dogen, the founder of the Soto lineage of Zen Buddhism in Japan, taught a way of meditating called shikantaza, which means that sitting (meditating) is enlightened mind. Contrary to popular belief, the purpose of meditating isn’t to become enlightened; instead, the goal is to enjoy your enlightened mind.


“Meditation can be practiced almost anywhere—while
sitting, walking, lying down, standing, even while working,
drinking, and eating. Sitting is only
the most familiar form of meditation.”
—Thich Nhat Hanh,The Blooming of the Lotus



Zen is a branch of Buddhism. It traces its way back to the Buddha, who lived 2,500 years ago on the border of northern India and southern Nepal. Buddhism started with the enlightenment of the Buddha as he sat under the bodhi tree. When Buddha became enlightened, he discovered the true nature of reality. He decided to teach others what he had realized and spent the next forty years sharing his understanding with all who would listen.

It is said that one day the Buddha rose to address his followers. In his hand he held a beautiful lotus flower. Instead of speaking out loud to those who were congregated in front of him, he simply held up the flower for them all to see. Mahakashyapa, one of the Buddha’s disciples, smiled in understanding, and so he became the first person to receive dharma transmission from mind to mind, with no speech necessary.

In other words, he understood exactly what the Buddha was trying to teach because the Buddha was able to transmit his beliefs directly into his disciple’s mind, without any verbal explanation. This transmission of the Buddha’s teachings from mind to mind marks the beginning of Zen. What Mahakashyapa realized when the Buddha held up the lotus blossom was the interrelationship and true nature of all that is. He woke up.

Self-Realization

The purpose of Zen practice is to realize enlightenment as the Buddha realized it. Zen practice is an effort to awaken to the absolute truth of reality—to achieve self-realization. In other words, it is an effort to understand the way things really are, not the way you interpret things through the filters of your egos, your fears, and your notions.

Throughout your life, you have built an image upon your idea of who you are. Ask yourself, Who am I? And you might come up with answers such as, “I am kind, I am fearful, I am a baker, I am a failure, I am a father, a daughter,” and so on. Zen, on the other hand, is being in the moment without the “I” construct, the “me.” Instead of thinking about who you are all of the time, Zen will teach you to just be. It will lead you to awaken to your true self—your Buddha-nature.


[image: ]
Another word for enlightenment is nirvana. Nirvana is not a place. It’s not somewhere outside ourselves; instead, nirvana lies within each of us. It is the goal of spiritual practice in all branches of Buddhism. Nirvana is a departure from the cycle of unhappiness and an entry into a different existence. It is pausing the activities of the mind in the state of consciousness.



Zen is also something you experience intuitively. It is not about engaging your rational, thinking mind; it is not about your thoughts at all. In fact, any intellectualizing—any thinking you do—will be obstructive to your Zen practice. Now that you’ve spent your life trying to hone your logical rational mind, you will use your Zen practice to still that mind.

Living in the Moment

So far, Zen probably sounds a little complicated. But the beauty of Zen is that it is not complicated at all. Zen is right now. It is entering the present moment fully and completely and letting go of all else. It is dropping ego, dropping self, dropping past and present. Zen doesn’t discriminate: We can all can wake up if we practice hard enough. Zen calls to people. If you are reading this book, you may have the feeling that you have been looking for something you haven’t been able to find. You may have felt compelled to turn to Zen.

Zen is also the end of suffering and the end of time as you know it. Using an analogy that might be more familiar to anyone who runs or participates in any energetic or creative activity, you could say that Zen is hitting “the zone.” It lies in those moments when you are completely unaware of yourself and your life, when you are completely in the right now. If you have ever driven somewhere and arrived without any recollection of how you got there, you have probably realized that there are parts of your brain you use without ever being aware of them. You dropped your self, your worries, your fears, and your thoughts, but you still continued to function. You hit a zone. You were simply driving, in the here and now. This experience is a Zen experience—the dropping of self.

And as you practice Zen in your life, you will see that living in the present moment is like living heaven on earth. Even though we can all deal with this one moment right in front of us, we rarely live in this one moment right in front of us. We don’t know how. We have been conditioned since our early childhoods to live in the future or the past. Through Zen practice, we learn to live in the here and now. This simple lesson will relieve you of the suffering you feel when your mind is allowed to constantly run and jump from moment to moment. You will be free in a way you never dreamed you could be freed.

Quieting the Mind

While Zen itself isn’t complicated, living in the present moment is no easy task. Our minds are like monkeys jumping from branch to branch. First we think of this, then we are on to that. Sit still for one minute and notice how your mind jumps around. It can’t keep still. Your mind wants nothing more than to escape the present. It is two weeks down the road on your vacation, or way back in the past ruminating about your high school prom. It is off five minutes from now wondering what you will have for lunch; it’s stuck on five minutes ago, wondering what your boss meant by that comment.

So how can you possibly experience the present moment if your mind won’t sit still? Zen is the practice of learning how to quiet your mind. Like teaching a young child how to sit still, practicing Zen is teaching your mind how to sit still and be quiet. It’s not easy, just as getting a three-year-old to sit quietly isn’t easy, but it can be done. By slowly encouraging the child to sit still for short periods of time, you’ll soon discover that an hour of quiet can be attained.


[image: ]
Dharma can mean “teachings,” “the Buddha’s teachings,” or “the truth.” (All these can be considered as meaning the same.) Dharma is everything. It is truth, the teachings, nature, morality, ethics, and all that helps one achieve nirvana. Dharma is the path to enlightenment.



A common misconception is that Zen means living in a void: no thoughts, no feelings, no pleasure, no pain. But practicing Zen doesn’t mean you will never think or experience sensation again. Zen clears you of the monkey mind. It unclutters your jumbled head so that you can experience things on a different level than you have experienced them before. You can learn to still the monkey, make it stop jumping around, and simply enjoy the present moment for once in your life. How many of us feel tormented by our own crazy thinking? How many times have you wished you could just stop yourself from thinking of the same situation over and over again? And how often do you wish you could just stop it and think of something else? Zen practice can help you stop your mind in its pattern of circular, obsessive thinking and let it be peaceful and serene.

Shunryu Suzuki, in Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, tells us that beginner’s mind is most useful for Zen practice. It is an amazing gift to have no preconceived ideas and to be willing to be open to new experiences. If you’ve ever introduced a child to an amusement park, you understand what the beginner’s mind can be like. The child sees only fun, excitement, and maybe a little fear. She has no knowledge of the headaches that can come from banging your head on a ride or the nausea that comes from spinning around and around. Because of her beginner’s mind, the child also has no notion of the actual thrill of a roller coaster.

If you can bring your beginner’s mind to your Zen practice, the world will begin to unfold for you in wonderful ways you never dreamed possible. And if you experience moments of enlightened mind, you will recognize something you have always had and somehow lost. Finding enlightened mind is like going home, and Zen practice is one of the pathways home.

The Face of Zen

Buddhism is considered a worldwide religion, and Zen is a school of Buddhism. However, there is an argument over whether or not Zen is a religion. Ultimately, it is a personal choice whether you consider Zen your religion. Zen can certainly be practiced alongside other religions, and practicing Zen does not mean you are discounting your religion of origin.

So who are all these Zen practitioners? Most likely, not everyone who expresses an interest in Zen Buddhism calls themselves a Buddhist. The truth is that many Americans are taking up Zen practice and incorporating it into their own religious traditions and spiritual belief systems. In the United States, many people make a distinction between spirituality and religion, and some do Zen meditation practice to get closer to the God of their own understanding.

An American Zen center will show the faces of Americans from all religions. While some people who come to a Zen center are devoted to their practice and dedicate much time to it, others are merely curious, trying it on for size.

Why Zen?

According to practitioners of Buddhism, some of the reasons that Americans practice Zen include a need to connect spiritually after illness, addiction, or loss; a desire to end suffering; a dissatisfaction with their faith or religion; or a need to connect with themselves and others through meditation.

Finding Yourself

People turn to Zen to find themselves. Not unlike the people you would encounter in a church or temple, many Zen practitioners first find themselves on a meditation cushion in a Zen center because they are unhappy, unfulfilled, or dissatisfied in some way. They are looking for something more in life, some meaning or perhaps a way out of some pain they are experiencing. Zen centers, like churches and temples, might also see an increase in practitioners after major life-changing events. Whether it’s personal, like the death of a loved one, or global, like the bombing of a school, people seek a place to find peace when they aren’t feeling peaceful within themselves or with the world around them.


[image: ]
What percentage of the world’s population practices Zen?

Today it is estimated that approximately 6 percent of the world’s population is Buddhist. Of those who are Buddhist, approximately 4 percent practice Zen Buddhism.



Confronting Yourself

Zen practice is also a way to confront yourself, to see who you really are. People who know themselves as intimately as Zen practitioners do are on the path to wisdom. Loving yourself means having compassion for yourself and all your foibles. This is a wonderful first step toward cultivating the same feelings of compassion and understanding for others. You cannot truly love another until you truly love yourself.

Sitting absolutely still is a wonderful means of confronting all of you. You cannot escape your thoughts, feelings, and ideas when you sit still and watch them march across your mind. You try to still your mind and stop the thoughts before they arise. But eventually, after failing again and again, you start to wonder where your thoughts could be coming from. If they are coming from you, why can’t you control them? So you try harder and harder to still your mind and calm the raging stream of endlessly arising thought.

How brave it is to try to wrestle with your own mind! You start to see that you are no different from anyone else; in fact, you see that nothing is different from anything else. Everything is the same, and everything is connected. You strive for release from the pain of your small self. Eventually, great compassion arises from such practice, and following on the heels of this wonderful new compassion is a deep and abiding love for everything, as well as a wisdom that surpasses any wisdom you have yet imagined possible.

Practice Makes Practice

So what is involved in Zen practice? Zen starts with seated meditation, then you take what you learn on the cushion and apply it to the rest of your life. Zen is practiced at home, in the office, on the road, in our art, in our workouts, on the way to work, and as we prepare for sleep at the end of the day. Zen is a 24/7 kind of practice, and the more you try to incorporate it into your day, the greater the results you will notice.

Following Rules

Zen Buddhists believe that in order to achieve an enlightened mind and reach nirvana, they must follow a set of guidelines to living. These guidelines were passed down to us by the Buddha himself and should be incorporated into every Zen practitioner’s life. Included in these principles for living are the following:


	Meditation


	Mindfulness


	Moral action


	Moral thinking




Each of these principles makes up a part of Zen practice. These principles will be covered in detail later on, but it is important to stress that like many religious practices, Zen is an active belief system. If you are not taking action, you are not practicing Zen.

The realization of Buddhist practice in daily life is not easy, which is perhaps one reason we call it “practice.” It takes a great deal of work to stay in the moment and be present for each moment that arises, even if you only achieve it for a short time. So keep practicing, because practice will lead to more practice. And all of that practice, and your continued habit of practice, is the path to enlightenment—the path to your true self.

Enlightenment

What exactly is enlightenment? Enlightenment, also known as nirvana, satori, and daikensho, is the cessation of suffering. Unlike the Western belief that suffering is something that occurs because of a life change, such as the loss of a loved one, or physical pain, Buddhists believe that suffering itself is caused by desire. Therefore, we can eliminate suffering by eliminating desire.

The Buddha passed down his teachings on how to eliminate desire, and these teachings are known as the path to nirvana. Anyone who practices Zen is on the path to enlightenment. Living in the present moment is giving up on desire. Living in the present moment means you are not wanting for anything because everything you could possibly need is provided for you in this moment.


“We want more and still more. Instead of quelling
the fire, we reignite it. Instead of seeking inner
disarmament—the only kind that counts—
we multiply our tools of conquest. And we even forget
to check whether the fulfillment of our desire is really
the one we had wished for.” —The Dalai Lama



Ceasing to Desire

Our culture has become one in which we are very attached to the notion of desire. We want so many things in our lives. We want health, happiness, money, a promotion; we want love, serenity, college for our children, a new car, a new house, good teeth, a dog, a candy bar. Most often we believe that thinking of all that we desire makes us happy and keeps us motivated. Our desire for a new house keeps us getting up in the morning and going to work every day. It keeps us from screaming at our boss and acting like a lunatic at the office. Our desire for love keeps us on the straight and narrow and helps us to treat others nicely. Sometimes we even use our desire for entertainment. When sitting with a group of friends, we’ll ask what we’d do with three wishes or if we won the lottery. Every time we want something, every time we either do things for our desires or live for desire, we are living out of the moment and in the future. And when we live in the future, we are missing what is going on right under our very noses. We are suffering.


[image: ]
By giving up on desire, we can enter the moment. Entering the moment is to live in enlightened mind.



Have you ever videotaped a child’s play or a friend’s wedding? Think about that time. What do you remember about the event? Do you remember the look on your child’s face when she stepped on the stage? Do you remember the feeling you had when your friend looked into the eyes of her new husband? Or do you remember thinking this would be a great shot, struggling to make sure the sound was working and the camera was focusing properly? How often do you live life behind the camera, too busy worrying about what it was going to be like later to notice the smile on your child’s face or the feeling of love during your friend’s wedding?

Enjoying Today

Seconds, minutes, and hours of our life can pass unnoticed when we live in the future. If you’re so busy planning for tomorrow, it’s hard to enjoy what you have today. When you practice Zen, you give up the future. That doesn’t mean you go out and spend your 401(k) money right now. It doesn’t mean you get drunk as a skunk because work doesn’t matter tomorrow. What it does mean is that you remain mindful of your future and tend to it, but you live your life in the present. You enter the moment as it occurs and you live it with every part of your being. You don’t miss out on any of the moments of your life. You live now.

Showing the Way

If Zen is so simple, why are you reading this book? If all that really matters is living in the moment, then why not get to it? The answer is that Zen might be simple, but human beings are not. We complicate everything, and finding a way to live in the moment is not as easy as it sounds.

For thousands of years, Zen masters have been passing on the teachings of Zen practice and guiding their students through their practice.

Support Groups

Practicing your Zen is difficult, and practicing alone is even more difficult. With that in mind, it’s important to begin your Zen practice by finding a support group. This is a group of people with similar interests and desires who can help you on your path to enlightenment. There is a list of Zen centers in the United States at the back of this book. Check one out, and it will help you keep up with your practice.

There are support groups for many different things in this world. In fact, it seems that everyone has a support group, including recovering alcoholics, new mothers, newlyweds, and college freshman. There is a reason for support groups—they work! So why shouldn’t a Zen practitioner seek out a group of his or her own for encouragement to keep striving in the search for enlightenment? If you find a group to practice with, you just might find that sometimes, the only reason you show up is because of your obligation to your group. But that’s fine. Your practice continues, and that’s all that really matters.

Zen in Your Life

Practicing Zen in all parts of your life is a wonderful way to live. Through your practice and your continued search for enlightenment, you will come to discover fundamental truths not only about yourself but also about the world around you. Suddenly, the things you deem greatly important might seem less so; the things you’ve wished you had more time for, such as yourself, family, and friends, will take on greater importance. So let this book serve as a guide to taking Zen into all aspects of your life. First learn about some of the colorful history of Zen, then try some sitting yourself. Move on to investigate retreats, and take a look at some Zen masters. Finally, take your Zen practice through your entire day, from exercise to work to family and friends. Incorporate your practice into every aspect of your life, and the world will change from the inside out.


“In all things be a master
Of what you do and say and think.
Be free. Are you quiet?
Quieten your body.
Quieten your mind.
By your own efforts
Waken yourself, watch,
And live joyfully.”
—The Dhammapada





[image: ] Chapter 2

A Look at Zen History

Buddhism is one of the world’s five great religions, keeping company with Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism. Zen Buddhism is a branch of Buddhism that dates back to the Buddha himself, having made it to our Western shores from the exotic past of the Far East. Zen practices came out of the Buddha’s original teachings. The Buddha passed his teachings down, and they have survived to this day.

Siddhartha Gautama

Sometime around 566 B.C.E., a boy was born to a royal family in the Himalayan foothills, on the border of what is now northern India and southern Nepal. The boy was named Siddhartha Gautama. Siddhartha’s mother was Queen Maya; his father, King Suddhodhana. The royal couple had been childless, and the baby boy was a blessing because they would now have an heir to rule over their small but prosperous kingdom.

Soon after Siddhartha’s birth, his father held a feast at the palace and invited a group of Brahmins so that they could predict the future of his newborn son. The predictions said that Siddhartha would become either a great and powerful ruler or a wise spiritual guide. Despite how wonderful these predictions sounded, the Brahmins warned that if Siddhartha followed the spiritual path, he would endure many hardships. Eventually, however, if he set out on this path he would become a Buddha. On the other hand, if Siddhartha chose to remain within the palace walls, he would become a great ruler throughout the world. While eight Brahmins predicted that Siddhartha could follow either path, one Brahmin alone was convinced that the young boy would most certainly become a Buddha. His prediction stated that four signs would influence Siddhartha, encouraging him to leave home and begin his spiritual journey.


[image: ]
In the ancient caste system of India, a Brahmin was a person of high social standing—a priest. The Brahmins were those motivated by knowledge, often viewed as wise men capable of predicting the future.



King Suddhodhana was not pleased with the predictions that his son would become a spiritual leader. He desired a son who would not only take over his role as ruler but who would rule over many lands. He wanted his son to grow to become the most powerful leader the world had ever seen. In the hopes that his dreams would come true, he set out to prevent Siddhartha from taking the spiritual path. He made every attempt to keep Siddhartha cloistered in the palace by giving the boy more luxuries and riches than anyone could imagine.

Luxurious Life

King Suddhodhana’s attempt to keep Siddhartha safely within the palace walls by giving him everything a boy could want worked for a long time. Siddhartha was trained by the kingdom’s best teachers, and he kept company not only with his friends but also with beautiful girls. He grew into a strong man, making his father proud. As a talented athlete, an intelligent student, and a charming young man, Siddhartha’s future as a ruler seemed secure.

At the age of sixteen, Siddhartha married the most beautiful woman in the kingdom, his cousin Yasodhara. And by the time Siddhartha was twenty-nine, his wife was pregnant with their first child. Knowing that the impending birth made her unable to entertain her husband, Yasodhara—in a generous effort to keep her husband happy and contented—suggested to Siddhartha that he look beyond the palace walls for entertainment. For the first time, Siddhartha wandered through the gates of the property in search of the beauty he until now only heard of that lay just outside his comfortable home.

The Four Signs

During his excursions beyond the palace walls, Siddhartha discovered a world he had never known existed. One day, upon seeing an old man with white hair, wrinkled skin, and a staff to aid his walking, Siddhartha asked his trusted companion and servant, Channa, what he was seeing. Channa explained that he was looking at an old man and that someday, everyone—both rich and poor—would age in a similar manner. Saddened and shocked by the revelation, Siddhartha wondered how he would ever again be able to enjoy life knowing that old age would someday befall him and those he loved.

On two subsequent trips outside the palace grounds, Siddhartha was faced with yet more disconcerting revelations. One day he confronted a maimed man. It was up to Channa once again to reassure the young prince: Siddhartha would not face a similar fate—he was healthy and well cared for. Siddhartha’s third revelation came upon seeing a funeral procession. It was this sight that left him particularly shaken. Channa told him that death was inevitable but something he should not worry about as it could not be avoided. Overwhelmed by the sights before him, Siddhartha couldn’t help but wonder how he had missed all the suffering in life.
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The four revelations signified a turning point in Siddhartha’s life. The first three signs made him realize that life was subject to old age, disease, and death. However, it would be the fourth revelation that would inspire Siddhartha to leave the world he knew to search for a solution to suffering.



During yet another excursion Siddhartha began to wonder about the privileged life he was leading. During this particular trip, he and Channa came upon a monk wearing yellow robes with shaven head and an empty bowl. Channa praised the man highly and explained to Siddhartha that the monk had renounced all worldly goods. Meeting the monk made Siddhartha pensive, and this time the luxuries of the palace failed to calm him. In fact, they disturbed him deeply. Just as the Brahmins had predicted, the four signs had left their mark. To Siddhartha, the veil of luxury and riches had been removed, and the world had been revealed as a place of suffering and pain.

The Renunciation

Yasodhara gave Siddhartha a son. However, the four signs had revealed to him the constant circle of birth and death, and this circle seemed endless and overwhelming to the young prince. Despite his love for his family and the birth of his new baby boy, Siddhartha decided to set forth out into the world in search of an end to the constant parade of life and death. He left his family behind and made one final journey outside the palace grounds. By shaving his head and donning the yellow robes of the mendicant monk, the young prince began a new life.

From the moment Siddhartha took his first steps in accordance with the Brahmin’s predictions, he was following the path of Zen. He was seeking enlightenment. To many, this was a man blessed with everything that equals happiness. He had love, fame, power, money, family, health, education, and happiness. He was safe from danger and even sickness; he had a beautiful wife and now a son. Yet the young prince had seen suffering and just knowing it existed in the world tainted his enjoyment of the life he was currently living. In order to seek enlightenment, Siddhartha needed to leave all of his riches behind, including the riches brought by family.

Siddhartha saw aging, disease, death, and the endless circle of life as suffering and vowed to try to save all beings from it. So he set out in the world to change the repetition of loss. The awareness of duhkha, or suffering, had entered the consciousness of the young prince and was to change his life forever.
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In Buddhism, samsara means the opposite of nirvana. It is the world we live in now. For Buddhists, this is the world of illusion, passion, and attachment to people and things. It means multiplicity and differentiation.



Because seeking a holy life was a worthy cause, many people in the lands surrounding Suddhodhana’s castle were in search of a holy or enlightened life. In his yellow robe and with his shaved head, Siddhartha found himself among a group of monks who were seen as adventurers. Wandering far over the Ganges plain, Siddhartha met many truth-seekers who, like him, practiced denial, meditation, self-control, and yoga. By freeing himself from the endless cycle of samsara, Siddhartha believed that he could become enlightened—free from rebirth.

Good Company

Siddhartha wasn’t long in his journeys when he joined up with five ascetics. Together they practiced the principles of asceticism in their search for enlightenment and liberation. Through their practice, ascetics believed, they could suffer enough in this life to save themselves in the next.

Convinced that external suffering would banish internal suffering forever, Siddhartha and his companions practiced asceticism by wearing little or no clothing, sleeping out in the open in all weather, starving themselves, and even, unimaginably, ingesting their own waste. Not surprisingly, Siddhartha soon became extremely ill. Most upsetting to him, though, was the realization that no matter how much he suffered, he was still plagued with desires and cravings.

Finally, Siddhartha realized that no matter what he did, he wasn’t going to be able to quiet his ego. The ascetic life was not working. Despite illness and injury, he was still the same Siddhartha. Frustrated that he had almost reached death and still not discovered enlightenment, Siddhartha vowed anew to find a path that would lead him to the truth.

Search for the Truth

Leaving the ascetics, Siddhartha continued on his journey. While walking, he found himself thinking of little else but his memories of an afternoon spent under an apple tree as a young boy. He relived the moment of sheer joy as his awareness dropped away and left him free of self and able to fully enter the moment. It wasn’t long before he realized that the path to enlightenment could not be reached through self-inflicted punishment. In fact, the way to truth could not be discovered through any extreme behavior—not ascetic self-denial, and not self-indulgence. The path to enlightenment could only be found somewhere in the middle.
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Asceticism is the practice of denying physical or psychological desires in order to attain a spiritual ideal or goal. Through asceticism, a legend says, Siddhartha eventually learned to exist on one grain of rice a day, which ended up reducing his body to a skeleton.



Nursing himself back to health, Siddhartha slowly added weight to his emaciated frame and rebuilt both his body and spirit. During this time, he became conscious of every movement he made and its effect on the world. He paid close attention to his reactions to his environment, watching every thought as it passed through his mind. Over time, Siddhartha became mindful of his every gesture and thought, no matter when it was made—while walking, eating, sleeping, or resting. It was amazing to Siddhartha to realize how much and how quickly everything changed. Cravings, thoughts, and even feelings came and went. Just as loss was inevitable, Siddhartha learned that change was inevitable. With change came fear. And with fear came suffering.

Enlightened Mind

Settling under a bodhi tree, the former prince arranged his body into a meditation posture and began to notice how all things, great and small, were interrelated. The fruit attached to the tree gained nourishment from the earth that the tree was attached to and the earth received its nutrition from the sky, which provided rain. He saw that insects and animals ate from the earth and the trees, both nourished by the sky. He realized too that not only would the animals and plants die, but that he would too. No matter where he went or how long he searched, Siddhartha saw that life was filled with interconnectedness and change. He saw that nothing was permanent, but he also realized that while every individual thing would die, another like it would be born in its place.
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The bodhi tree is also known as a banyan, bo, or pipal tree. It originates from the Asiatic fig. The tree rejuvenates continuously by rooting its branches in the soil. A descendant of the original tree is still growing at Bodh Gaya in India, and bodhi trees are commonly found in Buddhist centers all over the world.



Finally, after a great deal of searching, Siddhartha reached a moment of enlightenment. While sitting under the bodhi tree, meditating and watching his thoughts drift through his mind, he started to break free of his ego. His thoughts dropped away, and he entered each moment, fully present.

The Arrival of Mara

Despite this great moment, Siddhartha’s battles were far from over. Mara, an evil demonic force, arrived in an effort to distract Siddhartha from his path toward nirvana. Mara sent his daughters to tempt the young prince with lustful dances and taunt him with words meant to arouse his ego and pride. When his daughters didn’t succeed, Mara sent monsters to arouse Siddhartha’s fear, then hurled questions aimed to undermine his motives. As each attack failed, Mara used his powers of evil and destruction to launch another, determined effort to unseat Siddhartha.
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